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      The bombing started early that morning.  Automatic gunfire, coupled with bouts of small arms fire, peppered the air with noise.  The gunfire response coming from much closer had Skylar straining to open her eyes.  She was in such a deep sleep that it felt like she was being pulled up from the bottom of the ocean up for air.  Only the air wasn’t tranquil or inviting.  Rather it was rife with chaos, the promise of bad things to come.

      She finally got her eyes opened, and the first thing that hit her was confusion.  Where was she?  Whose bed was she in?

      The next sensation was hot spears of pain in her shoulders from where she’d been shot.  It was all coming back to her now.  The building, the explosion, dragging Ryker away from the fight only to be shot in the retreat.

      The small moan that escaped her lips was involuntary, an embarrassment if anyone else were around.

      The heavy drum of helicopter blades wreaked havoc on her skull.  There was so much pressure on the backs of her eyes she felt her body shrink within itself.

      Turning away from the dusty Levolor blinds and the bright shine behind them, she tried to sit up.  The movement in her arms caused her pain to double, then triple.  She felt like she was going to throw up for a moment.

      Another explosion scared her, the foundation of the house they were staying in rumbling, plaster bits and dust falling from the ceiling.  She shook off the radiating pain in both her shoulders, fought through the nausea and an outrageous headache in an attempt to sit up.  The second she flexed her arms, the very instant she fully activated her shoulders, she cried out, no longer concerned about her ego.  Her skin felt seared, like she was hit with a branding tool that pulled away too fast, taking gooey bits of skin with it.

      She glanced down at her injuries, looking first at one shoulder and then at the other.  They were covered in the fabric of a long sleeved cotton shirt, but there were red blots on both shoulders.  There was also the little outline of gauze squares.

      Someone had patched her up.

      As the fog in her head cleared, the noise of urban warfare intensified.  Her head did not hurt as much now that it was off the pillow.  A band of pain rounded her forehead, however, digging in at the base of her skull, almost like the muscles were pulling against each other in a tug-of-war attempt to deepen her pain.

      The people they were staying with were low level Resistance.  They knew who she was.  She didn’t necessarily know who they were beyond their names and their willingness to shelter and protect her, but she was grateful for them.  With everything having gone to hell in a hand basket, she didn’t know why they were helping her.  The Resistance was in tatters, the city now a full blown war zone.  Still, if not for their efforts, she’d be dead.

      She heard the sounds of people hustling through the house outside her room.  The door flew open and the thirty-something Chinese girl helping her appeared, wide eyed with concern.

      “I’m up,” Skylar said, her throat scratchy.

      Gingerly, she pushed the blankets off her and sat up, doing her best to ignore the sharp, grueling sensations in her arms, and in her body.  Groaning, tilting her head from side to side, unable to pop her neck and loosen things up, she looked up slowly, found Dongmei Sun looking less concerned than she was both rushed and scared.

      “We need to go,” she insisted, her voice teetering on the edge of frenzy.

      Dongmei went by May, and from what little Skylar knew of her, May was not prone to worry.  Even as Skylar’s shoulders had shown signs of infection the day after they’d patched her up and gave her a place to say, she recalled snippets of that day.  May had remained emotionally detached to the wounds, composed under pressure, which had soothed Skylar when inside she felt herself freaking out.

      “Where’s Ryker?” she asked, her voice tapering off sharply.  She coughed hard a few times, the pressure in her head causing her to slump back over.  Skylar wasn’t sure which was worse, the dizziness or the nausea.

      “They’re leaving right now,” she said.  “They’re trying to get everything they can into the SUV.  We need to go, Skylar.  We have to get you out of here before this place comes down on us all.”

      “So he’s with Griffin and Leo?” Skylar asked, testing the accuracy of her memory.

      “I said that,” May said, reaching down to help Skylar.

      “I got it,” Skylar said, raising a hand to stop her.

      The hot-poker pain would have made anyone else wince, but in her Krav Maga class, you were punished for showing pain.  The very act itself was verboten.  Skylar forced herself out of bed, pulled down on the thin metal Levolor blinds and peeked outside.

      “Holy crap,” she muttered when she saw the smoke, the grit and a handful of armed Chicoms moving through the streets.

      “Yeah, we think the SAA is attacking,” May said, grabbing Skylar’s clothes and stuffing them into a duffel bag she could wear as a backpack.

      SAA.  The South American Army.  The alliance Mexico made with Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala after the last President disappeared, reneging on trade agreements and border access.  The patriots and local militia—along with what remained of the Border Patrol—took over armed border enforcement when the might of Mexico and her allies leaned on the wall, and on America herself.  The Chicoms retaliated in kind, trying to keep what they caught, but not before the South American Army spun themselves into a violent frenzy.

      This was that frenzy.

      In the days before everything went south, it seemed the go-to response to the smallest national impropriety was to throw a tantrum, fuel the propaganda cannon, then mobilize an army and go to war.

      This was the most dangerous attitude in a hundred years.  This was also what led to the unraveling of America’s social fabric, a vulnerable state that left the country weak with division.

      Some would say the fall of the nation began fourteen years ago, over a lost election.  Others would say the rot set in long before that.  No matter the origin, that formal divide—matched with the divisiveness that followed—served to corrupt every aspect of social life, eventually bringing the nation to her knees.

      Geopolitical chaos was quick to follow.

      The world now cowered in a shroud of darkness, an impenetrable night that touched every land mass on the globe.  With such darkness upon them, death tap-tap-tapped its skeletal fingers on their windows and doors, for the unknown beasts of war were salivating, each wanting its pound of flesh.

      “God help us all,” Skylar remembered saying the moment she felt the inevitable shift take place.

      That was months ago and God was staying out of it.

      Taking a vacation, if you will.

      Another round of bombings shook the house, more drywall dust shaking loose from the ceiling.

      “Skylar,” May said.  She glanced at the thirty-something Chinese migrant.  “If you’re not careful, you’re going to rip out your stitches.”

      In her first months of Krav Maga, Skylar realized that Instructor Yoav’s tolerance for pain was higher than anyone else’s she’d ever seen.  Conversely, he refused any such lenience to his students.

      At first, when Skylar started sparring, if she slowed the action to show pain, he’d roll his eyes and say, “Does it hurt or are you injured?”  If she wasn’t injured, she learned to keep her emotions off her face and to herself.

      Yoav had since taken her to that fine line between pain and injury so many times, she’d learned to enjoy the rush.  That was until real injuries set in.

      She’d had a lot of them lately.

      Too many.

      May grabbed one of two lengths of nylon and said, “Stand still, this will help.”

      Skylar frowned as May bound Skylar’s arms to her side, tying off the rope in a knot just below Skylar’s breasts.

      “No way, May,” Skylar said.  “I can’t shoot, run, fight…”

      “You won’t need to,” May replied.  “You just need to trust me.  If you want those wounds to heal, you can’t move your arms so much.”

      “I don’t care about that!  I need a weapon and a way to shoot it.  Don’t you hear what’s going on outside?  It’s the end of the world out there!”

      “I know!” she screamed back out of fear, her once stoic constitution shearing.  “Trust me, I know.”

      Skylar shook her head, pissed, the nylon rope tight.  I let her do this, she thought, scolding herself for trusting anyone but herself.

      “This is some class A, blue ribbon BS!” she hissed.

      “You’ll thank me later,” May said, grabbing the duffel bag stuffed with Skylar’s things.  “Right now we need to get to the safe house.  We’ll rendezvous with Ryker and the guys there, then we’ll get the hell out of this crap city.”

      “So we’re finally getting out of California?” Skylar asked, a glimmer of light in the unfolding darkness.

      “Yes,” she said, her eyes as serious as Skylar had ever seen them.

      They hurried to the front door, Skylar following like an agitated duck, her arms tightly bound to her sides.  At least the pressure was off her shoulders.  May stopped at the front door, peeking out, her hand up indicating Skylar should wait for her signal.

      She was timing their escape.

      While waiting, Skylar glanced down at her shoulders again, her eyes tripping on the small blooms of red leaking through the soft, gray fabric.

      This was new blood.

      Can’t worry about that now, she told herself.  Outside, she heard a truck start its engine, find a gear and then take off.

      “Okay, let’s go!” May said in a hushed frenzy.

      Together they ran to May’s four-wheeler, although for Skylar it was more of a playground gallop.  Ahead, the old SUV barreled up the road into a boiling haze of dark smoke now churning through the streets and up into the air.  She assumed this was Ryker, Griffin and Leo heading to the safe house.

      The SUV hit the wall of smoke and disappeared into it, like a nightmare, the haze swallowing them whole, the back end closing up like some sort of chalky, demonic hug.

      Skylar’s eyes started to sting from the grit in the air, the smell of smoke heavy in her nostrils, the dry burn of microscopic ash settling into her throat.

      In the distance, maybe a block or two down, the chaotic sounds of urban warfare persisted.  The thwump-thwump-thwumping of the SAA choppers was dizzying.

      Two Black Hawks were hovering in view, both with gun pods and gunners firing into the streets and at the windows of nearby high rises.

      Skylar knew enough about the trade deals with Mexico to know the Black Hawks she was seeing were equipped with the multiple M134 Miniguns.  The spinning barrels could be heard from blocks away.  With the naked eye, Skylar could almost make out the orange bloom of fire flashing off the barrels.

      Part of the trade deal was the gun pods equipped with six-barreled Gatling guns.  These were riotous beasts capable of dispensing three to four thousand rounds per minute.  By the look of it, the aerial gunners were not exercising restraint.

      “We can’t be near those Black Hawks,” Skylar said, almost losing her balance as she climbed onto the four wheeler with little grace.

      “How do you know they’re Black Hawks?” May asked over her shoulder.

      “The US military sold them to the Mexican Army, along with the M134’s you see blowing everything to smithereens down there.”

      May suddenly turned around, looped a second rope around Skylar’s back, then bound the two of them together.  Skylar was wondering how she’d hold on with no hands.  Apparently she wouldn’t have to.

      “This is super uncomfortable, but it will protect your shoulders,” May said, kick-starting the quad.

      “I still think this is a terrible idea!” Skylar shouted in her ear as May revved the engine.

      “We’re going either way,” May responded, dropping the quad into first gear, then working the gas and the clutch.

      They lurched to a start and took off, Skylar captivated by the SAA and their Black Hawks.  One of the aircraft banked hard, one of the gunners shot and toppling over the edge, his body falling into the streets and out of her view.  Another gunner quickly took his place.  The aircraft stabilized once more, and the shooting resumed.

      On the other side of the Black Hawk’s platform, a thick rope dropped and several SAA soldiers fast roped it down.  One of the last soldiers to descend slid down one-handed, firing on someone in a window taking shots at them.

      “We need to catch up to Ryker,” she said, concerned at how much time they’d already lost.

      “Depending on the conditions ahead, we may not arrive the same way they do.  It’s a fluid situation in case you hadn’t noticed!”

      “How is he?” she asked over the noise.

      “Who?”

      “Ryker,” she said.  “How is he?”

      “Let me focus on getting us out of here,” May responded, swerving around a pile of cars, onto the sidewalk, then slowing to roll over a dead body because there was no other way around.  “You can ask him yourself when we meet at the staging site.”

      “What are we staging for?” Skylar asked, looking backwards at the dead man.

      “New command post, or retreat,” she said over the din of the engine.  “Brace yourself!”

      She tightened her core, pressed against May.  They bounded over several dead bodies, pushed through a debris field of overturned chairs, tables and potted plants that were now broken with the soil scattered everywhere, the plant and its root bulb exposed.  Beyond that was a wall of smoke coming from several nearby fires.

      May tried to get around the thickest plumes, but Skylar still found herself squeezing her eyes shut and holding her breath much longer than she wanted.

      “Is this an extraction point, or an alternate command post?” she finally asked, turning her head sideways.

      “Stop asking questions!” May barked.  “We’ll know when we get there!”

      From the other side of the building, overhead, came the heavy whomping sounds of another Black Hawk, followed by the trademark buzz of an M134 in action.

      Plaster and brick chips from nearby buildings jumped as 7.62mm rounds chewed the fascia to pieces above them.  May dipped back into the smoke, heading for the only cover available.

      For a long second, they were blind.

      May let off the gas.

      In spite of the destruction raining down upon them, May crept the four wheeler out of the other side of the smoke.

      Where before they were moving slowly, now they came to a dead stop.

      They’d hit a wall of cars, all of them out of commission from the EMP.  Panic set in.  There was no way through!

      From the Black Hawk, RPGs zoomed down toward the base of the building behind them.  Above them, automatic weapons were unleashing hell on the helicopter, but when the RPGs hit the building, the structure buckled low and started to crumble.

      “Get us out of here!” Skylar screamed, wiggling her arms against her restraints despite an immense amount of pain.  She had to get free of these ropes!

      “There’s no way through!” May screamed.

      “That building is coming down on us if you don’t get us the fu—”

      The animalistic roar of the collapsing building blotted out the sounds of her voice.  With a burst of fear-fueled adrenaline, Skylar started thrashing around in the rope like a caged animal throwing the mother of all fits.  She had to break free!

      Sneaking a glance back, she watched the bottom of the building collapse under its own weight, the structure toppling into the street behind them.

      The fear in her heart became screaming out of her mouth.

      May was now working to get free, too.  She managed to pull open the knot, the rope binding the two of them together now loose and falling around Skylar’s waist.  They were free of each other, but Skylar was still bound by her own restraints.

      Clouds of dust and debris churned out in every direction.  The world instantly disappeared into the choking haze, but that didn’t lessen Skylar’s struggle.  If anything, this intensified it.

      She didn’t mean to, but she opened her eyes in a storm cloud of fast moving grit.  She snapped her eyelids shut, but the dust was in her nose, her mouth, her ears.

      Something big slammed into the back of the quad.  The axle snapped as they were bulldozed forward in a jarring rush of rubble that had her and May tossing and turning in the mix.  The building’s tidal wave of wreckage rolled her up, folding her under small hills of granular remains, tucking her violently into the powdery ruins of the once mammoth apartment tower.

      She didn’t feel what came next.  All she knew was that the darkness washed over her and all her senses failed.
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      Griffin slammed on the brakes, bringing the cumbrous SUV to a sliding stop.  Ryker saw the problem.  Leo cursed under his breath.  They were caught in the middle of a conflict zone, trapped between two warring armies.

      Chicoms blocked them in the street ahead, surprised to see the civilian vehicle caught in the crossfire of what was a violent shootout.  Ahead, the SAA was dropping troops into the streets, gunners lighting up everything in sight.

      “Hold on,” Griffin shouted.

      Slamming the vehicle into reverse and muscling the wheel around, Griffin looked over his shoulder, backed up, bumped a small Hyundai, the vehicle rocking on its hinges.  Gunfire stitched up the side of the Chevy, one of the windows blowing out.  Ryker was on his side, hoping they didn’t become the target for both armies.  Cranking the wheel back around, Griffin looked forward, put the vehicle in gear and stomped on the accelerator.

      “Are you insane?” Leo shouted.

      “No choice!”

      Griffin drove them straight through a twenty foot glass wall leading into an art center.  The noise of the glass shattering was ear piercing.  They bounced onto the main showroom, took the corner hard, slid into a display wall and slammed into someone’s idea of a beautiful woman.

      The portrait looked utilitarian, like something you’d see in a communist state.  Oil on canvas that said nothing, evoked no emotion, sold for a fortune because some pompous douchebag drove up the bid thinking it was the “statement of our time.”

      Ahead of them was another false wall.  Hopefully.  Griffin gunned it.  They blew through the wall, destroyed someone’s small office, then slammed into a brick wall that jolted them so hard the back end might have lifted an inch or two.

      “Everyone out!” Griffin said, kicking open the door.

      If Ryker was hurting before, he was worse now.  His back and neck were burned from the recent explosion, his ribs bruised for sure, his organs in bad shape from the beating they took when he was blown out of a building and hurled across a parking lot.  The fence softened the blow, kept things from breaking, but it failed to cushion him from pain.

      He scurried out of the SUV anyway.

      Griffin turned to him and said, “Memorize this address.  It’s our safe house.  The rendezvous point.  If we get separated for any reason, that’s where we’ll meet up.  You got that?”

      “Got it,” Ryker said.

      He memorized the address as Griffin and Leo looked for a back door.  When they found one, Griffin said, “I’ll go first, you two head up the rear.”

      “What about the chopper?” Leo said, making mention of the SAA overhead.

      “They’ve got the Chicoms to deal with.”  Then, with a grin, he said, “Who in God’s name are we anyway?  We’re going to be fine.”

      He looked both ways, then up, and then he trotted out into the parking lot, heading for the cover of the building next door.  He was halfway there when his body shook and danced, bursts of red gore punching out into the air in front of him.  He took three graceless steps, his knees buckled and he went down, dead.

      Leo took a sharp breath.  Ryker couldn’t breathe.  The overhead buzzing of the M134 stopped, the Black Hawk audibly shifting direction.  A moment later, the belt-fed gun resumed.

      Ryker looked at Leo, stunned.  Leo shook his head like he couldn’t believe it.  After that, he began to pace, whimpering to himself, rattling on to himself.  Ryker found a padded bench to lay out on, his ribs aching.  He was trying to calm himself.  Was it simply the fear, or was there something deeper wrong with him?

      “Shake it off,” Ryker finally told Leo, but the rebel was quickly unwinding, now saying how effed they were, full blown tears in his eyes.  “Seriously man, pull it together!”

      “Griffin was my best friend!” he stopped and shouted, his tantrum now on full display.

      “We have to get to the rendezvous point, man.  We have to!”

      “I know, but let’s let things cool out there first,” Ryker said, closing and rubbing his stinging eyes.  He blew his nose sideways onto the floor, took a peek hoping not to see blood.  He saw the snot was the color of smoke instead.

      Unbelievable.

      “I think I can make it,” Leo said, stopping the tantrum.

      “No,” Ryker said.

      “I can’t just leave him out there!”

      He was about to say something when Leo rushed out.  Ryker was off the bench fast enough to see him get shot by a pair of Chicom soldiers being herded back by the advancing SAA.

      Ryker ducked down, backed up and looked for somewhere to go, anywhere.  He heard voices out front, men now breaching the front of the building.  He scrambled for an exit, finding only a staircase instead.  Ryker ascended the stairs as quickly as he could, accounting for his injuries, but not slowing much because of them.

      The only place he found to hide was a bathroom, and that was no good.  Looking up, he saw ceiling tiles.  He stood on the toilet, pushed one up.  Moving it aside, he got hold of the edge, tried to hoist himself up, but the incredible pain that set in as a result of this had him thinking, no freaking way!

      He abandoned the stall as a hiding place, glanced around, zeroed in on a broom closet.  He tore open the door, spotted a wood-handled mop and rolling bucket sitting next to several shelves of supplies.  The echoing sounds of voices in the stairwell lit his fuse.  He ripped the mop out of the bucket and stomped on the joint, breaking the mop handle off, and quite possibly hurting his foot.

      He took the handle with the jagged edge, hobbled to the last stall of three, then shut the door and sat down on the toilet.  After a second, he lifted his legs as well, just in case they looked underneath the metal doors.

      He heard the main bathroom door open, held his breath.

      There was some light from a small window, but otherwise it was dim enough to give him a second or two advantage.  Light from an amber-tinted flashlight swept over the small space.  A quick burst of gunfire ripped through the metal dividers and tore up the tile walls.  One round punched through the metal divider beside him, but missed his head and struck a pipe in the wall instead.

      Water started to leak out behind him.

      He heard one person speaking to another in Spanish, saying he would clear the rest of the floor.  But the guy who presumably shot the stalls up walked inside, undeterred.  The sound of the barrel of a rifle touching the cold tile floor made Ryker think the man was taking a knee and sneaking a nice long look under the stalls.

      He lifted his feet a bit higher, circled his arms around his knees and pulled them to his chest.  The SAA soldier finally stood and kicked the first stall door open.

      Quickly, Ryker slid down the front of the toilet, put his feet on either side of the stall door’s supports, then readied the blunt end of the mop handle for jousting.  The soldier kicked the second stall door open, the clatter against the stall at his side rattling his heart.

      Leaning sideways, with the help of the flashlight and a small window letting in some light, he saw the feet walk to his stall door.  The two feet stood together, but the second one lifted off the ground to kick, Ryker took a half breath then leaned over hard and blasted the man’s shin from under the door.  The attacker’s foot hit the door at the same time Ryker hit him with the rounded end of the mop handle.

      He was now face-to-face with his attacker, the ground advantage and the element of surprise firmly his to enjoy.

      The man winced and stumbled backwards, favoring the injured leg.  This bought Ryker that one second advantage.  It was enough for him to lean forward and thrust the handle straight into his groin.

      The soldier oofed! loud and folded at the waist.

      Ryker spun the mop handle, the jagged edge now forward, and jabbed the man in the throat with all his might.  The sharp end broke through the soft flesh, the rifle dropping to the ground.  Ryker jerked the broken handle out, not expecting the man to fall forward with it.

      He toppled over on Ryker, blood gushing out everywhere.  Ryker saw the man’s sidearm in its holster; he also saw the blade on his side.  The blade was quiet, easier to get out of the sheath and just as lethal.

      He slid it loose, marveled at the balance of it, then stabbed the man in the neck.  He twisted the blade back and forth, and then he tore it out at an angle.  The faucet opened up, but this time the red gore hit the metal partition instead of draining all over his lap.

      He fought to get out from underneath the dead man, but in such close quarters, he was not only battling space, he was suffering a sudden bout of claustrophobia.  For a second, he felt trapped.  It was impossible to move, let alone wiggle free.

      “Marco,” the dead man’s partner called from outside the bathroom.

      Ryker went perfectly still for a moment, but then he heard footsteps, a sound that had him scrambling to get the SAA man’s sidearm loose.  The gun was situated in one of those holsters that made it tough for a civilian to grab at from the front.

      He couldn’t free it for the life of him!

      “Hey, Marco…what the?”

      Ryker finally wrangled the gun loose in time to raise it and fire into the soldier’s chest the second he appeared.  Two barking reverberations leveled him with a deafening pressure in his ears.  The dead man fell forward, landing face-down on his partner’s body, which lay on both of his legs.

      “Are you kidding me!” he growled.

      With the long wooden stick, he managed to push the dead man off Marco.  He then slid the stick down the back of Marco’s pants and pushed, getting the man’s body off him enough for Ryker to get free.

      He was finally able to crawl backwards up onto the toilet, then take a breath.

      The first thing he did was wipe his stick down with a wad of toilet paper.  The second thing he did was stuff another freshly crumpled wad of TP into his pants pocket just in case.  Stepping over the dead men, gun in one hand, knife in the other, he got clear of the two of them.  Then, because he liked the knife, he confiscated Marco’s sheath and affixed it to his belt.  He took the holster, too, then removed three mags from the SAA man’s tac vest and set out, eyes peeled, weapon at the ready.

      Downstairs, echoes of the conflict between the Chicoms and the SAA were still raging, the constant clatter of gunfire, men shouting in different languages, some barking orders, others howling out in pain.

      At the base of the stairs, he was able to get a better look.  He snuck a peek out back, saw dead Chicoms laid out all over the lot, a dead SAA man (half his head gone), along with Griffin and Leo.

      There was no exit there.

      Hyper alert to what he was walking into, he crept through the sterile white building and into the front gallery.  He watched his corners and ground floor windows, then he managed to catch a look out front, through the open hole that was once a massive window with a floor-to-ceiling view of the street.

      All measure of chaos was underway.

      The Chicoms were dug in and putting up a valiant fight, but the SAA had the high ground and superior firepower.

      If one of these sorry Chicom turds had an RPG, they might have been able to turn the tide in their favor, but alas, they shot their wad with the EMP and now they were having to fight to keep what they thought was theirs.

      For a second, he saw several targets, men unaware of him, men just inside the building he could easily kill.  One of them was so oblivious to him, Ryker could have shot him five times over.  Another man joined them, both kneeling down, both with their eyes on the street and not on their six.  They were so focused on the fight in front of them, he could have snuck up on them and slit their throats before they knew what happened.

      As much as he wanted to get in the fight, however, the smarter part of him knew he needed to exercise patience, wait this thing out.

      The only suitable place to hide was the broom closet in the bathroom where he’d killed the two SAA soldiers.  He fell back, headed up the stairs and went into the bathroom, confiscating the SAA man’s Maglite.  From there, he checked out the broom closet, found it suitable enough, then got inside, shut the small door and turned the lock.

      Packed into the tight space, he spent the next fifteen minutes trying to make himself comfortable.  When he was situated, he took a big breath, let it out slowly.  Times like these caused his mind to wander.

      He fought that urge, keeping his mind sharp, fresh and focused.

      His efforts waned.  Mentally, he couldn’t sustain.  It was the toll taken on his body.  The onset of both mental and physical exhaustion.  Even worse, the adrenaline was burning off, the pain becoming more obvious and insistent than ever.

      The sadness set in as well.  He might not see Skylar again.  Not unless he had a way out of this hell hole, and not unless he could find the address Griffin made him memorize.

      Even though he was in perfect darkness, he felt the walls closing in on him.  He shut his eyes, forced himself to think of wide open spaces.  For awhile this eased some of the tension in his chest, but then the subtle smells of the closet intruded on his dreams.  This was the base line scent of chemicals mixed with musty towels, and maybe a little mold in the corners of the closet where splashed mop water settled in behind the baseboards.

      His blood pressure was on the rise again, his breathing high and shallow in his chest.  What is this?  The cold prickle of dread mixed with his otherwise warm skin left him uncomfortable and antsy.  He told himself he could open the door whenever he wanted.  He could flick the switch on the Maglite and see the closet’s dimensions hadn’t changed.

      Breathe you big wuss, he told himself.

      Ryker drew another very deep breath, pulling it up from the belly this time, and then he let it out in a slow, measured release.

      He found he was able to relax once more.

      You have your gun, your knife, your wits, he told himself.  And you’re not dead.  Not yet.

      He held his gun like a lifeline, praying he wouldn’t need it, ready for anything in case he did.  Honing in on what sounds he could make out, he listened to the details of the pandemonium outside—the gunfire, the explosives, the unending exchanges.

      “Kill yourselves,” he muttered into the dark as he closed his eyes once more.  “It’ll save us the ammo and the effort.”

      When he shut his eyes, he only intended to do so for a minute; he didn’t expect to drift off so quickly or effortlessly.  As it happened, his battered body was more in need of sleep than he wanted to admit.  Truthfully, he’d longed for sleep, because it was how the pain went away.

      When he woke up next, it was to voices.

      Startled, groggy, pissed off at being jolted awake, his heart kicked in gear, small stores of adrenalin seeping into his bloodstream.

      Rubbing his eyes, breaking loose the fog of sleep, the physical agony he’d managed to turn off with sleep came roaring back.  Everything hurt.  The adrenalin would mask the pain, he thought as he peeked out the slatted vent.

      There were three Chicoms standing over the dead SAA men.

      One of these clowns unzipped his fly, pulled out his worm and started pissing on them.  The other two laughed.  When he was done, the three of them left.  Ryker closed his eyes again, relying on his ears to warn him of potential danger, but then he quickly fell back to sleep.

      When he woke next, his body felt trash-compacted and weary.  Far worse than before.  Move!  He reached up and opened the closet door, crawled outside, then struggled to get to his feet and stretch.  He flinched to a stop halfway through a yawn because the lifting of his shoulders and expanding of his chest had his torso dancing with pain.

      “Suck it up,” he muttered.

      Through the small window in the bathroom, the edge of daylight still burned bright.  He listened for a while, the sound of silence blissful.  Making his way downstairs, he appraised the back lot and the streets out front.

      There were dead bodies everywhere, lying in carpets of spent brass.  There were more Chicom corpses than SAA, but representatives from both armies lay there dead and decimated.

      Speaking of decimated, the M134 was not kind to the human body.

      Blood, guts and broken bones were the order of the day.  Up the street, animals were already feasting on the remains.  Overhead, carrion birds circled.  The air smelled like smoke and blood, but all was quiet.  It was time to go.

      He walked back through the destroyed art house, the crunch of shattered glass underfoot loud enough to startle him.  As he made his way around back, he felt a deep and persistent ache forming in the arch of his foot where he’d stomped on the mop handle.

      Shaking his head, he told himself this was one of many problems, but this wouldn’t be the one to stop him.

      Limping over to the SUV Griffin smashed into the wall, he knelt down and flashed the Maglite on the floor under the engine.  Thankfully, nothing was broken or leaking.  He got up with no grace and a few wayward protests, then pulled himself into the SUV and tried to start it up.

      The engine cranked but didn’t turn over.

      He was light on the gas, careful not to flood the archaic engine, but for the life of him, he couldn’t get it to start.  Consequently, he didn’t want to move from the seat either.  It was comfy, well worn, cradling his body like a hefty lover.

      He tried the engine again, to no avail.

      “C’mon, dammit,” he cursed, trying to figure out where the rendezvous address was and wondering why the engine wouldn’t turn over.

      The address Griffin made him memorize was the American street address, but the Chicoms changed the street names sometime back as a big eff you to the city and her people.

      Now he barely knew where he was.

      He could navigate the city by way of the landmarks, if needed, but wandering around the streets was not an option.

      He felt the tension returning, along with the start of a headache.

      If he had any hope of finding Skylar, he’d need to figure it out fast.  They wouldn’t wait at the rendezvous point long, especially now that ground wars were breaking out everywhere.

      With nothing to do but pray for good luck and sound instincts, he tried the engine again.  It cranked and cranked and cranked, and then it finally turned over.

      Smiling, pounding the steering wheel with an open palm in joy, he let the engine warm up.  It coughed along just fine, save for a little knock and some shake through the cabin.  This baby wasn’t bullet proof, but it was awake, alive and ready to go.

      When he backed the rig off the wall and navigated over the broken partition, two by fours and electrical tubing, it was with a tremendous amount of noise.  He was cringing through all of it.  Slowly he wound around into the showroom floor, coming to a stop on the broken glass, not sure he wanted to back right out into the street like it was nothing.

      He got out, did a light recon of the street, then climbed back in the SUV, backed out (and over a body), then took off (running over two more bodies), heading toward the more commercial area of the city.  There he hoped to find a gas station, and perhaps a paper map with both the new street names and their former American names for reference.

      He was only a half mile from the art gallery when automatic gunfire broke out, shattering the back glass and pocking the windshield from the inside.

      He swerved hard, overcorrecting.

      The big vehicle barked the back tires, its body roll heavy and unruly.  The sound of lead meeting the SUV’s sheet metal panels heightened his anxiety.

      He smashed the accelerator, even though navigating around the city had been a taxing exercise in going slow and pushing through a tremendous amount of ruin.  A quick glance in the rearview mirror nearly stopped his heart.

      An RPG was coming his way.

      He spun the wheel hard, hoping the blast would tear apart the back of the vehicle and not cut through him first.

      It almost worked.

      The RPG struck the pavement, kicking his back end into the air, the rig twisting into a lofty barrel roll.  Because of the angle, the SUV landed hard on its front corner, then slammed down on the cabin, and finally on its side.  The rest of the glass shattered, the sound of metal skidding on asphalt screaming in his ears like a jet engine at full throttle.

      When the SUV came to a grating stop against something immovable—a tall curb, an abandoned car or a building—he ignored the blood, the fire and the broken glass and squeezed his way through the collapsed and burning cabin.

      Thankfully the gunfire had stopped.

      He crawled out of the opening that was once the front windshield, ignored the multitude of cuts that had opened up on account of the accident, then snuck around and saw he’d hit an airport delivery van.

      Wiping blood out of his eyes, he hid behind the van, waited, then pushed forward despite the overwhelming resistance in his body.

      Another RPG rocketed in, hitting the exposed underside of the SUV dead on.

      The concussion blast of energy punched him in the back, a wave of heat rolling over him.  He went down hard, crawled under a car for cover, then got his gun ready for the mop up crew.  When several minutes passed with no one to check on the wreckage, he crawled out the other side of the car, spotted the nearest building and hobbled toward it.

      Rapid gunfire cut through the noise of things burning, the walls beside him getting stitched with lead.  Ducking down, he scrambled out of view, but not before he was nipped in the back.

      “Son of a hooker!” he cursed.

      The building was riddled with both old and new bullet holes, broken glass was everywhere and bodies lay strewn about.  The place looked ransacked.  A predictable response to an EMP attack in an occupied state.

      He hid behind the concierge desk, pulled back the slide of his stolen weapon, saw the round ready to go.

      Patience is my virtue, he whispered in his mind, my aim is right and true.

      He heard the soldiers coming, three of them by the sounds of their footfalls.  They were speaking Spanish, rapid and concerned.  With his pulse pounding in his neck, he prayed they would see the wreckage inside and let him be.  Or that they’d head up the stairs, not checking behind the chest high desk which, to him, seemed the obvious choice.

      Quietly, he withdrew his blade, turned it over in his hand.

      He heard two men go to the stairwell, while the other held back.  Scooting back, Ryker positioned himself for the kill.

      The second the man peeked over the counter, Ryker stabbed him in the throat.  The SAA soldier pulled back, fired four rounds into the counter, then fell over.  Another man entered the building, but Ryker shot him in the thigh, then hurried over and took his gun.

      Back behind the counter, Ryker waited two seconds, his gun trained on the stairwell.  The minute the door opened, he fired two rounds into the first man, and caught the second man in the shoulder.  There wasn’t a third man, which meant he didn’t need to finish them off.  He just needed to put some distance between them.
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      There was the problem of the bodies, Harper thought.  There were a ton of them all over the front of the property, including the Sheriff’s dead body.  He had to be moved aside.  No one really wanted to say whether or not he’d end up in the burn pile, but Harper knew the Madigans were pissed off that he went all Benedict Arnold on them.

      Logan stood beside her, leaning on her for support.  “I say we burn him.”

      Harper gave the body a light kick, then nodded.

      “I just don’t know why he would bring them all here,” Orbey said, her face healing from the bits of shrapnel she’d taken in a surprise attack.

      “Because he’s a big pansy and was never meant to be a Sheriff,” Connor replied.  Cooper barked in agreement.

      That’s when Harper said, “Times like these will bring out the weakest and the worst in people.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Logan said.

      “It will also bring out the best in them,” Orbey said.

      Connor nodded.  “Always the sunshine with you, love,” he said, taking her hand.  Then: “So I say we burn this coward with the others.”

      “I’ll second that motion,” Orbey said.

      “It’s settled then,” Harper replied.  “It’s one big burn pile.”

      “Just like the Chicoms did to us for all those years,” Logan said.

      Harper held his eyes, saw the sadness in them.  It was the past creeping in, but it was also the agitation of his injuries.  He wasn’t looking so great, but he didn’t want to lie around in bed all day.  He kept asking to help, but everyone was telling him to rest up, to heal.  Some people just weren’t meant for laying around doing nothing.

      “Can you walk on your own?” Harper asked Logan.

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Does it hurt, is what she was asking,” Orbey clarified.

      “Harper and I have a different philosophy about pain,” Logan said.  “It’s the Yoav Rule of Pain versus Injury.”

      Cooper looked up at Logan as he said this.  But when Harper sought to finish the statement Logan made, the German Shepherd pup turned to look up at her.

      “If it’s pain then it doesn’t count,” Harper said.  “If it’s injury, you need to take time to recover.”

      “Like I said,” Logan repeated, “I’m fine.”

      “Let me see your feet,” Orbey said, nodding to his house slippers.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked, his voice and face stern.

      “Logan,” Harper warned.

      “They need some time to recover,” he finally conceded.

      “Well get off them then, dumb ass,” Stephani said with no emotion.  “We’ll get you if we really need you.  In the meantime, we got this.”

      Orbey nodded and said, “I’ll bring you something to eat in a little bit.”

      With that settled, Logan went back inside while Harper walked among the dead.  They were scattered everywhere.  The closer she got to the dynamite crater, the more men she found missing limbs.  Her stomach lurched.  She swallowed hard and looked around.  She was not one for the gore of war, but this was an impossible battle they should not have won.

      “No one is this lucky,” she said aloud, shaking her head.  She pushed an arm aside with the toe of her shoe, put her hands on her hips and thought, clean up is only the beginning of our penance.

      For as far as she could see, there were bodies strewn about.  Turning to Connor—who was watching her intently—she said, “We could just leave them to the animals.”

      He shook his head.  “We may need to eat some of those animals at some time.  Eating them then would be like eating these guys and I’m no cannibal.”

      She frowned.  “Your insight is magical,” she said out of the side of her mouth.

      “I’m like the David Copperfield of dealing with the dead,” he replied with a frown and plenty of dark sarcasm to match.  When she didn’t say anything, he said, “What?  You didn’t think you were the only smart ass here, did you?”

      She huffed out a laugh, then said, “I was actually just doing the math in my head.”

      “Yeah?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Cooper suddenly stood and jumped at her, but Connor pulled his leash and said, “No.”

      For whatever reason, he started barking, pissed off and wanting to either go to Harper or to the meat.  She wasn’t sure which, but if she had to place a bet, her money would be on the bodies.

      “You can’t have them,” Connor snapped.  Cooper barked again, insistent.  “Because they’re bad meat, that’s why!”

      Cooper hunched down and started pawing the dirt.

      “Oh, is that how it’s gonna be?” Connor asked.

      The German Shepherd pup lowered his haunches and squeezed out a steaming coil of brown poop, never once taking his eyes off Connor.

      “Wow, he’s in a mood,” she said.

      “This is him throwing a tantrum,” Connor replied, scolding the dog with pinched brows and an even bigger frown.

      Cooper barked.

      “Kick some dirt over that if you’re gonna be a big baby,” Connor said, shaking his head.

      Cooper barked, then turned and managed to get a hold of his leash, giving it a yank, like he was trying to wrestle it from Connor.

      “How’d he do that?” Harper asked, astounded.

      “He’s a stubborn little crybaby sometimes,” Connor said, looking right at the young German Shepherd.  The pup yanked the leash again, but Connor held firm and said, “Whatever we’re going to do, we have to do it soon before he starts pulling the inside of the house apart and pooping everywhere.”

      Cooper started to growl, but Connor gave the leash a retaliatory jerk.  The pup finally let go.  Still agitated at not getting his way, he turned and started digging in the earth, his front paws kicking dirt on Connor’s feet.

      “Is he for real?” Harper asked, slightly amused.

      “You’re acting like a child,” Connor scolded him, shaking the dirt off his boots.  Cooper then moved over and flung the poop at Connor, hitting him in the leg.

      “Alright, that’s enough!” he roared.  Cooper turned and looked at him.  “Sit.”

      Cooper didn’t sit.

      “SIT!”

      He finally relented.

      “Stay.”

      Harper couldn’t help but laugh.  When she got hold of herself, she said, “The way I see it, now that it’s just you and me, we have three options for these guys.  We bury them, we burn them where they lay, or we stack them into a big pile out in the cul-de-sac and mostly burn them.  I’m not talking about a hot burn, and I’m not talking about a thorough burn.  We leave their bones and some of the charred meat behind as a warning to others thinking they might want to come up here.”

      “It’s a good idea,” he said.  “I can help when I’m done pressing lead.”  He told everyone that morning that he’d be down working on their ammo stocks.

      “That’s okay,” she said.  “You do your thing.”

      “How’s Logan’s head?” Connor asked.

      She gave a hesitant, back and forth nod.  “He shouldn’t have done what he did.  Coming out here with those feet.  It’s best he get some food in him, get some sleep and heal up.  I think when he’s ready, he won’t be so freaking antsy.”

      “He walked outside today,” Connor said, looking down at Cooper, who was now looking off in the other direction, tongue out, finding his inner Zen.  “How bad could they be?”

      “You haven’t seen them, Connor.”

      “True.”

      “If there’s a doctor in town, we need him or her up here to look at that gunshot wound, too.  We have to make sure it doesn’t get infected.”

      “I’ll send you and Stephani down there after you guys take care of things around here.”

      “What’s Stephani doing?” she asked, not sure how she was going to move all those bodies herself.

      “She’s up with the bees.  After that she’ll collect the day’s eggs.  Or maybe Orbey will do that and Stephani can help you.”

      “How’s her face?” she asked.  “Orbey’s I mean, under the gauze.”

      “So far there’s no infection, no fever, no sickness.  I cleaned her wounds with some hydrogen peroxide around midnight, then smeared some Polysporin triple antibiotic or something on her.  So she seems to be doing alright.”

      “It’s not helping that the kitchen window is busted and half the front of the house is shot to all hell.”

      “Yeah,” he said, glancing at the mess the Chicoms made of his home.

      “What are we going to do about the window?” she asked.

      “Board it up for now.”

      “We need eyes on the front yard, just in case,” Harper said.  “If an attack like this happened once, it can happen again, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So what then?”

      “I can take the laundry room window out.  It’s a lot smaller than this, but I’ll frame it out and at least we’ll have a visual.”

      “Back to the bodies…” she said.

      “I agree with you.  We burn them and leave them out front.  It’s easier to let their bones do the talking, so our guns don’t have to.  You can use the wheelbarrow to transport them.  Are you up for that?”

      “I told you before, Connor,” she said.  “I’m no paper tiger.  So I’ll load the bodies up and get them down the hill while you stock our ammo.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “This is our life now, right?”

      “For better or worse,” he replied, looking at Cooper.

      She thought about it for a moment, then asked him the question that had been sitting in the back of her mind these last few hours.  “This Chicom rat we killed.  The one with the fancy uniform.”

      “Yeah?”

      “He was someone important, wasn’t he?” she asked.  Connor nodded, his face solemn.  “We took out him, maybe a hundred of his men, a whole convoy.  Someone’s going to be missing them.”

      “Some important someones, I assume,” he said.

      “How many rounds do you have on hand?”

      “A few thousand.”

      “How many more can you make with what you have?” she asked.

      “A few thousand more.  It’s gonna take some work, though.  That means I can’t keep my eyes on you girls.”

      “We’ve all got big balls,” she said with a confident grin.  “Don’t you worry about us.”

      “I worry about the men who cross you,” he said.

      “We were lucky with all this,” she said.  “I think perhaps we were too lucky.”

      He nodded, then said, “If there’s any luck here, it’s us being lucky enough to have you here and that’s it.  The rest is either fate or divine intervention, and I like to think it’s the latter.”

      “History will prove out whether or not what we’ve done is a good thing,” she said, her eyes soft, her lips curled in a smile.  Before he left, she went and rubbed the top of Cooper’s head, then scratched behind his ears and said, “I knew you had it in you, boy.”

      Cooper’s mouth opened, his tongue lolling out into a pant.

      “You knew what?” Connor asked.

      “That Cooper and I would be friends,” she said.  He licked her, then let his tongue fall back out.  It was as if he was smiling.  “A lady loves a well behaved man.  You know that, right boy?”

      Cooper started whining in the back of his throat.

      “I get it, it’s tough.  You’re battling against your instincts.  You keep those instincts fresh, but be a good doggie until it’s time.”

      He barked, but stayed put.

      “Alright mister,” Connor said to the dog.  “We’ve got work to do.”  To Harper, he said, “Gloves are with the wheelbarrow by the woodpile.  There’s gas in the shed down by the street.  Grab me before you burn them, though.  I want to help.”

      “We still have to move all those Chicom vehicles in the street,” she said.

      “Check the pockets of these dead dogs for keys,” he said, waving a hand across his lands and all the bodies strewn about.  “I’ll move the vehicles later.”

      And with that, Connor and Cooper left and she spent the better part of the morning collecting dead bodies, body parts, and the occasional pile of guts.

      She ended up finding the keys to the remaining vehicles, the whole of them piled on the front seat of the manned troop transport below.

      Standing back, taking a break, she wiped the sweat from her brow and thought about how good a tall, cold glass of water would taste.

      Looking at the heaped flesh, she was overcome with a mounting sense of dread.  It was one thing to slaughter an approaching army, but it was an entirely different thing cleaning up your mess.  Needless to say, her stomach wouldn’t stop turning.

      She went back to work, the worst yet to come.

      With an old camp shovel, she scooped up the rest of the organs and intestines, all the remaining piles of unknown meat, and then she covered the pools of dried blood with fresh soil.  Twice she had to stop working, the feeling of puking sitting in the back of her throat.  She never did vomit, but her eyes watered more times than she could count, and she dry heaved once or twice until the gore finally stopped bothering her.

      The hours waned on, and she seldom stopped working.  If she took too long of a break, her body would wind down and the reasons to quit would start to stack up.  She looked at the men in the cul-de-sac and couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  How did she and the Madigans survive all this?

      It didn’t matter.  Maybe Connor was right.  Maybe this was divine intervention.  Regardless, her arms were jelly ropes at her side, her lower back was stiff and angry, and her legs were juiced, her knees getting shakier with every load .

      Still, she was only about halfway done.

      “Hey, girl,” Stephani said from on top of the hill.  “Need some help?”

      Harper looked up, smiling.  She pushed herself off the Jeep she was leaning on, then muscled the wheelbarrow up the hill, sweat dripping off her forehead, her body now in firm protest.

      “You got a lot done,” Stephani said.

      “How was the harvest?”

      “Plentiful,” she said referring to the honey.  “Orbey’s going to make us peanut butter and honey sandwiches with the rest of the bread when we’re done here.”

      She swiped her head and said, “We?”

      “Of course,” she said.  “I’m gonna spell you off.”

      “We’ll work together,” Harper said.

      Stephani had a pistol on her side.  Harper looked down at it, then wondered why she didn’t have hers.

      “Yeah,” Stephani said, her eyes hooded with a frown.  “You’d best get used to packing that heat, at least for a little bit.  Give me those gloves.”

      Harper took off her gloves, handed them over, then rubbed the tender skin on her palms.

      Stephani looked at Harper’s hands and said, “You want these back?  You hands look a little tender.”

      She stopped rubbing them and said, “You’re on body detail, I’ll manage without them.  They’re going to have to thicken up sometime, right?”

      Stephani nodded and said, “That’s the spirit.”

      Together they gathered up the next two dozen bodies, Stephani collecting the dead, Harper pushing the wheel barrow.  They piled them high in the street, ready for the burn.  The two women were just finishing up when Cooper came bounding down the hill in a cloud of dust, low and scrambling, his sniffer working overtime.  Connor appeared at the top of the hill, clapping his hands and yelling at him to stop.  Cooper wasn’t listening.  The pup ran straight for the pile of bodies.  Stephani cut him off, catching him by the collar.  He threw a fit of lunging and barking, but Stephani yanked the collar and he stopped long enough to turn and growl at her.

      “No!” Stephani barked, causing Cooper to shrink.

      Connor was grumbling all the way down the hill.  “Oh, hell no you don’t,” he said to the dog.

      Knowing it was almost over, Cooper lunged at the bodies, barking like mad, which caused a stir in Connor that Harper found humorous.

      Harper intervened before Connor could get there.  She knelt down in front of him and said, “Do you remember what I said?”  Harper lowered her face down to his face.  She cupped both hands over his cheeks and flews, looked into his eyes and said, “Remember when I told you a lady likes a well behaved man?  You’re a good doggie aren’t you, Cooper?”

      His eyes softened, the fires in him cooling.  He sat down, then turned his head and licked her wrist.

      “Well I’ll be dipped in dog shit,” Stephani said, looking up at Connor.  “I think he likes her.”

      “It’s about time,” Connor said.  Turning around and heading for the shed, he said, “I’ll get the gas.”

      He returned a moment later with the gas can.  Stephani took it, but Harper said, “Sparingly.  We don’t want a pile of ashes.  We need the larger bones, the ribcages and the skulls preserved.”

      “What exactly did you have in mind?” she asked, aghast, her eyes roving the pile.

      “We were thinking it would be a warning,” Connor said.

      “I see that,” Stephani replied.

      Stephani emptied the can around the base of the bodies, sprinkling it around rather than dumping it straight on.

      Harper studied the men inadvertently.  They were stuffed this way and that, their squished faces smashed into their broken torsos, their knees compressed with random arms and legs.  There was a head looking at her.  Not a body, a head, its eyes lazy and seeing everything and nothing.  She reached out to slide his lids closed, but then she paused.  Would his eyelids be soft and malleable, or frozen in place, the skin stiff?

      She didn’t know.

      A fly buzzed in her face.  She swatted it.  More flies buzzed around the men, the stink not bad yet, but enough to have sent Cooper’s senses into overdrive.

      Connor tossed Harper a small lighter and said, “You want to do the honors?”

      She leaned down and lit the doused shirt of one of the soldiers.  The flames whooshed up, spreading out across the circle of the bodies.  Cooper started barking and didn’t stop.  No one sought to quiet him.  They were setting all his toys on fire.

      The flames rose up over the pile, a small inferno that not only stirred the ugly memories of the I5 massacre, but of the situation they found themselves in.  Five Falls might burn just like them for what they did.  This had her thinking of Logan.  He showed up damn near dead.  He was shot, his feet messed up and he was malnourished.  Yet he came to the table to play.  He wasn’t what she expected, then again, he said the same thing to her.

      “I’m gonna head up and check on Logan,” she said.

      Garnering no objection, she hiked up the dirt driveway, ignoring the dynamite crater or the shot-up front of the house.  She went inside where Orbey was fixing them a late lunch.

      “Are you about ready to eat?” she asked, a small square of gauze taped to her cheek, the center dotted red.

      “Just about.  I want to check on Logan.”

      “Last time I checked, he was asleep,” she said.  “His head feels good, no fever.”

      “That’s a good sign,” Harper said.

      When she crept into the bedroom they shared, Logan was snoring deep, his body at rest, the pain hopefully at bay.  She knew he’d never say he was in pain, but with what she’d seen, she knew he had to have suffered immensely.

      She quietly took off her shoes and socks.  She then peeled off her dirty pants, and pulled her t-shirt over her head.  As she looked down at herself, she hardly recognized what she saw.  The physical workload and the cut back in eating had melted off the pounds.  Most girls would be happy seeing what she saw, but she worried.  What if she kept losing weight and didn’t stop?

      Deciding she couldn’t think like that, she crawled into bed next to him.  He was in boxers and nothing else, his body warm but not hot.  She slid her arm under the blankets, found his hand and held it.

      He opened his eyes slowly, climbing out of that deep sleep, that dream, and he said, “Harper?”

      “Yes?” she said, smiling at him.

      He settled back down, closing his eyes, falling back to sleep.  She leaned over, kissed his mouth, then laid there for fifteen minutes before getting up and putting on some of Stephani’s old clothes.

      The clothing started out tight around her hips and waist, but at the rate she was shedding the pounds, she’d be swimming in them next week.  With the weight loss and the fresh air, however, she’d come to realize she was no longer feeling so sluggish or foggy-headed.

      She actually felt good.

      It was amazing what fresh air, clean food and exercise could do for a body and a mind, something not lost on her.

      If anything, it was one more thing to fight for in this crazy, ass-backwards world.
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      Boone woke up feeling like he was hung over and irritated enough to fight.  There was nothing specifically wrong, he was just tired.  Then again, when your entire life is falling to the wolves and you’ve got a wife and child to protect, the tension never really leaves you.

      There was something else, though.  An unexpected surprise that kept his bad attitude at bay.  Last night, in the middle of the night, his brother had come home.  After more than ten years overseas, after having left at eighteen, Clay Nichols had finally returned home.

      He’d rolled into the driveway in an old K5 Blazer, bloody with an arrow lodged in his shoulder.  Miranda managed to get him patched up, and now he was asleep in their guest room.

      “I really don’t want to go,” Boone told Miranda.

      “You promised,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I have to feed Rowdy,” she said.  “When you get back, you and Clay can catch up.”

      He nodded his head, somber.

      He had to leave for the town meeting in a few minutes.  It was at the high school and he promised Deputy Don he’d help.  Besides, after everything that had happened—with the charred remains of the Chicom cavalcade still sitting in town like some sort of post-apocalyptic sculpture, a reminder of what came and what was to come—there was no way he could miss it.

      “The way he’s sleeping, he might not be up by the time I get home,” Boone said, an early riser since he was a kid.  Clay, however, took every chance he could when they were young to sleep in.

      “Give him a break,” she said.

      “Dad wouldn’t.”

      “Take this with you,” she said, handing him a spare magazine.

      He took it, then slid it in his jacket, showed her the knife on his hip so she wouldn’t worry, then said, “Don’t let anyone in, and if there’s a problem, Clay’s spent the last decade and then some at war.  So let him handle it.”

      “You remember I pulled an arrow out of his shoulder not eight hours ago, right?” she asked.

      “I’m sure his tolerance for pain is exceptionally high by now.”

      The Clay that Boone knew as a kid was gone.  That boy died.  The man who replaced him looked hard, mean if he wanted to be, jittery.  Or maybe he was just shocked at seeing him after so much time.  He’d spent almost as much time away from him as he had with him.

      “What do you think happened to him?” Miranda asked.

      “War is no joke,” he said, thinking of the scars.

      When Miranda cut off his shirt earlier that morning, the first thing Boone saw was the man was lean, cut, carved out of granite.  This wasn’t the kind of fit you get in the gym.  Clay was military fit.  The second thing Boone noticed was all the damage his brother had suffered.  There were lines and nicks and bullet holes that were still pink and healing.

      “And his face,” Miranda whispered, still taken aback.  “I couldn’t go to sleep thinking about it.  What the hell could make a scar like that?”  Leaning forward, just in case Clay happened to get up early, she said, “I cried for him last night.  I cried for his face, and what he must have gone through.”

      “You did?” he asked.

      Miranda barely knew Clay, but what she knew of him wasn’t good.  He left after their dad died.  Didn’t really say good-bye.  This never sat right with Miranda.  She was just a kid back then.  Super judgy.  All knee-jerk responses to the absurdities of the world.

      Boone soon learned how affected Clay was by their father’s death.  He also knew his older brother had to get out of the old man’s shadow, find his own way in life.

      “While you were snoring, that was me, crying,” she said.  She looked at him, held his eyes, made sure he saw that she’d changed her mind about his brother.

      “I don’t snore,” he said.

      She shook her head and said, “Go say good-bye to Rowdy.”

      He walked into the back room where his son was in his crib, awake and alert.  The infant was playing with his toes, too preoccupied to cry, his little voice just chirps and giggles.

      “Alright, little man,” he said.  He put his hand down in the crib, let Rowdy grip his index finger with his little hand.  Smiling, he said, “You be a good boy for Daddy, okay?”

      He looked up at Boone, held his eyes, made little cooing noises with his mouth.  Boone saw the entire world in those bottomless blue spheres.

      Miranda came in behind him, held his free hand, leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “We did good,” she said.

      Looking at her, he said, “You did good.”

      “We did fantastic,” she smiled, pulling him closer.  “Now go, before you make everyone wait for you.”

      “Don Sanders is in charge,” he said.  “I’m just going to help get his message across.”

      “That’s because the Colonel has a mouth full of marbles,” she said.

      Everyone called Deputy Don Sanders either Deputy Don, or Deputy Sanders.  Not Miranda.  She worked for Kentucky Fried Chicken when she first turned sixteen and insisted on calling him “The Colonel.”  No one found it funny, but she wasn’t trying to be funny.  That’s just how her mind worked.

      When he left, he checked in on his brother, hoping he was awake.  He wasn’t.  He was asleep, the blankets pulled to his shoulders, rolled on his side with his back to the door.

      What did you go through, brother?

      He left moments later, shutting the door behind him.  As he drove his old dirt bike to the high school to speak in the gymnasium, he saw everyone else making their way there, too.  He waved half a dozen times to half a dozen families.

      Nothing brought a community together like tragedy.  Or murder, he thought as he considered the roasted convoy just sitting in the middle of the once busy street in front of the Sheriff’s station.  The charred vehicles were right in the middle of the narrowed down two lane freeway, out for everyone to see.  Even the stop signs had burned.

      When would the next convoy arrive?

      Shaking his head, he realized it was only a matter of time before the Chicoms drove through their humble community and saw what they’d done.  Fortunately the EMP slowed everything way down, the Chicoms included.  There wasn’t even an operational vehicle on the road, except for old motorbikes, quads and the occasional early classic, complete with rusted paint and white walls.

      When he arrived, he parked his dirt bike and walked inside.  Deputy Don, a.k.a., The Colonel, was standing in the middle of a very packed gymnasium.  Much of the polished hardwood floor and the metal bleachers on either side of the gym were occupied.  They were down to standing room only.  Deputy Don saw him, smiled with relief, then waved him over.

      Boone’s face flushed red as he sauntered up to the older man.  He didn’t like being the center of attention.  Not now, not in high school.  Now, standing before the concerned citizens of Five Falls, he felt his confidence wavering.

      “Hey, Don,” he said.

      They shook hands, Deputy Don really pumping it.  By the look of him, he was every bit as nervous as Boone.

      “Thank God you’re here,” he said, his smile one of pure panic.

      “Why, what’s up?” he asked.

      “I’m no good at public speaking,” he said, clearly stressed.  “I’m feeling like maybe I might have shit myself a little.  Just a tiny little nugget, nothing wet.  I just…can you…I mean, will you like, hang up here with me and take over when—”

      Smiling, not wanting to do anything of the sort, he said, “Of course, Don.  We’re all one big family, though.  Think about that.”

      Boone looked around at the many faces, then saw the last of the people coming into the gym had all but settled in.  All eyes were on them.

      “I guess we’d better start,” Don said, visibly clenching his butt cheeks.

      Boone almost snorted out a laugh at the older man, but thought twice.  If his father taught him anything about manners, it was that you respect your elders.

      Don Sanders was only a few years older than Boone, but he was an uneasy man, by nature.  This job was great for him because nothing really ever happened around Five Falls but a fight or two at The Rusty Rabbit, or Otto boozing it up and going on about his muff eatin’ ex-wife.  Don’s words, not Boone’s.

      “I brought home the bacon, but all she wanted was BOX!” is what Don told him Otto had said last time, just before he passed out and fell face-first into a bar table.

      Now the Sheriff was dead and they were at war and Deputy Don was in the Captain’s chair.  One look and it was plain to see that as heavy as the weight of so much responsibility was upon his narrow shoulders, the deputy was fixing to buckle.

      “Everyone please keep your voices down because obviously the mics don’t work,” Don announced, using hand signals to hush the crowd.  “Can everyone hear me?”

      There was a murmur of yeses that had him shaking his head, like this was his first victory.

      “Okay, okay, good,” he said.

      “Well don’t start muttering now!” someone called out.  Chuckles echoed throughout the gym, causing Don’s bobbing head to come to a firm stop.

      “We think this is an EMP strike.  Electromagnetic Pulse,” he said, loud but shaky.  “That means part of the electricity that’s supposed to work ain’t working at all.  It means our grid probably can’t be fixed.  But it also means our cars and appliances are dead.  Like dead dead.”

      He said this and looked over at Boone, an eyebrow raised.  Boone smiled, gave a quick nod, then a thumbs up.

      “So that means we aren’t getting gas, or power, and our cars won’t ever work again.”

      Boone stepped in and said, “What Deputy Sanders is trying to say is that we are on our own now.  That means we need to be responsible for growing and gathering our own food, filtering and purifying the water we drink, altering the way we live so that we are a self-sustaining community.”

      “Where’s the Sheriff?” one woman called out.

      “He’s dead,” came a woman’s voice from across the gym.  Harper stepped forward, along with Logan, who was leaning on her shoulder for support.

      The rustle of confusion permeated the gym.

      “Dead?” another woman asked.

      Harper walked up and joined Boone.  He wondered if he looked as overjoyed that Harper had come to relieve him as Deputy Don was that he had stepped in to relieve him.

      “He was shot by the Chicoms on the Madigan property,” Harper said.  “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors by now.”

      Boone knew this was coming.  He was going to ease into it, but the people here weren’t into foreplay.  They just wanted the hard facts up front.

      “Sheriff Hall had a tough decision to make,” Boone announced.

      He hadn’t told anyone this, but what he knew had to be said, if anything to set the record straight about the Madigans.

      “The Chicom commander who arrived with the convoy yesterday asked the Sheriff if we would allow large convoys of vehicles through our town without incident.  Sheriff Hall must have paused too long, forcing the commander to take a different tactic.  He said the Sheriff needed to either give up the problem children of this town or he’d burn it to the ground.”

      Harper looked at him, aghast.

      “He took about fifty men to the Madigan’s place up the hill,” Boone said, ignoring the look.

      Even Deputy Don was as wide-eyed as Harper now, wondering how she and the Madigans had survived that.  Don had been out fishing when all this happened.  He didn’t even know what occurred until he returned to the steaming ashes of it.

      “What happened to them?” Chuck Burly asked.  He was an older gentleman, fairly new to town, a retired accountant who relocated to Five Falls from Eugene last year.

      “We killed them,” Harper said, her face cold, expressionless.  “Every last one of those dirty cockroaches.”

      “Who the hell are you?” a snotty looking teenager with crimped blonde hair and heavy eyeshadow asked.

      Boone didn’t know whose girl this was, but a few of her friends sitting beside her seemed to enjoy their little friend’s snark.  Looking around, he could only name about half of them.  And even then he knew them only by the cars they drove and the problems said cars had.

      “Her name is Harper Whitaker,” Logan said.  “She’s the leader of the west coast Resistance.  And I’m Logan Cahill.  I’m with her, she’s with me, and for now, we’re with you.”

      Boone said, “If you want to know why you still have your lives, why this town is still standing, it’s because of these two people and the Madigan family.”

      “We can protect ourselves,” one young kid said.  He looked college aged.  Bill something or other.

      “While you were scratching your little baby nuts on your mother’s couch,” Logan barked, “we were dropping TNT on half those assholes and pumping the rest full of lead.”

      This caused quite a stir, one that had Deputy Don raising his hands and shouting for everyone to calm down.

      “If we’re going to survive this, it’s by sticking together and not running your mouth at strangers, especially those who saved your collective asses.  You got that, Bill?”

      The boy nodded, red-faced, his lips pulled tight, his jaw flicking.

      “If any of you has what Bill’s got, ya’ll better stow that crap in a hurry,” Boone said, “because this is the new America.  Think of it like the wild west where if you say or do dumb things, you get dragged home to your parents by your ear, or worse.”

      “I heard Ned was killed,” Gary Romlin said.  He was Otto’s neighbor.  An old guy with more hair in his ears and nose than on his head.  His wife was sitting next to him, house dress on, swell socks pulled mid calf, varicose veins visible from outer space.

      “Ned was a child molester,” Stephani said, having just come in the side door.

      Boone sighed inside.  Here we go…

      “He was a nice man,” Gary’s wife said.  “We’ve been buying seeds from him since he got here.”

      “There’s a dead girl in a cage under his house if you want to know what’s what,” Stephani said.  “Sheriff Hall confirmed it before he turned bitch and nearly got me and my family killed.”

      Someone in the back of the peanut gallery was complaining about all the coarse language, but then someone else turned and said, “If this is the first time you’re hearing curse words, you don’t get out enough!”

      “Or you’ve got a soft spine!” someone else chimed in.

      “Here’s the deal,” Logan interrupted, no longer leaning on Harper.  “This town is about to be Grand Central Station to the Chicom oppressors.  That means the next convoy to roll through here is going to see that mess we made of their last convoy.  Then they’re going to want to know where the commander is.  For the record, he’s up with us, and he has a giant hole in his skull.  I say skull, not head, because we burned a huge pile of those communist rodents, just to keep the bears away.  We don’t need to hear from Bill or any other male-feminist peanut gallery as much as we need men and women who can fight.  We’ll also need a massive cleanup crew for that charred mess we made just up the street.  And we need to cut off the main roads in and out of town.  If we don’t secure Five Falls, we won’t have a chance to live.”

      Deputy Don was suddenly looking like he’d lost control.  Boone didn’t have the heart to tell him he never had it in the first place.

      “This means all the water purification and gardening tips and hunting parties won’t mean squat,” Harper said.  “We know firsthand this was an EMP that caused the grid to go down, the South American Army is invading from massive breaches in the wall down in Arizona, and all that hell is about to push north from LA and south from Portland.”

      “What can we do against all that?” a woman asked.

      She was fairly new to town, owned a 2018 Audi A5.  Her husband was older, drove a BMW X5 M edition.  Beyond their overly technical vehicles, Boone hadn’t once looked at their cars, nor did he have the time to get to know them.  Not with the baby, a solid work load and Otto to look after.  It wasn’t that long ago that his friend blew off a couple of his fingers messing around with dynamite while drunk as a skunk.

      “We do what we can,” Logan said.  “But we prepare for war is the short answer.”

      “This is preposterous!” the A5 housewife said.

      “This is the way of the world, Cassie,” Stephani said.  “All your prim and proper ways of living aren’t going to do anything but get you dead.  All of you!  But I can tell you this, if you get desperate, or brave, or you wander on our property unannounced, we’re going to shoot you dead.  Doesn’t matter if you’re friend or foe.  This is your only warning.”

      The volume of outrage hit an all time high, which was something Boone feared might happen.  This was a time for hard truths, but with so many people already suffering under communist rule, there wasn’t much buffer room to work with before people bottomed out.

      It was happening right before his eyes.

      Deputy Don was trying again to calm everyone down, but it wasn’t working this time.  Harper looked at Boone and said, “Fire off a round.”  She glanced down at his piece and said, “Go on, pop one off, wake these snowflakes up.”

      He pulled out his pistol and fired a round into the ceiling.  Harper was right, that got everyone’s attention.

      “Can we please all just take a breath,” Deputy Don said.

      Cassie with the Audi and the BMW husband stood and said, “You can’t fire a weapon in a school gymnasium!  Do you have any idea—”

      Another weapon fired another bullet, this one crashing through Cassie’s skull.  The minute she fell down dead, another shot rang out and a round blew a hole in Deputy Don’s temple, the gore splashing across Boone’s, Harper’s and Logan’s faces.

      Boone ducked down, spun and fired on the Chicom infiltrators.  There were about nine of them on one side, five on the other.  They opened fire on the crowd.  Boone hit three of them flush, missed two more, caught another in the chest.  He emptied the mag, hit nothing more of consequence.

      His world turned upside down, panic hitting him hard.  Don was on his side, thick crimson blood pooling on the polished hardwood floor beneath them.  Gunfire was echoing off the walls, but it wasn’t as loud as the screaming.  People were pushing, shoving and falling off the bleachers, everyone trying to get behind them for cover.

      Beside him, Logan and Harper were firing on the Chicoms.  She moved well, but at a glance, Logan looked unsteady on his feet, most likely due to his recent injuries.

      A hand grabbed him by the back of the collar, pulling him away.  He dug his feet in for purchase, but the strength of the person hauling him to safety didn’t let up.

      He looked up, planting his hands, trying to stand on his own.  Harper was dragging him, Logan providing them cover fire.  When he stopped, Harper looked down and screamed, “Get your ass up, sissy!”

      He did, but not before a bullet skipped off his face, startling him.  Another nicked his thigh, and still another bullet dug into the floor in front of him, spraying splinters everywhere.  Pushing through the pain, the wounds didn’t hurt like he thought they would.  Then again, none of them were direct hits.  He got up and got to cover behind the bleachers on the other side.

      With blood pouring down his face and his thigh smarting, he changed out mags, then fired on the Chicoms who were brazenly making their way into the gym.  Boone tapped three of them, Harper took down two, and Logan took out five on the other side.  But they were still out there, how many of them he couldn’t be sure.

      The sounds of screaming became the howling cries of agony, of people shot, of people mourning their loved ones.  Twelve bodies were strewn out across the metal bleachers.  One young girl was hit in the leg and trying to get out of the line of fire.  Boone knew her.  He also knew that the woman she was leaving behind was her mother.

      Another shot rang out from the side entrance of the gym.  The girl’s head snapped back, then she dropped dead.

      Something hot and violent tore through Boone in that moment.  It was an outrage long held at bay, the boiling hot hatred he sometimes felt for his father when he’d try toughening him and Clay up.  This hatred stemmed from the prison these communist pricks were trying to build around this nation, and now this town.  He started walking toward the entrance the gunshot came from.

      “Get back here!” Harper screamed.

      He wasn’t listening to her.  He shot the two offending Chicoms.  They both dropped dead.  Then, behind him, at the opposite entrance, two more soldiers came in to join the one still firing, their rifles at the ready.  They were both looking at Boone.  They had him dead to rights.

      He stopped in the middle of the gym, paralyzed as the scene unfolded before him.

      From the bleachers, Harper shot at them, as did Logan.  Logan hit one, Harper hit two and Stephani sprinted out from behind the bleachers to stab them all and grab their weapons.

      The heavy door slammed shut behind the now dead Chicoms, giving Stephani the cover to grab a rifle.  When the door opened again, she wasn’t ready with the gun.  She dropped it, turned and drove her knife into the man’s chest.

      He brought the weapon up and fired, but not before she could pivot out of the way.

      The beekeeper ripped the knife out of his sternum, but the second the man fell to his knees, the door was yanked open again, a gun firing a single round from deep within, catching Stephani high in the chest.

      She went down on her back and just laid there.

      Harper and Logan went after her; Boone snapped out of his trance, trekking across the basketball floor toward the opposite entrance.  Behind the door, he heard them conspiring.  There was maybe five of them.  The second he heard the door open, he pumped each and every one of those murderous fiends full of lead.

      That’s when a barrage of gunfire from farther up the hall caught him off guard.  Ducking inside the gym, he reached for his spare mag, remembered he’d just used it up, then froze.  Was he out of ammo?

      Idiot!

      Across the gym, Harper and Logan made a run for Stephani.  But the gymnasium door opened up again revealing a gaggle of Chicoms, all of them armed to the teeth.  Logan and Harper stopped in their tracks, opened fire, then backpedaled fast, scurrying back to the bleachers and firing as they went.

      The men ducked for cover, but then shot back.  By that time, the two of them made it to cover.  Boone, however, was in the middle of it all.  To move was useless.  He let his gun hand hang at his side, his pistol as empty as his ever draining well of hope.

      The Chicoms stepped inside, fired a round high into the ceiling, causing everyone to stop what they were doing.

      From just outside the door, Boone heard a smatter of gunfire and felt his will failing him.  His father would be so disappointed in him right now.  He had three guns on him from across the gym.  They were screaming in Chinese.

      Setting his weapon down, he raised his hands and thought of Miranda and Rowdy.  It would be his last thoughts of them, because this was war and the Chicoms were not humanitarians.

      They were exterminators.
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      Skylar heard the man rooting around in the rubble.  She wasn’t sure if she’d regained consciousness because of him or if it was coincidence that she came around.  She didn’t open her eyes, though.  And that tickle in the back of her throat?  She did what she could to suppress it.

      Flexing her fingers and toes only slightly gave her perspective on where she was.  She was buried halfway in the dust and debris of a fallen building.  She turned her head only slightly, felt the debris settle into the void she created.  Bits of powdery residue dusted her eyelids, moving enough for her to know she was encased in the stuff.

      She was contemplating the next move when feet started back up the pile, heading her way.  The Chicom.  Strong hands grabbed hold of her face, roughly brushed the dirt off.  She did her best not to move, to react, but she was suddenly terrified.  He blew the dust off her skin.  Fortunately she let her body go numb, slack, pliant to whatever he was about to do to her.  The hand finally cleared away the dirt around her throat, then grabbed a finger hold of her jaw and dragged her out of the rubble.  She felt the dusty, heavy refuse fall off her body as she was pulled from a tomb of debris.  When she was clear, he hooked an arm under her armpit and dragged her out of the dirt.  Hoisting her over his shoulders, he fireman carried her off.

      Where the hell was he taking her?

      She suddenly felt him bend down, plant his hands on her and launch her off his shoulders.  She landed awkwardly, almost like he’d thrown her on top of a pile of sandbags.  When he walked off, she waited until she couldn’t hear him, then she opened her eyes, some of the grit getting in them.

      The second she landed on the pile of…whatever, she almost cried out.  Landing was pain.  Breathing was pain.  Being alive in that moment and not knowing what was going to happen to her was pain.

      She quickly closed her eyes, not sure how she’d rub them clean if she was covered from head to toe in silt-like layers of this crap.

      Feeling around with her fingers—her ears wide open and listening for the man who hauled her out of the rubble—she tried to identify all the objects she was physically feeling, what she was laying on.  That’s when she realized she was on a flat bed trailer with a stack of bodies beneath her.

      Dead bodies.

      She felt the surge of revulsion creeping up her throat.  Swallowing hard, she thought of everything else she could, and that’s when she heard him coming back.  A second later, the tromping of his footsteps stopped.  He was at the back of the trailer.  A second later, a body struck her hard, landing halfway on her, squishing her.  She tried not to move, to cry, to show any signs of life, but with all the abuse she was taking, it was getting difficult.  Soon it would be impossible.

      She had to do something!

      The man then walked around the trailer, got in or on his tow vehicle and started it up.  It sounded like an ATV, the engine like that of a farm quad.

      When he took off, she felt the bodies shifting around her and under her.  She traversed the body on top of her with her fingers, moving up the legs, feeling the small hands and arms.  She moved enough to budge free and felt the face.  It was a girl.  Young.

      That sinking feeling in her spiraled nearly out of control.  Claustrophobia spun up a torrent of anxiety in her for the first time in her life.

      “May,” she called out, making sure her voice was lower than the fluctuating din of the ATV’s engine.  She didn’t get an answer so she tried calling her again, and again.

      And again.

      They came to a stop, the man getting off the ATV and heading back their way.  He was whistling a tune she didn’t recognize.

      The very fact that he was in a pleasant enough mood to whistle turned her stomach.

      The dead girl on top of her was pulled off her, the sharp elbows grating over Skylar’s face.  A moment later, big hands reached for her, yanked her off the pack like she was luggage, then threw her onto another pile of bodies.  She flopped on her side.  He pushed her shoulder over so she was laying relatively flat.

      For a second, she couldn’t breathe.  He’d knocked the wind out of her.  Relying on her training, she knew what to do.

      When you get the wind knocked out of you, you don’t try to breathe.

      Not for ten seconds minimum.

      That’s how long it took for your body to release the grip it seemed to have on your throat and lungs.  When she struggled for air, she found the tension she felt in her chest was gone and she could breathe, although it was a bit tight at first.

      As for the pain of being tossed around, she likened it to that of a hard day of Krav.  If she framed it as such, she wouldn’t feel like a victim, or weak from the abuse.  Krav she could deal with.  This madness…not so much.  So she kept on telling herself that tale, even though it was one big, fat lie.

      The stink of the bodies was revolting.  Now that she could breathe, that’s what she was smelling.  The corpses.  She assumed most were freshly dead, but there was one or two who’d clearly been marinating.  She didn’t want to swallow hard, but she didn’t want to start puking either.  If the Chicom soldier found her alive would he kill her?  What if she opened her eyes and asked for help?

      Her question was answered a few minutes later.

      She heard a boy in the stack moaning.

      “Please,” he said, his voice gravely and raw.  The man never stopped whistling.  The next sounds she heard tied her stomach in knots.  It was the sounds of a watermelon being pulped by a hammer.  Except this was the kid’s head.

      She knew that sound.

      She knew it and that’s what made tears boil in her eyes and leak down her face.  All her attempts to stop the wayward tears failed.  Right then, she started to pray.  She had to stop this otherwise—if he saw the tracks of her tears cutting lines through the dust on her skin—the Chicom undertaker would know she was alive.

      Would he even think twice before bashing her head in?  Probably not.  The boy’s dead body flew on the pile moments later.

      She smelled fresh blood.

      After unloading the remains of the trailer onto the pile, she heard him getting something off his ATV.  She opened her eyes, grateful that in all the tossing around, it had knocked the dust off her lids.  She felt filthy, though.  Rolled in dirt.  That’s when she saw what he was getting.  He was retrieving a large jug of lighter fluid.

      Looking around for the first time, she realized she was on a burn pile and he was about to set everyone here on fire.  Frantic, she searched for May.  A few feet away, just above her, she saw her fellow Resistance member.

      Still whistling, the lone Chicom soldier turned and started squirting the bodies with fluid.  Except he wasn’t dousing the entire pile, just the base.  She was about five bodies up.  It wouldn’t take long for the flames to engulf her.

      Unless it was a slow burn.

      Her mind went wild with the most horrific scenarios possible.  The most unlikely scenario, however, was that the burn would be monumentally slow and he would immediately leave so she could just crawl off the pack, pulling May to safety with her.

      The minute he lit the pile on the other side, she quickly rolled off into the street, scrambling behind his trailer and his ATV.

      There’s nowhere to hide!

      That’s when she saw the handheld sledge hammer.  One of the those three pound jobbers the size of a multipurpose hammer but with the big metal head.

      It was sitting on the seat of the ATV with blood and hair smashed on the face of it.  She was about to reach for it when the flames took off, moving up the pile fairly quickly.  The second she looked over, he was coming.  She stood and charged him, hitting him with a ferocious kick to the groin that caught him off guard.

      He doubled over, not because she got the neck and giblets, but because she hit the pelvic bone and it broke.

      That’s how hard Yoav trained them to kick.

      To destroy bone.

      Curled up and scared, he reached for his sidearm, but he was having a hard time standing up.  He got the weapon free, but she took it from him and fired a round into his knee.

      Eyes back on the fire, her heart surged.

      She scrambled up the burning pile of bodies, twice stamping out the flames that took to her right leg.  In no time flat, she was standing over May, slapping her face and yelling for her to wake up.

      May’s eyes finally opened, but she was groggy, a huge knot on her head where something hit her, or where she hit something.

      She was having a hard time coming around.

      The first thing Skylar worried about was brain damage.  The second thing she worried about was having to kill her if she did.  No one should have to survive the apocalypse without their faculties.  To be left alive under those conditions would be downright cruel.  The third thing she worried about was getting May through the flames.

      Deal with it when it’s done, she thought.

      Grabbing her by the collar, she dragged her down through the bodies, then moved as quickly as she could through the flames.

      Skylar’s pants caught on fire, but she couldn’t leave May there to burn.  So she yanked her friend through those same flames, using the rest of her might to pull the girl to safety.  May came through, but her hair and back started to burn, as did her legs.

      Skylar dropped down and rolled, trying to put herself out first.  The flames were driving for her thighs.  Patting them furiously, she managed to stop the fiery surge.  May was suddenly alert, realizing for the first time that she was on fire.

      May rolled over, started slapping the fire in her hair.  She then started to pull at it, tossing aside bundles of burning hair and grabbing for more.  Panicked, she started rolling around in the dirt to smother the flames.  Skylar bolted over, covering her like a blanket while slapping out the fire with already tender hands.

      By some miracle, it worked.

      Both women were clear of the fire, both of them the smoking remains of a near death experience.

      May was shaking, a little panicked, steady hyperventilating pants leaving her mouth.  She pushed Skylar off her, still convinced she was on fire.

      She wasn’t.

      Skylar looked at the Chicom on the ground, howling about his knee.  She stood and went to him, picking up the gun she’d dropped as she ran to May.  When she got it, she went lefty instead of righty.  At the ATV, she grabbed the mallet off the seat, then walked over to him, her legs still smoking, the skin on her thighs and palms as hot as a sunburn.

      He looked up at her, visibly terrified.  She must have looked like hell on two feet.

      Covered head to toe in dirt and dust, blacked out in ash and smoking, she was a shaved head, pounded flesh for a face, and eyes that had only one thing in mind: his gruesome, pain filled, non-whistling death.

      “DEVIL!” he shouted, raising a hand as if his flesh between them would stop her.

      She lifted the gun, put a bullet in his hand.

      He drew it back, crying, sobbing, mumbling something in Chinese she couldn’t understand.  Looking down at the knee she shot, seeing how bloody it was, knowing how painful it would be, she clobbered it with the sledge, causing him to whoop and howl.

      She shot the other leg and watched him, his hysteria, his sheer agony doing nothing for her.

      She adjusted the pistol and shot the other knee, causing the noise levels to drop.

      Shock set in.

      His eyes suddenly got that faraway look, like he was somewhere else, his soul unable to take the pain, something else coming forth in its place.  An alternate personality, perhaps, or just plain nothing.

      Standing there smoking, feeling like the embodiment of wrath, she was at a crossroads.  To her right was a pile of burning bodies.  Before her was the collector.  He was just doing what he was told, the same thing maybe she’d do if the situation was reversed.

      But he was whistling.

      Whistling.

      Like he enjoyed it, his work, this sick task.

      And then she thought of the boy whose head he pounded in while whistling.  She looked back down and he was back in his body, begging her for mercy, his hands shaking over his shot knees, afraid to touch them, worried they’d never be the same.

      The first hit didn’t break the skull.  The sound resonated in her heart, though.  This was the same sound the boy’s head first made.  The second hit was clean.  Half the sledge hammer’s head broke through the Chicom’s skull.

      You’re there, she thought.

      I’m here.

      They say the moment a person crosses over into the land of killing and death, a cord snaps, the one connecting you to your humanity, your compassion, your decency.  Religion would have you believe this is the cord connecting you to God.  Once that cord is cut, it is forever severed.  For if you can kill in cold blood, if you can do so without mercy or feeling, then you are no longer human, but something else entirely.  Something no longer divine, no longer salvageable.

      As she stood there, looking at this pitiful man, she realized she’d cut that cord a long time ago.  Yanking the hammer out of his head, she thrust the gun into his face and pulled the trigger.  His head jolted back and he laid there, red draining out of the exit hole.

      “Good God,” May said from behind her.  She turned and looked at the still smoking girl.  “You do look like the devil.”

      “Before you get all judgy,” she said, “you should step in front of a mirror.”

      “If that means there’s a shower nearby, I’ll happily oblige.”

      “We need to go.”

      “Were we in that pile?” she asked over the crackling of the flames.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “And you pulled me out of there?”

      “Barely.”

      “Devil or not,” she said, weary, her eyes a little loose in her sockets, “thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I think I’m cut,” she said.  “But there’s so much dirt and ash, I can’t tell.  I feel burned, too.”

      “We need to unhitch this trailer from the ATV and get the hell out of here,” Skylar said, moving to release it.

      The second she looked at the hitch pin and the trailer, she wondered if she could muster the strength to lift the coupler off the trailer ball.

      Whether or not she could, she was damn well going to try.

      Skylar unhooked and dropped the safety chains, pulled the hitch pin and tossed it aside, then she took a breath, squatted down and lifted the trailer coupler off the trailer ball, fighting it just a little before standing straight up again.  She then baby walked sideways, shifting the trailer on the flat of its tires, and then she dropped it, getting out of the way in time.

      “Let’s get this dog and pony show on the road,” she said, climbing on the ATV.  She looked at May, who was still dazed, and gave her the eyes.  “Let’s go already.”

      “Coming,” she said, walking like a zombie through the debris and climbing on the ATV.  “How are your shoulders?”

      “They hurt so bad I can’t feel them, if that makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “It means I’m high on adrenaline,” Skylar explained.  “When I come down off this particular high, I’m praying to God I’m in a bed with about a few thousand milligrams of Ibuprofen in me.”

      “There’s so much dirt on you I can’t tell if you’re even bleeding.”

      She handed the mini sledge to May, resting the fiberglass handle on her trap muscle and said, “Can you handle this or do you want the gun?”

      “Gun is lighter.”

      “Yes, but can you shoot if I need you to?”

      “No,” May said without hesitation.

      “Take the sledge then,” she said, giving it a bit of a shake.  The girl took it, freeing up her hand.  She kick started the ATV then said, “Hang on.”

      May’s arms circled her waist and that’s when Skylar took off.  The wind against her face and arms felt good.  The dust blowing off her skin and clothes felt better.  When she looked down and saw both of May’s hands around her she said, “May?”

      “What?”

      “Where’s the sledge hammer I gave you?”

      “It was too heavy,” she said.

      Taking a deep breath, getting hold of herself, she shook her head, then tried to relax.  There was no reason to go after the hammer, not when she had a gun.  Still, the heft of it felt great.  Like she could really Hulk Smash! some idiots if need be.

      “That was Thor’s hammer to me,” she said over her shoulder.  May said nothing, so she said, “Where is the safe house from here?”

      Just as she asked the question, however, a helicopter buzzed overhead, racing past them, guns blazing.  It cleared the rooftops, causing Skylar to swerve hard and head the other direction.

      “Where is it, May?!”

      “Up ahead.  Not far from here.  Just keep going where you’re going.”

      Seven more blocks up, they found the house.  Skylar pulled around back, killed the engine, then got off and said, “You sure?”

      She nodded her head, her body floppy.  Skylar could barely stand herself.  The adrenaline was wearing off fast, her body aches a separate agonizing pain, and a headache like nothing she’d ever felt before.

      May started to slide off the ATV.  She caught her friend, hoisted her over her shoulders and muscled her to the doorway.

      “Put me down,” May said.  “Pants pocket.”

      Skylar lowered her halfway down, but couldn’t slow the fall.  She dropped her on the porch, her head smacking the door, her body crumpled up against it.

      “Sorry, May,” she said to the now unconscious woman

      Fishing around in May’s front pocket, she found the key, pulled it out, stood up straight and almost went back down because she’d moved too fast for the damage in her body.

      She slid the key into the lock, turned the knob, sighed with relief.  Seconds later, after she’d dragged May inside and shut the door, she realized they were alone.

      But the guys left before them!

      Her heart sank.

      She looked around the place, searching for food, finding only a few cans of random food, but no can opener.  She wondered if she could shoot a hole in the can to get it open.  There was also a jar of salsa (but no chips), several big bags of beans and rice, but no water to cook them in.

      She found a pair of scissors and looked at May, stretched out on the floor, still out cold.

      Heading over to the woman, she knelt down and cut her shirt away, revealing a sweat stained bra and some pretty bad scarring.  There were also scattered nicks and scratches, burned skin and major bruising on her right side.

      “You poor thing,” she said as she cut her pants off.

      Her underwear looked clean, but her legs had burns all over them.  She turned away, the hurt of seeing her skin adding to the pain she carried from her own injuries.

      “We need some medical supplies for you, girl,” she said.  “And some food for us.”

      When May opened her eyes, she said, “Are we there yet?”

      “We are,” Skylar said.

      “Good.”

      But it wasn’t good.  As far as safe houses went, this one sucked ass through a straw.  She went upstairs to check on the medical supplies situation and found several stolen First Aid kits.  There was not enough burn ointment to cover her legs, though, and there were only a few sealed packages of Ibuprofen.

      She dry-swallowed four, then looked in the mirror.

      “Shit almighty,” she said.

      What she saw scared the bejesus out of her.  Instinctively, she turned on the faucet.  Only a drizzle of water leaked out, but that ran dry after a second.

      She opened up the toilet, saw a turd and a peach pit.

      “What the hell?”

      She tried to flush, but it was clogged.  Lifting up the tank lid, she found there was still some water in there.

      Thank God!

      She splashed the water into her face, washing the marred skin as best as she could.  When she reached the bottom of the tank, she cupped her hand and scooped out what was left, washing behind her ears and rinsing out her eyes and mouth.

      There was some old mouthwash under the sink.  It was expired months ago, but smelled fine.  She tipped the bottle back, burning the cuts inside her lips.  She didn’t care.  That minty fresh feeling was an orgasm in her mouth.  Even better, she no longer had dirt-stained teeth!

      “You look sexy as hell,” she told her reflection.

      She didn’t.

      Not by a long shot.

      Running her hand over the growth of new hair on her previously shaved head, she let her eyes travel to each and every imperfection.  She wasn’t looking for the things God forgot or got wrong in making her; she was looking at how much damage had been done to her.

      It was significant.

      Peeling back the shoulders of her shirt, she found the gauze was firmly tacked to the wounds.  She tried pulling them back, but they were sticking to the skin, and it was hard to pull them away clean.

      Several of the stitches had popped loose on each arm, the flesh parted and bleeding again.

      “Great,” she mumbled.

      Shaking her head, she knew if she didn’t get them taken care of, they would infect and she’d have to amputate her arms from her body.  Or maybe just die.

      The two were synonymous, and she was clearly delirious.

      Braving another look in the mirror, she saw her eyes, and even though there was blood in one of them, the other was clear, save for a few overly red blood vessels.  She focused there, lost herself in the look of her own eye, tried to feel the soul that might have slipped away from her.

      When she felt the fullness of it, she let out a sigh of relief, then she said, “Kill your way back home, girl.  You got this.”

      Downstairs, she shook May awake and said, “We need to get you to a bed.”

      “Okay,” she mumbled.

      She got up, her cut open clothes hanging off her.

      “Why am I naked?” she said.

      “I needed to see about your wounds,” she answered, leading her to a downstairs bedroom.  “But I think you’ll make it okay through the night.”

      “My head hurts,” she said.

      “It’s the dust and smoke, and maybe a nasty contusion.  When we get into the bedroom, you’re going to sit down and let me check you for signs of a concussion.”

      May looked up and saw the edge of the giant gumball-sized knot on her forehead and freaked out.  “What the hell?” she said, coming to life.

      “It was the size of a lemon earlier,” Skylar replied.  “I’ve been watching it.”

      “Why didn’t I notice that before?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.  “Be quiet and let me work.”

      She tested her for a concussion, determined that she didn’t have one, then laid May in bed and pulled the blankets over her.

      “Why are you so clean?” she asked, touching Skylar’s ruined face.

      “We need some burn ointment, some food and some water.  I can’t rightly present myself to strangers looking like a demon,” she explained.

      “Not a demon.  The devil.”  Closing her eyes, drifting away, May said, “I want to be that clean.”

      “Food is more important,” she said.

      She was preparing to leave when someone started banging on the front door and yelling in Chinese.

      “What now?” she said under her breath.
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      She had the gun out as she looked through the peephole.  There was a Chicom soldier outside.  She couldn’t see if there was more than just the one man because after banging on the door, the  soldier put his eye to the other side of the peephole like he was trying to see inside.

      Without thinking, she put the gun against her side of it and pulled the trigger.  She then yanked the door open and shot his startled companion.  Without hesitation, she dragged both bodies inside, their blood smearing across the porch and the hardwood floors.

      She was about to shut the door when someone yelled, “Hey!”

      The voice was coming from inside what looked like a paddy wagon parked next door.  She saw a face peering at her through a small set of bars high in the metal box.  Hands went through, fingers wiggling for her attention.

      Not too long ago, she’d been dragged off to a refugee camp in a van like that.  Kneeling down, she rifled through the man’s pockets and found his keys.  Hurrying, staying low, she crossed the street and went to the paddy wagon, opening up the back door to free the prisoners.  There were a dozen people who were overjoyed to see her.

      “What are you doing in here?” Skylar asked.

      “Are they dead?” one little boy asked, looking at the men she shot.

      “Yes,” she said, the smile for the child a subconscious one.

      Several of the passengers broke down in tears, but started moving out of the vehicle regardless.  The women were beaten up, the men somewhat worse.

      “Did they take you?” Skylar asked.

      One of the men nodded.

      “Are they taking everyone?”

      “Door to door,” he replied.  He turned and pointed to the next block up.  “They burned our home to get us out.  They shot my pets.”

      In his mouth, she could see he had several teeth knocked out, and several broken.  It hurt to look at him.  But it made her feel better that the men who did this were dead and she was the one who killed them.

      She handed the paddy wagon key to the most capable of them and said, “Take the van, get out of the city.”

      The woman nodded and waved everyone else back in.  Several of them protested, but one of the men said, “This is how we get to safety.”

      They all got back in, thanked her, then started the vehicle and left.

      By then the sun was going down.  If she could get a few hours sleep, perhaps she could use the cover of night to go through the nearby houses until she found what meds and medical supplies she could.

      She went back inside, laid down beside May, then closed her eyes, not expecting to sleep the entire night through.

      When she woke, it was to small arms fire outside.  She looked over, found May sound asleep, snoring so deeply she didn’t want to wake her.

      Dragging herself to her feet, feeling a bit feverish and so hungry her stomach ached something fierce, she looked at her shoulders and frowned.   Her stitches hung open, the wound seeping, not badly, but red nevertheless.

      Tiptoeing out of her hiding place, she snuck to a dirty window, peeked outside.  There was a skirmish up the street.  SAA soldiers in a tactical gun battle with the Chicoms.  This was a street fight, but not a full blown shoot out.

      Shaking her head, everything in her was screaming for her to get out of the war zone.

      She armed herself, snuck outside, began working her way to a more remote location.  Someplace not so hot.  As she moved against the buildings, quickly and with her eyes peeled, she peeked in what windows she could, and scanned the nearly deserted streets for Chicom or SAA activity.

      Behind her, she saw a man walking.  Not slow or fast, not like he was following her.

      He waved; she nodded.

      Up ahead, a Chicom Humvee rolled by, forcing her into an alcove.  She waited for it to pass, not realizing the guy she spotted had now caught up with her.

      “Hey,” he said, startling her.

      She drew down on him and said, “Hands where I can see them.”

      He frowned, opening his palms and letting his arms flare off his side.  “I’m not going to be a problem.”

      “It’s a problem when you sneak up on someone like that,” she said.

      “I’m sorry,” he replied, looking her over.  “Where are you headed right now?”

      She stood and walked out into the street, her shoulders raw but not stopping her from doing what was necessary.  “I need medical supplies.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked, concerned.

      “Are any of us?”

      “I have supplies,” he offered.

      She shook her head and said, “No, sir, you do not.”

      “I have what you’re looking for,” he repeated.  “You aren’t in great shape, if you haven’t seen yourself.”

      She walked up to him, looked in his eyes and said, “Tell me what you have for me.”

      His eyes shifted just the slightest bit.  She slapped him and said, “Tell me what you have for me!”

      “If you’re going to hit me…”

      “I’m going to kill you if you don’t tell me the truth,” she said, tucking the gun up under his chin.

      “I just…I…”

      “Turn around and walk that way.  Don’t stop, don’t look back, and if I see you again, even just peeking out the window, I will—”

      He smacked the gun away and hit her back.  Reeling, understanding the gravity of her misstep, she’d been caught flatfooted and overconfident.  He took her to the ground fast, overwhelming her in a surprising burst of speed and strength.  When he all but had her pinned down, he leaned on her with all his weight, then slipped a forearm across her throat and leaned on that.

      When he spoke, it was not in the civilized tones he first approached her with.  His voice was an unrepentant growl.  “I wanted to help you, that’s it.  I have supplies, but I didn’t think I was going to come up against a freaking psycho.  So now you get nothing.  NOTHING!”

      “Get the hell off me,” she eked out, the pressure on her throat causing her eyes to bulge.

      “I’m going to let you go,” he said, more congenial, but still cautious.  “And then I’m going to turn around and walk away and never look back.  You won’t see me again.  I won’t see you again.  And as for these”—he said, rearing up and socking both her shoulders two or three times—“I hope they get better on their own.”

      The pain in her shoulders was dizzying.  The world around her began to throb, long waves that pulled in and pushed out with so much weight.  For a second, she might have blacked out.  She reached for her throat, touched it where it was sore and tried not to cry

      The beast finally pushed off her, picked up the gun she’d dropped, then took off, ducking down an alleyway and disappearing.  Her eyes were watering from the pain.

      Was her judgement that far off?

      She wasn’t certain.

      It had to be.

      Up ahead, she heard what she now knew to be a Chicom Jeep.  Dragging herself off the ground, she hobbled down the same alley as the man she assaulted, the man who assaulted her back.

      She heard the Jeep engine wind up, almost like it had seen her and was coming after her.  With nowhere to go, and unwilling to take any chances, she pulled herself into an industrial sized dumpster, praying the Chicoms would pass by the alley when they didn’t see her.

      When she landed in the trash, she let her arms just sit there for a second.  She was pretty sure another stitch or two ripped through the skin.

      The Jeep, however, wasn’t waiting for anything.

      Inside, she felt her way through the trash, finding nothing she could use as a weapon.  Working her way through plastic bags and open garbage, she wiggled her body all the way down to the metal bottom of the bin.  It stunk so freaking bad, but she told herself it was a life or death situation where she was choosing life.  The refuse was wet, however, extra mushy bits smearing against her head, on her lips, getting in her ears, down the back of her pants.

      The Jeep approached at a crawl.

      She became exceptionally quiet, relying on her ears where her eyes could not help her.  The Chicom Jeep stopped.  Her heart was beating so hard, she was nearly deaf listening to the heavy rush of blood in her ears.  That’s when she heard a sniffing snout, the little digging, scurrying, scratching sounds of vermin in the bin with her.

      Her heart sank, her breath stuck in her throat.

      This wasn’t her home; this was someone else’s home.  A rat’s home.  One rat became many now, and just when she was getting a handle on where they were coming from, the Jeep’s door opened then closed.

      By now the rats were getting louder, closer, more bold.  As animals, she could deal with the rats, but as vermin—these little furry death dealers carried myriad disease, including the Bubonic Plague.

      Great.  Freaking awesome.

      Something brushed by her arm, little whiskers sniffing her skin.

      She heard feet walk over to the dumpster, heard the press of hands on the metal edge of the bin.  In her imagination, she saw the Chicom soldier peering into the garbage, not seeing her, then going on his way.

      The asshole fired off two shots into the garbage.  The bullets plinked right next to where she was.  The rats scurried through the refuse, fleeing the scene in a hurry.

      With bated breath, she waited, motionless, terrified the man was going to fire two more shots and get her.  A second later, however, a door opened and then closed, then the Jeep took off at a steady crawl.  She listened for it to round the corner before scrambling out of the garbage can as fast as her shoulders would allow.

      Clear of the Chicoms, moving away from the sounds of a dying tussle between them and a small faction of SAA, or perhaps even American dissidents, Skylar realized she was in bad shape.  Knowing she could not do this alone, she resigned herself to doing the one thing she hated doing most: she begged for help.  She spent the better part of the day knocking on doors until she found someone who would help her.

      The Chinese man opened the door, peeked through the slit and said, “Are you armed?”

      “No,” she said, weary, smelly, exhausted.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “I need stitches, actually.”

      A woman’s face appeared beside his, pulled the door a bit wider and looked her over.  She saw the woman had a gun with her.

      “Come in,” the Chinese woman said, nudging the man out of the way.  “Hurry before they see you.”

      “She stinks,” the man said when she was inside.  He curled his nose, huffed a breath, made a bigger deal of it than necessary.

      “How long since you bathe?” the woman asked in broken English.

      “I washed my face and armpits this morning.”

      “We have water to bathe whole body with, but you need more.  You need long hot shower, but no more shower.”

      The idea of a bath seemed surreal.  Where her red flags went off with the guy she read wrong earlier, now they were silent.  She didn’t want to be that vulnerable, but some of this junk smeared on her body and pressed into her cuts could easily get infected.

      “I could just use the sink,” she said.

      “Come, come,” the woman said, ushering her back to the bathroom.  The man brought back a two gallon bucket of water, set it on the toilet seat along with a towel.

      The water was cold, but she was grateful nevertheless.

      Another man she hadn’t seen before came into the bathroom, causing the hair on the back of her neck to stand.  Her fight or flight instincts went wild, but then he sat a brown bottle on the counter and said, “Hydrogen peroxide, for wounds.  I have stitching.”

      She wasn’t suspicious of them because they were Chinese.  She knew these were good people.  Not Chicoms.  But was that right?  Did she still trust her instincts in this desperate state?

      They could be part of the advanced Chicom infiltrators from twenty years ago.

      This was not likely though.

      When the man left, her mind raced, warning her that he could be calling the Chicoms right then.  Finally they shut the door and gave her some privacy.

      She looked in the mirror, saw a ferocious sight.  She looked hellish, like something out of a nightmare.  Where before she looked badass to herself, she now saw herself through the eyes of strangers and didn’t like what she saw.

      Turning away, she stepped into the bathtub and took the water with her.  Measuring it out, she washed herself from head to toe, careful of her wounds, crying to herself over the pain in her shoulders, how stiff they were becoming.

      When she dried off and returned to her guest’s living room, she felt better, even though there was that part of her mind warning her that she could be walking into a trap.

      All three of her Chinese hosts were waiting for her.

      For a second, they looked at her like she was the enemy, and then the woman came forward, pulled her into a hug and said, “You poor thing.  Will you let us take care of you?”

      Moved, almost to the point of tears from her graciousness, she nodded, unable to find the words in such a vulnerable state.  The older man carefully cleaned, stitched and dressed her wounds, then in better English than the woman, he said, “Why are you still in the city?”

      “Why are you?” she asked.

      “We cannot get out,” the woman answered.  “And if we could, where would we go?  This is our home.  We’ve lived here for thirty-five years.”

      The second man said, “Some things are worth fighting for.”

      That’s when she realized he was armed with a pistol, and that there was a shotgun nearby, leaning up against a chair.

      Skylar asked, “Fighting I understand, but is all this worth dying for?”

      “My husband has cancer,” she said, examining the fresh stitches.  “He is dying anyway.  I will die soon, too, if I repeat the mortality cycle of my parents.”

      “And what about him?” Skylar asked about the quiet man with the pistol.

      “He just wants to kill as many of them as he can before he’s killed.”

      “He should come with me then,” Skylar said, “because I’m going to kill a whole slew of them.”

      “Not unarmed, you are not,” the quiet man said, his voice low, humble.

      “I’m not taking your weapons,” she said.

      “We have enough.”

      He left the room then returned a moment later and set an old Glock on the table next to her.  He sat beside it a box of rounds and two empty magazines.

      “Do you have a knife?  Something heavy?” she asked.

      She was grateful for the weapon, but there was plenty of guns and ammo up for grabs so long as you could keep killing those commie rats.  And she could.  But a knife?  She was good with a knife, the death she dealt nice and quiet.

      “With a knife, I can kill one of them and take his gun.  Then I can kill many and take their guns, too.”

      “Take the gun,” he said.

      “I can’t take your weapons in good conscience,” she said.

      “This is but one of many,” the woman said.

      “How did you get your weapons past the Chicoms?” she asked.  “They’ve done search and seizures every month for the last three years.”

      “Nevada,” the older man said. “Gun shows a few years back, when they were legal.”

      He smiled, his teeth old looking, some missing.  It was a tragic smile.  So free in spite of the sickness his wife said had taken over his body.

      “We know the Constitution,” the second man said. “We know what it used to say, even though it is no longer used.”

      “You are noble people,” she said, saddened by their final plight, pissed off at the tyranny that has kept them from hospitals, proper care, life.  She felt that rage building in her again.  Looking into the old man’s eyes, she felt a stab of pain in her heart, then let that rage loose.

      “As for me?” she said.  “The next Chicom I come across, I’m going to take his weapon, shove it up his ass and empty the entire magazine inside him.  These commie pricks will never take another thing from us again without a fight to the death.”

      “What if you die?” the woman asked, unmoved by her bold deportment.

      “Then I will reincarnate and go after them again.  Once these ticks are dug in, they won’t leave easy, and they won’t leave anytime soon.  So just like ticks, you have to burn them out.  That’s what I’m going to do.  Burn ‘em out.”

      “But you are one girl,” the man said, his face searching for understanding.

      “With that attitude,” she said, unaffected by his assertion, “I think you’ll be impressed with the damage I can do.”

      “I will see for myself,” he said.  “At least until you get back to your friend.”

      “So you’re coming with me then?” Skylar asked.

      “Yes, if you’ll have me.”

      “Your death is on you then,” she said.

      “I accept that,” he replied.  “I will get you a knife.”
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      Ryker was about to leave when one of the men began to moan.  He ripped the hat off one of the dead Chicom soldiers and stuffed it into the dying man’s mouth to stop him from crying.

      The soldier choked and gagged, giving Ryker time to pull a belt from one of the other dead men.  He then strapped the belt around the man’s face and dragged him behind the front desk until he was confident no one else was coming.

      When Ryker returned, he knelt down and pulled the belt off the man’s sweaty face.  The soldier spit out the soft, canvas hat and started speaking Chinese.  Ryker hit him in the ribs, slowing the man’s roll.

      “Speak English or I’ll cut your tongue out.”

      “Why are you doing this?” he said in broken English.

      “Oh, that’s rich,” Ryker sneered.  He picked up the Chicom hat and put it on, unconcerned with the dark stains of saliva.

      “What do you want?” the Chicom asked.

      “I want you to tell me everything you know,” he said, adjusting the hat.  “I will tell you up front, I am going to kill you, so you can get any hope of living out of your mind.  Consequently, you can erase all the fears you have about your own people retaliating.  Tell me you understand.”

      The man started to cry, but sniffled a few times and straightened his spine.

      “If you are forthcoming, I will make your death clean and painless, but if you lie, if you hold out on me, I will cut every last rib from your body.  I may not get what I want, but this will be a horrible way to die, and I can live with that.”

      “Are you the kind of man who would do this to another human being?” he asked in broken English.

      “I wasn’t.  Not even close.  But now, with you here?  You had better believe it, you Chicom puke.”

      “What do you want to know?” he asked, the look on his face one of compliance.

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

      The man told him everything.  When he was done, he said, “I don’t know anymore.”

      Ryker nodded, the information enough.

      “I appreciate your candid response,” he said.  “That will go a long way with me.”

      “One last thing,” the soldier said, weary, resigned to his end.  “The men are going to return to the street any moment and see we have not returned.  They will come in here and kill you.”  He smiled, then said, “I may be dead by your hand, but you will be dead by theirs.”

      He was certain this was the bluff of a man resigned to his fate, but he was taking no chances.  He slid out from behind the waist-high front desk, crouched low, made his way to the front door.  Outside, he saw the men gathering.

      He hustled back to the Chicom, dragged him to his feet, then said, “One word from you and I gut you slowly.”

      The Chicom strained against the pain, a bloom of red spreading across his upper thigh.  He was compliant nevertheless.

      They slowly walked up several flights of stairs, Ryker all but dragging the injured man up the last flight.

      In the hallway, he knocked on several doors.  No one was answering.  Finally, he stood back and gave a random door a hearty kick.  It cracked the door casing, but didn’t open.

      He kicked it again and it swung open.

      Ryker shoved the Chicom prisoner inside.  He fell down and started to cry.  He then rolled over on his back, the blood stains spreading down his pants.

      He was bleeding out.

      “Take off your coat, throw it to the side,” he said.  The soldier did as Ryker said.  “Good, now stay.”

      Ryker left the broken door open, then went across the hall and knocked on the opposite door twice.  While he was waiting, he glanced back on his prisoner.  He hadn’t moved to run.  To the incessant knocking, Ryker got no response.  Knowing what he was about to do was going to hurt, he reared back and kicked in the door, the first shot as successful as it was jarring and painful.

      Pushing through the pain, he hobbled across the room, peeked out the window, saw men moving into the building downstairs.

      A sinking sense of dread filled him.  His Chicom prisoner was right.  Furthermore, the familiarity of this situation was not lost on him.  It wasn’t that long ago that he’d been trapped in a building, albeit a burning one.  The memory was so bad, in fact, that when he returned to the downed Chicom, he unsheathed his blade, drove it straight into the man’s throat, then ripped it out and let him die.  By the time he bled out, Ryker was already buttoning up the discarded Chicom jacket.

      He didn’t look Chinese, but with the hat pulled low, he could buy himself a few precious seconds should he be spotted.

      He snuck into the hallway, saw that it was clear.

      It wouldn’t be for long.

      The Chicoms were heading up the stairwell to the left; he went after the stairwell on the right, moving quickly, gun now in hand.

      Cautiously, he slipped into the stairwell, looking over the edge to make sure he wasn’t walking into a trap.

      So far, the coast was clear.

      He hurried downstairs, then vigilantly walked outside, into an empty street that had fallen under an unusual calm.  Looking both ways, he headed over to a nearby troop truck, thinking he could pick up a weapon, a bottle of water, an MRE.  But when he moved around the truck and looked inside, he saw about eight or nine guys, all of them chilling, like they were overworked and grateful to be off their feet.

      Startled into action, he opened fire on them, catching them before they even realized what they were looking at.

      Ryker tried not to panic.  He was out in the open, exposed.  That’s when a bullet smacked into the back of the truck, the sound of it piercing his ears.  He spun around and there was a mercenary with a weapon leveled on him.

      “Why did you kill them?” the SAA man asked with a Spanish accent.

      “They stole my smokes.”

      Gun still leveled on him, the SAA soldier walked up and said, “Chicom?”  Ryker shook his head.  “What about your uniform?”

      “Stolen.  Look at my pants, butthole,” he said.  He was wearing old jeans, completely contrary to the Chicom greens.  “In about two minutes, you’re going to have a dozen Chicoms pour out either one or two of those doors.  They’re going to see us both, but they’ll only fire on you.  That’s when I’ll run.”

      “I’ll shoot you first,” the SAA man said in English.

      “Shoot yourself first, cabrón,” he snarled.

      The man smiled, gun unwavering.

      “This is my home, and you’re a bad guest,” Ryker said.  “But so are they.”

      The door to the building opened, a pack of Chicoms hurrying out.  The second they saw the SAA man, they all lifted their weapons.  The SAA assassin spun and opened fire.  Ryker raised his own weapon and joined the SAA man in the slaughter, knowing that if he ran, he’d most assuredly be shot.

      When it was done, the SAA man dropped his rifle and whipped out a pistol, leveling it at him.  Ryker took a wobbly step back, his body not cooperating due to the constant surges and dumps of adrenaline, and the creeping exhaustion.

      “Are you hit?” the SAA soldier asked.

      “No.”

      “You move like an old lady.”

      “A spry old lady,” he said, deadpan.

      Another round pinged off the truck, ripped across the man’s face, rocking his forehead.  He moved so quick, Ryker didn’t even see it coming.  His head whipped back, but then he drove the butt of the gun into Ryker’s chin, hitting the button just right.  He didn’t even feel himself drop to the ground, that’s how quickly this guy knocked his ass out.

      When he came around, Ryker was being dragged through the dirty street to a late 40s, early 50s, sky blue hunk of junk.  It had red spray painted rims, old black rubber, foggy windows.  The paint was peeling, half of the body rusted.

      The soldier cuffed Ryker, then hoisted him into the passenger seat of the two-door beater.   Ryker looked down at a disintegrating floor, the dirt-encrusted surface of the asphalt visible below.

      “This is nice,” he said when the soldier got in and started the car.

      “Watch this,” he said.

      The SAA man turned the motor on, the engine roaring to life.

      “Watch what?” Ryker asked.  “Are the panels going to fall off now?”

      “Oldsmobile Rocket 88,” he said.  “1949.  V8 engine.  303 cubic inches.”

      “Sounds like the last girl I was with.”

      “One hundred and thirty five horsepower,” he said, all but purring.

      “That’s nothing,” Ryker grumbled.

      “Two hundred and eighty three foot-pounds of torque.”

      Now Ryker sat up.

      “Okay, that’s something.”

      “Get ready to taste the top of your balls,” he said with a smile.

      “Why are you thinking about my balls?”

      The man leveled him with a sneer, blood draining down the side of his chin, a flap of skin hanging open.

      “I was thinking of you tasting your own balls,” he said.

      “My ribs may be hurt, but they’re not removed.  You can’t have your floating ribs if you’re going to pull off that kind of a taste test.”

      The soldier’s smile faded, almost like he was wondering what to say next.  Instead of speaking, he reached over and punched Ryker in the crotch four or five vicious times, then said, “That’ll get them in your stomach.”

      He took a breath, then reached back over and punched Ryker’s belly just as furiously.  He was unable to stop the flurry of violence.

      “You ready to not be funny?” the man finally said.

      Ryker nodded, unable to speak.

      “Good.  My name is Emilio,” he said, “and today I will be your driver.”

      Emilio took off the handbrake because the car didn’t have a selection for park.  When he stepped on the gas, the tires dug in and the engine rocketed them forward.  In the city, they didn’t need horsepower as much as they needed torque.  They had that in spades.

      Emilio had a good sense of the route ahead, avoiding all the dead cars, moving through the sidewalks, taking turns through alleyways and finding lines through the more scattered traffic.  The two door car was big and lofty, the body roll on the hard corners insane.  More often than not, Ryker found himself swaying hard with each and every turn.

      “This thing handles like it’s on rails,” he said with overt sarcasm.

      “All your fancy cars don’t work, do they?” Emilio said.

      “No.”

      “This one does.”

      “Apparently,” he said.  “Where is my seatbelt?”

      “Broken.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “You have options, gringo,” he said as they screeched around another corner, then swerved hard to avoid a broken down car.

      “Such as?”

      “You can help us stop the Chicoms.”

      “But you will stay when you’re done destroying everything,” Ryker reasoned.

      “Perhaps.”

      “No, there is no perhaps.”

      “This was Mexico before it was California.”

      “No it wasn’t,” Ryker said.

      “Who’s to say otherwise?” he grinned.

      “I am.”

      “Talk to me in a year, pendejo.  You watch who wins, you watch who gets California.  There is no more United States.  Only the Divided States.  This state will be ours.  Then Oregon, and then Washington.  After that, we’ll move east until all of this is Mexico.”

      “Do you have kids?” Ryker asked.

      “Two,” the man said.

      “Are they stupid?” Ryker asked.  The SAA man backhanded him in the mouth.  Reeling from the sting, he said, “I take that as a yes.”

      He hit him again.

      Ryker would not relent, though.

      “I bet when your hideous wife farted out those two ugly kids—”

      Emilio hit him three times, almost crashed the car in the tussle.

      “But I bet you dreamed of them being pretty, and smart,” Ryker said, bleeding, his body in a state of so much pain it was heading toward numbness.

      Emilio cocked the weapon, put it to his head.  “Say another word,” he hissed.

      “All I’m saying is that we all dream of something that seems outrageous considering the ingredients.  You and an ugly woman don’t mean pretty children.”

      “I’m not kidding, Mister.”

      “You think just because we’re down, that we’re out?  That just because we have these Chinese roaches in our country, and now you and your lot, that we’re a fallen nation?”

      “Think of this country as your wife.  Do you want to know what’s happening to your wife?  She’s getting it in the mouth”—Emilio said, making a hard fist—“she’s getting it in the coochie, and she’s getting it in the butt.  Your beautiful wife is being manhandled by Chinese infiltrators, but all of Africa is coming for her, and the EU Army is coming for her, but we’re going to take her from the Chicoms, and the EU and the African Army.  And you?  Where do you fit in this?  You get to watch us all rail your wife, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      “I’m not married,” he said, grinning.

      Emilio cracked him again, then said, “Your country’s role is to shut your mouths, get on your knees and hope we don’t kill you.  I’ll personally give you that option now.  But understand, if you don’t shut that stupid mouth of yours, and I mean right now, I’m going to kill you myself.”

      The second his eyes went back on the road, Ryker thrust his cuffed hands at the man’s wrist, spun it, wiggled a finger on the trigger and fired the weapon.  The scuffle had the big car swerving toward the sidewalk and the corner of a building just beyond that.

      They were going way too fast!

      Ryker managed to pull the trigger, hitting Emilio.  The man slumped over, a red discharge on the window.  He spun the wheel hard, the back end swinging around, the rounded tires breaking grip.

      They slammed into the gutter sideways, the wheels and tires catching on the tall curb.  He was thrown so hard against the side of the door, his head broke the glass.

      Thankfully, he blacked out.

      While he was momentarily unconscious, the big car had rolled over and struck the corner of the building.

      The drip, drip, dripping of something on his cheek dragged him back into the waking world.  As his brain fog cleared, he felt the stickiness on the side of his head where he hit the glass.

      But the dripping was coming from above him.

      Somehow in the accident, he managed to get underneath Emilio.  The dead man was hanging upside down in his seat, arms flopped down, blood draining on him.  Shaking his head, holding up a hand to keep it out of his face, Ryker scooted out of the blood faucet, ignoring the pain, but having to face the fact that he was stuck.  The door was suddenly pulled open, a small face appearing.

      The boy said, “Mister, are you okay?”  He was a scruffy looking kid, big inquisitive eyes that couldn’t stop seeing all the blood.

      “I think,” Ryker said, “but I’m jammed in here pretty good.”

      The kid grabbed hold of his legs and pulled him out, no sense of grace or care.  When Ryker was finally out, the same kid rolled him over on the sidewalk and said, “Man, you look like hell took a dump.”

      “I know,” he said, wiping his face.  He showed the kid the cuffs then said, “Can you get the key out of his pocket, or out of the car?”

      The kid nodded, then came back a few minutes later with a bunch of keys and the man’s gun.  “You can have the keys,” the boy said, mesmerized, “but I’m keeping the gun.”

      “You know how to use it?”

      He nodded.

      “That particular one?” Ryker asked, sitting up.  He found the handcuff key, stood up and went to work.

      Looking too long at the gun, the kid hesitated, then said, “Yep.”

      “Check the mag,” he said, undoing the cuffs, “then chamber a round.”

      He dropped the cuffs on the sidewalk but the kid was still messing around with the levers and the grip.

      “Here, let me show you,” Ryker said.

      He started to take the gun from the kid, but the kid’s hands tightened on it.  Ryker shoved the kid by the head, then ripped the gun loose.

      “You don’t know how to use it, and I’m not going to have your death on my hands.”

      “I found it!” he bellowed.

      “Yeah, well I took it,” Ryker said.  “How’s that?”

      “That’s the thanks I get for saving you?”

      “Thank you,” he said.  “Now beat it before someone shoots you for real.”

      “Where are you going?” the kid asked, his eyes flicking back to the gun.

      Recalling the address he’d memorized, Ryker said, “Someplace new and unfamiliar.”

      “I can’t believe you stole my gun,” he said, jogging off to where he came from.

      Turning up the street, Ryker started limping in the right direction, praying for the cover of darkness, but dreading both the cold and the fight that was sure to follow.
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      Clay Nichols woke up in his little brother’s house, his body and most of his brain still asleep.  The first thing he thought was that no human should have to feel this bad and still be awake.  He started to move, but decided to lay there a little longer and just pinch himself.  He was in an actual bed in an actual home owned by family.  It took a few moments for the fog of a dream to burn off.  He was sweating, not sure why, not sure if it was because he was someplace new, and warm, or because he was having war dreams again.  Sometimes he woke in a sweat, his heart racing, with no idea why.  He knew what this was, though.  It was memories he thought he’d put in deep storage coming out to play when he wasn’t looking.

      Dragging himself out of bed, he got his feet beneath him and managed to stand.  He was a newborn calf though, wobbly and unsure.

      “C’mon,” he growled, stabilizing his knees with both hands.

      He walked to the bathroom, looked in the mirror, turned away from his reflection.  It was impossible to see his old face anymore.  At least to him.

      Now all he saw was the scar angling down from just above his eyebrow, across the bridge of his nose, three inches down his cheek.  He still didn’t know how he got it only that he was found that way after the IED ambush.  At least the stitches were small enough that he didn’t look like Frankenstein.

      He tried to go easy on himself, for he died twice in Afghanistan only days before he was set to return home.  But that was a lie.  In the desert, with everything going on, you didn’t have a choice to re-up.  They re-upped you on a volunteer basis where you volunteering was mandatory.  Four tours.  That’s how long he was there.  If he hadn’t died once on the battlefield, and a second time while he was being Medevacd to Camp Leatherhead, he’d still be pissing in the sand, volunteering against his will for another three years.

      His eyes dropped to his body.  Lines, nicks, several bullet holes, a burn patch.  All this for the USA that was no longer United.  The President gave away the west coast.   Now he was gone.  MIA.

      He’d only been back a few weeks, most of it spent in an OCONTUS facility in Hawaii before being transferred to Northern California where he was retired out due to the recommendation of the brain surgeon who put his head back together, the doctors who determined that his prefrontal lobe was maybe damaged, and the psychiatrists who said he had all but been lobotomized and wouldn’t feel the same levels of compassion as before, or the distinct ability to discern the difference between right and wrong.

      They’d been wrong about him.  He could feel.  He didn’t know this, but things like short and long term memory were returning, some of the brain fog was wearing off mid-day, and he knew the difference between right and wrong.  Where the doctors were right was that knowing something was wrong didn’t stop him from caring if he did wrong.  There was no value in doing the right thing either.  He simply knew the difference and chose what suited his moods best.

      What he wanted now was to see his brother.

      He’d arrived early that morning—when it was still cold, dark and a long ways from dawn—with an arrow in his shoulder.  Boone had taken it out and Miranda treated the wound, thinking it would need stitches.

      He pulled a shirt over his head (which hurt like hell), eased up his pants (yep, that hurt, too), then plodded barefoot out into the living room where he saw his nephew, Rowdy, in an old pack-n-play and his sister-in-law, Miranda, reading a book on the couch nearby.

      “How are you?” she asked, looking up.

      “Miserable, but happy that I’m here,” he said.  “Thank you for letting me stay the night.  And thank you for working on my arm.”

      “How is it?”

      “Hurts like there might be problems in there.”

      “Can you move it?” she asked.

      He could.  It hurt like hell though.  He figured that out getting into his shirt.  Still, he wasn’t one to lament physical pain.  His father wouldn’t allow it as boys.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “I can move it.”

      “You gonna throw some dirt on it?” Miranda asked with a knowing smile.  His and Boone’s father used to make them throw dirt on their cuts, or he’d slap their injuries if the skin wasn’t broken.

      “Maybe,” he grinned.  “Where’s Boone?”

      “At the high school.  Community gathering there to figure out what’s what.”

      “What is what?” he asked.

      “There’s a Chicom convoy that rolled in here.  Someone high up the ladder, you know?  Top brass, ball buster, walked into town swinging his dick around like he owned the place.”

      “I know the type,” he said, surprised at Miranda’s choice of words.

      “Yeah, well according to Boone, the Sheriff gave up the Madigans so the Chicoms wouldn’t burn the town to the ground.”

      “Sounds nice,” Clay said.  “Who are the Madigans?”

      “Five Falls’ problem children,” she said.  “Orbey is sweet, but they’re all that way.  Except Stephani.  She’s got no filter.  And their niece, Skylar.  But she’s supposedly dead.”

      “So why are they a problem?” he asked.

      “I guess they killed some guy hunting on their land.  They’ve got a hundred acres and apparently aren’t into sharing their game.”

      “I don’t blame them,” he said.

      She looked at him.

      “There’s more than enough animals to go around,” she said.

      “At a time like this?” he said, shaking his head.  “Not likely, depending on the population, or people’s desperation.”

      “They aren’t desperate,” she said.

      “Not yet.”

      “If you want to go down to the high school, that’s the quickest way to plug yourself right back into the social circuit.  Might even meet a few young ladies who have a thing for local heroes.”

      He laughed and said, “I’m not sure that’s so likely.”

      “Let me look at that wound,” she said.

      “It’s okay,” he replied.  “Really.”

      “C’mon,” she said, marking her page in the book and getting up to face him.  “Take off your shirt as best as you can.”

      He started to take it off, but there was a point where his arm froze, the pain instant and crippling.  He pushed through it, pulling the shirt over his head, while managing to keep every ounce of expression from reaching his face or his eyes.

      Holding his shirt aside, he looked at her.

      “How do you do that?” she asked, amazed.  “Not show an ounce of pain when I know for a fact that you’re hurting.”

      “It was beat into us as boys,” he said.  “Both me and Boone.  I hated my father for the way he raised us, but if he’d have raised us any other way, I’d be dead or in the looney bin.”

      “Boone says the same thing,” she said, studying the arrow’s entry wound.  “It actually looks good.”

      “Do you have some super glue?” he asked.  “That should do the trick.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Better than stitches,” he said.  “I heal well.”

      “I tried to start the truck outside,” she said, changing subjects.  “I was going to move it around back where it wouldn’t be seen, but the thing stalled out on me.”

      “Why would you do that?” he asked.

      “You showed up looking like you were in a war,” she said.  “A domestic war, not an overseas war.”

      “It wasn’t easy getting here from Salem.”

      “Like I said, it wouldn’t start.”

      “I think I’ll go to the school, see about meeting up with Boone.  Maybe reintroduce myself into society.”

      “That’s a good idea, but like I said, the truck won’t start.”

      “There are other ways to travel,” he chided.

      “Before you go,” she said, with a slightly flustered grin, “do you want me to fix you something?”

      “I’m not really hungry,” he said, putting on his shirt, “but thanks.”

      “How are your legs?” she asked.  “You were limping a bit last night.”

      “My feet have blisters, my legs are sore from the IED and walking, and my back’s still a bit wrecked from sleeping on the ground the night before.  Other than that, I’m right as rain.”

      “Why don’t you ride Boone’s bike over there?” she said.  “It’s a mountain bike.  Although you’ll have to check the tire pressure.  Boone’s great at maintaining cars.  Other stuff…not so much.”

      “I saw the bikes out the window this morning,” he said.  “I was going to ask.  I think it’ll help my knees, knock down the scar tissue a bit.  But first, do you have any super glue?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, having forgot he asked.  She went through two of the kitchen drawers, found a bottle near the back, then said, “Will this work?”

      He looked at it, nodded and said, “I think so.  Do you think you could give me a hand?”

      “Of course,” she said.  “Hang on a second.”

      She got a wet wipe for her hands, then dried them on a clean towel and said, “I’ll be right back.”  She left and came back with gauze and some rubbing alcohol.  He lifted up the corner of his shirt, to which she said, “It doesn’t look infected, but it really should get stitches.”

      “The glue will be okay,” he said.

      “It might not heal right.”

      “Look at my face, Miranda.  Do you think I’m really that worried about what a hole in my shoulder will look like?”

      Embarrassed, she said, “I suppose not.”  Then looking up at him, she said, “You know, the scar doesn’t change your looks.  You should know that.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, dumbfounded by the statement.

      “I mean you have some scars, but you shouldn’t let them define you.  Women care less about how you look.  Don’t get me wrong, they appreciate good looks, for sure.  But it’s who you are in here”—she said, patting his chest—“that grabs and holds a woman’s attention, and eventually earns her affections.”

      “If anything,” he said, “my life will eventually prove your theory right or wrong.”

      “I’m right,” she said.  “Now hold still, let me look at it first, then lay down a bead.”

      “Thank you, Miranda,” he said, sincere.  With this brief interaction, something inside of him that was tight and rigid and restless settled down.  It was as if the broken parts of himself were given permission to start to heal.

      “The good news is the skin naturally sets together.  I was worried about the pull of it when you move,” she said, looking up at him after having pushed on the wound a bit.  “And you’re welcome.  Hold still now, I’m going to glue it.”

      She ran a bead of glue down in the area that needed it most, moved the skin in the right place as best as she could.

      “Wow, that came together easy,” he said.

      “It’s better than I thought,” she said.  “How do the muscles feel?”

      “My entire shoulder feels like someone’s been hitting it with a sledgehammer all night.  It’s stiff, things feel torn inside, and if it gets infected for any reason, it could be a big problem, especially with things being what they are.”

      “We have a good doctor in town,” she said.  “Let’s keep an eye on it, maybe reach out to her tonight or tomorrow, if you feel like you need it.”

      He nodded, let go of his shirt, then stepped forward and gave her a one armed hug.  “I know I’ve already said it a bunch, but thank you, Miranda.  I’m not used to people being nice to me, or generous, or even hospitable.”

      She nodded her head, hugged him back, then stood back.  “I wasn’t that excited about you being here at first.  I never had a good impression about you.  I think I was wrong.  I hope so, anyway.”

      He smiled and said, “My dad’s death hit me hard.  He was a difficult man, but he gave us a jumpstart in life, made us who we are today.  Now that I’m older and more experienced in adversity and disappointment, now that I’ve had the kinds of tests in life he warned us of—and then some—I wouldn’t have changed a thing about my childhood.  I just wish I could tell that to the old bastard.  And now that mom’s gone…”

      Something strange happened to him, an unusual loosening of his mind, his heart, even his physical countenance.  The backs of his eyes prickled a bit, his vision slightly blurry as tears moistened his eyes.  Whatever it was that made him cold, hard and relentless gave way to a surge of emotion that had long ago been closed down, locked and forgotten.  The doctors were wrong about his brain.  He could feel.

      Miranda hugged him again, but he was able to pull himself together.  In that moment all he wanted was to be with his brother.

      “Boone missed you like crazy,” Miranda said, her own voice choked up.  “If you can help it, please don’t leave him again.”

      He nodded into her shoulder, then pulled back and said, “I’m going to go see him now.”

      She wiped her eyes, her gaze softening into a smile.  “It’s strange, feeling happiness with everything going on.  After the Chicoms came in…nothing has been the same, or easy.  I think life is about to get really bad, even harder, darker.  But right now I’m happy you’re here.”

      He nodded, then said, “Me, too.”

      “Do you have a weapon?” she asked, leaning over to pick up Rowdy in the pack-n-play.  He seemed like a good kid.  Clay felt bad for him, being born into this world.

      “I’ve got a Chicom pistol, and a little throwaway,” he said.  “Nothing I’ve gotten used to yet.”

      “Come here,” she said, Rowdy balanced perfectly on her hip.  “Boone likes his guns clean and ready to go.”  She opened the gun safe, handed him a pistol and two spare mags.

      “It’s a high school,” he said, Clay and Rowdy looking at each other.  He felt himself smile.  Rowdy smiled back.

      “You didn’t see what we did to the Chicoms two days back.  But you will.  Right before you turn to go to the school, on I5 in front of Sheriff Hall’s station, well, the late Sheriff Hall,”—she said, crossing her heart—“you’ll see what I’m talking about and know why I’m insistent.”

      He took the gun, and she said, “The gun sights are on point, the recoil is light and those are hollow points, so what you hit is gonna get hurt.”

      “If I’m shooting at someone,” he said, “I don’t want it to hurt.  I prefer permanence.”

      “I was being polite,” she said.  “I don’t want to talk about M U R D E R in front of the baby.”

      “Murder?” he asked.

      “Shhh!” she said, making eyes at the baby, as if Rowdy could spell, let alone not crap his diapers every three hours.

      “Oh,” she said, “this, too.”

      She took out one of several blades, a fifteen inch Mossy Oak all-purpose knife.  It was a fixed blade with ten inches of steel and five inches of soft rubber handle.

      “It’s sharp enough to split hairs, so be careful.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      “It’s part of Boone’s low-cost collection,” she said with a frown.  “He says the blade is solid though, enough to skin a buck, or drive through ribs.  I swear, you boys, what your daddy put you through—”

      “Like I said, he saved my life,” he said, finishing the sentence.  “He was a real son of a bitch, but no one who ever reared their son with kindness raised up a real man.”

      “Do you really believe that?” she said, visibly saddened by the statement.

      “I have to,” he said.

      She seemed to understand that.

      “I’ll be back,” he said, fixing the blade to his belt.  He opened the front door, stopped and thought about it, then turned before leaving and said, “Thank you.”

      “You’ve already thanked me like five times,” she laughed.

      “I know,” he said, his face going red.  “I appreciate you not holding my past against me.  And I appreciate you taking care of me last night and this morning, and for your gracious hospitality.”

      “Like I said,” she said, “you’re not who I expected you to be.”

      With a smile, he closed the front door, then walked around back and hopped on Boone’s bike, checking the air pressure in the tires and adjusting the seat.

      “Good to go,” he said.  “Now if I can just not fall.”

      He took off and found the cadence fairly quickly.  There were some wobbly spots, and some uncertain turns, but by the time he reached the turn off for the school, he was as comfortable as he’d ever be on the bike.  That’s when he saw the freeway ahead, and all the burned vehicles sitting in the middle of it.

      “Holy crap,” he said, coming to a stop.

      Yeah, they were in real trouble.  He started pedaling again, and when he rolled up on the high school—just as it came into view—he saw the heavy Chicom presence and stopped flat, his nuts taking refuge up in his belly.

      The sound of gunfire broke out.  He stashed his bike in the woods and got moving, treating the visit now like an op.  The rattle of gunfire cut through the silence.  It was coming from inside the school.

      “Dammit,” he said, his heart suddenly alight with worry.

      Several Chicom Jeeps surrounded the entrance to the high school.  He moved quickly, eyes roving, seeing two men outside the Jeep, smoking and talking.  He snuck up on them fast, gun out, tightening the range between them.

      More gunfire erupted inside, making the men stamp out their cigarettes and prepare to join their brethren.

      Close enough and slowing to a rolling heel-toe walk, he aimed the weapon like he was trained, prayed it shot better than the Chicom pistol and the throwaway that got him from Salem to Five Falls, then fired off two rounds.

      Both men dropped dead, never having seen him coming.

      Miranda was right, the sights were dead on, the recoil so light his wrists felt pampered.  He secured one Chicom gun and left the other.  Each man had spare mags on them, enough for him to collect three in case he had to really dig into this fight.  When the bodies were clear, he scanned the scene, determined it to be clear, then fired another round into the back of each man’s head.

      Standing up, gun ready and moving at a cautious trot, he crossed the lot, heading for the side entrance.  Slipping inside, the gunfire persisting, he hustled down the empty hallway toward the gym, rounding a corner, stopping fast, then quietly pulling back.

      The high school had a short hallway leading to the gym door.  In the cove were six Chicoms with their guns out, ready to advance.  Why were they just standing there?  Was there resistance on the other side?  Boone?

      He couldn’t wait.

      He closed in quick and silent, removing his blade on the way in.  He hit the first man with the knife.  Just drove it straight in.  A frenzy of violence followed.  He stabbed kidneys, trenched open necks, stuck armpits and gouged eyes.  He was ruthless and efficient, like he was taught, but the front two men drew down too quickly, so fast he knew he couldn’t close in quick enough.  That’s when he went from the knife to the gun.  He was prepared for that.  He put three rounds in them, then used the blade to finish off the others.

      Well, all but one.  This guy was still alive, his eyes desperate, his face radiating an incredible amount of pain.

      Standing over him, his blade dripping blood from the massacre, Clay said, “You picked the wrong town, asshole.”

      And with that, he sunk down and drove the blade into the Chicom’s sternum, twisted hard one way, then the other.  The man’s neck arched, his mouth open in a dying gasp.

      Moving the bodies out of the way, he eased open the gym’s door, snuck a quick look inside.  There was a hostage situation forming.  His brother was walking toward the center of the basketball court with his gun at his side.  He was at the mercy of a pack of Chicom gunmen.  They all were.  Worse still, there were dead people everywhere.

      Flashes of his time in the sand sparked old memories.  He shoved them back in their corner, reminded himself that this was a different time, a different place.  And he couldn’t focus on the casualties as much as he had to save as many of them as he could, starting with Boone.

      He quietly shut the gymnasium door, then broke into a sprint, racing down the hallway in spite of the ungodly pain now infecting him.

      He slowed for the corners, checked them, found the other side of the building wasn’t empty.  There were two more Chicoms, both coming through the front doors.

      How many of them are there?

      The way they were moving, it was clear they saw their dead buddies outside.  Outside, two more Jeeps pulled in.  Yeah, things were about to get real.

      Moving with stealth rather than speed, he closed in on the two men heading down the hall, stuck one in the kidney, slashed the other’s throat, then spun the blade in his hand and punched a hole in the throat of the guy with the ventilated kidney.

      Wasting no time, he moved on, ducking the instant he heard gunfire erupting behind him.  He spun and dropped down, saw the guy with the trenched throat taking a dying shot at him.  The Chicom menace couldn’t hold up his arm anymore.  The gun flopped down on the ground, the man using up his final seconds of life.  Clay continued on, rounded the next corner, saw there was no one at the entrance.  Fortunately the gunfire coming from inside had ceased.

      If he was lucky, it meant his brother was still alive.  Worst case, though…he was dead.  The moment he got to the gymnasium door, he sheathed the knife, tucked in his shirt to make the spare magazines accessible, then grabbed the confiscated Chicom gun, took a deep breath and opened the door.

      The first three men in front of him got the left handed special—sloppy shots and Chicom bullets.  These shots hit ribs, guts and faces with little precision.

      It was the right handed shooting that mattered most.

      A man in the center of the basketball court was pulling Boone into him to use as a shield.  Clay sunk a round in his forehead, then ducked down quick as the remaining men fired on him.

      He finished the job right handed, emptying out the mag, but needing the spare rounds of the Chicom lefty.

      There was one man left and Clay had him clean.  He pulled the trigger first…missing him.  Mostly.  He took off the man’s ear, but not before the Chicom could get off a shot.  The shot, however, went wide.  Clay was out of ammo.

      The other shooter was not.

      The next bullet crashed through his head, snapping it back, his body falling lifelessly to the floor.  A thick pool of blood began to form around him, evidence to everyone else that he was gone, dead, done the second the bullet tore through brain matter and exploded out the other side.

      Clay looked behind him, then down.

      There was a woman laid out on the floor beside him, half sitting up, a bloom of red just above her left breast.  She was pretty, but in a plain way, not a Hollywood starlet, but not homely either.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Stephani.”

      “I’m Clay,” he said, moving close to her.  This woman just saved his life.  “Lay back and let me see what’s what.”

      “I thought I was dead,” she said.  “Still don’t feel too good.”

      “You’ve been shot.”

      “Thanks for the 411, Scarface,” she said with a pained grin.  He stared down at her, read her words, matched them to her expression and started to smile.  He was about to say something cute when she said, “Where’ve you been all my life?”

      Now he didn’t know what to say.

      Actually, she said it for him.

      “Don’t mind me,” she muttered, laying her head back down as others rushed over to her, “I’m always awkward when you first meet me.”

      Clay looked up at Boone, who was glad to see him, staved off the niceties and said, “We need to clear the front.  There’s two, maybe three more Jeeps out there.  And this woman needs a doctor.”

      Turning to a pretty woman and her friend, a guy who looked like he’d been through it but could take plenty more—judging by the steely, pissed off look in his eyes—Boone said, “Harper, find Rosemary Quinn.  She’s the resident doctor.  She’ll be behind the bleachers helping anyone wounded.  We need to see about Stephani.”

      “Who is he?” Stephani said, looking at Boone, her eyelids heavy, her voice slurring.

      “That’s Clay.  He’s my big brother.”

      “Figures,” she said just before passing out completely.

      “Your doctor is named Quinn?” Clay asked.  Boone nodded.  “Like Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman?”

      Everyone sort of frowned at him.

      He shook his head.

      Overseas in Afghanistan, when the real news was replaced with state sponsored news, the troops opted for re-runs over propaganda, and one of the few shows they could watch was Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman.

      “You said you saw more outside?” Boone asked.

      “Yeah,” he said.  Clay changed mags in Boone’s gun then handed it over.  “That saved your life and mine.”

      “I gathered as much,” he said, taking his weapon.  The two of them grabbed what guns and magazines they could from the dead men.

      “Ready?” Clay asked.

      “I’m coming with you,” a voice said.  Clay turned and saw the guy with the girl Boone had called Harper.

      “You armed?” Clay asked.  He nodded.  “Good shot?”

      “Relatively.  I’m better hand to hand.”

      “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Clay said, “because I’m slightly off my fight game and better off with a gun right now.”

      “This is Logan, by the way,” Boone said.  “And I’m good with both, a gun or hand to hand.”

      “Of course you are,” Clay grinned.  “You’re still fresh out of the wrapper.”

      Boone took the compliment as intended, then smiled at his brother and said, “If I die now, it’ll be okay because I got to see you again.”

      “Don’t get sentimental on me now, little brother,” Clay said, his head still in the op.  “We’ve got plenty more lives to take.”

      The second they left the gym, they walked into live fire.  Boone and Clay opened up on the men, with Logan going wide and firing as well.  The four Chicoms went down fast; neither Boone, Logan nor Clay were shot.

      “We dumped way too much lead into those men,” Logan said.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Clay replied.  “Boone, you’re point man, I’ll take the rear and street fighter here will be the meat in this man sandwich.”

      Logan started laughing, then winced for a second and held his side.  “That was a good one,” he said.

      Clay liked him already.

      When they cleared the dead men, Boone lifted a fist, checked the corner, then proceeded around it.  Logan followed, Clay keeping an eye on their six.

      “Did you shit your pants?” Clay asked, leaning forward to whisper in Logan’s ear.

      “Not yet,” he whispered back, “but there’s still time and circumstance.”

      “So why are you walking funny?” Clay asked.

      “My feet are torn up.  Blisters, lost skin, all that,” he responded.  “I’ll be fine.”

      Clay thought about his own sore feet, then realized Logan might be as bad off as him.  “I got bad feet, too,” he said.

      “You been shot recently?” Logan asked over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, blown up, too.”

      “That explains your face,” he said.  “You got me on marks.  I’ve been shot as well, but not blown up.”

      “It’s less fun than you think,” he said.

      “Zip it you two,” Boone said.  Clay moved around Logan, joined Boone.  His little brother said, “Jeeps out front, no movement that I can see.”

      “Roger that,” Clay said.  “Let’s check it out.”

      Out front, they went through the Jeeps, but found no more men.  The threat neutralized for now, the three of them convened, eyes on the sides of the buildings and checking in the woods, just in case.

      “This isn’t good,” Boone said.  “Not at all.”

      “Tell me about it,” Clay said.

      “You want to keep an eye on things here, Logan?” Boone asked.  “Clay and I need to make a quick trip, but we’ll need men on guns out front in case more of these cockroaches show up.”

      “I’m good,” Logan said, confident.  “You coming back anytime soon?”

      “Yeah,” Boone said.  “Clay and I are hopefully going to get backup.  Then I’ve got a thing or two to say to the survivors.”

      Logan nodded, then headed back to the school, walking gingerly.

      “You sure you didn’t shit yourself?” Clay called out.

      Instead of answering, Logan pushed out his butt and exaggerated his walk so it looked like he had indeed soiled himself, but then he turned and flipped Clay off.  Clay blew him a kiss, then said to Boone, “Yeah, he’s alright.”

      “There’s a lot of good people here, but I think there’s a dozen less than earlier.  This isn’t a joke, Clay.  People were killed back there.  Almost me.”

      “I know it’s not a joke.”

      “So stop playing grab ass with the help and nut up,” he said, changing his tune.  “We’re in the shit here and this is just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “This is nothing,” Clay chuckled.  “You’ve just never been to a real war before.”

      “Well, it’s about to be something, and I’m about to be in a real war, because the body count in this town is mounting, and the Chicom knuckle draggers are bound to take notice.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To see a prophet,” Boone said.  When Clay raised an eyebrow, he said, “Don’t get all reverent on me, this guy’s a self-righteous turd.”

      “Then why are we going to see him?” he asked as they climbed in one of the Jeeps.

      “Because he’s a great shot and seems at home in a skirmish.”

      “He’s a vet?” Clay asked.

      “Good guess.”

      “Okay,” Clay said, patting the dash.  “Let’s go then.”
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      Boone and Clay got up in the hills to Noah’s place ten minutes later.  The old man met them out front with a long gun equipped with a scope.

      It was obvious he wasn’t expecting company.  He was standing in his tighty-whites with pulled up black socks, brown leather shoes and an old yellow t-shirt that said, “OF COURSE I TALK TO MYSELF.  I SOMETIMES NEED EXPERT ADVICE.”

      “What the balls is this?” Clay muttered under his breath.

      “This is Noah.  He’s a bit eccentric.”

      “You said he was a prophet.”

      “Noah.”

      Clay snorted out a laugh.

      The second Boone waved out the window, Noah lowered the rifle and sat back down in his chair.  Chilling in the ashtray was a fat Cuban cigar, tendrils of smoke curling into the fresh afternoon air.  Noah picked it back up, drew from it deeply, then blew out the smoke.

      “He looks like an old prick,” Clay said.

      “I see you’re still reading people right,” Boone responded.

      When they got out of the Jeep, Noah said, “I almost killed you two jokers.”

      “I trust you to be a better judge of character than that,” Boone said.  “Where are your pants?”

      “Drying on the wire out back,” he said.  “You guys have a blood fight?  ‘Cause it’s all over you.”

      “We ran into the bad end of a bad situation,” Boone said.

      Looking at Clay, Noah made a line down his face with his finger, the same line Clay’s scar made down his own face, and said, “Looks like you’ve been through it, boy.”

      Clay nodded.

      “You Army, or Marines?”

      “Marines,” he said.

      “Never did like you jarheads,” Noah said, looking at him like the air smelled a little farty.

      “You Army?” Clay asked.

      The old guy nodded, took another draw on the cigar, squinting his eyes to keep the smoke out of them, then said, “We were almost friends.”

      “Almost,” Clay said.

      “How are your ears?” Boone asked.

      “Long and floppy, and growing bigger by the day.  As for hearing?  They’re alright, not what they used to be.”

      “I’ll bet,” Boone said.

      “Can’t really hear the highs,” he said, “but I get the lows just fine.”

      “So you haven’t heard the ruckus down the hill?”

      He shook his head, still chewing on the cigar.  “Anything like the ruckus two days ago?”

      “Chicoms just shot up the school.  We were meeting to discuss security and long term survival strategy.  Deputy Don is dead, along with a dozen of ours.  It’s a freaking blood bath down there.”

      He set his cigar back in the ashtray, took a long contemplative breath, then said, “Well isn’t that something.”

      “It is,” Clay said.

      “Wasn’t talking to you, Jarhead.”

      Clay took a breath of his own, looked everywhere but at the old man.  Back in the desert, he’d put someone down for talking like that.

      “What’s with the put-back-together face?” Noah pressed.

      “He survived an IED attack,” Boone said.

      “I can talk for myself.”

      “That’s something, too,” Noah said.  “Your pecker still work?”

      “I haven’t tried it but to piss,” he said, his jaw flicking.

      “Well I got some pills if you need them.  Fills you full of lead for a bit, in case you got a lady friend who wants what you’ve got.”

      Boone laughed.  Clay’s guard dropped instantly, his ill-timed, barnyard humor breaking the ice.  He let himself laugh, too.  Then: “Are we becoming friends?”

      “Maybe,” Noah grinned.  “That or I’m getting old.”

      “It’s not that,” Boone said.

      “I didn’t want to hurt the kid’s feelings no more,” Noah explained, looking not at Clay but at his brother.  “Rather git’m a pill than a tampon.”

      “You keep tampons here?” Clay asked.

      “Good for bullet holes,” Noah replied.

      Clay had to smile.  This guy was a man’s man through and through.

      He’d written Five Falls off the map when he went overseas to war, never expecting to come back.  Not after his dad died, and certainly not after his mother died.  But now he was back and it wasn’t like he remembered.  It’s amazing at how much you can miss looking at things through the eyes of a child.  Then again, he still didn’t know where the happiness of youth had gone.

      “My brother says you’re a good shot,” Clay said.

      “I can circumcise a cat from a thousand yards,” Noah said, picking up his cigar again.  “But that was back in the day.  Not even close now.  Maybe only nine-hundred fifty yards out.  Nine-sixty at best.”

      He said this never once taking his eyes off Clay.  And who said Army and Marines couldn’t get along?

      “Whenever you’re done blow-jobbing that cancer stick,” Clay said, “we’ve got issues that need dealing with.”

      “Right to the point, isn’t he?” Noah asked Boone.

      “We come from a no nonsense family, I’m afraid,” Boone explained.  “But he’s right.  People are dying down there.  They’re dead actually.”

      “This is your problem, son, not mine,” the old guy said.  “I just want my peace and quiet.”

      “You need something to do,” Clay said.  “Something besides sitting around in your underwear proving Sigmund Freud right.”

      “He’s talking about the phallic symbol,” Noah said, holding out the cigar for Boone to see.

      “I know what he meant,” Boone replied, a little tension in his voice.  “He’s right though.  You need something to do other than sit up here in your panties sucking on that steamy Columbian dick.”

      “I’m doing something right now, girls,” he barked.  “You see me in my underwear?  You see me scratching my nuts?  This is my happy place.  Not down there.  Here.”

      “If you want to sit up on your wrinkly white ass and do nothing,” Boone said, dangerously close to losing his temper on account of the stress of what just happened, “be my guest.  But one day you’re going to need your community and they won’t be there for you because you’ve been up here, by yourself, getting crankier by the day.”

      “You know this thing’s only getting started,” Noah said, getting up and stretching his lower back, cigar still in his mouth, his eyes still squinting from the smoke.

      “That’s what we came here to tell you,” Clay said.  “Now quit running that mouth of yours and do something.  Or close out your life, alone, doing nothing, mattering to no one.  Just make a damn decision already.”

      He looked at Clay a long time, neither man backing down, neither blinking.  Finally Noah took a breath and said, “Let me get my good shoes and a gun, then we’ll head out.”  He wandered into the house like it was nothing.  From inside, the old man said, “You giving me a ride back, Boone?  Or should I get the keys to the truck?”

      “I’ll give you a ride back.”

      “Where’s that other friend of yours?” he called out.

      “You know his name, quit pretending you don’t,” Boone said, referring to Otto.  “He’s probably sleeping one off if he missed all the gunfire from earlier.  And if not, he’s probably making explosives.  After what happened two days ago, he’s doing what everyone else is doing.”

      “And what’s that?” Noah asked, waltzing out the front door, ready to go.

      “Preparing for war.”

      They all piled into the Jeep, Clay crawling in back, even though contorting the way he did made everything hurt.

      “You didn’t need to do that,” Noah said.

      “My father taught us to respect our elders.  Since you’re about five hundred years older than me, I thought I’d do you a solid.”

      Noah laughed, then hitched thumb Clay’s way and said to Boone, “I wish you had his personality.”

      “I wish you had some mouthwash,” Boone said.  Turning around, like something set him off, Boone said, “He’s in back.  I’m not sitting up here smelling his breath all the way to town.”

      “So crack a window,” Clay said.

      “This seat’s as hard as a brick anyway,” Noah complained.  “I’d rather sit in the back.”

      “Good freaking God,” Clay grumbled as they played musical chairs.

      When they were finally ready, Boone said, “Anything else?”

      “We’re gonna need to clean up that mess we made if we already haven’t,” Noah said, referring to the war they waged on the Chicoms in the center of town.

      “Yeah, I agree,” Boone said, stepping back from that ledge.  He put the Jeep in gear and turned them around.  “That’s one of the things we need to get started on sooner rather than later.”

      “We have to shut down the town,” Clay said.  “There’s only one way in and one way out for convoys.”

      “You’re talking about dropping rocks in a rushing river trying to stop the flow of water,” Boone said.

      “I know,” Clay replied.

      “The Madigans did some real damage at their property, too,” Boone said, driving the roads a bit too fast for the Jeep.  “Took out a few dozen of these crackheads.  Some General or something, too.  Real important.”

      “Probably self-important,” Noah mumbled.

      “No, I saw his uniform.  He was no front-line grunt, which makes me think this is going to blow back on us.  And not just today.  I think today was the appetizer to the main dish.”

      “If you’re thinking a bloodbath at a high school was an appetizer, then you can pull over and drop me off right now,” Noah said.  “I’ll walk home, thank you very much.”

      “Should have brought your tampon,” Clay mumbled.

      From his pocket, Noah pulled a wrapped tampon out and held it for Clay and Boone to see.  “Told you,” he grinned.  “Good for bullet holes.”

      “You really want to be dropped off?” Boone asked, slowing the Jeep.

      “Put your foot back on the gas,” Clay said.  “He’s just pulling your chain.  Freaking Army clowns.”

      “Jarhead’s right,” Noah said.  “Killing commies is better than smoking cigars and watching gnats hump.  When do we start?”

      “Depends on how many fighters we have in town,” Clay said as Boone hit the main road.  “If these guys are the same kind of pansy ass snowflakes America started turning out twelve years ago, it’ll just be us.”

      “There’s a couple of softies in town,” Boone said, “but most of us hunt, we live off the land and we do odds and ends type work to keep the creditors away.”

      Clay nodded his head, contemplating the task ahead.

      “So I ask again,” Noah said as they pulled up to the school, “what about that little ingrate we brought along with us last time?”

      “Otto Holbrook,” Boone said, his patience wearing thin.  “You already asked about him and I already told you.  He’s either asleep or making explosives.”

      This caught Clay’s attention.

      “You have a bomb maker living here?” he asked.

      “He specializes in dynamite and homemade Claymore mines,” Boone said.  “It’s a hobby of his.”

      “Keeps his head off his no-good wife,” Noah said.  “That and the booze.”

      “What’s his deal?” Clay asked.

      “He sold ordinance on the black market,” Boone said.  “And his wife left him for a woman, though you shouldn’t bring that up.  He’s still…sensitive.  Anyway, we’ll head over and see him after we get things situated over here.”

      “This ought to be the triage center,” Noah said.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Boone replied.  “For now, these people need to understand what we’re up against.”

      “Oh, they understand it now,” Clay said.  “Believe me, it’s crystal clear.”

      “What the hell am I walking into?” Noah asked.

      “I told you already,” Boone said.

      “Ten or twelve dead,” Clay said.  “Five Falls residents, I mean.  A dozen or two of these Chicoms got smoked, too.”

      Noah saw the Jeeps and whistled.  “Connor Madigan makes ammo, right?” he asked.  Boone nodded in the affirmative.  “He’s a good guy.  Reliable.”

      “And mean as hell when he needs to be,” Boone added.  “But that doesn’t mean he’s gonna share his ammo.”

      “We’re cut from the same cloth,” Noah reasoned.

      “He’s just more personable,” Boone said.

      “Yeah, but only because of that wife of his,” Noah grumbled.  “Worst thing that ever happened to him.”

      “You mean Orbey?” Boone asked.

      “Hell yeah, I mean Orbey.”

      “And how’s that?” Boone asked, concealing his surprise.

      “Taught him manners and all that,” Noah grumbled.  “Made him soft.”

      Clay laughed, then turned and said, “You’re something else, you know that?”

      “Remind you of someone else we know?” Boone murmured.

      “Yeah, Dad.”

      “I ain’t your daddy,” Noah said.  “Least that we know of yet.  How’s your mom these days?”

      “Dead,” both Boone and Clay said together.

      “Well isn’t that something,” Noah said, embarrassed.

      “Indeed it is,” Clay replied.  Looking in the back seat again, he said, “You ready or what?”

      Frowning, leaning forward in his seat and pinching his features together, he pushed a little squeaker fart loose, then he said, “Now I am.  Had that thing in me all mornin’.”

      “Smells like your boyfriend,” Clay grumbled.

      “Felt like a gut punch, you know?  Big ol’ air bubble?  Stubborn.”  He crawled out, stepped wrong on the exit, reached out and Clay grabbed him.  “I don’t need your help.”

      “Sure you did,” Clay said.

      “Who you foolin’?” he barked, looking wild at Clay.

      Neither he nor Boone said anything.  Clay was thinking the old man was a riot, but maybe they shouldn’t have brought him there.

      Picking up the pieces of the earlier conversation, Clay figured the old man had rained death down on the Chicoms who invaded the town a couple of days back.  At least he hoped the old guy was reliable in a fight.  He was talking a big game.

      “I pray you can shoot as well as you can run that mouth,” Clay said.

      “You do your job, let me do mine,” Noah grumbled.

      “I will knock your old ass out,” Clay barked back.  The two men squared off.  Looking down on him, Clay said, “You got that tampon because you gripe like an old biddy all day, not because you’re anything in combat.”

      “You better watch your tongue fore I pull it clean out your month,” Noah said, shaking.

      Clay had his gun out and on the old man in no time flat.  He felt Boone’s temperature rise beside him.  Already he was trying to talk Clay down, but that thing in Clay he couldn’t control was loose again.

      They called it a condition of persistent warfare.

      Over in the dirt, you’ve got your standard ROE, but guys tend to run hot because any minute might be their last.  So they hold it in tight, all that pressure, until it starts to bleed out, and then you get home.  There, normal everyday guys can flap their lips and not worry about someone plugging their ass with the right amount of lead to hurt them without killing them.  Assault with a deadly weapon isn’t the same as murder one.  Guys like Clay were aware of that.  Not that it mattered with the EMP laying waste to the social order.

      “You’d better pray to God you’re off your meds because I’m not messing around,” Clay said, eyes as hard as granite.

      He felt his brother’s hands on him, an act that calmed him, the storm dying away in an instant.

      “Respect your elders,” Boone said.

      Looking at Noah, Clay said, “Get your shit together, old man.  You were right when you said this was only the beginning.  We can’t be at odds here when the fight’s out there.”

      “The jarhead knows I’m just getting warmed up,” he told Boone.  “This thing is about spirit, you know?  Like, guys who go into battle with their balls up in their tummies and their sphincters clenched tight like a fist”—here he made a fist for good measure—“they’re the first ones to be shot dead.  But these guys who walk around like they’re ten feet tall and their corn holes smell like fresh roast coffee, those are the guys who get it done.  Me and Mr. Temper Tantrum over here, we’re the kind of guys who get it right.  Aren’t we, Jarhead?”

      Clay looked over at him and said, “OOH-RAH.”

      “So let’s get it done.”

      Walking in the gym, it seemed eerily quiet.  Clay broke the silence saying, “What’s the story on this Logan guy?  He looks plenty roughed up around the edges.”

      “He was Johnny on the spot when we needed him,” Boone said.  “He’s in as bad a shape as you, maybe worse, and he got in the Sheriff’s car like it was nothing.  He drove three people right into the Chicom nest of vipers and then they laid waste to almost all of them.”

      “Yeah, right,” he chortled.

      “True story.”

      “He was the wheelman?” Clay asked.

      “Decent with a piece, too.”

      “How’s he with a long gun?” Noah asked.  “Because I’m gonna need some guys who are surgical from a distance.”

      “He’s a hand-to-hand kind of guy,” Boone said.  “At least that’s what he said.”

      “Well I’m gonna need some shooters,” Noah said, walking inside.  “I can watch the outer circle if you want to manage the inside.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Boone acknowledged.

      “Is Deputy Don really dead?” Noah asked.

      “Yeah, he is.”

      “What about that other yay-who Deputy?” the old man asked.  “Mexican kid I think.”

      “Going home to be with his family,” Boone said.

      “So we got no law here?”

      Boone shook his head, no.  Clay had that nagging sense of dread mixed with an excitement that wouldn’t stop building.  When they opened the door to the gym, the place was buzzing with activity.

      Clay wasn’t surprised to see this, but he was surprised to see this from civilians right after a mass shooting.

      The bodies had been removed, Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman was at work on Stephani, and there were two other people getting their wounds cleaned and bandaged.  He expected half of them to be gone, but he was wrong.

      Logan walked over, gave them the low down.  “Thirteen dead on our side, almost twice that on their side.  We need to shut that freeway down and now.  We can’t just keep getting ambushed like this.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Boone said.  “We need to get Otto, find a way to cut off access.  This gasbag here is Noah.  You remember him, right?”

      The two of them shook hands.

      “Yeah, I remember,” Logan said.  He was all business though.  He directed his attention back to Boone.  “Cutting off the freeways will throw up some major red flags.  I’m not saying you’re wrong.  I actually think that’s the smart move.  But it’s still going to create an issue.”

      “What we did the other day, that’s the issue and it’s already created,” Boone said.  “These are just aftershocks.  What we need is the big one.  The thing that scares the crap out of the Chicoms so badly they don’t want anything to do with Five Falls.”

      “Well, cutting off the roads is a start,” Logan said.  “But we need to get everyone out of here that isn’t staying.”

      “Who’s leaving?” Boone asked, surprised by the statement.

      “Heard whispers of people wanting to bug out,” Logan said.  “We need to suggest it, maybe even encourage it, otherwise these people will be collateral damage in a fight they can’t handle.  Plus, if we can cut down on mouths to feed, it’ll mean a longer fight, better odds for those of us who plan on digging in.”

      “We’re going fully self-sufficient?” Clay asked.

      “We’re almost there anyway,” Logan said.  “Some more than others.”

      The four of them said nothing; Boone was first to break the silence.  He said, “We need to get to Otto’s place and see what he has for dynamite.  The sun’s going down here in the next little bit, and these Chicom fartknockers don’t travel much in the dark.”

      “I can post up on the freeway,” Noah said as they started off.  “Maybe grab another guy.”

      “What about New York City?” Boone asked.

      “Who?” Noah growled.

      “Bronx McLaren,” he explained as they walked outside and past half a dozen Chicom Jeeps.  “You know, New York City?  From The Rusty Rabbit?  We all had drinks together last time you were down.”

      “Oh yeah, Bronx.  I like him,” Noah said.  “He can shoot?”

      “From what I hear,” Boone said, climbing into the Jeep in which they picked up Noah.

      “He former military?” Noah asked.

      “Naw, just raised right,” Boone replied.  “We’ll drop by his place after we hit up Otto.”

      At Otto’s place, they found the man sitting out front in his boxers, hair a total mess, cigarette in his hand, half smoked.  He looked tired.  Like he’d been up for three days on a major bender.

      “What’s up?” he said, not looking long at Clay.  Instead he was looking at all the blood on the side of Boone’s face, and the small, drying blood stain on his thigh.  “You guys look like hell.”

      “Yet we still look better than you,” Noah said.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, T-Rex.”

      “You slept through the school meeting,” Boone interrupted.  “Chicoms shot the place to hell.  Killed about a dozen people.”

      This had him sitting up straight.

      “Who died?”

      “No one close to us, but people we know,” Boone said.  “We need to know about what explosives you have on hand.”

      “I’m locked, stocked and ready to roll,” he said, taking a last drag, his body still lagging after what he put it through.  “What do you need?”

      “Enough bang-bang to cut a line across the highway,” Noah said.  “We’re talking two long trenches, one coming, one going.”

      “Deputy Don’s going to take issue with that,” Otto said, dropping the smoked cigarette on the driveway and smashing it under his heel.  He stood and finger combed his hair.  “I’m familiar enough with a jail cell to know my bed is more comfortable.”

      “Deputy Don is dead,” Boone finally said.  “Shot through the head.  Almost all this blood on me, that’s his.”

      “Sweet Jesus,” he said.

      “Those explosives,” Clay said.

      Without a word, he waved them inside, walking them through the filthy living room and out back where the yard was more of a mess than the house.  “The maid took the year off,” he said, responding to the one thing everyone was thinking.

      “There’s part of your problem,” Noah said.  “Thinking your wife was a maid.  It’s no wonder she’s gone gay.”

      Otto waved a dismissive hand, didn’t even break stride as he headed to a decent sized wooden shack.  He opened the door and stepped aside.  Inside it was as clean as a whistle.  Pulling back a set of drapes, daylight flooded the space.  Looking around, the space was so clean you could eat off any surface.  And stacked almost to the ceiling were hundreds of sticks of dynamite.

      “Christ in cashmere, we’re about to have ourselves a proper war,” Noah said, clapping Otto’s back.

      “Oh, so now you’re on my nuts?” Otto said, eyeballing him.

      “I’m looking for the Claymores,” Noah said.

      He motioned to the other side of the rather large shed and said, “Been working on them all night.”

      Clay saw a tall stack of Claymores and knew things were about to get real.  As in real bad.  With these kinds of explosives, they weren’t defending their town, they were starting World War III.

      “So when do we begin?” Otto asked.

      “We’ll kick things off at first light,” Noah said.
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      Long Beach, California.  Quan Li watched the huge barge make port.  He’d never seen anything so imposing in his life.  There was heavy security around the port of entry, especially along the dock where the barge was set to land, but that was because the South American Army apparently had a jet fighter they weren’t afraid to show off.  So far, they’d only done one flyby, but it was a stark reminder that they were at war, and that even the best laid plans had vulnerabilities.

      Quan heard the CSCL Globe Container Ships were ginormous, but he never imagined they would take his breath away to this extent.  Reportedly the barge was four football fields long.  Technically it measured over thirteen-hundred feet long, almost two-hundred feet wide and could hold nineteen thousand containers.  These first barges were carrying not only the generator step-up transformers but the substation transformers as well.  They also needed the specialized equipment to move the one hundred and fifty-five ton transformers both through California and Oregon into Washington, and over into Arizona.

      The new transformers—years in the making—solved several of the issues with resettlement of China’s government, but it didn’t deal with deeper matters of the three nuclear power plants hit by the EMP.

      Diablo Canyon Nuclear Power Plant in California was closest to the port.  The decommission team was already on site and planning for that long road.  This was the easiest of the three power plants to reach.

      Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station in the Tonopah Desert in Arizona just west of Phoenix was going to be the most difficult to access.  With forces from the South American Army marching through Arizona toward the California border, there was bound to be trouble, at least until the ramifications of a nuclear meltdown were explained to the SAA barbarians.

      The third and final nuclear power plant was located near Richland, Washington.  Due to the costs and personnel required to run the Colombia Generating Station, the President of China made the decision to decommission it completely.  Millions of people would die without power, but if there was anyone who understood the burden of overpopulation, it was the Chinese government.

      With the matter of a nuclear meltdown under control, the Chicoms decided to build their utopia in Washington.  Weapons, supplies and food would be shipped into the Port of Tacoma, as would the equipment and personnel required to establish an on-site water treatment facility.

      At one point in time, Quan had hoped Tacoma’s former military presence would turn the tide against the Chicoms, but the former President had called on all military aged men and women to settle the wars of the world.  This was an impossible feat that left Naval Station Whidbey Island and Naval Station Everett all but barren.  Camp Murray Army Base and McChord AFB were also left with skeleton crews as Seattle's military were eventually stationed around the globe.  The west coast vulnerabilities were the ones most concerning to American citizens, yet the President expressed his confidence in the Coast Guard, who quickly deployed to other locations shortly after the Commander in Chief's grand speech.  The last lines of defense to were the nuclear subs, but they were soon deployed as well, leaving Tacoma and Seattle open to Chicom influence, and then complete control.

      Very few people knew of the Chicom’s utopian location, but Quan had high-level contacts who might have heard about a small valley in Yale, Washington that happened to be surrounded on three sides with steep hills, and on the fourth side, a river.  Quan was told this was the Chicom paradise.  For sustainability, it had a great growing season, fertile soil and was extremely close to water.  From a defensible position, it was shielded and sheltered by three walls of steep hills with a tight inlet to funnel traffic in and a waterway to bug out through if overrun.  Even better, it was within a day’s drive of the ports.

      To Quan, it sounded amazing.  It was too bad the scourge of the earth would soon call Yale home.

      Clearing his mind, Quan had things to do.  He needed to focus.  Especially now.  As part of the receiving team for the barge, he managed to get access to the shipping manifest, then tried to calm his mind when he realized the printout was just about as thick as the Bible.

      All around the transformers were crates containing the tools, equipment, and all the parts and wiring necessary to install the new transformers.  There was also a gas tanker for refilling and a reinforced eighteen wheeler complete with a mounted Minigun for transport security.

      There was a fleet of armored riot vehicles, Humvees and a small fleet of CAIC WZ-10 Chinese tactical helicopters designated to the Arizona team.  With a crew of two for each helo, and the weaponry to clear a path through even the nastiest of SAA troops, the air support would be transported by ground and used only as a necessity.  If the stabilization team didn’t arrive and contain Palo Verde in short order, the nuclear meltdown could turn the United States into a veritable wasteland, destroying the fifty-year plan of occupation and overthrow.

      Quan knew that—besides the Christian and Muslim genocide, and the complete decimation of America—the Chicoms only cared about decommissioning the nuclear reactors, wiping the west coast clean of dissidents, and forming their new utopia in Washington.

      Quan, and many other Chicom defectors, represented not only the Chinese dissidents, but the American Resistance.  The Chicom reign of power needed to come to an end.  But so far, The Resistance was losing on multiple fronts.  Quan’s team back home tried to warn other chapters of The Resistance about the quiet Chicom infiltration that happened in early 2020, but in 2027, the occupation became public and uncontested by the US government.  It was in the open.  Just recently, they tried warning their American counterparts that the EMP was imminent, but it was already too late.

      Now that the western half of the US was in societal meltdown, did they stand the chance of at least mobilizing for an assault on the Chicoms, and eventually their utopia?  He tried to think long term, even though his short term objectives were terrifying.  To succeed in overthrowing the occupation, Quan knew he needed his American allies.  They were waiting for him now.

      He had to defect, and quickly.

      Tonight.

      Solar generators were set up all along the base, night becoming day as the unloading of the barges got underway.  He worked for the first four hours, to the time when everyone had their heads in their tasks and things were moving in some sort of order.

      When he could squirrel away and get some privacy, he quickly keyed the walkie-talkie and said, “Q17 here, copy if you read me.”

      “Copy Q17, you’re secure,” the voice said.

      “Transport vessels are here,” Quan said.  “Is the launch path secure?”

      “Traffic count is zero, pedestrians eight.  We have crossing guards to assist with the transition if necessary.  Just need your ETA.”

      The plan was for Quan to hijack a loaded truck of his choice and get out of the city as fast as possible.  He now had the truck, the keys and the nerve to move.  He also had the worst butterflies in his life, but he wasn’t telling anyone that.  Once he was clear of the port, he’d head north and pray the Chicoms didn’t catch on, or that the SAA wouldn’t intercept him.  Either scenario was a death sentence.

      “The package is secure,” Quan said.  “I just need to pick it up.”

      “Any word from on high?” the voice asked.  He was referring to local Resistance, their counterparts.

      “Reports of heavy traffic on the Oregon border.  Major pileup and fatalities.  A cleanup crew is on their way, but the locals might need additional support.  We have to get there before cleanup crews arrive.”  Meaning assassination and annihilation battalions.

      “Copy that,” the voice said.  “We’re ready and able to provide support.”

      “I’ll be in touch, over,” he said, his nerves now dancing.

      “Copy that, over and out.”

      Quan stowed the walkie-talkie, swallowed the biggest lump in his throat and prepared to vacate the secure facility.  As he walked out among the flurry of dock workers, he casually headed to the vehicle he’d identified as one of the many troop transports heading to Palo Verde.  It had weapons and ammo, some food stores, and room for fifteen troops, plus two up front.

      When he got to the truck, he saw two men at work nearby.  There were others around, but they all had their heads in their own tasks.  And since it was darker over there, far enough from the reach of the artificial lights, he had a small modicum of cover.

      He stabbed the first man in the stomach, then cut his throat.  The second man he caught with three sharp jabs into the armpit and a final one in the throat.  He whipped the blade out, wiped it off on the man’s coat, then dragged both bodies into the dark where he rolled them under a nearby truck and out of sight.

      Swallowing against a slight upsurge of puke, high on adrenaline and fear, he got in the truck, started it up and checked the gauges, specifically the gas.  The tank was full.  He gave a relieved sigh as he backed up the vehicle.  When he was clear, he navigated his way through the chaos of the port, eventually reaching the checkpoint with his manifest ready.

      When he pulled up, the guard took his manifest, then went and looked in the back of the transport.  The fact that he had no troops back there was cause for concern.  When the guard came back up with that look on his face, he smiled.

      “Where are your troops?” the man asked in Chinese.

      “I was ordered to pick them up offsite.  Apparently they’re behind schedule for us and need all the hands they can get.  We’ve got a Palo Alto team all set.”

      “I haven’t heard about this,” he said, suspicion weighing heavy in his eyes.

      “This is the first I’ve heard of it, too,” he said, casual even though he had his pistol on his lap, ready to use it.  Behind them, someone honked.  There was a line building.  The guard handed the manifest back, then waved him through.

      Quan took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then smiled and drove through the checkpoint.  He quietly navigated the given route into the heart of Long Beach where his contacts in The Resistance were waiting for him.

      It took a good hour to find the rendezvous point, but he didn’t encounter any issues with the SAA or the Chicoms, so that was cherry.  Apparently no one wanted to fight in the dark.

      When he arrived, he was greeted curtly, and then the entire advance team loaded into the back of the transport.

      Longwei Zhon climbed into the cab, looked at him a long time, then smiled.  “I didn’t think you’d be able to pull this off,” Longwei said in perfect English.

      “I was worried myself,” Quan repeated in English.  “Yet here I am.”

      “We’re ready when you are,” he said.

      “Good.”

      Quan started the vehicle then headed for the highway.  They passed through the checkpoint using the manifest, his rank and the fifteen troops in the rear of the vehicle.  Almost all of them were Chinese, and all were dissidents dressed as Chicoms.

      “Shao Xiao Chen is missing,” Quan told Longwei.

      A look of thrilled disbelief crossed Longwei’s face and he said, “Do you think…?”

      “I think Harper and her team took him out,” Quan said.  “If that’s the case, this is a major victory for The Resistance.”

      With a grim look and no enthusiasm, he said, “Da Xiao Zheng has ordered a recon team followed by a large assault force to converge on Five Falls.  I’m assuming that’s where Shao Xiao Chen was stopped.”

      “What kind of lead time do we have?” Longwei asked.

      Longwei Zhon had a bulletproof reputation, but he looked younger than his thirty-one years in the low light.  Quan wondered if his team was as talented as was reported.  Quan himself didn’t come into his prime until his late thirties, experience and failure being the finest of teachers.  He didn’t trust many people under the age of forty.

      “We don’t have a lead time,” he said.  “We’re playing catch up.”

      “What?” he asked.

      Quan nodded.

      “How far are we behind?” he asked.

      “A day, maybe two at most,” Quan said.  “The convoy is large and slow.  They’re moving a tank, which is a strong show of force, but a travel impediment and a huge drain on fuel.”

      “What are they planning?” Longwei asked after a few hours of nighttime travel.

      “They want to move the Army through California, up Interstate 5 and into the major Oregon cities.  Mop up teams and high altitude bombers will level the cities, save for Diablo Canyon, tightening up our path and making it difficult for the SAA to follow us on foot.”

      “We have to secure Oregon and Washington,” Longwei said.

      “We need to pick our battles, play this thing right,” Quan said.  “We’ll also need to secure Five Falls, but we need to let those transformers through.  If we can do that, time will eventually be our friend.  In other words, we need to win this battle, but let the Chicoms feel like they won the war.”

      “We can’t do that,” Longwei said.  “If we even breathe a word of this to The Resistance, they’ll have our heads.  If I know Skylar and Harper, they’ll be dug in already.”

      “They have yet to hear my pitch,” Quan said.  “The utopia the Chicoms plan on building for themselves will be the utopia we take from them.  That’s why we need to amass our troops, fortify our will, then work out a rock solid strategy.”

      “You never expected America to survive this, did you?” Longwei asked.

      Solemnly, Quan shook his head.  “I didn’t.”

      “What about the cities?”

      “The Chicoms have been corralling the bulk of the population into the cities through the Strong Cities Initiatives started a decade ago.  They wooed them in with technology and convenience, and then they cut off the supply lines and freedoms to the rural areas through fires and outright assaults.  Now that everyone is contained, they’ll be easy to destroy.  High yield, high containment explosives will level everything.  We’ve got fleets of bombers on their way now.”

      “Are these contained nuclear strikes?” Longwei asked, concerned.

      Quan shook his head and said, “They weren’t willing to risk the fallout, so they opted for something less consequential.”

      “There will be survivors,” he said.

      “Not for long.”

      “When is President Hu planning his arrival?” Longwei asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “The entire west coast will be a wasteland.”

      “Only California,” Quan said. “There will be enough untouched land in these coastal cities that we can clear the Chicom rats and later build upon the paradise in Yale, free of the smoke, the congestion and the noise of the current occupation.”

      “What about the rest of America?” he asked.

      “It seems Hu is resolute in letting the SAA, the EU and the AA fight over everything but the west coast.  In the process of leveling California, they’re thinking they can stamp out the SAA, or at least dissuade them.  Word is, Hu is in talks with the EU and the AA for uncontested control of the land he’s already taken.”

      “What does the SAA say?”

      “They are predictably belligerent,” Quan said.  “They believe this was their land long before it was America’s land.”

      “Well that’s just stupid.”

      “You know these zealots when they get on their soapboxes.  They never did wrong, they were the victims, the world owes them an apology and reparations.  Blah, blah, blah.”

      “I could care less about the ideology,” Longwei grumbled.  “I just want to know what we’re going to do.”

      “We have to catch up to that convoy and hope the recon team doesn’t take out the crew in Five Falls.”

      “What happens when we reach the convoy?” Longwei asked.

      “We pray your team knows how to fight.”

      “They do,” he assured Quan.  Then: “Have you had contact with either Skylar or Harper?”

      “Harper yes, but Skylar went dark around the time of the EMP.  We don’t think she survived.  Five Falls was the fall back location, the eventual stronghold.  So who knows?  Maybe she’s already there.”

      “My team can fight, but honestly Quan, I don’t think we’re going to be able to stop what’s coming.”

      “I know,” he said in the darkness.  “This I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Quan and Longwei traveled through the night, encountering little resistance along the way, which surprised them both.

      “Why do you think the roads are so empty?” Longwei asked.

      “Think of the incoming barges in Long Beach and LA as the trough.  Right now, it’s feeding time for the locals.  Especially after the EMP.  The chatter has been rampant though, at least on the lines of communication still operational.  A lot of the Chicoms don’t think the EMP was a good idea.  They’re nervous about resources, and many of them think the event was triggered too late.  The South American Army has air support they brought in after the EMP hit and now they’re attacking some of the more northern cities.  It’s got everyone hunkered down and waiting.”

      “So now that the barges are arriving, they’re either down there picking up supplies or they’re dug in and waiting?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well then, I guess our timing isn’t so bad,” Longwei said.

      An hour later, they encountered the convoy.  Quan felt a rise in his blood pressure.  This was not excitement per se, more like a tightening of the sphincter.

      “Is this them?” Longwei asked, a pair of binoculars up to his eyes.  “I mean, it could be.”

      He handed the binos to Quan.

      “I don’t know,” he said, checking out the line of vehicles in the darkness.  “It’s not as big as I thought it would be.”

      The convoy was maybe half a mile ahead.  Longwei took the binos back, watched them from a distance, then said, “They’re turning off the road.  It looks like they’re hitting a rest station.  Should we take the chance?”

      “I think we have to,” he said.  “They’re big enough to be a threat, but I’m still concerned they aren’t big enough to be the assault force we’re looking for.”

      They stopped a quarter mile from the convoy, which had indeed come to a stop at a rest station.  Everyone piled out of the truck to stretch.

      “What’s our ROE?” Longwei asked.

      “We’re going to need a recon/forward assault team,” Quan said, looking around at the men and enjoying the cool, fresh air.  “We’ll be weapons ready, but with the intent of observation and reporting.  We do not engage the targets until we confirm they are indeed the targets.”

      “How will we know that?” one of the soldiers asked.  He was already locked and loaded, like he’d been waiting for this the same way a kid waits for Christmas.

      “Best guess based on intel.  It’s my call, clear?”

      “Clear,” everyone said.

      Longwei situated his immediate team, then he and Quan suited up, put on their NVGs and ran through a quick comms check.  When they were ready, the recon team set off into the dark as six men, or the “Inner Circle.”  The IC6 consisted of Quan, Longwei and two counterparts each.  The “Outer Circle” consisted of four snipers and a man on the RPG.  That was the OC5.  The remaining men and women held their positions, watching over the vehicle and its contents, as well as monitoring comms should the IC6 call for drone surveillance and/or support.  At that point, no one wanted to set up the drones until the target was at least confirmed.  It was contrary to regular protocol, but with everything being so quiet, they opted for HUMINT (human intelligence) first, followed by overhead observation, should the situation require it.

      After a final comms check, Quan and his two men set off for the eastern end of the rest station while Longwei and his two men circled around through the trees and the hillside, reading off troop count and movements as they went.  It seemed everyone was just taking a piss, stretching out and jaw jacking.

      “IC1 to IC4, what’s your location, out?” Quan said.

      “Getting into position now,” Longwei answered quietly.  “Troop count from current observation point twenty-six.  I repeat, two six.  Vehicle count is four Jeeps, a troop transport, and a supply truck.  I can’t get in close enough for a cargo check, but it might be worth a look, just in case.  Especially if this convoy just came from the trough.”

      “Any sign of a tank, Humvees, anti-aircraft guns?” Quan asked.

      “Negative,” Longwei answered.

      “Can we split the pack and neutralize targets without losing troops?” Quan asked, not sure if he wanted to go down that road, but certain that every living Chicom was a threat.

      “Copy that,” Longwei said.  “You do thirteen, I do thirteen.  Have OC5 on standby watching the vehicles and the bathroom, although I think these guys probably prefer the bushes.”

      “Can your men do this?” Quan asked, the first real question he wasn’t sure he’d get a straight answer on.

      “That’s a bold affirmative,” Longwei said, sensing the importance of the question.  “I repeat, bold affirmative.”

      “Copy that,” Quan said.

      The night was still, the air so cold it seemed to compress his skull.  He turned and checked his two counterparts, then took a deep breath and second guessed himself for the tenth time.  He didn’t need to do this.  It wasn’t worth it.  Getting to Oregon was the foremost objective, not wiping out everything in between there and Oregon.

      After a moment of reflection, he heard the two men he was with shifting in their gear, a sign to make a move.

      He got on comms and called OC5 forward.  There was no reason for the RPG, but it never hurt to have the extra firepower.

      “On my count,” Quan said, his sphincter tightening once more, his breath high in his throat.  A bead of sweat trickled from his brow down his temple.  He quickly wiped it away before anyone could see it.

      “Let the raid commence,” Quan said.

      And so it did.

      The men moved swiftly through the dark, taking out targets with knives at first, and then with their semi-autos second.  Twice the snipers saved his bacon, but not before he realized there were more then twenty-six troops.

      The troop transport still had another five troops on board.  The second they started pouring out, an RPG tore through the night, hit the target and created a boiling rush of fire and destruction.  The truck’s rear end jumped a good foot then slammed down hard enough to stall the surge.  The men caught in the inferno immediately caught fire.  No one wasted any rounds on them.  There was a man who made it out, however, but the snipers took him down fast.

      All in all, it was a clean strike.

      Quan was impressed.

      Longwei, never once resting on his laurels, was quick to find the keys to the supply truck.  He backed it out of the space next to the burning troop transport and moved it closer to the team.  Not only did they dispatch the enemy targets, there were no casualties and they kept the weapons, as well as the supply truck.

      To the snipers, Quan said, “Eyes on the surrounding perimeter.  If one of these guys was taking a dump before all this started, I don’t want him playing Jack in the Box with us, copy?”

      “Loud and clear, IC1,” a voice said.  “Nice run.”

      “Thanks for the support.”

      “Copy that.”

      When they looked at the stacks of contraband in the back of the supply truck, everyone got giddy.  Not overtly joyous, but happy enough that you could feel the emotion in the air.

      “Good call on the hit, Quan,” Longwei said.

      Quan smiled, nodded.  Longwei congratulated his team.

      “We need to get whatever gas these guys have,” Quan said, referring to the gas cans stored on the backs of every vehicle.  “Also, we should top off our rig as well as the supply truck.  Longwei, take your choice of vehicle, then let’s roll out in ten.”

      “I’ll take the supply truck, but we need to double time it,” Longwei said.  “This fire is a beacon, and it’s not leaving me with the best feeling.”

      “Alright, let’s go!” Quan clapped, spurring everyone into motion.

      They were out of there in eight minutes flat, back on the road and feeling good about their prospects.

      When the man riding up front with him said, “That wasn’t the convoy we were looking for, was it?” Quan replied, “No, but it’s the one we found.”

      “What made you decide to hit it?” he asked.

      “What’s your name, son?” he asked.  The kid was young enough to be his son, if he had one, but he had the look of someone who had been around the block.

      “Steve Daily,” he said.

      “You originally from California?” Quan asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “This state has changed,” he said, more to himself than to Steve.

      He remembered coming to California when he was a child.  His parents took him there on vacation.  They went to Disneyland, Universal Studios, The Hard Rock Café.  They even saw Elvis, though later he realized that wasn’t the real Elvis, but a paid impersonator.

      When his sister was born, his parents were adamant that they have her at home.  He helped his father deliver the child, but four days later they were visited by the authorities.  They found his baby sister, killed her in her crib with a single shot to the head, then dragged his parents out of the house into a mobile execution van and killed them.

      Quan ran.

      He was later picked up by the authorities and taken to a work camp where he was eventually given the opportunity to either live in slavery or serve the state in the ground force of the People’s Liberation Army.

      Later he would get the chance to do to the Chicom authorities what they did to him: take every last thing from them.  From that day on, his mission in life was clear, the pathway set.

      “I meant no disrespect, Mr. Li,” Steve said.

      “Asking about my decision to strike is not disrespectful when it is just you and me.  If you question my decisions in front of the others, it could be perceived that way.”

      “That’s why I waited, sir.”

      “We were behind them with the cover of night and the element of surprise on our side.  There aren’t many vehicles out right now.  They’re too busy picking up food, weapons and supplies from the ports of Long Beach and LA.  On this caravan, I took the chance that they had items we could use, but I was hoping they were occupied more with their new stock than operational safety.”

      “That’s why you hit them?” Steve asked.

      “No,” he said.  “But that’s why I felt comfortable hitting them.”

      Steve clearly wanted to ask the next question, but he hesitated, like he didn’t want to offend him.

      Quan decided to answer honestly.

      “I hit them because these monsters have oppressed the Chinese people for decades with no repercussions.  I have no wife and kids, no immediate family, no friends but the men I serve with, and even then, they are not friends but comrades, brothers in arms.  I long for only two things in this life: the tranquility of a peaceful life, and the unrelenting desire to kill as many of them as I can.  I understand there are times when I cannot do that without risking the overarching mission or compromising operational security.  Today, I took a chance and it paid off.”

      “Plus it was satisfying, taking them out,” Steve said, a light grin on his face.

      “Indeed it was,” he replied, allowing himself a moment.

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      “Sure,” Quan said.

      “Have you heard of Skylar Madigan?”

      “Of course.”

      “You’re high up in the SoCal Resistance,” Steve said.  “Have you…met her?  I mean, talked with her, or anything?”

      He chortled to himself, then said, “She’s smart as hell, tough—from what I hear—and she’ll eat your face off if she needs to.”

      “Jesus in heaven,” he said with that same grin.

      “Say all the prayers you want, she’s the kind of girl you want on your side.”

      “What about Harper Whitaker?”

      “She’s in charge of west coast communications,” he said.  “I haven’t seen her, but she ran the hub.  Actually she oversaw everything on the west coast.  That’s why we chose her to lead the entire west coast Resistance.”

      “You said she was in charge,” Steve said.  “Does that mean she’s no longer in charge?”

      “She’s out of range, and the EMP killed traditional communications.  Which means no one is really communicating worth a squat right now.”

      “We have two-ways we can use when we get there.  Maybe start the network back up.  I saw boxes of them in the back of the troop transport.”

      “Everyone’s got them already,” he said.  “At least, they were supposed to have them.”

      “In Faraday cages?” Steve asked, speaking of the cages built to protect small electronics from an EMP event.

      “Standard protocol when we got advanced warning.”

      “What’s she like?” Steve asked.

      “Skylar or Harper?”

      “Skylar.”

      “She’s MIA.”

      “Have you seen her before?” he asked.  “Not since she’s gone missing, but, like…ever?”

      “Video phone.”

      This seemed to rouse him a bit.

      “And?”

      Quan felt himself smiling in his eyes, like he was reminiscing.  “For a white girl, she’s something to behold.”

      “Her looks?”

      “That, but more than that.  The woman could cut us both in half and not think twice,” he said.  “And when you’re looking at her, it’s like she’s sizing you up.  Even if you’re on the same side, it’s like she’s trying to figure out all the ways she’s going to kill you if you cross her.”

      “That’s so hot,” he said, breaking through the stiff, no-nonsense exterior he had when they met.

      “There’s something else about her,” Quan said, unable to truly put his finger on it.  It was more of a recognition than something he could quantify, or even explain.  “It’s like she doesn’t care about things you’d expect a twenty-something year old girl to care about.  There’s a driving force in her I can’t figure out.”

      “Good God in heaven,” he said, looking deep into Quan’s eyes, “you’re in love with her.”

      He looked over at Steve, as serious as he’s ever been, then he said, “All of us are.  And trust me, if you ever get to see her, if she’s not dead, you’ll know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      “What does she look like?” he asked.

      “Thick black hair, perfect skin, thin but muscular.  And the way she carries herself, you can see Alpha males rethinking their position in the social order when she walks by.”

      “You got all this from a video phone?” Steve asked.

      He nodded his head, a smile forming on his lips.  “That and I met her once.  Not really met her, but saw her at an informal briefing.  That was last year though.”

      “This is why I wanted to come,” Steve said.  “I wanted to meet her.”

      “If I had a third goal in life,” Quan admitted, allowing his guard to come all the way down, “it would be the same as yours.  To meet Skylar Madigan.”
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      The morning after the school shooting wasn’t an easy one.  Logan was rattled from the killing in a way that he hadn’t been just after it happened.  And Harper didn’t sleep all night long.  She just tossed and turned, sweating, sometimes crying out in her sleep.  She shot up in bed sometime in the middle of the night and scared Logan so bad he reached for the gun and aimed it at the door.

      “I’m sorry,” Harper said before laying back down.

      When he finally got out of bed, he went to check on Stephani, found her asleep.  She wasn’t like Harper, who’d torn the bed apart from all the tossing and turning.  No, Stephani was lying still, so quiet she looked dead.  She wasn’t, but she looked like it.

      “Hey,” Connor whispered, putting a hand on Logan’s shoulder.  He turned around, nodded in acknowledgement.  “I’m gonna need your help.”

      “No problem,” Logan said.

      They moved into the kitchen where Orbey had a big basket of eggs.  Seeing the two of them working already well into the day made Logan feel bad for sleeping in.

      “How is your side?” Orbey asked.

      “Better than before,” he said.  “Especially with the pain pills.”

      When Dr. Quinn helped get Stephani patched up and back home, she checked on Logan.  She gave him some antibiotics for the infection, cleaned the area, then said, “It’s actually healing pretty well.  There’s just this one place.”  She put in a couple of stitches, then said, “Try not to exert yourself too much.”  He nodded his head, promised he’d take it easy, but then asked what he needed to do if he wasn’t going to take it easy.  She didn’t say anything, she merely frowned.  When he got up, he checked the wound and already it looked much better.

      “Do you want some eggs?” Orbey asked.  “You’ll need the energy.”

      “He can get some when he gets back,” Connor said.

      Logan smiled, then asked, “What are we doing, Connor?”  Cooper was suddenly there, at his side, nuzzling into his leg.

      “I know you’re not feeling so hot, but I wonder if you could give me a hand.  I just took down a rather impressive buck, but it’s too big to transport.  You ever gutted a deer before?”

      “Does anything about me make you think I have?”

      He laughed, then said, “I was giving you the benefit of the doubt.  You an animal lover?”

      “Who isn’t?” Logan answered.

      “Some people aren’t affected by cruelty to animals.  I personally think those people are evil, but everyone’s wired a bit differently.”

      “I feel like you’re setting me up for something,” Logan said.

      “I just told you,” he replied.  “I’m taking you down the hill so you can help me field dress this thing and get it back here.  Plus I need someone to keep Cooper off the animal, and maybe have an extra set of eyes and a separate gun with me.”

      “Field dress it?” he asked.

      “Gut it and prepare it for easier transport.”

      “Oh yeah, okay,” Logan said.  “Are we walking?  Because my feet are better but not great, and my side hurts like a mother—” he said, cutting off because Orbey was there and he was a gentleman.

      “I get it.  We’ll take the quad down there.  I’ll go slow because I know you’re healing.  You can drive the essentials back when we’re done.  We have to go now though, otherwise the animal’s going to bloat and that’s no good when you’re working below the sternum.”  To Orbey, Connor said, “Can you hand me that plastic bag?  I need it for the stuff.”

      Orbey frowned, then handed him a bag.

      On the way out, Connor said, “She doesn’t like any part of this.  Orbey thinks the deer are cute.”

      “They kind of are,” Logan said.

      He snorted and said, “Typical city boy.  Let’s go Cooper!”

      The dog came bounding down the stairs and over to the quad where he tried to jump up and join them.

      “No, Cooper,” Logan said as the dog put his paws on Logan’s leg and tried again to hop up.

      “There’s only one person riding bitch today and that’s Logan,” Connor said.  Logan shook his head as Connor fired up the quad.  Over his shoulder, Connor said, “The bag is for the heart, the liver, the kidneys and the tenderloin.  The rest of the guts we’re gonna pull out.  I’ll show you how it’s done and you can do the next one.”

      “I have to admit,” Logan said, “I haven’t been hunting before.”

      “Don’t worry,” Connor replied over the noise of the quad.  “Lots of people haven’t.  Up here they have, but down in the city, I don’t expect that.”

      “I’m not naïve,” Logan said.  “I know meat comes from animals, so you don’t have to tiptoe over the subject.  We need to kill animals to live, so I have to get accustomed to it without being judgmental, I get it.”

      “Some people get sticks up their butts about it while partaking, and some people get their sticks up their butts about it and don’t eat meat.  I have no respect for the hypocrites, but you know, I try to be fair to those who don’t—”

      “I don’t do that politically correct crap, Connor.  Just say what you’re going to say already.”

      “Just checking your sensitivities is all.”

      “I got it already.”

      When they got to the buck, it was laid out on its back, front legs curled into its chest, back legs up.  He wasn’t sure how he’d feel, standing before the deer, but the animal’s face bore no expression, even though the eyes were wide open.  The buck was beautiful, once alive, now about to be their sustenance.

      “Okay,” Connor said, pulling out a retractable blade.  “Not sure how you feel about buttholes, but the first thing you’re going to need to do is get up in there.”

      Logan gave him a slow, sideways look.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said.  “You’re going to have to get over that.”

      “Okay,” he said, plainly.

      “First off, there are tips and tricks, but if you learn the basics, and you do this enough—which we will unless you plan on starving to death—then you’ll find your own groove in time.  You can’t really make a mistake, you can only make it harder on yourself if you do it one way over the other.”

      When he was ready, Connor started cutting around the anus.  “We’re going to cut around the colon here, freeing it up so we can bring everything out in one piece.”  He worked the blade quickly, then he moved above the testes and made an incision in the hide.  “You need to get in the habit of cutting up and away, rather than down and through the hide.”

      “Why’s that?” he asked.

      “It lets the blade slide right up through the hairs rather than cut them in half.  It basically keeps you from creating a mess you’ll later wish you didn’t have to clean up.”

      “This is not the way I wanted to get ready for breakfast,” Logan said.

      “Sure it is,” Connor replied, working with his head down, undeterred.  “Now you’re going to cut through the hide, not touching the muscle.”

      “What about the balls?”

      “We’re going to cut around them, get all this hide pulled back, and then we’re going to make a clean incision, cutting through the meat, down to the pelvis bone.”  Connor slipped through the purplish-red meat, no real blood whatsoever, straight down to a long ridge of bone.

      By that time, Cooper couldn’t help himself.  He’d gotten close enough that his sniffer was working overtime.

      “Cooper, go for a walk,” Connor said.  The pup whined, his attention split.  Connor stopped what he was doing and looked at the dog.  “Am I going to have to ask you twice?”

      Lowering his head, he turned away, then heard something and took off running in the direction of the house.

      Getting back to it, Connor said, “Now you’re going to cut on the other side of the pelvis bone, too, pulling that meat away.  After that, you’re going to cut open the adjoining hide, but be careful here, you’re going to spill a little urine.”

      Connor cut away the lower portion of hide.  Being the first time field dressing a deer, Logan thought he was going to get sick, but without a bunch of blood gushing and blasting everywhere—and the deer laying back and chillin’, almost like you could put a beer in his hand (hoof) and set him in front of a TV and he’d be Kosher—he found the process to be interesting, rather than challenging.

      “So now that you have your anus, your lower intestines freed up, and your pelvis”—he said, gripping the bone with one hand and giving it a little shake—“we can move up to the chest.”

      Connor spun around and looked at Logan, making sure he had his attention.

      “I’m going to make an incision up top, pulling the hide up and sliding the blade through it.  Just make sure you cut up and away, like we talked about.  You’re going to be on hard sternum here, so you don’t have to be terribly gentle, but then you’re going to reach the stomach.  Here, feel that.”

      Logan slid his palm over the animal’s chest, following the ribs down to the sternum and the obvious drop off where everything got soft.

      “If you’re sloppy with your blade work, if you move too fast, or start showboating because you think you have it down, you could puncture the stomach lining and let’s just say that’s not so much fun, either.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      “Now we’re ready to cut through the stomach lining, but you still have to be careful not to puncture the stomach.  You’re going to enter at the point of the sternum.  It’s easiest from there, rather than down below where it’s all muscle.”

      He cut down into the hide, giving it a real pull, then said, “Okay, so now you’re going to slide your two fingers up in here, between the stomach and the abdominal muscle.”  He said this while sliding them in deep and giving a healthy tug upward.

      “Reminds me of my first girlfriend,” Logan said.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Connor snapped.  “I’m trying to teach you something and you’re making sex jokes?”

      He held up his hands in surrender and said, “Sorry, Connor.  Mum’s the word.”

      “Good God, boy,” he said.

      “Now that you’ve got your two fingers in there”—he said, causing Logan to smirk a little, then snort out a laugh—“oh my Lord, kid.  What are you, twelve?”

      “I’m sorry, seriously.  I am.  I’m just so run down, my filter is off, even in my own head.”

      “Slide the blade in between your fingers, cutting away from the intestines and stomach.  You nick any of that with your knife and it’s going to smell like a shit soufflé.”

      “Sounds like a ‘wrong hole’ joke,” Logan said, low under his breath.

      Now Connor started to snicker, finally letting go.  When he looked at Logan, he said, “In so many ways, son, a person never sees you coming.  Normally I’d say that’s a good thing.”

      “You can say it,” Logan said with a genuine smile.

      “Alright, son.  It’s a good thing.  But moving on, seriously,” he said, “you’re going to cut all the way back to the pelvis.  You want to do this as soon as possible, because the longer you wait, the more the animal is going to bloat, making everything in here tight.”

      “Right, so loose is good, tight, not so good,” he said, straight-faced, mostly serious.

      “You keep it up and I’m going to make you finish,” he said.

      He tightened his lips, promised himself he’d shut up, even if he was on a roll.

      “Now reach in here and all that gray mass, that’s the bladder, just reach in and pull that away, then we’re going to take the bone saw and cut away each side of the pelvis.  It’s not necessary to cut both sides of the pelvis, but if you want to get a nice big gateway, you can do the other side as well and the animal will open up wide.”

      “So do we just pull this stuff out now?” he asked, looking at a big pile of guts, and still marveling at how there was really no blood.

      “No, not yet.  You need to cut through the ribcage with the bone saw, staying away from the digestive organs.”

      Before he was ready for it, taking a deep breath, Connor got in, took both sides of the ribcage and pulled it open, the rest of the bones breaking and tearing apart.

      “Whoa,” he said.

      The entire animal was opened like a pair of barn doors.  “Reach in there and grab that organ right there,” he said.  Logan did.  He said, “That’s the heart.  We’re going to nick the sack around it”—which he did—“then we’re going to keep the heart.”

      Logan pulled it out and said, “Should I take a bite or something?”

      Connor shook his head and said, “I swear, you city boys and your thinking.  This ain’t computers, this is the business of the world.  Here before video games, coding, that Siri lady on the phones.”

      “So what do I do with it?” he asked, holding it up.

      “Blow the dust off that rock, set it there.”

      Logan did.

      Connor cut the esophagus, then said, “All you have left is the diaphragm, and you can cut that.”

      The thin skin peeled away, freeing everything up.

      “So this big ass pile of guts, they can be pulled right out,” Connor said.  “Grab the anus if you will.”

      “Really?” Logan asked, not terribly anxious about that part.

      Connor laughed, teasing him now.  Then he said, “No, you grab the esophagus to do that.”  He reached in, grabbed the windpipe, started peeling it all away, tearing through the last of the diaphragm.  When he was able to pull everything out, he said, “And that’s why you have the gateway.  This whole thing just slides right out.”

      He cut away the liver and the kidney and said, “Put that with the heart.  All that’s going in your bag.”

      “So that’s it?” Logan said, now seeing a bit of blood pooling inside the wide open chest cavity.

      “We’re just going to cut out the tenderloins and we’re done,” he said, going to work inside the animal.

      “So it’s done just like that then?” Logan asked, his own muscles starting to hurt watching all this.

      “Well, other people do it other ways.  This is how I do it.  Makes it easy to work, you can always keep an eye on your blade, and the dressing is clean.”

      “Hey,” a woman said, both of them jumping at the same time from the interruption.

      Logan looked up and saw Harper standing there, smiling.  Her hair was tied up, and she looked surprisingly fresh.

      “You scared the crap out of us,” Logan said.

      “Working on my forest walk,” she said.  “Super quiet, like a ninja.”

      “We’re just about done here,” Connor said, wiping down his blade.

      “Oh man,” she said.  “I wanted to learn, too.”

      “Logan can teach you next time and I’ll supervise,” Connor said.  “If he’s not too busy making jokes.”

      “So we might have an issue,” Harper said.

      Connor was quickly interrupted by Cooper scrambling down the hillside to join them.  He went over and sniffed the deer, but then he stopped, head snapping up, eyes leveled on the forest.  He started a low growl in the back of his throat.

      “Whatcha see, boy?” Connor asked, looking first at Harper, then at Cooper, and now into the woods.

      Cooper started barking.

      That’s when Logan saw the two-way Harper was holding.

      “He’s headed your way,” the soft, female voice came over the Uniden.

      “Thanks,” Harper said.

      “I’m on my way, sit tight,” she replied.

      “No, you don’t have to do that,” Harper urged.  Her voice suddenly tightened, going more stern than usual.  “You need to sit tight.  We can handle this.”

      “Bad reception,” the voice came back, the two-way keying off.

      “Looks like we have company,” Harper said.

      “Who was that?” Connor asked, grabbing Cooper by the collar as he kept on barking.

      “Stephani.  She’s at the sniper’s nest in the barn.  Well, she was.  Apparently she’s on her way down.”

      “She was just asleep,” Logan said.

      “She does that sometimes,” Harper responded.  “She also said she only needs one functional arm to be a spotter.  And that technically she can shoot a rifle just fine.  She left with both a sidearm and a pistol this morning.”

      Connor shook his head as they heard movement in the brush.  That’s when they saw someone wandering up through the woods with a camouflage hunting vest and a rifle at his side.

      Harper already had her weapon out, tucked down at her side.  She said, “You can’t hunt here.  This is private property.”

      The man was maybe fifty, fifty-five years old, scraggly beard, but clean looking.  He looked around at them, already aware they were there because Cooper made it obvious with his barking.

      “Mornin’ folks,” he said, seemingly unconcerned.  When no one said anything, he offered an explanation.  “I don’t mean nothing by it, but there ain’t no law around here to stop people from coming up and doin’ what God intended of ‘em.”

      “This is our property,” Connor said, telling Cooper to calm down.

      The dog did not calm down.

      “With everything going on,” the man said, seeing the pile of deer intestines, stomach lining and esophagus lying in a pink and red pile just below the deer, “I’d think the company of strangers wouldn’t be a bad thing.  You know, people helping people?”

      “You heard what he said,” Logan stood and told him.  His gun was nearby, but going for it could be considered an act of aggression as opposed to an act of protection.

      “I heard, but I don’t hear so well,” he said, his tone changing.  “You see, hunger can change a man’s sensitivities.  For example, he stops being kind because he’s devolving into his lower level primate, and that—”

      “Save it, bud,” Harper said, audibly keying the two-way at her side.  “You’ve got two people you can’t see who have weapons on you right now.  That’s the law now, the only thing you really need to know.”

      “Yeah, right,” he grinned.

      She put the weapon in her jacket pocket beside Logan—in case he needed it fast—then pointed to the ground by the man’s foot.

      “What?” he asked.

      Harper tucked her hand aside, made a fist.  A gunshot cracked through the air and the dirt by the man’s foot kicked up.  He jumped, a little yelp escaping him, his countenance changing entirely.

      “Like I said, the new law is you trespass, we shoot you,” Harper said.  “Now I can escort you off the property or you can go on your own, nice and polite.”

      He held up a hand and said, “I’m a pacifist.”

      “We’re all pacifists until we aren’t,” Logan said in an assured tone.  “Off you go.”

      He turned and said, “I appreciate you not shooting me.”

      “Just as long as you know we will next time,” Connor said with a smile.

      When the man moseyed off, Logan gathered up the organs, mounted the quad and had Harper get on with him.  She held the bag ‘o guts, not terribly happy about it.

      Later that night, Logan and Harper heard a gun go off.  It sounded like a rifle.  They were sitting on the porch when this happened, causing them to sit up fast.  Connor hurried out front, rifle in hand, right in time to hear another shot ring out.

      “Son of a…”

      Logan and Harper grabbed their weapons the instant Connor said, “I need another set of eyes, maybe some backup.”

      Orbey was out on the porch, hot on Connor’s heels.  She had a weapon in her hand, but Connor said, “Not you.”

      She looked at Logan, a question in her eyes.  “I’m fine for now,” he said, “but I’m not sure how agile I’ll be.”

      “That’s why I’m coming, too,” Harper said.

      Stephani appeared outside as well, wincing from a dull pain, rifle in hand and warming up the shoulder nearest her injury.  “Where do you want me?” she asked.

      “Behind the woodpile,” Connor said, taking charge.  “Orbey you’re on the porch.  Anyone not us, shoot first and we’ll sort it out later.”

      “Will do,” she said.

      “Logan, are you coming?” Connor asked.

      He wasn’t looking forward to the pain, but war was no place for pansies, so he was going to suck it up and do what was necessary to protect the Madigans, Harper and their property.

      “Yeah, but if I slow down, don’t worry about me,” he replied.

      They moved quickly into the night, relying on their senses for guidance, creeping like hunters in search of prey, hoping they didn’t end up the prey themselves.

      As they traversed down the grassy hillside toward the tree line, Logan found the pain in his feet had diminished, and that the dull throb in his side from where he’d been shot was manageable.   A hundred yards inside the tree line, they heard men ahead, and saw a hearty glow in the forest.  They got close, found two men kneeling over a dead buck.

      The chatter was interrupted by a cranking sound Logan couldn’t identify.

      “Hand crank flashlight,” Connor whispered.

      The light was brighter, giving them some visibility and a clear target.  One of the two men was the man he and Connor saw earlier, when they were getting ready to field dress their animal.

      “Are you warmed up for a fight, or do you want to cover us from afar?” Connor asked.

      He wanted to say he could fight, but the truth was, his core was still healing, his feet weren’t a hundred percent, and even if he could win the fight, the cost to do so might put his recovery back too far to justify.

      “Let me run the perimeter,” he said.  “I’ve got you two covered.”

      “Roger that,” Connor said.

      Logan set out into the forest, far enough to hide in the shadows, but close enough to be in the fight in no time should they need backup.

      Connor pulled Harper close, but before Connor could speak, Harper fired a shot in front of the men and spoke up.  “You’re on our property,” she announced, “which means this buck is ours.”

      Logan shook his head, concerned with her brazen approach, terrified she was going to bite off more than she could chew.

      The men turned to her with guns, but Harper and Connor already had them dead to rights.  On the perimeter, the three quarter moon was high, bright enough for Logan to scope in on them.

      “I know these woods like the back of my hand,” Connor said, “which means if you don’t leave, you’re going to get a second asshole.  Don’t make me count to three.”

      One of them fired a round into the air, but Logan wasn’t sure what that meant, so he shot and wounded one of them and both Connor and Harper put the other down.  Logan wasn’t sure if they were shooting to kill, or just to wound.  Harper walked over to one of them and said, “Where do you clowns live?”

      “I thought we were clear,” the guy said, blood bubbling out of his mouth, his teeth stained dark in the night.

      Logan moved in, quietly in case there were more.  His senses flared, so he stopped, moved behind a tree.  He was still shrouded in darkness, still on high alert.

      “I gave you a warning, dumb ass,” Connor said.  “Your answer was to not pay attention, then to discharge your weapon at us in the dark.  Are you kidding me right now?”

      “You think you can protect your land?” the other guy said, surprisingly not dead.

      Logan scoped in on them from twenty feet away, the man’s hand crank flashlight washing the scene in a dull, yellow light.  The downed man gave a small laugh, and that’s when Harper knelt down and put her thumb in the guy’s wound, making him scream.

      “We can protect our land from you,” she said.  Then looking at Connor, she said, “But we told you that already, and look at you now.”

      “What about us?” a voice said.

      Harper raised her rifle, but by then six weapons were on her.  The hair on the back of Logan’s neck and arms shot straight up.  Fear ran through him like adrenaline, a giant pit forming in his stomach.

      “Put your gun down and walk away from them or we’re going to put you down,” the deeply masculine voice said.

      There was a richness to it, a sincerity he prayed Harper and Connor would not overlook.

      “This is our land,” Harper said, unrelenting.

      “You willing to die for it?” he asked.

      “So long as I take you with me,” she said, “yeah.”

      “You won’t,” he said.  “It’ll just be you and the old man.”

      “I’m not the only gun out here,” she said.

      The man’s eyes roamed around the trees, his eyes studying things in the direction of the house.

      “Is that right,” he said, a statement, not a question.

      “You bet your balls, Sunshine,” Harper said.  “Like I told your dim-witted friend here, this is our land and you’re trespassing.”

      “This is God’s land now,” he said.  “He made it, you didn’t.  But I don’t mind burying you in it.  Then it can be your land forever.”

      “When I send you His way, you make sure you ask Him, because as far as I’m concerned, this is ours,” Harper growled.  “Now pack up your two gimp turds, and beat feet.”

      One of the six looked at the other and then he said, “Is it me, or does she not realize there are six of us and one of her?”

      “I don’t know if you realize there isn’t just one gun on you,” Connor said.  “She told you that already, and I’m telling you that, too.”

      Harper carefully let a hand leave the stock of the rifle.  Like she’d done with Stephani, Harper pointed to the man who just spoke.  Logan put the man in his crosshairs, waited with bated breath.  First she pointed at his head, and then she lowered her finger to his foot.  He waited for her to make a fist.  When she did, he squeezed the trigger.

      The gunshot rang out, a puff of dirt jumping right beside his foot.  At that point, everyone got real tight with their weapons, but then the lead man lifted a hand and started backing up.

      “Spread the word ass hat,” Harper said.

      The guy looked down at his two men and said, “These two aren’t going to make it.”

      “Then put them out of our misery,” she said.

      “I…I…” he stuttered.

      “You pansy,” she said.  Withdrawing her pistol, she fired a round into each man then said, “This world is going to eat you whole and shit you out in pieces.”

      At that point, all six men realized Harper wasn’t going to back down, and that she did indeed have the spine and the wherewithal to back her words.  Just before the lead man turned and left, there was a brief stare down where Harper was resolute and the six men were now thinking twice about this fiasco.

      None of them said anything.

      “All the way to the road is our land,” Connor said.  “You cross over and there are open fields for you.  I doubt anyone will call you out tonight, so I suggest you get your kill, then get the hell out of this town.”

      “Alright,” the one guy said.

      “If I see you again, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later,” Connor said.

      “Yeah?” he said, slipping even farther back into the darkness.  “Well we’ll shoot back when we’re off what’s yours.”

      “You see that convoy burned to a crisp down on the freeway in front of the Sheriff’s office?”

      “Yeah, what’s that about?”

      “That was us, fartknocker.  That’s what happens in this town when we see strangers who don’t belong.  It gets worse when they bow up, just like you boys are doing now.”

      “You shot our friends,” he said.

      “They didn’t listen the first time,” Harper added.  “Then again, if you had come up the front of the property, you’d have seen the pile of skulls and bones, and the Chicom Jeeps.  We protect what’s ours here, first using the Madigan Rule, and then by the gun.”

      “What’s the Madigan Rule?” he asked.

      “I do for you, before I do to you.  We’re polite first, then we go lethal.  This town has adopted this rule, which is why you shouldn’t come back here.  So get your game, then don’t come back.”

      He nodded, then said, “You’re a lot prettier with your mouth closed.”

      “Of course you’d say something stupid like that,” Harper chided.

      “It’s true though,” he said, now completely in the dark.

      “Keep on talking and you’ll get a burial plot next to your friends,” she said.

      After that, there was nothing, just the distant, occasional yelling out of an insult or two.  Logan moved through the forest, toward them through the darkness.

      “Good job,” he said, grateful neither of them were hurt, but bothered about the dead men in front of him.

      “Yeah,” Harper said, picking up the flashlight and shining it down on the two men.

      Harper didn’t need him to save her, or even protect her, but his instincts had him wanting to do both regardless.  This made him lament his injuries even more.

      “You did good yourself,” she told Logan.  “Nice timing on that shot.”

      “Yep,” he said, still alert to deeper sounds in the forest.

      “So do we dig holes, or let them rot?” Harper asked Connor.

      “They can cool overnight,” Connor said.  “I’m ready to go back to bed.  It’s gonna be a long day tomorrow building the sniper’s nests.  And doing whatever we’re going to do with these two.”

      “Help me with this buck,” Connor said.  “I’ll take care of it up at the house first thing.”

      “It’ll keep over night?” Harper asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, irritated.  “I just want to get back up there and get back to bed.”

      Logan grabbed the back legs and said, “Let’s just burn the bodies tomorrow.  No sense in expending energy digging graves.”

      “I agree,” Connor said.

      “Me, too,” Harper echoed.  Walking up the hill, to Cooper, she said, “We were thinking we could move into the barn tomorrow.  It should be warm enough with the insulation and blankets, and we’ve got two-ways, armaments and plenty of ammo.”

      “You don’t have to go up there just yet,” Connor said.  “Logan might need some extra care, in case that wound of his gets infected.”

      Logan said, “I’m going to head into town tomorrow, have Dr. Quinn take a look.  I’m sure it’ll be okay, though.”

      “Well alright, then,” Connor said without another word.

      As they huffed it up the hill, Logan got the feeling Connor was going to miss them.  He also had the feeling that he’d be a bit lonely in the barn.  Nevertheless, tonight proved that people’s respect for other people’s property wasn’t going to stop hungry folks from crossing into claimed lands, even if it meant their lives.  For that reason alone, they had to protect the barn, the ammo safe and the garden, not to mention the food stores and the extra drums of rainwater.
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      Skylar set out into the street with the older Chinese guy, wary of what lay ahead, deeply concerned about both herself and him.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Bo,” he said.  The second he said that, he popped his rifle up and lined up a shot.  She reached over quickly, lowering the muzzle.

      “Wait,” she whispered, following his line of sight to an enemy.  “Too loud.”

      Her shoulders stung like a bitch, but pain was a state of mind.  That’s what her Instructor Yoav said.  He trained them to fight while in pain.  Whether it was kicking shins with a partner, getting blasted in the nose with two big knuckles, or taking that one rocking shot in the ribs that makes your organs revolt, Yoav made sure they spent enough time in agony to get used to the idea of shelving it.  This was her biggest test yet.

      She needed her arms, so if the stitches broke, then so be it.  She’d deal with that later.  Creeping into the street, she snuck up on what looked like an SAA soldier.  Another was behind him, calling his name, smiling as he headed over.  The sight moved her.  How do you smile in the midst of all this?  When they caught up with each other, one said something to the other, and then they both laughed.  She supposed dying on a high point was better than suffering a drag down, knockout, hardcore slaughter.

      She drove the kitchen knife into the first man’s throat, ripped it out and swung at the other one.  Reflexively, he backed up, her blade swinging wide.  For whatever reason, with that big swing, her fatigue and the pain in her shoulders sucked about ninety percent of her energy away.

      The dying soldier at her feet was gurgling, grabbing at her, falling to his knees.  The man she missed tore his weapon from his holster, but by then the older Chinese man shot him in the head.  He hurried over as Skylar was taking their weapons.  She looked at him, rattled.

      She shouldn’t have been so slow.  Her shoulders were dragging her down though, the pain finally getting to her.

      “Are you okay?” the older man asked.

      She nodded, unable to thank him.  She’d said she was a badass, and on the first kill, she almost bought it big time.

      “This blade is flimsy, and these shoulders aren’t working right.”

      “Now you have guns,” he said.

      “But guns are loud.  They draw the attention of others.”  And with that, several men rounded the corner.  “Go!” she said.

      They took off running, but gunfire pinned them down.  They ducked down behind one of the many abandoned cars.  She snuck a look, and a bullet pinged off the metal in front of her.  This took her breath, but she’d been startled before.  She got over it quick.  Pinned down, she fired off several retaliatory shots, but the SAA men she stole the weapon from hadn’t loaded his weapon, so she ran out of ammo fast.

      “Are you out?” she asked, panic in her eyes.

      “I have one round left,” he said.  He held his head high, then said, “It was a pleasure fighting alongside you.  It is time for you to go.”

      And with that, he lined up his rifle, pulled the trigger, then withdrew a small snub nosed .38.

      “I thought you were out,” she said.

      “I have two rounds left in this weapon,” he said.  “One for them.  The other in case I cannot join you.”

      She tried to get him to go with her.

      He insisted she go alone.

      “We can take them out,” she reasoned.  “I’ve been in worse situations before.”

      She looked around, frantic, unwilling to let him die.  Right then she decided that, come hell or high water, he was living.  She spun the rifle around, figured she could bash someone’s skull in with it and take their gun, or at least scrounge up a few extra rounds somewhere.

      “Okay, so here’s the plan,” she said.  The bullet interrupted her, the Chinese man falling down dead before her.

      Stunned, it took her a moment to come around.  And when she did, she was first horrified, then enraged.

      Heart kicking like a mule, her breath high and rapid, she snatched up his gun, then peeked around and saw the two men cautiously approaching.

      She fired both rounds, catching both men.  Neither shot was a kill shot, but she was on the first guy before he could recover.  With her empty gun trained on one man as a hollow threat, she dropped a knee and all her weight on the side of the other man’s face and rolled over it, slowly grinding his face into the asphalt.  When he failed to respond, she stood and pistol whipped the unconscious man’s face three brutal times before going after the next one.

      This man was shot in the stomach, but he was moving, eyes on her, brows pulled together, jaw set.  She watched his hand slide across the dirty asphalt for his rifle.

      If she couldn’t reach him by the time he got the drop on her, she was dead.  At that point, she had time on her side, but the rage and adrenaline had her juiced and too high to go easy.  She kicked off the dead man, pinned the live one’s wrist to the ground with a knee.  He’d just managed to get a hold of his weapon.

      “I don’t think so, maggot,” she growled.

      Thinking about the Chinese man who so needlessly gave his life after saving hers, thinking about the Chicom occupation in this state, all their totalitarian demands, their oppressive rule—how they just killed people like they were ants underfoot—she grabbed his Adam’s apple, then dug in her nails and gripped it like all that meat, bone and cartilage was coming out in one piece.

      With all her might, she imagined jerking an electrical plug out of a wall socket.  She gave a ferocious yank once, then twice.  Things shifted, but it was a no go.  The man was gagging, squealing, thrashing around, and her shoulders couldn’t take much more of this.  When she jerked at it the third time, she gave it her all, expecting it to tear free.  But it didn’t.  Breathing heavy, saliva drizzling out of her mouth, she came back to reality, saw what she was doing and let go.

      The damage she did, however, would most likely prove to be lethal.  It also took a toll on her shoulder.  Too big of a toll.

      Gripping the rifle from his unfurling hand, she sat up high and drove the buttstock down on his Adam’s apple.

      “Soft targets, you bitch,” she swore under her breath.

      She watched the man writhe and squirm, his dying movements oddly satisfying to her.  While she was watching him die, she was also seeing the plague these communists had brought upon this country of hers.  The desperate rigidity of his struggle abated.  When his body finally relaxed into death, his final breath leaving him, she stood and spit on his uniform.

      “You freaking prick,” she cursed.

      In the distance, the sounds of bombs being dropped and helicopters circling was getting closer.  It was not lost on her that she was in a much larger battlefield, and that her enemies had doubled.  In these outbursts of war, she knew some men were dug in and some were fleeing.  She only prayed they were not being flushed out in her direction.  That was why staying under the radar was paramount.

      The second Chicom soldier hadn’t regained consciousness yet.  She felt for a pulse, found a weak one.  She was surprised he was still alive.  A ferocious bludgeoning finished the job.  There was no sense in letting him suffer, even if he deserved it.

      Besides, this was war.

      The embers of her rage turned to a deep sadness as she returned to her newfound friend.  He was still dead.  Shaking her head, thinking of the life he must have lived and how tragic it was that it had come to an end here, she returned to the rendezvous point, found May awake and alert.

      “I thought you abandoned me,” May said.

      “I have supplies,” Skylar replied, cold, detached, her body drained from the fight and the subsequent adrenaline dump.  “We need to clean you up, then get the hell out of here.  The SAA is closing in on the Chicoms and we can’t be in the middle of this thing when it gets hot.”

      “What about Ryker?” May asked.

      “If he’s not here by now,” she said, her heart aching at the thought of him, “then he’s not coming.”

      “You think he’s dead?”

      Shaking her head, Skylar said, “I don’t know.”

      “How are your shoulders?”

      “If I talk about it, I think it’ll make them hurt worse than they already do.”

      “Scale of one to ten?” May asked.

      “Eleven,” Skylar answered.  “They’re stitched up for now.  But we need to get you cleaned up, see what we’re working with.”

      The sounds of war were getting closer, louder.  Pretty soon, the skirmish was right on top of them.  A nearby bombing shook the foundation, causing the women to seek refuge in a closet.  The building trembled for awhile, gunfire occasionally lighting up the street.  She heard men moving in and around the building, and then there was either mortar fire or RPGs hitting fixed targets.

      “They’re going to take this whole city apart before it’s over,” May whispered.

      “San Francisco is done,” Skylar said.

      “We need to get out of here.”

      Skylar whispered, “How?  They’re everywhere!”

      “I don’t know.”

      Even as things died down, Skylar and May remained huddled together, every so often abandoning their hiding place to sneak a peek outside the dusty window.  In spite of a few random gun shots, it seemed the fight had moved on.

      “Holy crap,” Skylar said a moment later.  “May, come look at this!”

      May hurried over, squished her face beside Skylar’s to peek through the blinds.  “What am I looking at?”

      “That Chicom guy by the truck,” Skylar said, breathless, “he just shot a bunch of other Chicoms in that troop truck!”

      “Who is that other guy?” May asked.  There was an SAA man with his gun trained on the traitorous Chicom shooter.

      “I don’t know.”

      When she saw the SAA kill a pair of Chicoms exiting the building below, when she thought of all the people who had just died, Skylar felt a sense of safety she didn’t feel before.  Pulling away from the window, Skylar was already planning their escape.  They needed the cover of darkness to get to the edge of the city.  They also needed some mode of transportation to get home.  If they couldn’t commandeer a Jeep, maybe they could get a motorcycle, a four wheeler, or at the very least, a pair of bicycles.  And as the very, very worst case scenario, it was going to be a long walk.  They’d find bikes long before they’d walk, though.  This got her brain working.  Cycling at an average of ten miles per hour, with at least three hundred and fifty miles to cover, adding in six hours a night to sleep, they could be in Five Falls in about two days.  Of course, that didn’t account for the need for food, water and medical supplies.  Or any resistance they encountered along the way.  Mainly Chicoms or SAA assault teams.

      God, she hated that idea.

      Her wounds were most certainly getting infected already, her shoulders aching down in the bones.  If anything, they needed to break into some kind of neighborhood pharmacy, or someone’s medicine cabinet and get antibiotics.  And May?  Skylar looked at her and thought, I can just leave her behind.

      Did she really need her?

      No, not really.

      Then again, the girl saved her life and gave her and Ryker shelter when they were under attack and needing safety and medical care.  So no, she would not leave her behind.

      She couldn’t do that.

      No way.
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      Ryker never really found the rendezvous point—even though he thought he was close.  Half the buildings had their addresses ripped off, their signage destroyed.  He knew he was near where he was taken from, but he just didn’t understand the different street names.

      Now hunkered down, all but giving up, he watched for Chicoms and SAA battalions alike.  Apparently, they found the Chicom soldiers he’d killed in the transport and had amassed fresh troops.  Members of the SAA were on site, too.

      It took him awhile to walk back after being taken by the SAA psycho, but how had the SAA gotten there so quickly?  Not just to the neighborhood, but to San Francisco proper?

      The EMP worked.

      But at what distance?

      The only thing he could figure was that the SAA’s choppers had been out of the EMP’s range and had since mobilized to fly in and drop SAA troops on site.  Those same helicopters had been bombing San Francisco all day.

      How long until the ground forces arrive?

      The fact that the presumed rendezvous point was ground zero to this conflict was concerning.  Half the buildings were crawling with Chicoms engaged in a hot war, but he had to at least see if Skylar made it.  The more intense the battle, however, the more he began to believe she was not there.

      At that point, he didn’t know where to go.  The town of Five something or other in Oregon.  Five what, though?  Five…Five…

      His head was a mess, his body hurting, but he was in go mode and getting pissed off at having to just sit there, waiting.  Half the night had expired when the conflict finally settled down.  A few SAA soldiers dragged out fourteen Chicoms in the middle of the street, but one of the captains yelled, “¡Guarda tus municiones!” Save your ammunition.

      The SAA had rifles on their prisoners, but that’s when one of the SAA soldiers with a bat came behind them and started cracking them over the skulls, really putting his all into it.  The man was big, his swing brutal, the kind that involved his entire body.  There was no way any of them would survive that.

      With each nerve-racking thump, Ryker turned his head, his body wincing and cringing, the violence becoming too much, even for him.

      He thought of shooting the SAA, but there were too many.  Furthermore, there was a chopper on a nearby roof, and a man in the gun pod, parked on the M134 Minigun.

      In the distance, he saw two people running, one of them looking Asian and rather feminine, the other with a bald head.  Skylar?

      It had to be.

      His heart leapt, bringing him to his feet.

      From the direction she and May were headed, it looked like they were escaping the building.  He wanted to take off after them, but he couldn’t.

      He’d be seen for sure.

      Finding another way, he slipped back out of view, crossed the street in the dying light of day, then took the long way around.  He moved through alleys and dirt parking lots and he capitalized on the cover all the dead cars were providing.  He tried to be cautious, but the constant wear on his body was taxing.  When he’d finally been reduced to a pimp-step trot, the name Five Falls rushed into his mind.

      Five Falls, Oregon.

      He smiled.

      Halfway up the street, an engine started up, lights flicked on and a Jeep took chase.  He was tired AF, and he couldn’t run.  He tried anyway.

      That didn’t last long.

      He felt his ribs grinding, his organs waving white flags, his legs hating the absolute hell out of him.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he was panting, sweating, the fabric of his shirt grating against the burned and healing skin on his back.  He saw a nearby fence, instantly saw himself trying to hop it but not having the energy.  His resolve waned with the imagined defeat, but he kept running for it, trying desperately to rally himself.

      The Jeep was gaining ground, the engine really working.

      He went from a trot to a run, not sure he could make the leap, but resolute on trying anyway.  In the end, the Jeep proved to move faster than his two weary legs.  In that split second, in that moment when he was ready to make that brave leap, the Jeep slammed into him, pitching his body into the fence so hard he broke through the wood and just laid there.  The Jeep rolled over the top of him, its tires smashing wood slats on either side of his body.

      He heard the transmission engage, then he let out a big sigh as the Jeep backed off the wooden fence.  Laying his face flat on the fence’s scratchy surface, he knew he was done for.  His legs had failed him, and so he decided to live his last minutes like a man.  Meaning he was going to call these pukes a bunch of names, then spit on them, and then die.

      The next thing he felt was his body being hauled off the fence and across the asphalt.  Two men lifted him, then stuffed him into the back of the open air Jeep.  He pretended to be unconscious, unsure of where this was going, but then he grew concerned when he heard the sounds of the men laughing.  He wondered for a second if he soiled himself.  Or let go of his bladder.

      Tossed in the back of the Jeep like a bag of trash, he wasn’t sure why they didn’t tie him up.  But the way his body felt, it was like he’d been hit with the world’s biggest wrecking ball.  What energy he had depleted was slowly coming back.  He wasn’t dead!

      The Chicom soldiers backed up, turned around and then took off, the driver saying something to his partner in the front seat.  While they were talking, Ryker gathered all his strength, then forced himself to get up and roll out of the back of the Jeep.  The second he hit the asphalt, he realized how fast they were going.

      The impact knocked the wind out of him and sent him rolling, limbs flailing, the gritty asphalt chewing up his skin.  By the time he slid to a sad, dramatic stop, he didn’t even want to move, let alone be alive.  Now that he survived this, how long would it take him to dig all the gravel out of his arms and face?

      The Jeep’s taillights flashed red, then it began to back up fast.

      “Son of a—”

      They were going to run him over!

      Ryker barely managed to roll out of the way in time for the Jeep to brake hard and slide to a stop.  He knew they’d get out of the Jeep pissed, maybe shoot him right there.  Instead, he found the men were still laughing, whatever joke they shared between them still funny.  Or perhaps they fancied themselves cats, and he was the wounded mouse.  The big Caucasian play toy.

      He tried to get up, but he couldn’t.

      One of the guys leaned down, his face alight with hilarity from what Ryker could see, and then he started taunting him, laughing, his breath and pores reeking of alcohol.

      It figures, he thought.

      When Ryker stopped listening, the Chicom started kicking him.  His friend joined in a moment later.  He tried to shield himself from them, but then both men were drunk and having the time of their lives at his expense.  One of them stopped kicking.  The other stopped, too.  Both men fell down beside Ryker, their bodies hitting the ground like sacks of rocks.

      Ryker saw a length of rebar sticking out of one man’s throat.  Whoever jammed it in there jerked it out, the violent withdrawal making a wet sucking sound.

      “You alright?” the older masculine voice asked.

      Ryker couldn’t take his eyes off the dead men.  Finally, looking up, he said, “Thank you.”

      “Best thanks you can give me, kid, is get out of here and don’t come back.  Don’t want my good deed coming ‘round to bite me in the keister.”

      Ryker tried to lift himself, but he was really hurting.

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” the man grumbled.  He reached down, hooked a strong hand under Ryker’s armpit, hauled him up and said, “C’mon already, son.  Show some life to you, ya still got it!”

      Ryker stood on unsteady legs, his shirt twisted around him, blood drizzling from his mouth in a couple of places.  Or maybe that was his nose.  He thanked the man again and started to walk away.

      “Where you going, dummy?” the old man called out.  Ryker stopped, not sure what was happening.  “Get that hunka shit outta here!”

      He looked at the Chicom Jeep thinking the old man would have wanted to keep it.

      “Go on!” he said, shooing him along.

      Ryker switched directions (a feat in and of itself right then) and started for the Jeep.  He stopped when the old man said, “Hey!”

      Ryker turned and the man tossed him a sidearm.  It hit him in the arm and landed on the ground near his feet.

      He bent over slowly, picked it up.

      “I got plenty a guns now,” the old man said.  He had the two men’s weapons, along with spare ammo.

      Gun in hand, a wave serving as an unspoken thank you, Ryker climbed gingerly into the Jeep, put it in gear, then drove away as the good Samaritan dragged the two bodies off the road.

      He wasn’t sure if he should drive around looking for Skylar or not.  It might just get him in trouble with the real Chicoms, or the SAA.

      He couldn’t take that chance, though.

      If he knew anything in that moment, it was that he shouldn’t be out that night.  He needed to find somewhere to crash and quick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Skylar saw the Chicom Jeep go by and thought, If there’s one out here, there’s bound to be more.  She and May set out to find a Jeep of their own.  They didn’t have to walk far before they located several of them.

      “What do we do?” May asked.

      “We wait for a driver to appear,” Skylar said, “then we take him out and snag the keys to his Jeep.  After that, we’ll need to move quickly and quietly.”

      “There are six Jeeps here,” May said.  “If there are two men to a Jeep, then there are as many as twelve or more Chicoms in there.”

      “Patience, my friend.”

      They waited through the better part of the night, and then May said, “I’m exhausted, I can barely keep my eyes open and my patience has run out.”

      “Yeah, mine, too,” Skylar said.  She got up, said, “Stay here,” then went searching for something she could use as a weapon.  All she found was a fist-sized rock.

      She knocked the rock on the street hard enough to see it wouldn’t come apart in a fight, then she started trying doors, hoping one of them was open.  She found a garage door she could lift.  She pulled it up just enough for her to roll under.  Inside the garage—after a lot of feeling around in the dark—she located a stash of tools.  The tools she found were long and wouldn’t allow her to move in close combat.  She kept looking.  That’s when her determined little fingers walked their way over a claw hammer, proving that persistence in the face of resistance, or even failure, eventually leads to success.  Smiling in the dark, she picked up the hammer, liked the heft of it, then gave it a hearty twist.

      The hammer’s face would do some damage, and the claw end would be lethal.  Of course, she could also punch someone with the head of it, or crack them with the gently sloped cheek.

      This is perfect.

      When she returned, she asked May, “How are you feeling?”

      “Freaking fantastic,” she scowled.

      “When we get the hell out of this place,” Skylar said, reassuring her, “life will improve significantly, trust me.”

      “What are you doing with that?” she asked, referring to the hammer and the rock.

      “This is my Chicom bludgeoning starter kit.”

      She set the rock and the hammer down, unbuttoned her blouse and unclasped her bra.

      “What are you doing?” May asked.

      “Kryptonite.”

      She struggled to reach her bra straps, but when she got them, she gently wiggled her arms through the straps, and then she pulled the entire bra out of her left sleeve.

      “Hold this for me, please,” she said, wincing against the pain.

      She then unbuttoned her shirt to her belly button.  And then she tried to cry.  Skylar thought about her shoulders, and then she thought about Logan—how much she missed him—and after that she thought about everything they’d lost, all the hell she’d been through.  And finally, she thought of Ryker.  That’s when her tears became genuine.  Not fake tears she could use to distract the Chicoms, but real tears from real pain stored in that well deep inside of her.  She didn’t want to feel like this, not right before a potential battle, but letting that well open—even just a little bit—was necessary if she wanted an advantage.

      When her face was tear streaked and red, she took the hammer, tucked it into her armpit and slapped herself across the face hard, once then twice, closing that door on emotion.  Her shoulders were fiery hot and enraged, the skin pissed off, the muscles screaming at her.  The pain made her fresh inside, angry and ready to do some damage.

      Finally she picked up her weapons, then went to the home where the men they’d waited on all night were staying.  Looking down, making sure the inside curves of her breasts were showing, she took a deep breath.  She looked at May, who was hidden, but ready.  After a long moment, not sure what she was going to walk into, she knocked lightly on the door.

      No one answered, so she knocked a little louder.

      She hooked the claw hammer on the back pocket of her jeans, which tugged at her pants, but not so much that they were going to fall down.  On second thought, she leaned over, set the rock down and stood back up.

      Someone inside the house threw the deadbolt and eased open the front door.  Before she could see a face, a brilliant light shined in her eyes, temporarily blinding her.  A man said something to her in Chinese.  She put one hand up to shield her eyes, but not so low that he couldn’t see her wet eyes, and the tracks of her tears.

      “I need help,” she said.

      The door opened wider now, realizing she was harmless.  Her other arm was at her side, out of the light, but not out of the man’s sight.  The man stepped forward, a pistol out, the barrel moving to slide open her shirt and expose her full breast.  She turned sideways, giving him a little easier access.  This move, however, allowed her to slide her hand just behind her back and grab the hammer by the handle.

      It was a slick move that failed to rouse this creep’s suspicions.

      When the cold air touched her nipple, the flesh tightened, causing a little shake of the man’s light.  If there was one thing a woman could count on in both good times and bad, it was man’s love of breasts.  The creep took a long look—one she let him have—but when the gun went down, she swung the hammer where his face would be, the circular face crushing a half-moon circle in his forehead.

      He staggered backwards, the flashlight illuminating the ground before him.  She spun the handle one hundred and eighty degrees, then buried the claw into his head, controlling him.  His legs went soft, rubbery.  The very thought of what she did sickened her, but it was a necessary evil.

      Using the hammer for leverage, she dragged him out of the house, his knees knocking and buckling, his mouth slack, his eyes showing shock.  May was suddenly there, grabbing the gun and flashlight from him.

      Skylar let go of the hammer, stepped forward and hugged him under his arms.  Carefully, trying not to make any noise, she tried settling him down on the sidewalk.  It was an awkward affair, however, because she didn’t have the strength she once had.  She fell forward on him, her shoulder hitting the end of the hammer’s handle and sending a shockwave of pain through her that had her feeling as dazed and as dizzy as he was.

      She rolled off the man, landing on her back on the sidewalk next to him.  May was standing over them both.

      “Finish him,” Skylar said, unwilling to do it herself.  Whatever move she made, she knew it would require the use of her shoulders and that wasn’t happening.

      May was slow to respond.

      Suck it up, pussy, she thought, not sure if she was talking more to herself or to May.

      As it happened, she was speaking to herself.  She heard Yoav’s voice in her head telling her that weakness was a state of mind, that most quitters embrace their default state, which is helplessness.

      “Helplessness always leads to failure,” he’d said.

      Her mind went back to that moment, as it often did.  He was standing over her as she was laid out on the ground, sweating, blood filling her mouth.  This occurred on a particularly hard day of sparring.  She’d just been kicked in the mouth, the inside of her lip busted open and bleeding freely.

      When she was slow to get up, he’d said, “This is your brain seducing you with all the sweet reasons to lay your weapons down, to put up your hands and step back from the fight.  Is that you right now? Are you the quitter we all fear and hate?”

      She’d nodded her head, no, steeling her resolve.

      He continued: “It’s the warriors of the world who look forward to pain because in war, the pain lets you know you’re in the shit, and that’s where you’ll outwork and outlast the quitters.  So I ask you again, Skylar, are you a quitter?”

      “No, sir,” she said.

      “Then get up,” he said.

      She stood, straightening her back, her lips pressed tight and firm.  He slapped her across the face so hard her brain seemed to shift inside her skull.  She opened her eyes, eyes that were filling fast with tears.

      “Quitters shy away from the pain.  Winners eat that shit like candy.  How do you feel, Skylar?  Do you love the pain?”

      “I do, sir,” she relented.

      He slapped her again, same place, rocking her head again.

      “How do you feel now?”

      “Alive, sir!” she said, the tears rolling down her face.  He roughly swiped them away, palm open, smearing them across her face.  “You look like a baby.”

      She said nothing.

      “Pain is a feeling.  SO FEEL IT!”

      She did.

      She felt the weight of it, the texture of it, the instinctual feeling that if she showed it, she would garner sympathy.  That was not true in class.  Yoav was not a sympathetic warrior.  Neither were the Chicoms.  If she could feel the pain, then she could call it something else and ignore it.

      “How do you feel now?” he’d asked.

      Looking up at him, her eyes narrowed, her jaw flicking, she said, “I want more.”

      So he punched her in the mouth, opening the wounds inside her mouth even deeper.  She smiled at him, blood in her smile, in her teeth.

      That’s when she put up her hands and got back in the fight.

      Looking up at May, she held the rock at her side, contemplating the task.  Skylar logged the woman’s hesitation, fought back the urge to treat her the same way Yoav treated her.  If Skylar had that rock, she’d have already beaten this guy to death.

      Skyler forced herself up, yanked the hammer out of the man’s skull, then smashed the rock down on his face three times until the skull caved in.

      It was a bit overkill, but Skylar was pissed off at May’s hesitation.  She wanted to make a point.  So instead of letting it go, she swung the hammer sideways, burying the claw into his neck.  She quickly planted a foot on his face, then ripped the hammer out sideways.  The blood sprayed at first, then it spilled everywhere.

      May was in shock.  Skylar didn’t care.  “You’d better get your act together if you want to hang with me.”

      May’s eyes filled with tears, her face making that look, the one she knew well.

      “You’re pathetic,” Skylar hissed.  “Even worse, you’re going to get us killed.”

      “I’m sorry,” May whispered, her voice shaky.  “I’ve just never…I just…”

      She handed May the bloody rock, buttoned up her shirt, then said, “The whole reason for distraction, for throwing away your dignity for these pigs, is so you can get that one precious second.  You need that one second advantage, May.  The instant you hesitate, we die.”

      May looked down at her hand.  Skylar picked up the discarded flashlight, shined the light on her hand.  Her palm was slick with the man’s blood.  She seemed to squirm.

      “Is he dead?” May asked.

      “Does the blood bother you?” Skylar whispered.

      “Not normally,” she answered.

      “So why now?”

      “Because he was alive a second ago,” she said, quiet and somber, “and now he’s dead.”

      “You’ve been seeing people get killed for years, right?  These assholes and their firing squads?”

      “Yes,” she conceded.

      Skylar snatched the rock from her, wiped her hand in the blood, then smeared it across May’s face and said, “Until you bathe in it, you won’t learn to let it go.  Let it go.”

      May started to wipe her face; Skylar caught her hand, stopped her.

      “Feel it,” she hissed.

      May started to moan, the tears building.  “It’s.  So.  Gross.”

      Skylar grabbed her by the back of her hair, tightened the grip, and pulled her face in, like she was going to kiss her.  Instead, she licked a trail up her cheek and said, “War isn’t for the timid, the compliant, the meek.  If you don’t snap out of this, you’re going to die like all these other scumbags and nobodies.”

      May started to nod her head, then she said, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Good.  Follow me.  And get the rock.”  May picked up the rock and they snuck inside the house, closing the door behind them.

      “Can we just get the keys and go?” May whispered.

      “No,” Skylar whispered back.  “The second they hear an engine it will wake everyone up.”

      “What are we going to do then?” May quickly said in her ear as they tried to assess interior threats.

      “Find the keys, make sure no one wakes up.”

      They tiptoed through the house, slowing when they heard the snoring on the couch and on a nearby recliner.  She covered the flashlight, letting only a small amount of light out.  When they were in the living room, they crept toward the men.

      She went to the bigger of the two.

      Slowly, she removed her hand, letting more light out gently.  She then set the flashlight on the floor, the beam facing the ceiling and illuminating the room.

      Skylar was standing over the big man, contemplating what was to come.  She finally motioned May to go to the other man.

      She then raised her hand with the hammer in it, claw aimed right, ready for digging out brains.

      May raised the rock in her hand, looking at Skylar, waiting for her signal.

      Skylar held up three fingers, then two, then one, and then they both clobbered the sleeping men.  The claw sunk into her target’s skull right down to the hammer’s eye.  His eyelids shot open, but then they sunk closed, his mouth slowly falling open, a line of drool rolling down his chin.

      Beside her, the sick pulping sounds of May at work caught her attention.  The woman was in the fight for the first time.  She snapped her fingers and May stopped mid swing.  There was blood everywhere.  Skylar made the finger-across-the-neck sign to stop.  May nodded, her face in shock, blood spatter all over the smeary remains of the gore Skylar had wiped on her earlier.

      She pointed to the staircase.

      May nodded and together they crept up the stairs.  There were several offices converted to rooms.  Skylar kept her hand over the light, letting it out sparingly.

      When they came to the first room, Skylar peeked in, saw six men in six beds.  She stole a quick breath, then turned to May.  Moving close, she whispered into her ear.

      “It’s three a piece,” she said.  “You can’t beat them to death one at a time.  Move from one to the next, one brutal shot after the other, back and forth over and over again until they’re dead.  If one of them starts to scream, smash out their teeth.  Don’t stop, don’t pause, just go to work, okay?”

      She looked at her and May nodded, terrified, clearly uncertain.  Leaning back in, Skylar whispered, “It gets easier.  Soon it will be second nature.”

      “This is murder,” she said.

      “Murder is killing when you don’t have a reason to kill.  They are slaughtering us.  And if they see us in here, we’re dead.  Think about that.  Know that.”

      She looked up and May’s resolve was better.

      In the room, the darkness was complete.  The second Skylar set the flashlight down, she saw the dingy walls, the tall ceiling, the big single pane windows and walls that were new a hundred years ago.

      Skylar moved quickly, taking the left side while May took the right side.  She swung for the Adam’s apple, buried the claw into the soft flesh, ripped it out, moved swiftly to the next one.  May was keeping pace with her, as evidenced by the thumping sounds of the big rock smashing down on foreheads.

      The instant Skylar tore out the third man’s throat, she turned to help May.  That’s when May swung her head around, something in the doorway catching her attention.  She reared back to line drive the rock at someone, but it was too late.

      From the hallway, six quick shots got May dancing.  The rock dropped, causing Skylar to look down.  May fell hard beside it.  Turning to the doorway, she broke out of her momentary trance.  The Chicom now rushing her had his gun out, but the slide was back, the weapon empty.

      He dropped the gun and tried to tackle her.  She grabbed him by the arms the way she was trained, falling backwards into a body roll and taking him with her.  She planted her foot into his gut right away, then thrust her legs on the backside of the roll and launched him with all her might.  She heard the smash of breaking glass, scrambled up in spite of her aching back, her bleeding shoulders, and her dead friend.

      The man had gone through the single pane window.  Skylar went to the broken window, looked down below.  Two floors down, he was lying on the pavement.  She saw him moving, then decided she needed to go after him.  Kicking out the rest of the glass, she was ready to jump when the scuffle of feet startled her.

      She spun halfway around in time to get body-slammed right through the two-story window.  For a moment she was airborne, then she landed on the Jeep below, right where the hood met the windshield.  Blackness crowded out everything.  For a long blissful moment, there was only nothingness, a delight so pure and complete it could only mean one thing.

      But it didn’t mean that thing.

      She was not dead.

      Far from it.

      Strong hands grabbed her, shook and jerked her body off the hood of the Jeep, dropped her three feet down onto the asphalt.  The second she hit, a huge huff and rattle left her gasping for breath.

      The man who knocked her out the window rolled her over on her stomach, then lifted her by the seat of her pants and her collar and started bashing her head into the side of the Jeep like some kind of human battering ram.

      It was light’s out again.

      When she came to, she saw her assailant checking on the man she’d thrown out the window.  His neck was at an odd angle.

      But he was moving when she saw him, wasn’t he?

      She felt the warm flow of blood all over her face, had a hard time seeing straight, the pain trekking across her forehead in bands of bright and ferocious pressure, her vision crowding black and pulsing.

      “Pain is nothing,” she told Logan the first time he got the wind knocked out of him in Krav class.  “It’s that thing that wants attention.  All you have to do is starve it.”

      He nodded, not a tear in his eyes.  He seemed to understand, maybe even better than she did when she took her first class.

      Now on the battlefield and not in class, she started to get up, but the man turned on her, stood over her, put the gun to her head and pulled the trigger.

      Skylar shrank for the blast, but the hammer clicked.  He squeezed the trigger again, but the weapon was misfiring.

      “Did you assholes actually try making your own ammo?” she said, looking up, laughing, then getting pissed remembering May was dead.

      The soldier said something to her in Chinese, then squeezed again.

      “Bad primer,” she said, “or faulty firing pin.”

      He cracked her over the head with the barrel, but she was used to the pain.  What didn’t knock her out now fueled her.  She struck the soldier’s weight bearing knee as hard as she could with both hands.  It didn’t buckle backwards and break, like she was hoping for, but it staggered him, the gun dropping from his grip.

      Scrambling for position, she hit him again in the same knee and he hobbled backwards, grabbing his leg.  She crawled up on him, pulling herself up the front of his body by grabbing onto his clothes.

      He hit her relentlessly, but he finally stumbled hard and fell backwards under her forward press.

      When she had the full mount, she rose up and drove a knee into his groin, beating those eggs just right.  He howled, but she was on it again, kneeing him once more, twice, then three times.  By the fourth time, he just laid there, his eyes lost, somewhere else, the veins on his neck standing out under the moonlight.

      She hooked a thumb in his mouth, pressed down, pinning his face to the asphalt.  She then drove her knee into his groin over and over again until she was shaking with rage, until something broke—her knee or his pelvic bone—yet still, she continued striking him until she couldn’t lift her knee or hold her body up.

      That’s when she felt the tear slide down her face.  She didn’t know why she was crying.  She hated that she’d been reduced to that, but she tried so hard to save May and now May was gone.  Even worse, Skylar was alone in this.  If she could get out of there, she’d be going home without Logan, Ryker or May.  Part of her wanted to stay, but she wasn’t fighting with Yoav, Paul, Chuck or the others.  If she was alone, there was no cause.  Resistance wasn’t a battle cry, it was her alone, dying for nothing.

      As she laid there, helpless and spent, her body an absolute bloody mess and her soul as wrecked as it had ever been, she wondered if she could handle the solitude of home, the Five Falls silence, all that time to think.  Looking around, there was no one left to kill.

      She slid off the man, landed on her side.

      He was still alive.

      She picked up the dead man’s pistol, ejected the round, chambered the next round, then put it to May’s murderer’s left eyeball and said, “If it’s a bad primer, you’ll be dead by the time I’m done talking.  If it’s the firing pin, you get to die out here with your busted balls and your broke dick.”

      He muttered something in Chinese.  She didn’t understand.  It didn’t matter.  She sat up and pulled the trigger.  The weapon fired, blood spraying up in her face and causing her to wince and paw at her eyes.  She really thought it was a broken firing pin.  She would have placed money on it.  Then again, this wasn’t the first time she was wrong.

      With no choice but to drag the dead bodies off the road, she muscled them out of the open, then staggered inside.  She shut and locked the door, found a place that wasn’t a horror show and laid down.  She closed her eyes for a second, let herself drift off.

      When she woke up, she let herself stretch, yawning deeply, the feeling painful on her body, but satisfying to her soul.

      In the bathroom, she poured rubbing alcohol on her head, took the sting without flinching.

      “You’re a badass bitch,” she told herself.  She’d said the words, but she certainly wasn’t feeling them.

      She found some clean Chicom greens in a dresser drawer upstairs, tried them on.  They fit on the body and thighs, but she had to roll the sleeves and cuffs because both were too long.  On the vanity was a canvas hat.  She slipped it on her head, then pulled the brim over her eyes.

      Staring at herself in the mirror, she let the expression drain from her face.

      Somewhat refreshed, she found keys, guns, meds, food and water downstairs.  She put it all in a black garbage bag then hauled the loot outside looking like the skinniest, most wrecked, most effed up Chicom Santa Claus ever to cut a girl like her a break.

      When she got in the Jeep, she went through three sets of keys before finding the one that worked.  She tossed the others out the window, then turned on the vehicle and checked the gas gauge.  The needle was resting at half a tank.

      Groaning, she shut the engine off and got out of the Jeep.  In the first light of day, she filled the tank with one of the other Jeep’s gas cans, then loaded a second gas can inside her own Jeep knowing she’d need the reserves for later.

      Starting her Jeep once more, she was resigned to going home.  This wasn’t her first choice, it was her only choice.  Sitting there for a long moment, feeling like a failure, she was so mad at herself.  Going home, it was hard not to feel like the dog dragging its tail between its legs.

      “You’re not out of town yet, girl.”
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      The biggest men from Five Falls walked like a pack of thugs down the center of the freeway with sledgehammers and pickaxes resting on their shoulders.  Boone and Clay led the way.  One of the kids caught up to Boone, a hammer and rock chisel in his hand.

      “Can I help, Mr. Boone?” he asked.

      Boone looked down and ruffled the kid’s hair.  “Of course you can.”

      “I want to fight the Chicoms,” he said, giddy at the prospect.

      Clay asked, “What are you going to do to them?”

      “Kick them in the nuts,” he said.  He mimicked kicking someone in the balls, getting the right height and snap.

      “I want this one on my side,” Clay said with a grin.

      “This is good right here!” Boone turned and informed the men.  “Anyone have any objections?”

      When no one said anything, the men started breaking the asphalt open in two specific places.  One hole was to be dug in the middle of each lane of the two lane freeway.  On either side of the highway were steep gullies.  It would be hard to cross.

      Not impossible, but hard.

      That’s why on either side of the shoulder leading down toward the tree line, they went to work with post-hole tools, digging down deep.

      When the two spots of asphalt were sufficiently broken open, more men gathered around and went after the asphalt with pickaxes and sledgehammers, getting down to the gravel base and then the hard pack.  They pulled massive chunks of asphalt away, chucked them to the side.

      When the gravel pack was fully exposed, they broke apart enough of the base to give the post-hole digger some space.  From there, they dug as deep as they could, knowing the deeper they got, the wider the blast.

      After a solid two hour’s work, the crew had six very deep holes, the ones in the asphalt stuffed with a three-pack of dynamite, the ones in the surrounding earth holding two sticks a piece.

      Otto fused them all up, the strands long and equal in length.

      Boone gathered up six men; Otto handed everyone a lighter.

      “We’re gonna light ‘em all at the same time,” Otto announced.  “After that, we’re gonna run like our lives depend on it, because they do.”

      It was a purely amateur endeavor.  No one pretended otherwise.  When it came time to lighting the fuses, everyone seemed energized, the kids giddy.

      “The second I say ‘one’ you touch the fuse to the flame,” Otto instructed.  “I’ll count back from three.  On the two count, don’t blink.  On the one count we light the fuse, make sure it catches, then we lay it down and run.  Everyone clear?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Good,” he said.  “Let’s see those flames.”

      Everyone got a flame.

      “Grab the fuse and hold it close, but don’t put it in the flame until the one count.”

      Everyone followed Otto’s instructions perfectly.  “Good.  Here we go,” he said.  “Three, two, one.”

      Everyone timed things close enough, set down their burning fuses then ran.  The kids were screaming, running alongside everyone else.  When they were far enough away, they dropped down, clapped their hands over their ears and waited.

      When the dynamite blew, the explosions were bigger than anyone expected.  The crew scrambled back even farther as dust and gravel rained down on them.

      When the smoke and debris cleared enough to assess their work, they cheered and high fived each other.  Otto sat back, smiling, nodding his head.

      He was proud.

      “You did this,” Boone said.  Otto nodded, his eyes moist.  “They can say what they want about you, but they can’t do so without acknowledging that you probably saved the town.”

      “This ain’t gonna save shit,” one of the kids said.  “It’s just gonna make it easier for us to shoot the Chicom swine.”

      Boone, Clay and Otto all laughed together.  “Yes it will,” Boone said, patting the kid’s back.

      The earth cratered enough for them to at least have the start of a decent trench.

      “Alright men,” one of the bigger diggers said, “let’s dig this out and go home.”

      “Can we do it in the morning?” one of the kids asked.

      “You can when we get back out here tomorrow,” Clay said.  “For now we’re just going to get another foot out of it.  This will stop anyone on the freeway.”

      His brother looked at the men digging, ready to spell them off, and got a solid nod of approval.

      “Tomorrow we’ll paint some canvases the color of the asphalt and lay them out,” Boone told the kid.  “You can help us.”

      “Won’t the drivers know it’s a trap?” the smaller of the two kids asked.

      “At the speeds most of these convoys are going, they won’t have time to stop before they drop down into the ditch and slam into the wall on the other side.  That’s when we hit them with everything we’ve got.”

      “Then what?” one of the diggers asked from the pit.

      “We take their weapons and their vehicles, if we can,” Boone said.  “That’s what these commie knobs don’t realize.  They think just because they’ve confiscated half the guns out there we can’t get more?  Well we can.  And we will.  We’ll get their guns.  And their cars.  And their tanks.  And with their equipment—when the time is right—we’ll run them the hell over, leaving behind a wake of death and destruction the likes of which this nation has never seen.”

      The boys grinned, one of them saying, “I want to dig now.”

      “This is the first step to taking back America,” Otto said, sipping from a travel sized Vodka.

      “By blowing stuff up?” one of the younger kids turned and asked.

      “Hell yes by blowing stuff up!” he said.  “Feels good, right?”

      The boy smiled and said, “It feels amazing.”

      “Before we turn in tonight, Boone,” Clay said, “we’ll have our snipers and spotters out here, right?”

      Boone nodded, then said, “Noah made a shift schedule.  He’ll be heading that up.”

      “How’d he get to be in charge of anything?” Otto interrupted, the bottle in his hand now empty.

      “Because this town has two sniper rifles and they’re both his.  It’s what I had to agree to in order to get access to those rifles.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Longwei Zhou, Quan Li and their people started out into the night, intending to drive through California and up into Oregon.  They hoped to reach their destination by nightfall the next day.  All of them were dressed as Chicoms, and in their bags were their civilian clothes.  Furthermore, each person had a bug-out bag.  They were instructed to get set before the EMP hit, but the notice was so short, and their resources so tight, that not everyone had everything.  Still, most everyone had what they needed.  Quan Li managed to get most of what he needed as well—toiletries, food, survival.

      His personal list was long, and he managed to get most everything, but he’d missed some things, a few of them essentials.  He couldn’t get paracord, and he found an emergency blanket, but it wasn’t a tight pack like the Mylar one he was looking for.  He got bug spray wipes, but he couldn’t find a poncho or water purification tablets.  He did have a small container of bleach—so he could purify the water, if need be—but hopefully things didn’t get that desperate.  He found a pack of emergency masks, but couldn’t find Latex gloves, and he had only one lighter instead of the three he was looking for.

      This was the wild west, though, which meant what he needed, if he didn’t have it, he could take it from someone else.  And if they didn’t have it, he would go house to house until he found it.  He had a hunting knife, but not a multi-tool knife; and he had no camp shovel, but they were able to find a small potting shovel which—if push came to shove—would suck, but it would work.

      It was like that.  The things they wanted, the things they absolutely needed, and the things they needed that they didn’t have.

      One catastrophe at a time, he told himself.

      The point was, with what they could round up, both as The Resistance and as moles in the Chicom Army, they used the lead time they had to get what they could, and no one was crying over squat when the lights went out.

      Quan knew it was go time, and they were all ready to go.

      That night, after the rest stop ambush, they passed through the LA checkpoints with little suspicion using Quan’s Chicom ID.  Ultimately, Los Angeles was a nightmare to get through, even though they were taking the outskirts on a pre-planned route.  They knew it would be like this.  At least with the darkness, for a while, they found a sort of quiet the former world had never known.  It was almost peaceful.

      When Longwei came over the two-way, he sounded tired.  “I’m drifting off, Quan, over.”

      “What do you want to do?” Quan asked.

      Before Longwei could answer, Steve said, “I can drive.  Just put someone in the cab with me to talk to.  Otherwise I’ll be nodding off, too.”

      “You want to just hop in with Longwei?” Quan asked.

      “Not if he’s sleeping,” Steve said.  “I need someone to talk to.  Someone to keep me company.”

      Keying the two-way, Quan said, “I’m going to pull over.  We’ll take five, let the troops stretch, then Steve will take your spot.  You can get some shut-eye in here.”

      When they made the switch, Longwei got back in the truck with Quan and settled in.  They got back on the road in no time, and without incident.

      Quan expected his new friend to get some sleep, but he was wide awake.  “I expected this to be worse,” Longwei said.

      Grinning, he said, “We didn’t go right through it.  We took the long way around.”

      The Resistance fighter stole a glance.  Suppressing a smile, Longwei said, “Given the choice between being long and not being long, I’ll take long all day.”

      Quan laughed, and the night pressed on in silence, Longwei finally falling asleep.

      A few times they ran into petty issues, mostly people out at night, looting, traveling in packs through the darkness.  A few of the transients tried to run the trucks off the road, or flag them down in the freeway.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as it was going to get, but Quan felt how on edge everyone was becoming after the EMP.  Twice the guys in the back were forced to fire on a pack of morons coming through LA.  In the end, they killed four of them.  Quan personally popped off a warning shot when a woman wouldn’t get out of the roadway.  When they finally merged onto Interstate 5, it was smooth sailing from there on out.

      They drove through most of the night, passing a few other Chicom vehicles headed here or there.  When the needle on the gas tank began to flirt with the bottom, Quan pulled over and emptied two five gallon cans of gas into the truck, then proceeded to the nearest exit.  Nothing was open of course, but there were abandoned cars everywhere.  The team cut fuel lines and siphoned several tanks of gas rather quickly, topping off both the tanks and the on board gas cans.  After that, they were back on the freeway and making good time.

      “Tell me about the power plants,” Longwei said.

      “The Chicoms have been planning this for years now.  The generators and all accompanying equipment were completed last year.  We thought the Chicoms were going to strike then.  It was still too early, though.  They didn’t have the President.  With him out of the way, the Chicoms were able to trigger the EMP.  Now, if we don’t install the new generators before the old generators run out of gas, the fuel rods will melt down and you’ll have the zombie apocalypse.  Total nuclear meltdown.  And if by some miracle you survive, your kids will be born with three heads and they’ll be called Really, Really Longwei, instead of just Longwei, which will feel like the Shortwei to two of your kids’ three heads.”

      Longwei gave him a consolation laugh, but the subject was far too grim to give in to joking.  Quan continued.

      “Diablo Canyon Nuclear Power Plant is the closest plant, but Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station in Arizona is the most critical.  The Arizona team will need the right balance of both force and diplomacy to do what they need to do.”

      “I don’t envy that team,” Longwei said.

      “If they fail, all of this fails,” Quan said.  “So yeah, I don’t envy them either.”

      “What about Washington?” Longwei asked.

      “That’s Colombia Generating Station near Richland.  Even though President Hu ordered it to be decommissioned, there’s an advance team coming in to assess it, if anything, for its proximity to Yale.”

      “Do you know anything about this power plant?” Longwei asked.

      “It’s got an early track record for having complications, but they cleaned up their act enough to double their work load.  Some people say stabilization and decommissioning is the safest thing to do, but there are those who see the start of the new Chicom Empire in Washington.”

      “How many reactors are in the EMP zone?” Longwei asked.

      “Only three,” Quan said.  “That’s why only the western US was hit with an EMP.  There would be no way to contain a meltdown in the eastern half of the United States if you had to transport the one hundred and fifty-five ton step-down transformers through a freaking wasteland.”

      “So EMPs are not being used there?” Longwei asked.  “Because it’s been a topic of discussion amongst all of us.”

      “Most of the west coast reactors were decommissioned and successfully shut down more than a decade ago.  New, self-sufficient power plants have taken the place of the old ones, and power is delivered just to the cities now, not the outlying areas.  That’s part of the Smart Cities Initiative the state governments rolled out in the last decade.  The EMPs took out critical components of these power plants, but the effects aren’t going to be toxic the way Fukushima was toxic, or Chernobyl.”

      “What else is coming from China?” Longwei asked.

      “Food, medical supplies, weapons and vehicles.  Driving this big piece of crap, I’d see why they’d want to decommission it and get something from this century.  They’re a bitch to drive, all hard plastics and metal surfaces, and they’re loud as hell.”

      “But they’re EMP proof,” Longwei said.

      “That they are.”

      “What do you think is in the supply truck?” Quan said.

      “Crates full of weapons and food, along with both field and medical supplies.  The usual.  It’s going to be things you see in disaster relief, along with the kinds of gear you’d expect to see in the staging of a strong military offensive.”

      “What about Washington?” he asked.

      “The ports in Seattle and Tacoma are smaller,” Quan said.  “There are barges headed there now, but they’re much smaller than the ones docking in LA and Long Beach.  I expect these boats to have the normal fare, plus all the luxuries China has to offer.”

      “Is that because of this supposed paradise they’re building in Yale?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is it exactly?” Longwei asked.

      “It’s situated between Portland and Mount Saint Helens in a lush valley bordered by three hillsides and the Yale Lake.”

      “If they’re anything like the Nazis,” Longwei said, eyes forward on the dark road unfolding ahead, “they’ll build their bases into the hillsides.”

      “While the city itself looks completely normal,” Quan said, completing Longwei’s sentence, “just like any other town.”

      “So before all that happens, they have to bring in the base power foundation, which is an EMP proof power plant that’s self-cooling and not dependent on electricity, right?”

      “That’s my guess,” Quan said.  “Another reason for choosing Yale is that it’s next to the rock-fill hydro-electric Yale Dam.”

      Shaking his head, almost like he was discouraged that the Chicoms had every directive mapped out, Longwei said, “They haven’t missed anything, have they?”

      Quan said, “They haven’t factored in people like you and me.”

      He let the statement roll off him, almost like he couldn’t give the notion any credence.  Instead, he said, “So when is their rollout?”

      “Once the Columbia Generating Station is stabilized, and once they figure out what they’re going to do with it, they’ll decommission part or all of it,” Quan answered.  “In the meantime, like I said earlier, they’ll level California, and then they’ll do the same to Oregon.  With Washington, however, they need to preserve some of its key infrastructure, as well as its environment.  Tacoma will be the main port, but Interstate 5 is critical for transport to and from Yale.”

      “Will they have any other utopias, or just the one in Washington?”

      “I think just Washington for now,” Quan said.  Longwei fell quiet, so Quan continued.  “This is the culmination of a decades long project that’s being implemented now.  Think of this as year one.”

      “Why do this, though?” Longwei asked, clearly perplexed.  “Why not find a place in mainland China to occupy?  Why destroy everything here?”

      “The United States represented the last bastion of true freedom.  Communism isn’t about freedom.  You can’t make your own decisions under their rule.  That’s not freedom.  On a wider scale though, the US was the last piece on the chessboard keeping them from world domination.  Conquering the US will be the greatest defeat in human history.  So the idea is to destroy the great capitalist cities, kill most of the defiant American population, then let the earth swallow up their bodies, their ideology, their ways of life.”

      “That’s horrendous,” Longwei said, his voice breaking.  “I didn’t know it was this bad.”

      “The new dream is not concrete, steel and glass, but earth, water, blue skies, self-sufficiency.”

      “Could they not just depress the economy, or maybe level one of the financial cities?  They now have their own Wall Street in Hong Kong, so why not just control the markets that America used to control?”

      “Communism is absolute control.  There are no half measures, and there are no shared powers.  Anything other than totalitarian dominance is considered a catastrophic failure by the state.  Americans and their cities must die because the people are used to having the power, not the government.  In China, the power lies with the government, and the people are the slaves born to serve the state.”

      “Yeah, well for those of us who escaped that, it’s been a hell of a lot better here than over there,” Longwei said, yawning again.

      “Many of the cities in China are overpopulated, dirty, left to the ruin of social, political and environmental systems that were always going to fail.  The government refuses to discuss the miscarriages of their policies.  In the former US, they will get a fresh start.  This will be their new home.”

      “These people…” Longwei muttered under his breath.

      “In fifty years, the Empire will rule from what they will call The Northwest Seat.  From here, they will eventually do to China what they’ve done to America.  For now, however, Yale will symbolize both a world victory and the future of the Chicom regime.”

      “Do you have contacts at the Port of Seattle?” Longwei asked.  “Or the Port of Tacoma?”

      “Yes, but with communications down, I’ll have to make physical contact.  I’m not sure that will happen right away.”

      “What they’re doing is wholesale execution,” Longwei muttered.

      “It will be the worst genocide this earth has ever seen,” Quan said, certain he was not overestimating the planned outcome.

      “What about the SAA?”

      “I hope the SAA makes it hard for them,” Quan said.  “Or at the very least, I hope they thin the Chicom numbers.”

      “What if they win the war?”

      “They won’t.”

      “Has anyone really confirmed Shao Xiao Chen’s death?” Longwei asked.

      “I am only hypothesizing when I say such an event occurred,” Quan answered.  “And I’m truly speculating when I add that it could very well have happened in Five Falls.  No one knows for sure.  What we do know is that Da Xiao Zheng is working on the assumption that Five Falls killed General Chen, and that is the reason for the convoy we cannot seem to catch.”

      “How do they even know this happened in Five Falls?” Longwei asked, getting into his go bag and pulling out a package of beef jerky.

      He offered some of the seasoned meat to Quan, but he politely declined.  His stomach was in knots over this, so much so that he’d lost his appetite.

      “They’ve got a spy for the Chicoms already embedded in the community,” Quan said.

      “Really?” Longwei asked, astounded.

      “There are spies everywhere.  As for Shao Xiao Chen, all they know for sure was that he was taken out somewhere between the Oregon border—where his convoy passed through check points—and Roseburg, where there is another check point and an eventual settlement zone.”

      “How is Roseburg significant to them?”

      “It’s not yet,” Quan said.  “But it will be.  I just don’t know how.  Personnel are already moving in.  There will be a weapons drop and troops on the ground once Washington is ready.  Boats are pulling into the two northwestern ports as we speak.”

      “God help us all,” he muttered under his breath.

      “What I’m telling you sounds bad, but I assure you, this is good news,” Quan said.  “Five Falls sits outside the Chicom scope.  It resides in that dead zone between their most northern influence in California and their most southern interests in Oregon.  This is where Hu’s army is most vulnerable.  And the chatter, I’m told, revolves around this being the weak point.  A dead zone, if you will.  And if what they say about Shao Xiao Chen and his missing convoy is true, that they were neutralized, then the hot war with American forces has already begun.”

      “Better late than never,” Longwei mused.

      “If that’s the case, if there’s positive confirmation that Five Falls was involved, then Da Xiao Zheng will unleash the full weight of the People’s Liberation Army upon them.  I’m talking wholesale extermination of the town, and uninhabitable lands for the next century.”

      “When is he coming?” Longwei asked, swallowing hard.

      Quan looked at him.  “He’s already here.”
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      That morning, the entire town met in the center of Interstate 5, which was shut down from the south and protected at the northern entrance.  Families, friends, people few of the residents knew personally—guys like Noah, who enjoyed the peace and quiet of his own company—were there to batten down the hatches and dig in for war.  They were also there to say good-bye.  A dozen fleeing families had packed what they could on what means of transport they had and were heading out of town.  Before leaving, each of the families handed Boone the keys to their home.  All the resources these families had they were pledging to those in need.

      The love the community had for those departing brought many of them to tears.  The good-byes were hard, but there was also a surge of emotion for what lay ahead.  Not everyone would survive this war.  Maybe none of them would survive.

      After those families set out to be with families in other towns, and in two cases, other states, the remaining residents gathered around.

      “First thing we need to do is get this mess cleaned up!” Boone announced, hooking a thumb over his shoulder denoting the roasted caravan as the topic of discussion.  “We need tow trucks, bodies, maybe even Ed Groot’s tractor.”

      “Whatever you need from me,” Ed spoke up, “you’ve got it.”

      Gary Winehouse said, “I’ve got the tow-truck converted over now, so we’re good to go.”

      Boone nodded his head, looking around.

      “We’re about to be at war, folks.  But we’re a community, we’ve got fighters and survivors here, which is why I think we can do this.”

      “What about Sheriff Hall and Deputy Don?” someone asked.  “Who’s gonna be the law around here now?”

      “Do you think we’ll really need it?” Boone asked.

      Several people looked around and started nodding their heads.  Boone followed their eyes, spotting a few shady characters even he didn’t know having lived there all his life.

      “Alright, who are you thinking?” he asked, finally spotting Sally Breen, the woman who’d asked the question.

      “I was thinking of you, Boone,” she said.  More than half the residents voiced their support, enough that he had to raise a hand to quiet them.

      “Is it a trust factor or a competence factor?” he asked.

      Apparently it was a mix of both.

      “So you trust me then?” he asked aloud.  People nodded.  “In that case, I want to nominate the one person I trust most in life, the one person more capable to handle this than me, the one person in town who will be impartial to our social leanings.  My brother Clay is who I’d like to nominate.”

      He didn’t look at his brother because he knew Clay would be shaking his head, no.

      “All in favor, raise your hand,” he said, hearing his brother beginning to object behind him.  Everyone in town raised their hands, settling the matter.  Turning to Clay, Boone smiled and said, “Congratulations, Sheriff Nichols.”

      Clay’s face was red, his scar even more pronounced against the burning surface of his skin.

      “Do I get a say in this?” he mumbled, smiling through the question.

      “The people have spoken,” Boone said, shrugging his shoulders.  Then, to the crowd, he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, this war hero is now your Sheriff.”

      Everyone gave Clay a warm applause, but it was short-lived.  His brother would be okay, though.  He was a team player.

      “So there’s this crotchety old bag of fart sauce a few of you know.  Every so often, he decides to grace us with his presence, and as gruff and unsavory as he can be, this man is also a war hero, and a sniper.  So unless anyone else can shoot like he can, or if they even own a sniper rifle, then Noah No Name will be handling border security.”

      Noah stepped forward, his frown so hard the man looked constipated.  He shook his head at Boone and Clay, then turned and read off a short list of names.

      “You’re the cocksuckers who I’m told can shoot,” Noah barked, “so pony up or beat feet with the rest of the cowards slippin’ out the back door.”

      That was Noah with no last name.  Surprisingly, no one seemed to object to his bad attitude.  Perhaps it was expected.

      Boone and Noah coordinated the snipers and spotters on both ends of the freeway cutting through town while Clay was pulled into a crowd of people wanting to meet him.  When Noah was satisfied with the task ahead, he said to Boone, “Now that I’ve got my first group of shooters, we’re going to head to the northern end of town.  You guys can come blow a trench when you’re done futzing around on the southern end.  You got my two-way?”

      Clay managed to get free of the crowd, showing up at the tail end of the conversation.  “What’d I miss?” he asked.

      “I need a two-way, copper,” Noah said.

      “Where’s Harper?” Clay asked, ignoring Noah.

      “I’m not sure,” Boone said.

      There were people everywhere.  Noah sighed, then said, “Would it be easier if I just yell at you when I want to talk, Sheriff?”

      “Keep it up Burnt Reynolds,” Clay turned and said.

      This didn’t sit well with Noah.  “What kind of a show are you two running here?” he asked.

      “The best kind,” Miranda said, handing him an older two-way.  “Don’t stroke out on us, Noah.  Not yet.”

      “You say when,” he smiled, the first time anyone had actually seen this.  Boone wondered if the old man was being polite or flirting with his wife.

      “Holy crap,” someone behind them said, “he’s got all his teeth.”

      After Noah and his team took off to secure the far side of town, Boone joined a gathering of people around the convoy, pleased to see folks working together.  He kept this to himself.  There was no sense in saying anything, lest he go and jinx it.  There were some things he was superstitious about, and being overtly grateful for something early on was one of them.

      Ed had gone up to get his tractor and Gary left to get his tow truck.  He joined the others in appraising the roasted mess.

      “Anyone got a snow shovel to clean these bodies up with?” someone asked.

      “Have some respect,” Sally Breen said.

      One of the guys hocked up a loogie and spit in the ash of a former Chicom soldier.  “Sorry, Sally,” another guy said, “but the only respect they will get is me not pissing on them.  Who’s got a snow shovel?”

      “We’ll scrape them away with the shovel on Ed’s tractor,” the spitter said.  “But how the hell are we going to get these vehicles out of their melted tires?”

      “Gary’s inventive,” Boone said.  “Where’s Logan, Harper, Connor?”

      He looked around, then he saw one of the Chicom Jeeps cruising up the hill.  Apparently, the three of them were heading back home.  He shook his head, tried to shrug it off.  He was fascinated with Harper.  But if she really was the head of the west coast Resistance, why was she leaving just then?

      Over the next few hours, the folks in town worked together to get most of the vehicles off the road.  Sally Breen threw a fit because the spitter had his back to everyone and was pissing on the ashes of the dead.

      Clay intervened.  To the spitter, he said, “You’re getting the toast wet,” and everyone laughed.  Then he said, “You’d better put that wiener away before I arrest you for brandishing a small weapon in public.”

      Everyone laughed even more and the pisser, who was once the spitter, now put his business away and turned around with a furnace red face.

      “Your wife told us about your wiener,” someone said.

      “But we appreciate your gusto,” Clay added.  “You get to clean up the wet ashes there Baby Bladder.”

      “It’s Tim,” he said, humbled.

      “No,” Clay said.  “It’s Baby Bladder.”  To the onlookers, Clay said, “I’m sure he won’t be pulling his vagina out in public anymore.”

      That’s when Sally said, “I think I’m going to like you, Sheriff Nichols.”

      With that, Boone watched his brother grin.  Miranda was by his side with Rowdy in the stroller.  Together they watched Clay interacting with the public, almost like he never left in the first place, and this made Boone feel good.

      “You got your brother back,” Miranda said.

      “I did,” he replied.

      “I’m going to take Rowdy home, get him a boob and a nap.”

      “I want a boob and a nap,” he whispered under his breath.

      “You still have work to do,” she said.

      “I know.”

      He leaned in and kissed her.  She told him she loved him and he kissed her again before going to Rowdy and telling him to be a good little champion.

      After Miranda left, Boone and Clay got on the quad and headed down to the blasted out section of freeway, Boone sitting forward, Clay facing backwards.

      He was the one with the guns.
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        * * *

      

      Up the hill, Connor, Logan and Harper wiped their feet on the mat, then walked into the house and filled Orbey, Stephani and Cooper in on the town’s plans for security.

      “What about not starving to death?” Orbey asked.

      “One thing at a time,” Logan replied.

      She pressed her lips together.  It wasn’t a great answer, but the situation wasn’t ideal.

      “Clay Nichols is the new Sheriff,” Harper announced.

      Stephani instantly got red.

      “Wow,” Harper said, eyeing her, “I didn’t expect that.”

      “He’s Boone’s brother,” Stephani said, as if that explained everything.  “Plus his scar makes him seem, I don’t know, kind of sexy bad, like…I don’t know, mysterious and edgy.”

      Connor and Orbey stared at her, jaws slack.

      “Let me get the ham radio and the spare two-ways out of the Faraday cage,” Logan said.  “You can take him one of the two-ways and a second set of batteries.  And give him the right frequency.”

      “Alright,” she said, too fast.  “What are you guys going to do?”

      “Set up the solar panels at the barn,” Harper replied.  “I want to set up the space heaters and try to sleep out there tonight.”

      Logan looked at her and said, “Looks like we’re snuggling tonight then.”

      “And Cooper’s getting his bed back,” Orbey added.  Reaching down to pet the dog, she said, “But I’m going to miss you sleeping with me.”

      He stood and rubbed against her hand, appreciating the comment.

      “What’s the range on that Uniden?” Orbey asked.

      “Fifty miles,” Stephani replied.  “And I’ll show Clay how to use the ham radio, if he doesn’t know.”

      Orbey grinned and shook her head.

      “It comes with an owner’s manual,” Connor said.  “I’m pretty sure he can read.”

      “It’s not that,” the beekeeper said.  “Clay and I need to establish our communications protocol.”

      No one said anything.  They just looked at her.

      “What?”

      Even Cooper somehow managed to frown.

      Glancing down at him, disappointed, Stephani said, “I didn’t expect this of you.”  Cooper looked away, laid his head on the floor.  To everyone else, she said, “I’m not saying it was love at first sight, but I will tell you this, with Boone being married, or whatever—having a kid—this is a damn good alternative.”

      “We should be down there with them,” Logan said, the more abrupt tone in his voice surprising them all.  Whatever he was holding back, it was starting to come out.  He’d call it a restlessness, maybe even an anxiousness to be in the mix of everything.  “I’m going with Stephani to help Boone and Clay.”

      “No you’re not,” Harper said.

      “I can’t just sit here doing nothing,” he said, clearly manic.  “I’m going stir crazy.”

      “After we set up the solar panels,” Harper said.  She went to him and pulled him close.  “I know this is hard, but are you okay?”

      “I just want to do my part.  We’ve got the full might of the Chicom Army bearing down on us and I’m up here worried about solar panels and space heaters.”

      “You’re also recovering,” Orbey said.

      “I can recover all I want when the war is over,” he said.  “I’m ready to go now.”

      “Yeah?  Well I’m not freezing my nuts off tonight,” Harper said, taking his face in her hand and pulling him close to her.  “That means we’re setting up the solar panels, then you can go play with your friends.”

      He looked at her in utter disbelief.

      She wasn’t done.

      “If you ever want to play with your girlfriend again,” she whispered, “you’ll think first of her and then of your friends.”

      A smile broke over his face, the charged air around him settling.

      “Do you really see us as that?” he asked.

      She nodded, smiling.

      “Okay then, girlfriend,” he said, “solar panels first, war second.”

      “That’s a good boy,” she said, petting his head like he was Cooper.  For good measure, he stuck out his tongue and started panting.
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      Ryker damn near froze to death in the Jeep, so he broke into a nearby home, crawled into someone’s abandoned bed and curled up in the blankets.

      He didn’t think that one or two other people might have spent half their lives in that bed, cuddling, making love, making children.  He just needed to not lay on his back because the burns were ferocious and his pains felt like they were getting worse.

      By some miracle, he managed to fall asleep.

      He slept good until he woke up and found there was something else sleeping right next to him.  A little, purring black cat.  He was curled into Ryker’s belly, his motor going steady.

      Ryker was startled at first, but the furry ball of warmth—that little unexpected life nestled against him for heat, companionship, and maybe some food—brought him back to reality, gave him reason to question his own fall from humanity.

      When he thought of everything happening, of the loss of his brother, Skylar, how he was now alone and heading to some unknown town, a perfect stranger, he wondered the point of it all.  As he came fully into his body, he managed to shrug off the last of his sleep and wipe the sleep crusties from his eyes.  Stroking the cat, he wondered if he should go out in a blaze of glory.  Just end it all like a boss.

      He could do it.  No one would blame him.

      Forget the life, America, the Chicoms, he thought.  No one should have to live like this, in some third world hellhole being hunted by commie devils.  The cities were gone.  Soon they would be destroyed, their ruins abandoned.  Those staying would die there, or be killed.

      So why not go on a killing spree?  Wasn’t that what Skylar said she and her Krav Maga buddies were going to do?  Were they not training as a Chicom assassination squad?

      In the distance, gunfire started up.  Sporadic.  Small arms.  A few minutes later, it sounded like a helicopter flying overhead.

      He moved the cat aside, the creature getting up, arching its back high in a stretch before jumping off the bed.  Ryker followed him downstairs to an empty bowl, the bottom licked clean.  Standing there, he looked up at Ryker and gave a low meow.

      “Alright, let’s find you some food,” he said.

      He rifled through the pantry doors, found some food he could take with him on the way out of town, then checked the laundry room where he located a bag of kibble.

      He laid the bag on its side on the kitchen floor, the contents easy to get to, and then he said, “Well little fella, this is your last supper.”

      He cracked a window open so the cat could get in and out, but then he sat there and watched the starved, emaciated little thing eat, its little tail swishing back and forth, its motor now louder than ever.

      He looked around until he saw a carrying crate.  He’d decided he couldn’t leave the thing there alone.

      “You want to come with me?” he asked.

      The cat started toward him, but when Ryker bent down to pick him up, he sprang up and turned around, meowing and looking back at him.

      “Okay now, my back isn’t all that great, so don’t make this harder than it has to be,” he said, going after the cat again.  Just as he was about to reach for it, the cat jumped again, took off toward the staircase, then paused to look at him.  “I’m too old to be chasing pussy, so you’re either with me or you’re flying solo.  What’s it going to be?”

      The cat took off upstairs, the question answered.

      He left the cat, the house and the bed, then got in the Jeep, his humanity intact.  Trying to save a cat wasn’t something someone who was too far gone would do.  But did he try hard enough?

      Of course he did.

      He made two valiant attempts.

      “Still human,” he mumbled to himself as he started the Jeep and pulled out of there.

      As he navigated through the nightmare that was San Francisco, the city looked like some sort of apocalyptic hell.  When he was going slow, navigating around traffic, pushing things out of the way with the bumper on the sidewalks, or having to reroute because the streets were just too congested with a graveyard of cars, he smelled the air and it stunk.  Feces and rot.  The feces part he knew about.  The big cities had long ago gone to the dogs due to the policies of a decade ago.  The fecal stench was no surprise, but the rot was.  That was what really got him.  If the air smelled like dead people already—and there were well over one and a half million people living there before all this—how many corpses now occupied the city?  It was not something he wanted to think about.

      Then, to his revulsion, he saw someone crawl out of a window in an apartment tower and jump.  They didn’t even think about it or hesitate.  It was one desperate, fluid movement.  He watched as the person sailed down through the air, maybe through fifteen stories of it, their bedclothes flapping in the wind.

      He didn’t want to think about the moment when they hit, but his imagination was fertile enough to hurt his heart.

      Before he left the city for the open interstate, he topped off the Jeep’s gas tank with the rest of the fuel in the emergency gas can attached to the back.  He then siphoned gas where he could, not going overboard because the taste of the fuel was nauseating.  That and he hated being exposed and stationary.  The truth was, he had a long road ahead, one he knew he wouldn’t be able to travel on only one tank of gas.

      When he reached the freeway on-ramp, he had anticipated a checkpoint.  Instead, he found a gutted Chicom soldier and a burned guard shack.

      He smiled, then merged onto the freeway, all roads ahead of him open.  He stopped to fill the truck up much later in the day, grateful to be out of the Jeep.  His lower back was stiff, the skin hurting from the burns.  It was the stiffness he tried to work out of his legs and joints that mattered most.

      He had never felt so old, or so useless.

      What the hell was he going to do in Five Falls?  Resist suffering?  Resist the Chicom oppression in peace?

      The longer he drove, the more he realized he was a fighter, that he needed something to push against because it was the struggle that defined him.  Struggle was growth, persistence, perseverance.  Peace, harmony and tranquility was death.  It was dying.

      To him, in his bountiful imagination, he saw his will to exist atrophying, like a muscle that no longer served a purpose.

      He needed purpose, but he realized he also needed people.  His brother’s death haunted him.  Then again, he died so that Ryker could live.

      But what was living worth without those you care about most?  He let the question marinate, not expecting the answer he’d get.  Skylar.

      God, he missed that bald nightmare.

      Up ahead, he saw something that shook him from his reverie.  There were two dark green Chicom vehicles.  The first vehicle he encountered looked like a Chicom supply truck, while the second appeared to be a troop transport.  The supply truck he wasn’t worried about, but the troop truck?  That was hit or miss.

      He’d give anything right then to have a grenade he could lob in the back of that thing.  Alas, all he had was a stolen weapon and a couple mags that may or may not be stocked full.

      The closer he got to the vehicles, the more obvious it became that they were together.  They drove with little space between them, and their speed was constant.  Were they preserving fuel?  They could drive faster, but they weren’t.

      Maybe he should slow down, conserve fuel.

      He started to overtake them, saying a short prayer as he did so.  When he passed the supply truck on the right side, he felt his blood pressure spike, the rapid beating in his heart obvious and uncomfortable.

      He broke out in a light sweat.

      When he passed by the cab, he pulled his Chicom hat low, then snuck in a look.  The other driver was doing the same thing.  They both gave the other a curt nod and that’s when he saw the troop transport.  It was packed.

      A bead of sweat rolled down his temple, fell onto his stolen green Chicom uniform.  He could blend if not for the fact that he was white and beat to hell.

      The men in the back of the troop transport, however, were all seated, most of them with their heads bowed—some leaning back asleep, the others with their hats pulled over their faces.

      He tried to slow his heartbeat, tell himself everything was going to be okay, that his heart didn’t need to work so hard.  But all that happened was he took a breath and it felt shallow, too high up in his chest for him to even remain remotely calm.

      As he steadily approached the transport’s cab, he saw two more men, both Chinese.

      “Pricks,” he mumbled as he gave a veiled, mollifying nod and pushed on.

      Once he was clear of them, he stepped on the gas and quickly put them in his rear-view mirror, anxious to get to Five Falls before nightfall.  The last thing he needed was to be sleeping in the Jeep in hill country.  That was a good way to freeze to death.

      Some time later, near the Oregon border, he saw a huge convoy lumbering along.  His stomach dropped and he refused to pass them.  He’d been lucky on the last encounter, but he didn’t think he’d be so lucky now.  If he was seen as the Chicom imposter he was, he’d surely be eviscerated.

      He hung back, kept his distance.

      With each gradual turn in the freeway, with each and every dip and rise of the road, he saw the size of the convoy and it left him with a sick feeling in his gut.

      This group was monstrous in size.  Like some giant, shifting dragon, cruising up the interstate unbidden, undeterred, waiting only for a target before it rained down fire and death upon it.

      This was not a transport convoy.

      This was a kill squad.

      He didn’t want to admit to himself that he was afraid, but for the love of God, he was!  The truth was, he was but a crow chasing that dragon, a dragon convoy that spanned maybe fifteen or twenty vehicles long with a gas truck and a rather imposing looking tank on a flatbed, no less.

      That’s when movement in his rear view mirror caught his attention.

      “Damn,” he said, reaching for his pistol.  A Chicom Jeep was closing in on him from behind.

      “Where the hell did you come from?” he mumbled to himself.  Looking down, the gas gauge was sitting near empty, his fuel can bone dry.

      This was not the time to panic, he told himself.

      He needed to strategize.

      The Jeep needed gas, but due to the oppressive Chicom rule, they had seized the freeways, leaving no vehicles in sight.

      In other words, if he ran out of gas, he was walking.

      He watched the black dot in his rear view getting closer and closer.  Should he let it go by?  Shoot the driver when they were side-by-side?  If he did, at that speed, the Jeep would surely flip.

      His heart was sprinting again, his body too warm and uncomfortable.  If anything, he couldn’t risk tailing the caravan.  He’d see it again, he was sure.  Besides, there was a better-than-average chance he’d be forced to deal with it should the Five Falls Resistance be ready to fight the way Skylar claimed they were.

      Up ahead, where the road rolled over a hill and dropped low, he hit the brakes and skidded to a near stop, cranking the wheel in the last moment.  The back end fishtailed around, the Jeep finally rocking to a stop.  He grabbed his pistol, pushed open the door and got low, ducking behind the metal door he hoped would hold as a shield.  The instant the Jeep barreled over the hill, he started shooting at the driver.

      The Chicom driver stood on the brakes, ducking low as the windshield spider-webbed, making it hard to see his target.  The Jeep slid to a stop, plumes of smoke lifting off the tires.  The door flung open; he had a fresh mag already locked and loaded.

      The instant he saw feet, he shot at them.

      And missed.

      The driver ducked down and scurried around the back of the Jeep, opening the back gate, grabbing something and then firing on him with a semi-automatic weapon.  This put him on his heels, had him racing off into the woods.

      Okay, so this was not going according to plan.

      You have no plan, idiot!

      Bits of dirt and debris kicked up behind him, hot lead nipping at his heels.  He dove behind an outcropping of rock, slid a few feet on his belly, then came to a stop.  Awkwardly, he righted himself, took up a crouching shooter’s stance, lined up the Jeep in his sights.

      “One way or another I’m going to put you down, you commie bag of shit!” the voice shouted.

      Holy balls, he knew that voice!

      “Not if I put you down first, you bald headed jailbird!” he shouted, praying he was right.

      “What did you say?” the woman shouted.

      “If I stand up,” he said, his voice shaky with hope, “it’s only to confirm your identity.”

      “Ryker?” the woman said.

      He took off his hat, raised his hands and stood up.  The instant she saw it was him, Skylar’s face flooded with relief.

      She started screaming with joy, something he thought he’d never hear from the warrior.  The smile that lit his face was unfamiliar and unrestrained.  It almost hurt to smile that big.  He stood and went to her, limping a bit, his eyes moist.  They met at the edge of the road with a hug that lasted forever.

      “Oh my God,” Skylar cried.  “I thought you were dead!”

      “I almost was a few times,” he said, wiping a wayward tear from her eye and looking over her injured face.  “You look like a baboon’s ass.  Where is all this blood coming from?”

      “Top of my head is where it’s most problematic,” she confessed.  He lifted off her hat and cringed.  “That bad?”

      “Good God, girl, you need a fire hose to clean that out.  And some stitches, too.”

      “I almost killed you,” she said.

      “I almost killed you, too.”

      “I could have taken you,” she teased.

      “I only let you think that so you’d get overconfident.  Do you realize how close you were to dying?”

      “I only let you think I was overconfident to draw you out,” she teased back.  “I had the bead on you the second you moved.”

      He leaned in and kissed her on the mouth, long, slow and hard.  The kiss seemed to take her by surprise, her body stiffening at first, but then melting into his.  When the two of them unlocked lips and came up for air, she said, “Even looking like a baboon’s ass?”

      He nodded and grinned.

      “In your defense,” he said, “I have a decent idea of what you looked like before all this.  Besides, I think maybe I like you for you, not just because of those good looks you used to have.”

      She laughed, her hand gripping his bicep.

      “Well, I am surprised,” she said.

      “I didn’t realize how important you were to me until I thought I’d never see you again,” he told her.

      “Trust me, the feeling is mutual,” she said.  “Not to move this party along, but how much gas do you have?”

      “Considering I haven’t eaten much in the last few days, I’m neither bloated nor gassy,” he said, holding his stomach.  “I am hungry though, now that you mention it.”

      “Not that kind of gas, moron,” she laughed.  “Fuel type gas.”

      “I think I’ve got enough to get us to Five Falls, so long as it’s not far from here.”

      “It’s not far,” she said.  “I’ve got a quarter tank in the gas can.  And since your windshield isn’t shot to hell, we’re taking your Jeep.”

      “Uh oh,” he said, seeing trouble approaching fast.

      Moving up the freeway toward them at what looked like an accelerated rate of speed, was the troop transport and the supply truck he’d passed earlier.

      He and Skylar hurried off the road, ducked down, then watched the two large vehicles swerve around the Jeeps, the angle so tight they nearly nicked his Jeep where it sat parked in the middle of the highway.

      The rush of wind blew road dust in their faces, but they closed their eyes and ducked their heads, Ryker terrified of losing the Jeep.

      When he glanced up, he saw both Jeeps had survived.  “Good Lord that was close,” he said.

      “Saw them on the way by,” she said.  “Something’s off about them.”

      “They must be with the procession ahead.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He told her about the monster caravan he’d seen, then she said, “If we can catch up, we can make sure they get through Five Falls okay.  But if they stop, it means the town’s taken up arms and we’re going to have a hell of a fight on our hands.”

      “Is that something they’re capable of?” he asked.  “Fighting a cavalcade that size?”

      “I don’t know yet.  There are some hunters, some rednecks, and maybe a hillbilly or two.  Plus this guy named Otto makes dynamite, so he’ll definitely be a staple in the redneck militia.  But as far as mobilizing and organizing?  I don’t know.  Maybe.  Let’s go see what we see.”

      “And pray for the best,” he added.

      Ryker gassed up his Jeep with the last of Skylar’s reserves, then they hopped in and took off, pedal to the metal, burning way too much fuel in the chase.

      She assured him he could stay on the gas, though, because with each passing mile, it seemed she was getting more and more worried.
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      From where Boone was standing, his Uniden crackled to life.  It was the spotter reporting to Noah.

      “We have the mother of all caravans approaching!  Code Red!  I repeat, Code Red!”

      “How far away?” Noah asked, his voice steady, calm.

      “About a mile and a half from my location, out,” he said.

      “Roger that,” he said.  “Boone is your CO.  So you answer to him in my stead.”

      “Copy that,” the frantic voice said.

      Across the way, everyone mobilized.  It was all hands on deck.

      Boone was on site, for he and the kids just laid the gray canvas out over the trench, concealing it from the road enough to do the job.

      Everyone scattered.

      Boone got on the two-way and alerted Harper.  “We’re already headed your way,” she responded.  “ETA is five minutes if we don’t flip and barrel roll down the hill to your location.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      Logan, Stephani and Harper arrived just minutes before the caravan’s lead Jeep slammed into the pit covered by the canvas.  The windshield shattered, both bodies blasting halfway through the glass where they lay face-down on the hood and bleeding out.

      “Not yet,” Boone said, stopping the sniper from putting rounds into the driver and passenger.

      “Copy that,” the sniper’s voice came back.  “I don’t see a pulse in either of them.”

      “Maintain position,” Boone said.  “We’ll handle the flood, you pick off the more fortunate strays.”

      “Copy that,” the voice returned.

      By the time Boone cut the transmission, two more Jeeps had slammed into both the destroyed Jeep and the right side of the ditch.  Like the first Jeep, the third vehicle hammered the deep ditch’s opposite wall, bringing the vehicle to a brutal stop.

      All of the drivers and the passengers shot through their windshields, their bodies lacerated beyond recognition, and most certainly dead.

      Apparently the Chicoms did not like the lap belts, not that it would have saved them from the bullets that would have followed the accident.

      “I think I have an erection right now,” one of the ditch diggers next to Boone said.

      “I think we all do,” Boone replied, the joy of seeing their plan coming together overwhelming.  “Then again, I might just soil my britches, too.”

      The man nodded and said, “Roger that.”

      The troop transport behind the Jeep fought to swerve out of the way, but slammed into them at an angle, a couple of men spilling out into the roadway.

      “Light ‘em up when they pour out,” Boone called out across the wire.  “Otto, get ready with those arrows!”

      “Just say the word,” Otto said, the arrow in hand strapped with three half-sized sticks of dynamite.

      Boone was nervous as hell about Otto’s plans for what he called APDs, arrow propelled dynamite, but he trusted his friend.  Then again, Otto only had seven fingers, which left Boone feeling even more vulnerable than ever in that moment.

      The hulking fuel truck behind the troop transport locked its brakes, swerving hard as the Chicom masses saw it coming and flooded out the back.

      “Now!” Boone screamed, raising his own rifle and unloading into the departing masses.

      Men shook and stumbled, none of them able to get off a shot as the Five Falls ranks leveled them with smoking hot lead and determination.

      The tanker’s rig missed the pileup, but the trailer slammed into the troop transport sideways, causing a brief respite in the roar of gunfire.  When the vehicle didn’t explode right away, the gunfire continued.

      “Now Otto!” Boone yelled.

      From the tree line, Otto lit the half-sticks of dynamite strapped to a single arrow, then aimed and fired the load into the fuel truck’s windshield.

      “Everyone back!” Boone yelled over the gunfire.  He could barely hear himself scream, but that wasn’t necessary.  They knew the plan.

      The Five Falls militia tucked back into the tree line, taking cover behind rock outcroppings and the thicker trees.

      More vehicles smashed into the fuel truck seconds before it blew, one of them being one of those huge, armored eight wheeled riot trucks.

      The dynamite rocked the ground they stood on, a wash of heat roaring over the land under their feet.  Any Chicom soldiers trying to avoid the blast were caught up in it, their bodies burning, their screams swallowed by fire and death.

      “That big bitch is backing up!” Clay called out to Boone.

      Boone snuck a look, saw the armored vehicle was burning but still functional.  Only for a moment, though.  The big rig towing the tank on its flat bed trailer swerved hard, unable to control the heavy load.  At nearly the same moment, the rig slammed into the left end of the dynamited tanker truck while the trailer caught the back of the armored riot truck, shoving it back into the already crunched troop transport.

      Thick black smoke boiled into the sky, the sounds of smashing metal and dying heavy in the air.  The lines of militia were moving out of the trees again, seeing for the first time that most of the vehicles had either smashed into those in front of them, or had come to a stop just before doing so.

      He keyed in the sniper and said, “Pick your targets, you’re weapons free.”

      “Copy that,” the sniper said.

      Clay said, “There’s two more arriving.”  He handed Boone the binoculars and said, “Troop truck and a supply truck by the look of it.”

      Boone saw the two vehicles in view, then he saw a lone Jeep trailing them.

      Keying the two-way, he said to the spotter, “We’ve got more company, over.”

      “Roger that,” he said.  “They look different, over.”

      “Explain,” Boone said.

      “One of the drivers is white,” he said.

      “Copy that, so advised, over.”  Boone said to the sniper, “You get that, TREE TOP1?”

      “Copy that,” he said.

      “ROE, observe and report, engage these three targets only if engaged.”

      “Copy that, sir.  ROE confirmed.”

      Boone handed Clay the binos, but Clay already had eyes on them.

      “Something’s off,” Clay said.

      “Your Spidey senses tingling?” Boone asked, something they used to say as kids.

      “Big time.”

      Boone lifted the rifle just as Logan joined them.  He hobbled in, sidearm holstered, rifle at the ready.  Logan didn’t say a word, but the look Boone saw in his eye was one of complete focus.  He didn’t know much about Logan but what he’d seen at the tail end of the first offensive and the high school.  By the look of him, however, he knew there was a caged beast inside, one that was dying to get out.

      Boone went back to his scope, saw the men had moved down the line, firing on the last of the troop transports.

      “5F1, you copy?” Boone keyed into the two-way.

      “Copy, B1.”

      “Do not engage the trailing three vehicles.  I repeat, do not engage.”

      “We’re about to be overrun.  Have you seen the incoming forces, over?”

      “ROE set for final three vehicles, over.”

      “Go ahead with ROE, B1,” he said as the sounds of gunfire once again lit the canyon.

      “TREE TOP1 has command,” Boone said.  “His shot is your clearance to go, over.”

      “Roger that, B1, over.”

      As the forces from the tree line took down what they could, more Chicom soldiers escaped the gunfire, taking cover behind the vehicles, much of the smoke lifting into the air, but some of it heavy and drifting.  Through the haze, Boone tried to see the drivers of the incoming vehicles.

      All he could see before the breeze blew in was the white kid in the front seat of the troop transport.  At first blush, it appeared he wasn’t looking ahead at the Five Falls militia; it seemed like he was looking like the enemy was directly in front of him.

      The haze blew through.

      “5F1 to B1, over,” the two-way crackled.

      “5F1, go ahead.”

      “Running light on ammo, sir.”

      He was afraid that would happen.  Boone keyed the two-way and said, “Go to knives where you can but let TREE TOP1 cover the high ground, over.”

      “Copy that, sir.  But…these guys are multiplying, over.”

      Boone took a deep breath, finger hovering over the two-way’s transmit button.  He looked at Clay and Logan.

      “We got this,” Logan said.

      “You still got shit in them pants?” Clay asked him.

      “A little,” Logan replied, knowing what Clay was asking.  How mobile were you?  That was the question.

      “Boone, you coming?” Clay asked.

      “Hell yes.”

      More gunfire broke out, this time 5F (Five Falls) was on the receiving end of said assault.

      “Let’s move,” Clay said, traipsing down into the trench, weapons free, pushing forward at a tactical pace.

      “I’ve got right,” Logan said.

      “Roger that, watch the crossfire,” Clay said.

      Up ahead, in the maelstrom of the pileup, the explosions and the 5F assault, the surviving Chicoms were dug in and fighting back.

      Boone was behind one of the burning transports when the spotter chimed in on all two-ways.  “The incoming vehicles…they’re with us,” he said.  “Identify first!  Identify first!  They’re all in Chicom uniforms, but I repeat, they are with us.  Over.”

      “Roger that,” Boone keyed in.  “All parties be advised, we have friendly support from the last three vehicles.  Do not engage them, they are friendlies.  Over.”

      “Copy that,” the voices said, coming on the line.

      And with that, the sniper began firing.
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      Before all hell broke loose down at the I5 trench, when Harper and Logan were still up at the barn, not yet in the fight, Logan started to calm down.  But the second he heard the call, he and Harper grabbed their gear, moving fast and with purpose.

      Logan’s legs were stiff as boards, his feet hurt and every ounce of exertion was murder on his body, but this was just one more thing he sought to ignore.

      I’ll have time to be in pain when I’m dead, he told himself.

      The hiking boots he wore were about as comfortable as it would get for him, so instead he focused on getting to the Jeep quickly.  When he and Harper half ran, half slid down the hill dropping into the street, they found one of the Jeeps running, Stephani in the driver’s seat.

      Harper crawled in back; Logan sat up front.

      “That was quick,” Harper said.

      “I’m already set,” Stephani replied, weapon at her side, a mag vest strapped on tight to keep pressure on the area where she was shot.

      The fact that she was there after being shot and not complaining was impressive.  In Krav class, Instructor Yoav beat the lessons of pain in their heads.  He beat it into their bodies as well.  Stephani hadn’t been in any of these classes, yet there she was, unconcerned with the state of her body, armed and ready to rock and roll.

      She got them going, driving mostly one handed, occasionally having to use the hand on the side she was favoring.

      What a trio we make, he thought.  Out of the three of them, two had recently been shot.  Logan tried not to think about this.  He looked back at Harper.

      Seeing this, she took his hand.

      “No one dies out here,” Harper said.

      Logan shook his head, wishing she hadn’t said such a thing.  He squeezed her hand instead.  She leaned forward and whispered into his ear.

      “If we survive this, I’m going to…” and this was where she explained the sexual things she was going to do to Logan.  He thought of it as taking a victory lap.  She seemed to agree.

      Logan smiled, his confidence higher now, the will to live never greater than in that moment.  “You just remember you said that tonight,” he told her.

      “Are we getting a room or going to war?” Stephani asked.

      “Hopefully both,” Logan replied.  “But not in that order.”

      For as fast as Stephani was driving, and for her injuries, she actually drove quite well.  Then again, the back roads were her home, and she’d driven them plenty.  Far more than Logan or Harper.

      The beekeeper got them onto the main road in no time flat.  Much of the freeway out in front of the Sheriff’s station had been cleared, but there was still ash all over the ground, and the speed bump piles of melted rubber.  In the field were stacks of bodies, most of them just ash.

      When they reached the trench, Stephani pulled off the side of the road and up into the brush.  Everyone piled out, the three of them running at a trot alongside the road until they could join the others.  Stephani held back, staying out of the fight and hanging back with the kids; Harper and Logan joined Boone and Clay.

      “You okay?” Logan turned and said to Harper.  She leaned forward, pressed her mouth to his and gave him a deep kiss.

      “You remember what I said,” she told him.

      “Cover our six until the bullets run out, then do your thing,” he said, seeing the knife at her side and knowing she was ferocious in hand-to-hand battle.

      “Are you worried about me?” she asked.

      He nodded his head, then said, “Please just let us do this.”

      She nodded, her body already showing the first tremors of an adrenaline rush.

      The first vehicles hit, everything else piling up around it in a spectacular display of chaos.  Vehicles blew up and people burned to death; after that, the gunfight started.

      For a second, as he watched things unfold, Logan found himself somewhat impressed with the militia.  He wanted to get in the mix, but he hung back with Boone, Clay and Otto, which was something completely contrary to his normal MO.

      “If we’re not running their game plan,” Boone said to him, seeing how anxious he was, “then we’re in the way.”

      He nodded.

      The militia at the tree line was handling the first surge, and getting in the crossfire was a real possibility if they were sloppy.  These were men who could shoot deer and elk, rabbits on the run even, but none of these animals ever shot back.  He decided Boone and Clay were right to hold fast.

      When it was time, with that beautiful, breathless feeling of his stomach crowding up into his throat, he found himself shaking with need.  It was time to go.

      Time to smoke those dirtbags.

      On Boone’s and Clay’s signal, he moved down into the trenches taking the right side of the pileup while Boone moved through the middle and Clay took the outside edge nearest the militia.

      The impact of landing on the hood of the crashed Jeep sent bolts of pain through his feet, up into his shins and finally to his entire spine.  He chewed on the pain like it was candy, the drug that lit the fuse.  The first face he shot had him silently snarling; the second felt good, like stepping on a pair of Chicom nuts.

      In that moment he felt bad for Clay, for Logan’s side clearly had all the action.
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      “Slow down!” Skylar told Ryker as he tapped the brakes.  From a distance, Ryker felt the distance between him and the transport and supplies trucks closing quick.

      “Get the binoculars,” he said.  She grabbed them out of the back.  “What the hell is happening?”

      In the back of his mind, he knew what this was.

      Five Falls ambushed the convoy.

      “They’re starting World War III,” Skylar said, binos up to her face.  He snuck a look at her, saw the smile curling her lips.  He wanted to kiss her one last time, just to know the last kiss wasn’t a fluke, that maybe if they survived this there might be another.

      “Wait, holy balls!” she said, leaning forward, binos still to her face.  “The guys in the troop transport, they’re firing on the Chicoms!”

      “What?”

      He sped up; Skyler kept the binos glued to her face, giving him the breakdown.  They approached things fast, but when they were close, one of the guys from the transport turned and fired on them, forcing Ryker to hug the door and Skylar to duck down.

      “Why the hell are they shooting at us?” Skylar screamed.

      “Because they’re Resistance,” Ryker said.

      “But so are we!”

      “We’re dressed like Chicoms in a Chicom Jeep,” he explained, braking hard and sliding the Jeep down into a ditch and half out of sight.  “Grab your bag and follow me!  We need to change clothes or we’re dead!”

      They ducked down low, moving through the foliage as fast as possible, tearing off their hats and shirts as they ran.  Bullets ate up the ground at their feet, stitching lines in the dirt all around them.  They broke through the tree line, ran another fifteen yards, then started stripping fast.  When they were done changing clothes, they jogged into the forest Skylar knew well, then circled around the troop transport’s firing squad.

      Not too far away, sounding like it was coming from the trees, Skylar heard a voice say, “I’m not sure about the Jeep, but I think they’re friendlies.  I don’t know.”

      “They’re dug in now,” another voice returned, “you never know until it’s too late, or until they fall in beside us.”

      “They should have fired back, but they didn’t.  That’s why I’m thinking they’re Resistance.”

      Ducking down in the forest, Ryker and Skyler listened to them.  To Ryker, it looked as though Skylar was about to alert them to her presence, but she chose to exercise caution, just in case.

      “Yeah, both of them were white, too,” the one guy continued.

      “That doesn’t matter,” the voice responded. “It was white Americans who sold us out to these commie assholes in the first place.”

      “Yeah, well the white guy looked hard, military maybe.  Nothing like these soft-bellied Chicom creatures.”

      “Again,” the man said, “that means nothing.”

      Down the slight grade and in the interstate, the Chicoms began advancing, gunfire ripping through the forest.  A wave of Chicoms followed.

      Whether they were on the attack or fleeing from the troop transport who shot at them, Ryker didn’t know.  He had his gun at the ready, his eyes steely and determined.  He wanted at these turds.  And dammit, he wanted blood.

      “Ryker,” Skylar said, shaking him from his trance.  “We need to go.”

      It became clear the horde of Chicoms were taking fire from all sides.  In part from the militia farther up the road, the troop transport at their six, and sporadically from the friendlies in the woods who still had ammo and a slight advantage.

      From the road, the men and women from the troop transport were shooting at them, chasing the now retreating Chicoms into the woods.  Before they could move, the two guys talking emptied their mags into the soldiers.  Whether it was a plan or a fluke, the Chicoms had been caught in a trap Ryker didn’t see coming.

      Skylar raised her weapon, pointed it near the two friendlies.  One of them turned, but the guy quickly said, “Resistance!”

      She held her fire.

      “Why did you shoot at us?” Skylar asked.

      “That was you in the Jeep?” the man called out.  More gunfire caused him to duck instinctively.  Looking back, then at them, they tucked their pistols away and jogged toward Skylar and Ryker.

      “We’re Resistance, too,” Skylar said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Skylar Madigan, who are you?”

      He stopped, froze, then really looked at her.  For a moment he was studying her intently, but then recognition broke over his face.

      “I’m Quan Li and this is Zane,” he said, introducing himself and a fellow soldier.  “What the hell?”

      “I know you,” she said, giving the Resistance fighter and his friend a knowing look.  “We video chatted once.”

      “You looked different then,” he said.

      “Tell me about it,” she joked, glancing back toward the freeway where gunfire was erupting at a heavier click.  “I felt different, too.”

      Nearby, a line of bullets pockmarked a tree, causing them all to duck for cover.  More gunfire erupted, the shots sounding much closer than before.

      No longer interested in catching up, gun out and searching the heavier parts of the forest, Skylar whispered, “So are we going to stand here jaw jacking all day, or are we getting in this fight?  Because right now you’re wasting my time.”

      “Roger that,” Quan said.  To Zane, he said, “Let’s go!”

      She and Ryker moved toward the firefight when three Chicoms backed up into the forest, firing out to edges of the interstate where militia were after them.  Skylar glanced over her shoulder at Quan, who had his sights on the trio.  It took a moment, but then he gave a quick nod and they lit the three up.  She moved toward them, eyes peeled, finding more rogue soldiers working their way up the hill.

      Overhead, somewhere in the trees, the heavy bursts of sniper fire made her wonder just who the hell was left out there in the street.  And then another booming shot came from the road.  She’d looked at Ryker with fear in her eyes when the sniper dropped out of the trees, his head blasted out, meat and viscus red fluid leaking out.

      Another shot tore through the trees and blew out the heart out of the man next to Quan, Zane.  Everyone scrambled, looking for cover as another shot rang out, taking a gigantic bite out of the tree in front of her.

      “Get down!” she yelled and everyone hit the deck.  Face down on the forest floor, she spun her head, looked at Ryker, whose eyes were calm, his expression neutral.  “We’re pinned down.”

      “For now,” he replied.

      A group of Quan’s men joined them, all of them flattening out near Quan.

      “Welcome to Five Falls,” she said, her eyes dancing over them before landing squarely on Quan.  To all of them, she said, “I hope your balls are big enough for this fight.”

      “They’re big as a fist, ma’am,” a white guy next to Quan said.

      She looked at him a bit longer than necessary.  Then it hit her.  He was the one driving the supply truck behind Quan’s troop truck.  She’d passed them with barely a glance on the road sometime back.

      “Yeah, well don’t get those big balls shot off,” she said, pushing herself up.  “Time to move!”

      They hustled out of the line of fire traversing farther into the forest.  Much to Ryker’s relief, they weren’t chased by gunfire, or death.

      Whatever it was preoccupying the shooter down on the interstate was a real Godsend.
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      Noah sat across town in a makeshift nest, his weapon across his lap, field glasses helping out an old pair of eyes that didn’t see so well anymore.  He didn’t want to think it was the alcohol, but then again, the tradeoff between suffering old age and accelerating it wasn’t so bad.

      That’s when he saw a Jeep heading their way.

      He spit out tobacco juice, then scooped out the chew and dropped it below, flicking the tobacco shreds off his finger before wiping it clean on his pant leg.

      “You got eyes on that?” Bronx McLaren asked over the two-way.

      “Roger that,” Noah said.

      Bronx “New York” McLaren was the spotter.  Seeing what he saw when he saw it, Noah figured he was going to work out fine.  Not that the job was a tough one.  But when a man was out of sight, he could be picking his nose, squatting down and cranking out a steamer, or just plain daydreaming.

      Bronx, however, had eyes on the mark quickly.  And to his credit, the kid hit the squawk box in seconds.

      “Two in the front, only air in the rear, over,” Bronx whispered, as if he was afraid to spook the insects in the forest around them.

      “Roger that, I’ve got eyes on the targets.”

      He overheard Boone’s conversation about friendlies being mixed in with the convoy.  This was why he took extra long sighting in his targets.  When you’re touted as being some kind of a legend—which he’d been in the day, back when he wasn’t tucking his balls in his sock and hacking up a freaking lung every night—you don’t want to miss the first shots, let alone the critical ones.

      “Holding for a closer look,” Noah said.  “Will confirm target first.  Stand down.”

      “Roger that,” Bronx said.

      When the vehicle was close enough, when Noah was certain the driver and the passenger had the looks of the Chicoms—and there was a look—he took the first shot.  A bloom of red verified the kill shot on the driver.

      He worked the bolt action, his heart racing, a grin on half his mouth.  He lined up the second target fast.  The Jeep rolled off the side of the road, slammed into the guard rail, then moseyed to a stop.

      The passenger was tucked down in the front seat, only the hump of his back visible.

      If that had been the old days, he would have slid down the tree like it was a firehouse pole, then tac-walked up to the target and lit him up like it was nothing.

      Times had changed, though.

      Now, if he tried to slide down the tree, he was pretty sure he’d lose his grip, then drop down and land on his back.  He was thinking broken back, broken hip, broken neck.

      That said, he stayed put and waited.

      “ROE?” Bronx’s voice came back.  Noah waited, eye at the scope, the buttstock nestled like an old lover against his armpit.  “I repeat,” Bronx echoed, “ROE?”

      “Shutcher fugging piehole is the ROE, numb nuts,” he growled against the stock of the weapon.

      That’s when the passenger’s head eased into view.

      Noah fired, the shot entering the skull just above his right eye, the exit clean.  Sitting up in his perch overlooking the road, he laid the weapon across his lap and keyed the two-way.

      “Gonna need a doggie-bag for leftovers, out,” he said.

      “Roger that,” Bronx repeated.

      Over the horizon, he heard the firefight raging, happy that he logged two kills—that putting on his pants that day hadn’t been a waste of time—but he was pissed off that he was all the way out here when the real fight was way the hell over there.

      He keyed the two-way again and said, “Northern end secure, targets neutralized.”

      “Taking heavy fire,” came the hushed reply.  It was Clay.  “We’ve got multiple casualties, targets in play, and friendlies mixed in the whole of it, over.”

      “I can leave Bronx here, double time it over there, over,” he said.

      “Roger that,” Clay returned.  “Proceed with caution and don’t stroke out getting here, old timer.”

      By then he was already climbing down from his perch, mumbling under his breath all the insults he’d spew into the two-way if he had a free hand.  When he was in his truck with the pedal to the floor, he raised Bronx on the two-way.

      “NY1, come in.”

      “This is NY1, over,” he said.

      “You’re in charge now,” he said.  “Maintain visuals on the freeway, you choose your ROE.  Nothing gets past you.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      For a second, it sounded like he was on the move, but the truck was so loud he couldn’t be sure.  All he knew was that the fight was up ahead and big enough that he didn’t want to waste his brain power contemplating the what-ifs of Bronx’s activities.

      Before arriving at the scene of the firefight—which looked like a grisly pileup, complete with a sky full of smoke—he keyed in Bronx and said, “Switch to main comms channel, just to stay in the loop, out.”

      “Switching to main comms channel,” he said.

      The line was clear, which meant only one thing: the fight was still on.

      Then: “B1 to OF, do you copy?”

      Noah frowned, hating that his call sign stood for Old Fart.

      “This is ARKMaster1,” he said, preferring the call sign he suggested, “I copy you B1, go ahead.”

      “What’s your ETA, over?” Boone asked.

      “I’ve got a visual,” he said.  “Quarter of a click out.  What’s your location, out?”

      “Pinned down in the heart of it,” he said, like he was whispering.

      “Who the hell was it that was killed up at the Madigan household?” Noah asked, working off a theory.

      “Top brass, over,” he said.

      “Top top?”

      “Tipity-tipity top, over.”

      “They were coming here for us, weren’t they, over?” Noah asked.

      “Whether they were or they weren’t, they’re feeling us now.  Then again, I’m pretty sure we might have bitten off more than this town can chew, over.”

      “You’re on public comms, over,” Noah said, concerned about the direction of the conversation.

      “I read you loud and clear,” he said.  “ETA?”

      “I’m here, over and out.”

      And with that, he climbed out of the truck and moved to the front of the trench where Otto was launching arrows into the mix.  Noah grabbed a half stick of dynamite and a lighter and walked down into the trench, almost like he had a god complex or a death wish.

      “Don’t blow yourself up!” Otto called.

      Noah ignored him as he slid down the face of the trench and landed on the hood of a Jeep.  He looked up, saw the route he needed to take, and for a brief moment, he realized he was not some monkey able to navigate through the trees.  To the far right, however, he found a way through the trench and back up on the road.

      A second later, the squawk box chirped and Bronx came on the line.  “When you say tipity-tipity top,” he said, “who exactly do you mean, over?”

      “Get off this line, boy,” Noah barked into the Uniden.

      “Roger that,” he said, embarrassed.
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      Up ahead, Logan heard the man with the large sniper rifle.  It wasn’t as big as a fifty-cal, but the weapon looked Army issue.  An M110 or similar variant.  Then again, he wasn’t military, so much of what he was thinking was based on limited knowledge.

      Ducking down behind the tank, he watched the Chicom shooter fire on Boone.  The big man ducked back, pinned down but alive.  He glanced over, caught Logan looking at him, gave him the thumb’s up.

      Logan lowered himself down trying to get a bead on the shooter.  He saw the man’s feet, and then he didn’t.  The stealth shooter was about to advance position when he saw two members of what he now considered the 5FM, the Five Falls Militia, advancing.

      Lying prone, Logan watched the men’s feet, tracking their movements.

      A thunderous bark punched a hole in the air around him, causing his ears to pop.  The 7.62 round blew one of the men’s ankles apart.  He dropped in a screaming heap a second later.  The next round blew apart the downed militia man’s head.  It was like a watermelon being eviscerated with a sledgehammer.

      Most men would dig in and wait out an opportunity.  All this did for Logan was assure him he would feel nothing if he was next to be shot.  So he advanced where Boone wouldn’t.

      It was stupid, no matter how you looked at it.

      He quietly worked his way up to the flatbed holding the Chicom tank.  Sliding across the surface, he worked for position behind the tank, trying to get an eye on the shooter.

      Two more big bursts keyed him in on the shooter.

      The second Logan saw the man, he was firing into the forest.  Logan lifted his rifle, but the instant his barrel cleared the flatbed, the shooter spun around, working the bolt action in one swift motion.  Logan ducked down as a round plinked off the metal flatbed so close, he was a hair’s breadth away from losing an arm, a leg or his life.

      Common sense rushed back in, but then it was gone again.

      He had to stop this man!

      Logan rolled off the flatbed, landed hard on the asphalt, his Chicom pistol out and aiming.  He knew he couldn’t breathe because he felt the air leave his lungs, but the timing was perfect.

      Breathing wasn’t necessary.  Not for the shot he intended to take.

      He took it, clipped the shooter’s leg.  Logan dropped down, but that’s when he saw the shooter’s barrel aimed at him.  The shot skipped off the asphalt kicking up a tail of hard, black chips.  The spray bit into his cheek like shrapnel.  Wincing, finding his breath again, he ducked back, sucked in a breath, tried to still his clamoring heart.

      Changing position, he dropped down and snuck a look.  The shooter was crawling under one of the burning vehicles—the eight wheeled riot vehicle.  Scanning the surrounding area, he saw Boone’s feet on the move.  Another shot rang out and those same feet were quickly scampering back for cover.

      Logan stood and threaded through the vehicles toward the shooter, but then he heard her voice.  Harper.  She was panicked, something he’d never seen from her before.  He looked up through the battlefield wreckage and saw that face fifty yards away.  He knew those features as well as he knew his own.  This was a look of distress.

      She was shaking her head, screaming, “No!”

      He looked at the big burning riot vehicle and the crashed Jeep between them.  Glancing away, knowing someone had to put this homicidal shooter down, he ducked down and moved forward, ignoring Harper completely.

      For every moment of hesitation, the shooter had an opportunity to kill someone else.

      Down the interstate, through the smoke and ruin, he saw remnants of the previous skirmish.  He spotted Clay slaughtering a downed Chicom soldier with a pistol in one hand and a knife in the other.  The knee was on the man’s chest, the knife buried deep in his throat.

      Turning back to the riot vehicle, Logan knew the shooter was there.  There was barely enough room for a good sized man to fit, which meant the shooter was dug in tight.

      He crept forward, watching for other Chicoms, but most of them had been neutralized.  He got behind the Jeep next to the riot vehicle, ducking low—in and out—checking for body parts he could use as targets.

      A blast came from below the undercarriage, the round hitting Logan in the foot so hard it broke his ankle and kicked his leg out from underneath him.  He fell awkwardly, tearing something in his knee.

      In that moment of silence, he heard everything, knew everything.  All the problems he didn’t have the solution to were instantly accompanied by the answers, and that brought with it a sense of clarity and heightened senses he’d never known before.

      He could not beat this guy.

      Crawling backwards, scooting quickly and painfully behind a big steel wheel, he saw the foot of the man from behind the tire and knew what he had to do.

      Shaking, but trying to get hold of himself, he lined up the shot, fired a round.

      The back wheel blew, settling the frame an inch.  He blew the next three wheels in rapid succession and the entire left side of the vehicle dropped another five inches, pinning the man down.  The trapped shooter was cursing and growling, and then he was howling.

      “Hey kid,” a voice said.

      He looked over, saw Noah a few cars over.  The old fart tossed Logan half a stick of dynamite and a lighter.  He caught the dynamite, grabbed the lighter as it came skidding over the pavement.  Just to make sure, before he lit the candle, he fired a round into the man’s foot and it didn’t recoil.  The screaming, however, was proof he was both hit and stuck.

      “Fire in the hole,” Noah proclaimed into the two-way, ducking behind the big wheels of the tank transport.

      And with that, Logan lit the dynamite and tossed it under the riot vehicle.  It landed right beside the man’s leg.  A perfect shot.  Ducking behind the wheel and covering his ears, the blast was ferocious and dizzying, so brutal on his senses Logan found himself up and wandering back toward the pit.

      He felt like a zombie, his ears ringing, his equilibrium off, a big hitch in his step.  He looked down at his broken ankle, saw the damage the 7.62 round did and promptly fell over.

      The pain shot up into his leg, raced straight up his spine and told his brain to take five.  He was out in a fading wink, aware of the silence, praying only that the fight was finally done and that they’d won.

      Logan woke to someone lightly shaking him, an angelic voice calling him.  He didn’t want to wake up because the pain in his body came roaring back fast and ruthless.

      “Logan?” the voice said again, less angelic.

      When he woke up, it was to a smiling bald kid, his face pulped to hell, tears in his eyes.

      “Hey, boy,” he said with a slur and some drizzle on his lips.

      The man next to the boy laughed, which caused the boy to jab him, but then he was out again.

      Another voice came sometime later.   He woke to the same face.

      “It’s me,” the same beat up boy said.

      His eyes began to clear, his focus and attention back.  When recognition finally hit him, his heart leapt.

      It actually leapt.

      “Skylar?” he said, his breath shaky, his eyes hit with the instantaneous sting of tears.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding her head, breaking into tears.

      She reached down and slid her arms under him, kissing his face, telling him how glad she was that he was still alive.

      “That has yet to be proven true,” he said, wrapping his arms around her.  “My God, you feel so skinny.”

      “And you look like you’ve been run through a meat grinder.”

      “I think I have,” he said, sitting up, his ears still ringing.  In that moment, she felt so good, tucked into him, his arms wrapped around her body, her soul home to his.  When he glanced up, he saw Harper making her way toward them, not recognizing Skylar.

      Skylar broke free, wiped her eyes.

      He took a moment to glance down at his foot.  He thought it was shot to hell; instead, the 7.62 round had simply blown apart the inside corner of his boot heel.  He sighed with relief, tried to move his foot, but felt the stab of pain not only in his bones, but in the ligaments running up the outside of his knee.

      “Oh my God,” Harper said, coming to a knee beside him.  “Are you shot?  I saw you go down.”  She glanced at his heavy boot heel, saw it was chunked out, the shoe itself miraculously intact.  She sighed a big breath of relief, then hugged him close and kissed him on the mouth.  When she pulled back, she looked at him in the eyes and said, “If you’re still up for it, you get that victory lap I promised.”

      He smiled, felt his face flame to red, then looked over at her and said, “Look who made it.”

      Harper looked up and saw Skylar, broke into squeals of delight, then hugged her so hard, Skylar had to protest.

      She introduced Harper and Logan to Ryker.  Instead of shaking hands with Logan, Ryker offered to help him up.  By then, Boone and Clay were there, congratulating him.  Boone was clean as a whistle, but Clay was blood stained and shot.  He shrugged off the red bloom in his thigh like it was nothing.

      “I can talk about it with Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman in a bit,” Clay said, waving the man off.

      Boone swung Clay’s arm over his shoulders and helped him to the trench.  Ryker had Logan in tow, the two of them not talking but to express their gratitude for each other.

      Up top, Logan thanked Noah, who seemed genuinely proud of his actions.

      Instead of lavishing in his praise, he got on the Uniden and said, “We need to get our injured and wounded to the nearest vehicle for transport.  Once that’s done, we need volunteers.”

      “What are you doing?” Boone asked.

      “Leaving up road signs,” he said, flicking off the Uniden before keying it once more.  Into the comms unit, he said, “Every Chicom gets his head taken off.  We’re going to put them on pikes and line the freeway with them.  I need volunteers, out.”

      Boone frowned and said, “Have you lost your damn mind?”

      “Grow a set already, Booney-boy, this is war.”

      “It’s Boone and my set works fine.  We are not serial killers though, or sixteenth century vampires.  No one is going to participate in this bullsh—”

      The flaring of the Uniden interrupted them.

      “I’ll get the heads if someone can cut the pikes, over,” the male voice said.

      “I’ve got tree stakes that’ll work, how many do you need, over?” a female voice chimed in.

      Noah smiled and said, “This team is green, some of them paying the price for that, but we have hunters and killers here, and as you can see”—he said, shaking the Uniden at him—“we have warriors, too.  Let us be warriors while you go home and change Rowdy’s diapers.”

      “Who’s going to change yours?” Otto said to Noah from behind.  The old man was about to retort when Otto stuck his hand out for a shake.  “Take it you old fart, you earned it.”

      “If shaking your dick beater is the price for this fiasco,” he grumbled, “then I’m going home.”

      Everyone laughed, but Otto kept his hand out, giving Noah pause.  The old man finally took Otto’s hand and gave it a hearty shake.

      “We’re a lethal pair, you and me,” Otto said.

      Noah actually nodded, smiling and wordless.  Logan looked away, found Skylar looking at him.  He saw her in that moment.  He truly saw her—what she was, how hard she’d become.  Beyond the cut hair and the butchered head, the battered face and the swelling, was the girl he fell madly in love with, the one who started him down the path to The Resistance and pushed him on to this merciless journey.

      In spite of his commitment to Harper, he limped to her and hugged her deeply.  She pressed her cheek against his, felt her body begin to tremble.

      “The Resistance did this,” he said.

      He felt her nodding, holding him tighter, if that was possible.

      “How did you make it?” she asked.

      “Hard-headed determination,” he said.  “That and a lot of walking and maybe there were some tears involved, but there weren’t witnesses, so don’t try to confirm it.”

      She laughed, pulled back holding him by the shoulders and said, “You exceeded even my wildest imagination, Logan.”

      This warmed his heart more than he cared to admit.

      “I thought you were dead,” he said.

      “We all did,” Harper added.

      “I almost was, if not for Ryker here,” Skylar said.  Ryker took her hand, oblivious to Logan’s and her prior arrangement.  What was not lost on Logan, however, was Harper’s proximity to her travel mate.  Like she was claiming him as hers regardless of the past.

      Ryker grinned and said, “I think it was actually the other way around.”

      An out of breath man joined them a moment later.  He was the spotter.  To Noah, he said, “I’ve been relieved of my post.”

      “By who?” Noah barked.

      “Fred Desalt.  He said he’d have to skip supper on account of watching someone’s head explode.  Is that true?”

      “All you have to do is look around,” Noah grumbled.  Carnage was everywhere, the smoke still thick but dissipating, the stink of blood and gunpowder in the air.

      Skylar looked back at the sound of approaching feet and said, “Guys, this is Quan and his crew.  Meet the SoCal branch of The Resistance.”

      Twelve men and two women walked up, introduced themselves to the group, then asked if there was something they could do to help.

      “Where’s the rest of you?” Noah asked.  “Or did they resist the urge to get in the fight?”

      “We have a supply truck full of weapons, medicine and survival gear, old man,” Quan said.  “We can resist the urge to stay if you want to keep flapping your gums.”

      With that, everyone laughed.  But Noah stepped forward.  “My name is Ed Scisserand, glad you and your weapons are here.”

      Everyone held back the laughter, albeit they did so gracelessly.  The second Quan let go of Noah’s hand, about twenty-five people burst into the most riotous laughter.

      Noah simply frowned and flipped off everyone, his bitter-beer face front and center.  When the ruckus died down, Harper said, “It’s nice to finally meet you, Edward Scissorhands.”

      People fell back into fits of shorting and laughter, and in that moment, Noah let himself be the butt of the joke because it was better laughing than crying.  There’d be plenty of crying to do when they collected their dead, but for now, they needed lightheartedness.

      When the four of them were together—Logan, Harper, Ryker and Skylar—Harper said, “We’re so glad you’re home, Skylar.”

      Looking at Harper, in light of their new relationship, Logan wondered if she truly meant it.  After a second or two of analysis, he realized she did.  And with that, the tension that gripped his heart and chest earlier burned off completely, leaving him only with a tremendous amount of pain, and Yoav’s lessons on how to manage it.
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      Bronx changed frequencies, gave the call signal, then waited.  He was standing on the side of the road, looking at the dead Chicoms.  In his hand, he held their radio, not the Uniden that Noah had given him.

      He heard the explosion on the other side of town and knew he had time.  For the next twenty minutes, Bronx sent out a call signal, awaiting a reply.

      When the voice finally answered him, in Chinese he said, “I have confirmation.  Shao Xiao Chen was KIA in Five Falls.  This is Ground Zero.  What’s your status?”

      He knew his contact had only begun to set up Roseburg two days ago, but with what was happening in Five Falls, he knew they’d need to advance their timeline.

      “Twenty-five percent operational,” the voice said.  “Just organizing now.  Infiltration will commence in seven days.”

      “That’s too long,” Bronx said.

      “It might not be long enough,” the voice returned, impatient.

      “Well I’m going to tell you right now, the supply lines from California to Oregon have been compromised.  If you’re planning on receiving supplies from LA or Long Beach, then you’re wasting your time.  Are you reading me loud and clear, asshole?”

      The line was dead for five minutes.  Finally a voice came back on and said, “What is your certainty that Five Falls will be a problem?”

      “One hundred percent,” Bronx said.

      “What is your certainty that Shao Xiao Chen was killed there?”

      “One hundred percent,” Bronx said again.  Then: “You need to put in a request at Tacoma if you plan to meet the timeline.”

      He released the Uniden’s call button and waited.

      “If what you say is true, then our timeline will be stretched, not met,” the voice said some five minutes later.  “And so we are clear, someone like you does not tell someone like me what they need to do unless that person wants to have his tongue pulled out with a pair of pliers.”

      “Roger that,” he said in English, pissed off and undeterred.

      As he stood there on a perfectly beautiful day, he let the silence wash over him.  Moves had been made and accounted for, and he had an understanding for his counterparts in Roseburg.  He wanted to scream, but he didn’t.  It was all he could do to get that frown off his face.

      The Chicom two-way came to life again, deepening his displeasure.

      Then he heard the voice.

      “Is that you, Portland?” a woman asked.  He recognized her.  Tabitha.  Besides having a husky voice, there was only one woman who ever called him Portland.

      “It is,” he said, the smile forming on his face reflected not just in his tone, but in his eyes.

      “Switch frequencies,” she said.  He switched to their old frequency.  A moment later, she said, “You there, Portland?”

      “Copy that,” he grinned.

      “We dreamed of this for so long,” she said, her voice like a love song they once sang together.  There wasn’t a trace of stress or agitation, just victory.

      “We’re a long way from standing on the streets of Portland with black masks, sticks and mace,” he mused.

      “Our dreams are fast becoming reality,” she said.

      “Soon,” Bronx replied.

      “Soon,” she echoed.  Then: “What about Ground Zero?  That’s what we’re calling Five Falls, right?  Ground Zero?”

      Bronx thought about it for a moment, then keyed the two-way and said, “They trust me.  I’ll map out the command structure, find the weak joints, and we’ll cut the head off this snake.”

      “Be careful,” she said.

      Bronx smiled into the two-way and said, “This isn’t the time for caution, my friend.  This is the era of insolence.”

      “Copy that,” she said in a soft, seductive tone.

      

      
        
        End of Book 3

      

      

      

      
        
        The story continues in Dark Days of the Enclave…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR READING!

      

      

      Please take a second or two and leave a review.  If you enjoyed this book, a few kind words go a long way with prospective readers! And selfishly, I love reading the reviews…this is the best part of my day and it lets me know what you like so I can write more of that!  Thank you for you time, your generosity and your interest.  Also, if you haven’t yet joined The Last War Fan Group on Facebook, please look us up! There are lots of amazing people there, I do cover reveals, free audiobooks, free books and advanced reading opportunities.  Plus this is where you and I can chat about the books, related subjects, other books and so on.  I’m there daily, so don’t be surprised if we end up chatting one day!

      Ryan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your Voice Matters…

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. As independent writers, we don’t always have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a bazillion dollars to Barnes & Noble for that ultra-prime shelf space (yet!).  What we do have, however, is far more valuable than shelf space or movie contracts or all the marketing money in the world: we have you, the devoted reader.

      If you enjoyed this series, I’d be immensely grateful if you could leave a quick and easy review (it can be as long or as short as you want).  Not only do these reviews help this series get traction and 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!

      

      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 – Ryan Schow
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            FREE BOOK: The Last Light Of Day

          

        

      

    

    
      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 their conspiring 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!

      

      

      

      
        
        CLICK OR TAP HERE to purchase The Last Light of Day on Amazon!
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            Dark Days Of The Enclave: A Look Ahead

          

        

      

    

    
      The newest installment of the best-selling Dark Days series is almost here! Be sure to pre-order your copy now, and have it delivered directly to your library the minute it releases!

      

      The Chicom/SAA war now consumes California, turning the once beautiful state into a battleground for West Coast control.  With the Chicom reshaping of California, Oregon and Washington underway, only small pockets of Resistance still survive.  Logan, Harper, Skylar, Ryker and the Madigan family make up one of those pockets.  While they prepare to hold their ground and survive, a traitor among their ranks puts the once sleepy town of Five Falls, Oregon in the crosshairs of the new Chicom Army. 

      

      While a new communist utopia is being set up in Washington, orders from President Hu are to flush out the dissidents and lay waste to Oregon’s southernmost towns.  Near the California/Oregon border, Roseburg is the staging ground for such an offensive.  There, at the regional concentration camp, Felicity Espinoza narrowly escapes a roundup, forcing her to seek help from a friend, Clay Nichols.  Her sole desire is to liberate the camps and stop the depopulation of American families in Oregon before it’s too late. 

      

      BOOKS IN THE DARK DAYS OF THE AFTER SERIES:

      
        	The Last Light of Day (prequel)

        	Dark Days of the After

        	Dark Days of the Surge

        	Dark Days of the Apostasy

        	Dark Days of the Enclave

      

      

      OTHER POST-APOCALYPTIC SERIES BY THIS AUTHOR:

      
        	The Complete Last War Series

        	The Complete Age of the Embers Series

        	The Complete Swann Series (Urban Fantasy)
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      Next, I want to thank my Advanced Review Team for all the work they do on such short notice to make this book  (and the others) better for me, for you, for all of us.  I swear, when I’m not looking, these errors make babies in the dark, and they make as many of them as they can just before final production! But this awesome group tends to fish them out, doing in a few days what most editors take weeks to do. This not only continues to amaze me, it brings me closer to them as people, as readers, and as friends—the best gift of all.

      

      That said, if you see any errors (typos, etc…), just know they continue to show up uninvited and can sometimes get overlooked by even the best sets of eyes (sad face!).  If you happen upon one or two, please feel free to either message me on Facebook, or shoot me a quick email at contact@ryanschow.com, alerting me to them.  Thank you!

      

      Ryan
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