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      Da Xiao Zheng flew in luxury over the Pacific Ocean, sleeping most of the way.  He woke up upon landing in Los Angeles.  Gazing out the window, studying the fallen city below, the highest ranking field officer in the People’s Liberation Army felt himself frown.

      And he thought China was ugly…

      An armored Chevy Escalade and a regimen of armed security were waiting for him on the airstrip.  He was escorted off the plane and into the Escalade, then offered a bottle of clean, chilled water.  He drank deeply, then signaled the driver to go.

      “Are we still heading to Diablo Canyon?” the driver asked.

      “Yes,” he said.  “What is your name?”

      “Jun Wengen, sir,” he said.  “We had some trouble coming in through S. Sepulveda Blvd.  I’m not sure if we’ll run into it again.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Zheng asked, perking up.

      “Dissidents,” Jun answered.

      “And?”

      “You might see the remains of them,” he said.  “But there may be more fighting in their stead.  The 405 is clear, as is the 101, but getting to the interstate might require extra firepower.  We are not in charge of that, of course, but we are aware.  I wanted to be sure you knew.”

      “If there are problems that require a violent reaction, I’d like to know in advance,” Zheng said.

      “We are equipped for this,” Jun said, sounding nervous.  “There’s no need for concern.”

      “Yes, but I’d like to watch,” he said, sipping from his bottled water again.  He saw the PLA’s EQ2050, China’s Dongfeng built equivalent of the AM General Humvee.  The EQ2050 had received significant upgrades, but the ones in front of him and behind him had bigger, more fuel efficient engines, gun turrets and lightweight bulletproofing.

      Jun caught his eyes in the rearview mirror.  Zheng smiled, almost like he wanted to see people die.  He did, and there was no use masking it.

      “If there is dissident American bloodshed,” Zheng said, trying to contain his subconscious glee, “I would appreciate the entertainment, for the flight was long and boring.”

      Jun nodded, his eyes returning to the road ahead.

      The convoy came under small arms attack—nothing significant enough to even dent their outer armor—an attack that was loud enough to spike Zheng’s blood pressure.  Rubbing his hands together, he was finally excited to be in America.  A brick slammed into the door, making him jump.  He startled, and then he found the delight of such entertainment overwhelming.

      “Are you alright, sir?” Jun asked.

      “Perfectly,” he said, grinning.

      “I’m told we have a larger problem up ahead,” Jun said.  “Fifty dissidents with weapons blocking the entrance to the 405.”

      Jun had an earpiece.

      Zheng scooted up and watched the scene out front unfold.  There were two EQ2050s in front of them and two behind.  Jun looked back at Zheng and said, “Your orders, sir?”

      “Get me a better view,” he said, breathless, “then mow them down.”

      Jun spoke into a mic.  The vehicles in front positioned themselves side-by-side, both vehicles coming to a gradual stop.  Jun pulled up beside them.  The second he and Jun had eyes on the disturbance ahead, orange blooms of rebel gunfire flashed sporadically, and a peppering of ammo struck the bulletproof vehicles.  The security detail’s retaliation was akin to taking a Howitzer to a knife fight.

      The turret-mounted fifty-caliber machine guns thundered, turning the wall of offending bodies into meat soup.  The second the rebel’s friends started dropping, everyone scattered, the roaches scrambling out of the light.

      They did not, nor could they, move fast enough.

      Fleeing bodies were torn in half, the pieces of them falling, expelling organs, gore.  Limbs dropped off—hands, feet, fingers, legs, arms.  And the head shots were too grisly for Zheng to even contemplate looking away from.

      He found the delight his heart had been missing for so long!  Only then did he realize he was off his seat and gleefully squealing.

      When the last mutilated body flopped down on the asphalt and the buzz of the weapons died off, he was almost embarrassed at the elation he felt in witnessing this production.

      Hundreds of rounds from the vehicle-mounted guns around him neutralized the threat.  It was over in less than two minutes.  To him, it was a lifetime of entertainment packed into a few precious moments.

      Sitting back in his seat, breathless, his heart clapping in his chest, he felt a stupid grin overtake his face.  Da Xiao Zheng then said, “Do we have any champagne to celebrate our new foothold in America?”

      “The ice bucket on the left, sir,” Jun replied, seemingly pleased that Da Xiao Zheng was content.

      Zheng peeled away the Champaign bottle’s foil, working the cork loose.  He smiled as the cork exploded out and bounced off the ceiling.  The bubbly overflowed immediately.  Zheng was no novice.  He expertly caught the overflow in a thin flute, then quietly toasted Jun.

      His driver expertly mirrored Zheng’s expression.  “I’m happy you enjoyed the show, sir.”

      “As am I, Jun.”

      They drove through the remains of the massacre, the vehicles trampling over and flattening the dead bodies and body parts.  The soft suspension took some of the initial shock out of the adventure, but certainly not all of it.  This was the cherry on top of the cake.  Still beaming, Zheng put his hand on the side of the vehicle to stabilize himself, careful not to spill his drink.

      “I apologize for the discomfort, sir,” Jun said.

      He dismissed the suggestion with a quick wave, then asked, “What is the estimated distance to Diablo Canyon?”

      “Barring any unexpected circumstances, we should arrive within a couple of hours,” Jun replied.  “In terms of actual distance, I believe we’re just under two hundred miles away.”

      The first thing he needed to do was make sure the nuclear reactor was not in danger of suffering a core meltdown.  The reactor itself needed to be stabilized so that the plant could be safely decommissioned and closed on schedule.

      This was on his mind when something struck the side of the vehicle, snapping him back to the moment.  They hadn’t even made it to the 101 when baseball-sized river rocks began pelting the sides and tops of the vehicles.

      Startled by the lowbrow attack, but rising to the heights of joy once more, Zheng held his breath, desperately wishing for an encore of the security detail’s earlier performance.

      A brief but ferocious buzzing of the turret-mounted fifties put whatever threat they faced to rest.  He released the breath he’d been holding, took another, this one not so merry.  He didn’t get to see anyone die, which left him feeling…unfulfilled.

      When they finally reached the 101, they merged onto the interstate, finding nothing but clear roads ahead.  These were Chicom controlled roads.  The convoy accelerated to eighty-five miles an hour in no time flat.  When the lead vehicle was far enough ahead, code name SCOUT, the security detail reached speeds in excess of one-hundred miles per hour.

      Zheng sat back, relaxed and said, “We should do that to China, just kill half of them in a single offensive.  Did you feel the way their ribcages gave way when we drove over them, Jun?  It was sensational.”

      “I did, sir,” Jun said.

      “This is the weight and force of the Chicom boot on America’s body,” Zheng lamented with a raised fist, a victorious fist.  “Don’t you agree?”

      Jun’s eyes flicked up and found him in the rearview mirror.  “I agree wholeheartedly,” the driver replied.

      Zheng had heard something slightly less enthusiastic in the man’s tone.  Was Jun offended or encouraged by his musings?  The driver’s gaze returned somewhat hastily to the road ahead, as if the lingering and observant merriment in Zheng’s expression startled him.  Zheng wondered, does this man feel differently?

      Less than two hours later, they pulled into California’s only operational nuclear power plant.  Their first visit was to the plant’s brand new, soon-to-be-installed sub-station generator.  The head of engineering met Zheng at the site, offering him a full report.

      The engineer explained that he and his team had everything they needed to install the new sub-station generator before the backup generator exhausted its backup fuel supply, thereby losing their ability to keep the core cool.

      “How are the core temperatures?” Zheng asked.

      The engineer seemed terrified to even be there, in front of him, let alone providing a full reporting of their efforts.  He said, “The temperatures are not outside the safe levels, but they are pushing toward the edges, sir.  This is to be expected when we’re working on a limited power supply.”

      “You realize that if you fail, we all die,” Zheng said, his tone morose, the implication never more clear.

      “Yes, I realize that, sir.  We are all working under that premise,” he replied, resolute now, the look of determination fixing his features in the exact expression Zheng was looking for.  “We will not fail you, this nation, or China, sir.”

      “I have the utmost confidence in you,” Zheng said, even though he wasn’t sure it was merited.  This was still so new, and the man had yet to prove his competence or his worth.

      “I appreciate that,” the engineer said, visibly relaxing.

      Inside, Zheng toured the plant, saw the operation underway and was heartened by the impressive amount of manpower at work.  The recently installed plant manager walked beside him, telling Zheng they had the means necessary to bring the plant to its full working order.

      “Once we safely stabilize the core,” the plant manager continued, “we will start the decommissioning process.  Within five years, this will all have been a once worrisome memory.”

      “Has everyone registered their housing with our plant housing authority?” Zheng asked, watching several people move past him with their eyes down.  Be it born of either fear or respect, he appreciated the collective gesture.

      To his question, the plant manager gave him a stiff, affirmative nod.

      Zhang continued.  “Good, make sure they do not go outside the restricted zone.  Let them know this will be their deaths if they do so.  These are not my words, they are President Hu’s words.”

      “Is there something I need to know, sir?” he asked, suddenly nervous.  He had a right to his concerns, for Zheng shared those same concerns.  Why did Hu ask him to deliver that message?  What was the President up to?

      “If there is anything of concern,” Zheng said, perfectly composed, “you will be the first to know.”

      “Thank you,” he said.  “The men have already been alerted.  But I will reinforce that order, and let them know this is instrumental to keeping their lives.”

      “Is there anything else you’d like to report to me?” Zheng asked.

      The man shook his head.  “No, sir.”

      “Very well then,” Zheng replied, stopping to look at the man for the first time.  “I need an outside line and some privacy.”

      “Follow me,” the plant manager said, escorting Zheng to his office.  Zheng was shown the phone.  “This will give you a secure, outside line.”

      “Thank you,” Zheng said before the man left the medium-sized office and closed the door behind him.

      When the room was clear of plant employees, Zheng turned to his guard and waved them out as well.  He then sat down to a somewhat cluttered desk and dialed President Hu’s direct line.  Zheng found a pencil, picked it up and began tapping it on the desk, never more concerned with President Hu’s disposition than now.

      “Hello,” Hu answered, tired but expecting the call.  “I trust you have good news?”

      “Yes, President Hu, I do.”

      Zheng updated him on the details of his visit, but then the president caught him by surprise.  Out of the blue, he said, “Before I let you go, Da Xiao Zheng, I would like you to be on the phone with me when we call President Lorenzo Guerrero.  His general, Sebastián Desoto, will be on the line with us as well.”

      The current Mexican president and his top general picked up within two rings.  President Guerrero offered his fraudulent pleasantries to both President Hu and to Zheng while General Desoto remained silent but for a brief, indifferent “hello.”

      “I understand your forces are holding our convoy in Arizona,” President Hu began, the news of capture startling Zheng.  He felt the blood steal into his cheeks, his face burning with the embarrassment of not knowing this had occurred.

      “They are carrying some interesting cargo,” President Guerrero replied.

      “It is lifesaving cargo,” President Hu replied.  “If that generator does not arrive in Tonopah at the Palo Verde Power Plant, the core will overheat, and the reactor will emit enough radiation to turn Arizona and the surrounding states into a nuclear wasteland for generations to come.”

      “I believe I understand your predicament,” President Guerrero said.  “Luckily my armies and my people have both the means and the provisions to take our entire operation south, leaving you with such a wasteland, should something of this magnitude occur.”

      “What do you want?” Hu asked, getting right to the point.

      “California,” Guerrero said.

      “No,” Hu replied, his answer immediate.

      “I’m not sure you have a choice,” Guerrero challenged with a hint of humor to his voice.  When Hu didn’t respond right away, Zheng stepped in and took the reins.

      “You most certainly have that choice,” Zheng said to President Guerrero, “but if that convoy does not reach its destination, I will personally hunt you and your General to the ends of the earth.  And when I find you, I’ll cut you from sternum to stem, then pull out your guts and shove them down Desoto’s throat.”

      Zheng was not known for his diplomacy; he was, however, notorious for his cruelty and a man of his word.  Faint laughter filled the line.

      General Desoto.

      The heat in Zheng’s cheeks doubled, his fist tightening, the grip on the phone blanching his knuckles.

      “I will give you and your troops safe passage into Southern California, but we will retain Northern California,” Hu said with resolve before Zheng could reassert himself.  “But I need your assurances that my team at Diablo Canyon will remain under your protection.  I know your concern for the welfare of this land is minimal, but if you want to keep your spoils—and they will be your spoils—then you must let them decommission this plant.”

      “I will bring in my own people for that,” Guerrero said.  “And your men and women will have safe passage into Northern California, should we reach an agreement.”

      “Drawing the lines in California,” Hu said, as if he expected this, “I suggest we divide  the state by cities, starting with Monterey, Salinas and Paicines on the West Coast.  Are you looking at a map?”

      “I am,” Guerrero said.

      “Draw a line through Mendota, Kerman and Fresno and everything south of highway 180 in the center of the state.”

      “I’m following,” the Mexican President replied.

      “Then cross Kings Canyon National Park, Waucoba Mountain and Grapevine Peak on the eastern border of the state.  If you are in agreement with that, I believe we can successfully seal this accord.”

      “I’m in agreement,” Guerrero said.

      “I’ll wait to hear that my men in Arizona have resumed their journey and will suffer no further setbacks,” Hu said, “and then I’ll give the orders allowing your men to cross into Southern California safely.”

      “Your men will be allowed safe passage to the Palo Verde plant, President Hu,” Guerrero beamed.  “I will call in the orders as soon as we conclude here.”

      They exchanged formal good-byes and then all parties hung up.  Zheng’s line rang back.  He picked it up right away, speaking before Hu could even offer a formal greeting.  “I didn’t expect that, President Hu.  Nor did I know about the intercepted transport.”

      “I want you to know that I don’t blame you for not knowing about Arizona.  That happened while you were in the air.”

      “Still, someone could have alerted me to this,” Zheng argued, embarrassed, but covering it up with a slight tone of agitation.

      “We’re upgrading your phone’s software and fine tuning the satellites now,” Hu said.  “This has to do with Yale and our forward operations there.  It was not necessary that you were alerted, nor is this an issue.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, remembering mention of the software upgrades several days back.  This was when Zheng was in the final stages of planning his visit to the former United States of America.

      “As soon as Guerrero’s troops are given safe passage into California, the moment the last man enters this state,” Hu said, a darkness creeping into his voice, “we will lay waste to California, reducing their bones to nothing more than smoke and cinder.”

      “That makes me happy to hear, sir,” Zheng said.

      “I want the SAA’s troop movements tracked to the meter,” Hu demanded.  “We’ve got a dedicated satellite for your phone.  You should be online within thirty minutes.  Forty-five at the latest.”

      “What about our men?” Zheng asked, already working on the logistics.

      “By then,” Hu said, ignoring the question, or preparing to answer it another way, “our fleet of B52 Stratofortresses will already be over the Pacific.”

      “What about our men?” he asked again, stressing the question.  “I cannot mobilize them and get them out in time.  Not with so many of them dug in.”

      “Like I said,” Hu replied, blind to Zheng’s concern, “we’re going to turn that state into a pile of ash.”

      “The entire state?” Zheng asked, a cold slick washing over him.

      “With the exception of Diablo Canyon,” Hu said, that familiar ominous edge back in his voice, “not even the cockroaches will survive.”

      “How can we ensure Diablo Canyon doesn’t suffer the fallout?” Zheng asked.

      He had not been privy to Hu’s plans.  This sign of distrust was a grave concern.  He thought he had the President’s confidence, but perhaps Hu knew him too well.  Zheng would never have agreed to such a betrayal.

      “There will be no fallout with the ordnance we have prepared,” Hu said, his voice bright once more.  “And I have ordered a wide berth around the plant, as you know.  This is why the plant housing authority created such clear lines—to avoid any interruptions the deaths of our technicians might present.”

      “What about Pismo Beach and San Luis Obispo?” Zheng asked.

      “We’ll hit San Luis Obispo with a different strategy, but Pismo Beach will get boots-on-the-ground.  It will be a confiscation and mop up operation.”

      He swallowed hard, his throat unexpectedly dry.  “What about our troops?” Zheng asked again.  He was getting tired of asking the same question and getting no response.  But it was the only question that truly mattered to him anymore.

      “What about them?!” Hu barked.

      “They’ll be killed, sir,” he said, uncharacteristically soft spoken.

      “This world has an overpopulation problem, Da Xiao Zheng,” Hu snarled.  Then, taking a breath and settling his tone, he added, “I’m sure you understand the brilliance of this plan.  We will stomp on this stack of problems with one giant foot.”

      Forcing a smile he did not feel, Zheng said, “Truly enlightening, sir.”

      “Get to Yale tonight,” Hu ordered.  “That will put you in the air for a good five to six hours.  We have a convoy with Washington’s step-up generator en route.  It is to cross the Oregon border without disruption.”

      “Do you have a current location on this particular convoy?” Zheng asked.

      “They are traveling the last leg of California, heading for the Oregon border.  They may need air support if Five Falls proves to be the menace I’m told they are.  Beyond that, with our foothold in Roseburg, I am not worried.”

      Zheng looked at his watch, started the calculations in his head.  “That would put the convoy ahead of schedule and arriving in Five Falls…within an hour or so.”

      “I trust you’ll make direct communication with them,” Hu said.

      “When I am online, that will be the first call I make.  But I don’t expect to hear from them unless we have an issue, do you?”

      “No,” Hu said.

      “If any problems arise, I will fly over Five Falls personally.”

      “If they need assistance getting through that pestilence of a town—if Five Falls gives them the slightest hint of resistance—you are to provide our convoy with air support.”

      “I understand.”

      “And if that happens, if so much as a single, defiant bullet flies, you are to clear the convoy and level the entire town.  Five Falls and its brigade of redneck Americans has been nothing but a pain in all of China’s ass.”

      “So I’ve heard, sir.”

      “On second thought,” Hu said, “I would like you to fly over that town regardless.  What you do there is up to you.  I trust your discretion.”

      “Yes, sir,” Zheng said.  “Thank you, sir.”

      “Keep me posted,” Hu said.

      Within thirty minutes, Zheng’s satellite phone was back online.  He radioed ahead to the convoy, getting the senior field officer on the line.  Zheng addressed the man formally, even though they were familiar with each other back home.

      “What is your ETA, Shang Xiao Tan?” Zheng asked.

      “We’re about an hour out,” Tan said.

      “I’m about four hours from Five Falls,” Zheng offered.  “If you have even an ounce of resistance, level the entire town.  If you can’t get through, let me know and I’ll provide air support, but that won’t be right away due to delays.  We’re loaded down and conserving fuel for the flight.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tan said.  “Should we plan for an alternate course?”

      “There is no alternate course,” Zheng assured him.  “California is going to be hot in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours and it’s best that we’re long gone by then.”

      “How hot, sir?” Tan asked, hesitant.

      “Hot enough to melt your bones,” he replied, eliciting from the man a long bout of silence.  “I gather from your reticence that you understand.”

      “I do,” Tan replied, humbled.  All of their countrymen were going to die in the offensive.

      “Do we have confirmation about Shao Xiao Chen?” Zheng asked.  “He was last heard from just before Five Falls.  And Hu is still insisting on confirmation of his death.”

      “We have a local asset who claims to have proof Shao Xiao Chen was killed by Five Falls locals in an assault,” Tan responded.  “But the asset is not China born, and he is not PLA.  Which is to say, his reliability has yet to be tested or verified to my liking.”

      “What about your forward team?” Zheng said.  “Have they arrived yet?”

      “We sent a drone over Five Falls, and there has indeed been a massacre,” Tan answered.  “There are the remains of a previous convoy.  This seems to fit with our asset’s intel.”

      “When you get there, I want visual confirmation of the assault.  And I want to know if there are any survivors.”

      “I’ll reach out when I get eyes on,” Tan said.

      Zheng was flying in the newest version of the Z-10 attack helicopter; his security detail was in a troop transport behind them, in the air and directly on their six.  This was much better than being on the ground, in the EQ2050s.

      Sitting upper deck as the only passenger on the attack chopper, the weapons controls at his hands, he wondered if he’d get a chance to use the Z-10 to its fullest capabilities.  In getting familiar with the panel, he thought of the earlier massacre and prayed for such an opportunity.

      As they flew over Redding, Zheng reached out to his counterpart in China.  After a brief but formal conversation, he was informed that the fleet of Chicom-built B52 Stratofortress long range bombers were already in the air.  He felt a cold chill run through him.

      Plans from the famous American long range bomber were stolen decades ago, but production in China did not ramp up until a few years back when the anti-American offensive was overt and underway.  By then, the stolen plans and materials meant very little to the American intelligence agencies.  With the American president now dead, and half of Congress and the intel agencies on the Chicom payroll, who was going to object?  The people?  Patriots?  He snorted out a subconscious laugh.

      Not only was the Chicom government proud that they’d put their hands on this classified data, President Hu and the PLA were even more proud that they were about to use America’s own weapons to destroy them.  That’s why the bombers kept their given name.

      Now, with five men per craft and a fleet of thirty mega bombers, California didn’t stand a chance, for the newly formed People’s Republic of America was about to have a whole lot less people.  When this took place, communist control of the West Coast by the Chicom government was due to reach its pinnacle.

      Turning the SAA into a literal bone pile would be the feather in China’s cap.  And California?  The first Chicom state was done for anyway.  They’d seen to that early on.  Strategically, having eight hundred miles of wasteland between Mexico and Oregon would insulate California’s two northern states from the hostile southern forces.

      The more he thought about Hu’s plan, the more he understood how solid it was.  The sacrifice of their forces in the bombing still bothered him, but Hu was right—they had an overpopulation problem.  They have always had an overpopulation problem.

      Still on the line with his General in China, and turning his attention back to the conversation he’d started, Zheng said, “When will the bombers arrive?”

      “I will alert you at the four hour mark,” the man said, “then you can track them from there.”

      Zheng checked his watch, then looked at the SAA troop movements using the new program installed via an updated software pack.

      “That will be fine,” Zheng said.  If anything, Hu was a skilled tactician.  Perhaps the most skilled tactician he’d ever encountered.  This is what earned Hu his undying respect.

      “May I speak freely?” the General asked.

      “You may,” Da Xiao Zheng said, irritated by the formality.

      “Are we really going to destroy the entire state?”

      He heaved a sigh, his attention on the landscape ahead.  The horizon was lined with trees and low lying cityscapes, the controlled Chicom-run cities bisected by clean, clear highways.  Knowing all of this would soon be laid to waste, he said, “We will destroy as much of it as we can with the ordnance we have.  I trust production of the additional bombs is underway?”

      “It has been for months,” the man said, a hint of remorse in his tone.

      “Well then, you have your answer.”
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      Sheriff Clay Nichols started his morning by heading up the hill to the Madigan household.  With the windows cranked down, the drive was gorgeous and serene.  If he didn’t think about how everything had gone to hell so quickly, he might have felt at peace.  But he was not relaxed.  If anything, he was the exact opposite.

      He pulled the Blazer into the cul-de-sac right where Boone had said to go, then came to a slow stop on soft brakes.  Before him was a collection of Chicom vehicles.

      Was this a warning to Chicoms, vagrants or thieves, or were the Madigans blocking the tire-tracked hill leading up to their place?  He parked, got out of the truck and looked around.  The second he squeezed through the cluster of Chicom metal, he saw the massive pile of bones and broken skulls sitting atop a blanket of ash.

      “Mother of God,” he said to himself.

      How many bodies had been cooked?  Rumor had it that they’d been attacked by fifty or more men.  He’d chalked this up to exaggeration.  Looking at the bone pile, he was now sure the number was accurate.

      Clay drew a stabilizing breath, then trudged up the somewhat grassy hill, stepping on loose stones and hard earth.  The house came into view just over the hill’s crest.  He made his way across a long stretch of battle worn dirt with the feeling of being watched.  Moving slowly, non-threateningly, he assumed there was more than one gun on him in that moment.  Stephani Madigan stepped out onto the porch just before he reached the house.

      “Well don’t you look all dreamy,” she said.

      He let out a laugh, the anxiety bleeding out of him.  “What the hell happened here?” he asked, hitching a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Tough times on the Madigan property,” she replied.  “But I’m guessing by now you’ve heard we’re the type of rednecks who defend our land to the death, right?”

      “There are whispers,” he answered in jest.

      “After we dispensed of the riffraff, we thought we were in the clear.  Then those commie pukes decided to press their luck.”

      “What do you mean the riffraff?”

      “You won’t need to worry about mutineers,” Orbey said, walking out on the porch behind Stephani.  She was drying her hands with a hand towel, an apron around her waist.

      Clay almost joined them on the porch, but without an invitation, and with that pile of bones just down the hill, he decided it was best to maintain his distance for now.

      “When my mother says you don’t need to worry about mutineers, that was the same thing as me saying we took care of the riffraff,” Stephani said, this time tilting her head, like he was supposed to get it.

      Yeah, he was pretty sure he was getting it.

      Harper joined them out front, held the door open for Logan, who hobbled out on a makeshift cast and some ill-fitting crutches.  He found his way to the porch swing.  He sat down, handing Harper the crutches.  She leaned them against the house.

      “She means we killed the bad people in this town,” Harper admitted, spelling it out for him like he was in fifth grade rather than a grown man or the law.

      “I got that,” he said.

      The house looked like it had taken a hundred rounds easy.  Even the back of the porch swing was rebuilt, the wood fresh looking, not yet treated with stains or sealants.

      The front door opened again and Cooper moseyed out, heading straight for Clay.  If this was a welcoming party, he wasn’t sure if they meant to welcome him or intimidate him.  Instead of sniffing him up and down, the German Shepherd pup wandered off a dozen feet into the dirt then walked in a circle with his nose to the ground.  Finally he popped a squat and pushed out a hot fudge Sunday.

      “Kick a little dirt on that,” Conner called to him.  Then to Clay, he said, “Morning, son.”

      Clay nodded to the man, and that’s when he realized none of them were smiling.  They’d been friendly in town, but up there, on their property, they seemed less than enthusiastic about his presence.

      “Look at his brain working overtime,” Stephani said, low, a sneaking smile on her face.  “It’s like he’s trying to figure us out.  Should he arrest us for murder, or thank us for making his life as Sheriff easier?  This is some moral conundrum, Sheriff.”

      “Indeed it is,” he said.

      He could see each person trying to decide what kind of a Sheriff he would make.  Or were they trying to figure him out as a man?

      “The truth is, I couldn’t care less if you killed the town degenerates,” he finally said.  “My curiosity is peaked, however.  Who exactly did you kill?”

      “You asking as Clay or Sheriff Nichols?” Orbey wondered aloud.

      “As Clay,” he said.

      “We don’t really know you,” Logan interrupted, “even though you seem legit, and even though I think maybe we like you.  We can work on a basis of trust, right?”

      Clay narrowed his eyes further, his reaction tempered, but only by a hair.  “Of course,” he said.

      Man or not, ally or not, he was now the Sheriff standing before a pack of admitted murderers.  Then again, what he didn’t say was that he’d killed so many people in Afghanistan, he’d lost track of the body count.  And what he sure as hell would never admit was that he no longer had the capacity to care.  Looking these people in the eyes, standing there before them, he felt the enormousness and ferociousness of their souls.  Perhaps getting his brain broken in the war  was more of a gift these days than a curse.

      Cooper finally scratched some dirt over his turd, sniffed the coated pile, then wandered forward and started poking around Clay’s boots.  The pup then lifted his head and went face-first into the unmentionables, his nose working overtime.

      Clay pushed the dog’s head away, then slid his hand under Cooper’s snout, scratching him lightly and smiling down at him.  He was looking down at the dog, but he was thinking about these people.  They might be as friendly as the pooch here, but they sure as hell weren’t showing it.

      “Where are Skylar and Ryker?” he asked.

      “Hunting,” Logan said.

      “Looking around, it seems y’all would fare just fine if Five Falls and every last soul burned to the ground.”

      “You talking physically or emotionally?” Stephani asked.

      “Maybe both.”

      “This is our land,” Connor said.  “Our home.”

      “You have each other, your weapons, chickens it looks like, gardens, bees and shelter.  That’s more than most folks.”

      “It is,” Orbey said.  “Not that I’m enjoying where you’re going with this.”

      “I have a community to care for,” Clay explained.  “We need leaders, people who know what they’re doing to show some of the others who don’t.  I’m not thinking about you personally as much as I’m thinking about the community as a whole.”

      “Everyone wants something, Clay,” Harper said.  “Or should we call you, Sheriff?”

      “Who exactly did you kill before all this?” Clay asked again.

      “Just those who needed killing,” Stephani said, answering for her friend.  “One guy was a rapist, another the world’s largest asshole, and another a future problem we eliminated early on account of the douchebaggery coming out of his mouth.”

      “Well that’s good,” he reasoned, his nodding head a gesture of agreement.  “This should make keeping order around here a lot easier.”

      “Our last Sheriff couldn’t find his dick with both hands,” Connor admitted.

      “Plus he was weak,” Logan added.

      “So I heard,” Clay replied.

      “But you’re different,” Orbey said, smiling for the first time.  “I think I speak for us all when I say we see it.  We see you.  And that means we feel comfortable leaving law enforcement and things like justice and recrimination to you now.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said, grateful for the breathing room.  “But y’all don’t look terribly comfortable with me just yet.”

      “We’re tending to our injuries,” Connor said.

      He didn’t look injured at all.

      “Hemorrhoids aren’t injuries,” Orbey said under her breath.

      “It’s a strain, problems with the blood vessels, and it feels like an injury from, you know, getting involved,” Connor argued, not quiet about it.

      “Nevertheless,” Clay said, “I’m going to be holding a community meeting in the Five Falls park.  We’re going to need people like you there, people who seem to know about long term survivability.  Is that something you’re up for?”

      “What’s in it for us?” Stephani asked.

      “Excuse me?” Clay said.

      “She just wants a date and maybe a chance to forget all this crap,” Logan muttered from the porch swing.  Stephani’s face got red, but she didn’t deny it.

      “You want me to take you out?” he asked, confused.

      “Only if you ask me nicely,” she replied with a grin, “and only if you’re half a gentleman.”

      He shook his head, then turned and said, “This afternoon, ‘round three o’clock, that’s when we’re meeting.  I hope to see you there.”

      And with that, he turned and headed down to the Blazer, the pup keeping stride with him until Stephani called him back.  Turning, looking over his shoulder, Clay laid eyes on Stephani once more.  Even though she was a hardened woman, and a Madigan, she’d saved his life, so maybe he owed her a date.  But did he want to spend his personal time with her?

      He kind of thought he might want that.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, the residents of Five Falls gathered at the rather large community park.  There Clay and Boone took turns summarizing emergency escape plans should they have another invasion like the one they suffered at the high school.  It started with having an alternate location they could bug out to as a community, something Clay said he and Boone would be working on.  When people voiced concerns for their safety, he reassured them that Noah and his security force would be taking measures to both close and fortify the town’s borders.

      “People can still get in,” one angry man said from the otherwise rapt crowd.

      “Unless all of us shut ourselves into one location, which is impossible, there will always be holes,” Clay said.  “Our job is not to stop every single threat, it’s to minimize the threats to the best of our capabilities, and deal with those that slip through the cracks.  This is why continued vigilance is critical to our survival.”

      “That’s not good enough,” one woman shouted.

      “You’re free to leave then,” Clay responded, his tone cold.  “Or perhaps you have a better idea?  If so, I’m all ears.  How do you propose we move forward, ma’am?”

      People turned to look at her, as if waiting, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Continuing on,” Boone said, taking over after an uncomfortable moment of silence.  “This new world won’t be easy.  And for that reason, this is not a time to ask what someone else can do for you, or even what you can do just for yourself.  It’s time to think about us as a community.”

      Clay stepped in and said, “Good communities aren’t selfish, needy or weak. They don’t throw temper tantrums, gossip like school children or whine about how hard things are.  We know they’re hard.  We know you’re scared.  And we know that this might not be over.”

      “If this pep talk is meant to reassure us,” one man said, “it’s not working.”

      “My job is to reassure you of the truth,” Clay said, his tone stern and direct.  “Your job is to understand you have two choices.  Stay and work hard, maybe even fight to defend the town, or take your family and leave.  What you do is up to you.  Does anyone have any other questions?  And I’m not talking about complaints couched as questions.”

      “What if we don’t know how to protect ourselves?” one woman asked.

      “And what if we run out of food?” the young man beside her asked.

      “We have people who will help you with gardens, and people who will show you the ins and outs of hunting safety,” Clay responded.  “We also have fishermen, tactical specialists for self-defense and people who can assist you in preparing your homes for a powerless world.  Beyond that, we will have neighborhood reps, three per neighborhood, whom you will elect today.”

      “If no one has any objections,” Boone added, his voice carrying, “we’d like to do that now.”

      No objections arose.

      “Alright then,” Boone said.  “We have five distinct neighborhoods.  Everyone in these neighborhoods needs to branch out and gather together as a group.  From there, you’ll have half an hour to elect your three representatives.  These will be your conduits to those selfless individuals who will help educate us both individually and as a community.  Please do that now.”

      After the five neighborhoods selected their leaders, these fifteen representatives stepped forward.  Clay asked them to quickly select a spokesperson from each neighborhood.  When this was done, he handed the five of them a working walkie-talkie.

      “The Unidens have a range of fifty-miles and rechargeable batteries,” Clay said.  “You will need to make sure they are always charged.”  Everyone nodded in agreement, allowing Clay to continue.  “The fifteen of you will serve as the inner circle for our future town gatherings, crowd management and security both in difficult times and quiet times.  In quiet times, people conspire, they whine and complain among themselves, they begin to tell others how they think things should be.  This is the time you’ll need to be leaders, and to do so, you will need spies.”

      “What do you mean?” one of the women asked.

      Clay never thought he’d come back to Five Falls, let alone serve as its Sheriff.  He felt a bit out of sorts not knowing these people’s names, or really anything about them.  Yet he was supposed to garner their trust?  Lead them?  Leadership required an equal exchange of both faith and trust, two things he had yet to either give or garner.

      “We have a lot of work to do as a community,” he announced to the fifteen, all the eyes on him in that moment.  “I’d like to address the town, and then I’ll dismiss them and we’ll talk about how to keep a lid on things while we rebuild our community structure.”

      “Everyone seems fine, all things considered,” one of the fifteen said.

      “Yeah, but I’m about to kick the hornet’s nest, just to see what’s what,” Clay said.  “Whoever creates an issue is who you’ll need to watch.  Keep your eyes on your people.”

      If he was ever going to lay down the law, or flush out the dissidents, it was when everyone was together.

      “I’d like to tell you that we are safe for now, but the truth is, we are not,” Clay announced to the masses, confidently projecting his voice the way he did back in Afghanistan, the way Boone had earlier.  “We don’t know when we’ll be hit again, if ever.  But if we should meet that challenge again, we will do so as a community that is both prepared and unified.”

      Heads were nodding in agreement.

      So far, so good…

      “I don’t want to be the kind of Sheriff who has to keep order when one of you gets drunk and decides to be an asshole, or beat up your neighbor or your wife.  And I certainly don’t want to be the guy who has to hunt you down because you stole someone’s things.  I realize there will be hunger, fear, need, desperation.  And as a community, we will address that.”

      “So we’re supposed to share our stuff with folks who didn’t get ready for this like us?” someone asked.  This was a forty-something man he didn’t know.  He wasn’t hostile about it, just unclear on his role, and perhaps a bit taken aback by Clay’s suggestions.

      “I’m saying we need to assess our neighborhood situation,” Clay said.  “That’s why you elected three leaders from each neighborhood.  The fifteen of them will meet with those of us looking to serve the overall community in creating viable solutions for long term survivability.”

      “The lights are coming back on, aren’t they?” an older woman asked.

      “I wouldn’t plan on it,” Clay said, finding the woman who asked the question.

      “So what happens if someone steals our stuff?” This question was from a gentleman Clay recognized, but for the life of him, could not put a name to.

      “They will be dealt with,” Clay said.

      “By you?” a teenage girl asked.

      The questions were now coming in fast, each more laced with emotion than the last.  He felt his control of the conversation quickly slipping away.

      “By me,” Stephani said, stepping forward.

      “And me,” Logan said, joining her.

      Skyler then stepped forward with Ryker and said, “And if not them, then by us.”

      This quieted everyone.

      “The law can only do so much,” Ryker announced.  “That means as of now we’re operating on mob rule.  I can only speak for myself, here, but if you take the low road while we’re trying to live together in harmony as a safe, productive community, one of us will hunt you down and deal with you.  And after we wash your blood off our hands, whatever you have left to your name will be divvied up among the community, which is why stealing people’s stuff is counterproductive to your survival.”

      “You don’t expect us to live in fear, do you?” the woman who asked about the lights coming back on asked.

      “Living in fear is no real way to live,” Ryker said.  “If you don’t harm anyone else, or steal from them—or worse—you’ll have nothing to fear from any of us, or the Sheriff.  But if you act out of turn, then you better pray to God you can run really fast, because if you get caught—and you will get caught—I’ll see to it personally that you get what’s coming to you.”

      This stirred up quite a ruckus, and soon everyone’s eyes were on Clay, demanding answers for these bold, if not insane statements.  Clay held his hands up, gestured for everyone to calm down and be quiet.

      “I cannot protect this community alone,” Clay announced.  “So if you’re caught breaking the law, you will do so at the cost of your life.  We either survive together or we fail working against each other.  I intend for us to survive.  Good behavior and a spirit of cooperativeness will allow us to thrive.”

      The noise levels rose and some people walked away completely, but the fifteen members remained steadfast, all eyes and ears on Clay.

      He expected this.

      “We need an assessment of provisions,” Clay said to the fifteen.  “You’re all responsible for making sure your people have water, food, shelter and medication.  It’s going to be cold, so take stock of firewood and blankets, and make sure everyone has operable fireplaces.  Also, I don’t want sick people living alone, and the elderly will need advocates.  Any questions?”

      The fifteen nodded in unison.

      “Before we conclude,” Boone loudly asked the masses, “does anyone have any questions your neighborhood reps can’t answer?”

      No one said anything, which gave him a visible sigh of relief.

      “Alright then,” he continued.  “Your designated reps will gather you in a group later today, the time and place to be determined by them and by you.  They will address any additional questions or concerns you have.”

      As they watched the masses depart, Clay looked for potential turncoats among them.  These were the men or women who wouldn’t agree with his approach, or Ryker’s direct threat to their lives.  He’d find them soon enough.  He only prayed he’d get word from his reps first rather than a bullet in the back.

      Ryker, Logan, Harper, Noah and the Madigan clan joined them, as Clay had hoped they would.  To the fifteen, he said, “If any of you have a problem, you call me on the two-way and I’ll call one of them.”

      “So they’re your hit squad?” one of the fifteen asked, looking at what Clay now thought of as the Madigan Militia.

      “I thought we’d already established that,” he replied, slow, measured.

      “Oh, I’m good with all that,” she said, raising a hand like she understood.  “It’s just, one of the women under my charge seems like she’s gonna be a problem.  Patty Drake.  She was a mouthy twat before all this began, but now she’s found a new gear.  At least, she was acting like that when the reps were being chosen.”

      “Are you wanting to know if we have a problem roughing up or killing a woman, if things get bad, maybe out of hand?” Ryker asked.

      She nodded.

      “I don’t have a problem with that,” Skylar said.

      “Neither do I,” Harper added.

      “That’s all I wanted to know,” the woman said, seemingly comforted by the reassurances.  Looking at the two ladies, the woman smiled; neither Harper’s nor Skylar’s expression changed.  Stephani, on the other hand, gave her a supportive smile.

      “All it takes is two people to step out of line,” Ryker said.  “After we give those two the beating of a lifetime, or a dirt nap if necessary, we will effectively stifle any rebellion, which should usher in community compliance.”

      “Or a coup,” one of the fifteen said.

      “This is a possibility,” Clay agreed, not even blushing.  “Let’s blow up that bridge if we come to it.  Until now, we work toward peace and stability.”

      Just then, a man’s voice came over Noah’s walkie-talkie on a private channel.  “We’ve got a problem, bossman.”

      Everyone looked over at Noah as he picked up the two-way and said, “Say again, over.”

      “They’re here,” he said again, panicked.

      “Who’s here?” Noah asked.

      Clay had a sinking feeling in his gut.  He looked at Boone whose eyes were fixed on the old man.

      “The Chicoms,” he said.  “Giant convoy.  They’re hauling something huge, a generator, I think.  It’s fricking huge.”

      “We’ll be there in a minute,” Noah assured him.

      “They’re stopped in front of the old convoy,” he said, breathless.  “They’re looking at the trench now.  They don’t look happy.”

      Noah looked at Clay and they both looked at Boone.

      “Let’s go,” Boone said.

      The three of them got in the Blazer and high-tailed it to the I5 border where they’d fought and won an earlier battle.  When Boone drove up to the trench, the three of them were met by armed Chicoms.

      “That’s a step-up generator,” Boone said, slowly stopping the truck on soft brakes.

      “It’s probably for Washington’s nuclear power plant,” Noah said.

      When they got out of the truck, the leader of the convoy said, “Who did all this?”  He pointed to the trench, not the mass of roasted Chicom vehicles.

      “We did,” Boone said.

      “You don’t have authorization to dig here!”

      “Actually we do,” Clay said.

      “By whom?”

      Slowly, Clay grabbed his crotch with one hand then pointed to it with the other and said, “This is where all authorizations come from.”

      Noah gave a little chortle; Boone just frowned at him.  Clay wasn’t one for cracking jokes, but he was making a valid point.  They weren’t going to be pushed around.

      “Do you understand what we’re doing here?” this Chicom asked, hopping down into the trench and crossing the divide.  He had one of his men help him up the other side.  Boone reluctantly lent a hand and pulled him up.

      “Right now,” Boone said, making up for his kindness, “it looks like you’re trying but failing to get through.”

      “Where’s the generator going?” Noah asked.

      “Washington,” the Chicom answered.  “And I suggest that if you don’t want nuclear fallout, you let us through.”

      “I have no problem with that,” Clay said.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “The law.”

      “We’re the law here,” the Chicom said, now face to face with Clay.

      No one had their guns out on Clay’s side of the trench.  But on the other side, it was a massive firing squad if things went south.

      “Do you work for the United States government?” Boone asked.

      “There is no longer a United States,” the man laughed, his eyes still on Clay, and Clay’s eyes still on him.  “There is only the People’s Republic of America.”

      “The hell there is,” Noah grumbled, stepping forward.  “There is the United States of America and then there are you fuggin’ cockstains leaving your sick, smeary existence everywhere you go.”

      The man started to speak, but Clay cut him off.

      “We’ll bring in our teams to fill this trench and move these vehicles as best as we can with our equipment.  You’ll have no trouble from us getting through.  But when you leave, we’re closing down the borders and you people will have to find another way around.”

      “You’ll fill this trench and leave it filled in case we need to get through,” the man said, stepping back to look at the whole of them.

      “You smell that?” Noah asked, sniffing the air.

      “Smells like burned metal and rubber,” the leader of the convoy said, his nostrils flaring only slightly at the smells.

      “That smell is the burned flesh of your countrymen,” Noah said.  “You’ll get through today because of that generator, but none of you maggots get through when you’re gone.  You say otherwise, we’ll kill you, like we killed them.”

      “Good luck with that,” the man said with a sneer.

      “I’m not gonna get you all,” Noah said, slipping a blade of out his sheath, “but you can bet your hairy vagina I’m gonna get you.  You hear me?  They’ll get me, but not before I get you.”

      The man drew a stern breath, then slowly raised his chin and looked down his nose at the three of them.  The Chicom’s narrowed, suspicious eyes were annoying.

      Satisfied they were telling the truth, however, he said, “If you clear a path, you won’t be harmed.”

      Boone got on the two-way, called ahead for the only operating backhoe and tow truck in town.  Then, to the Chicom rat, he said, “If you have something to push these vehicles out of the way, you’ll get that path cleared sooner rather than later.  Or you can wait on us…”

      The man turned and made a motion to clear a path.  Vehicles started up, their big engines rumbling to life.  The Chicoms began clearing away their dead countrymen, dragging them off the road and tossing them aside like road debris.  One vehicle then nudged another and pretty soon the smaller vehicles were pushed out of the way.

      Within half an hour, the backhoe arrived to fill in everything they’d previously dug out, using the rounded bottom of the bucket to pack the dirt.  When there was enough dirt packed down, the tow truck slowly drove over, testing its strength.  The soil held without the sides mushing out, which was encouraging considering the sheer size of the generator.

      The entire process took several hours, but eventually the pack was firm, a route was cleared and the truck pulling the generator was ready.

      Much to Clay’s disdain, Stephani showed up on a four wheeler.  She had a holstered pistol on one hip and a rather large hunting knife in a sheath on the other.  Clay liked the way she looked, but he didn’t like her being there.  Everyone knew men at war loved to use the enemy’s women to turn the tides of control against them.

      “There’s no way that’s going to hold,” Clay told the Chicom leader, ignoring Stephani.  Looking over at the tow truck, he had an idea.  “Let’s hook the tow truck to the front of your rig.  The dirt and the asphalt are going to budge under the weight of the rig and the trailer, so when things slow—and they will—we’ll help you over with our tow truck and hopefully avoid a bigger issue altogether.”

      “I agree,” the convoy leader said.

      The two drivers worked out the details of their plan, discussed possible problems and contingency plans, and then they hooked the tow truck’s chain to the transport and fired up their engines.

      When they started the slow drive forward, Noah, Boone, Stephani and Clay stood near the trench watching the slow progression of the trucks.

      Fortunately, with their cooperation, the Chicoms had no guns pointed at the Five Falls leaders, for they all seemed relatively comfortable with each other at that point.  That didn’t mean the Chicoms wouldn’t get what they wanted and slaughter them later, for that was the Chicom way.  These men seemed different, though.  Not nearly as hostile.

      Finally Clay asked, “When did you get into America?”

      “Only recently,” the convoy leader said, half his attention on the truck, the other half on what Clay was saying.

      “You and your men, or just you?” Clay asked.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “Where is Shao Xiao Chen?” the man asked, turning his full attention on Clay.

      “I don’t know who that is,” Clay said.

      He looked at his brother, but Boone was quiet.  The tow truck crossed over the filled trench, the dirt pack holding firm.

      “He is an esteemed colleague, a friend of President Hu’s,” the man told Clay.

      “He’s at the front of my property,” Stephani confessed, “barbecued to a freaking crisp.”

      Clay fired Stephani a look. “Stop intimidating the man.  We’re letting him through, which is the least we can do considering their package.”

      The first wheels of the huge transport hit the dirt, the pack holding.  The convoy leader saw this, then turned his attention to Stephani.

      She crossed her arms and said, “A few of your brethren rolled through here some time back.  They killed my fiancée.  Just shot him in the street for no reason.  So even though my friend here says to be polite, to stop intimidating you, you’re in our country, in our town, and you don’t belong here.”

      “Is Shao Xiao Chen alive or not?” he asked, half his attention on her and half turned to the truck.  The huge front tires pushed tracks in the dirt half an inch deep.  This wasn’t an immediate cause for concern, but the load was far heavier than the rig carrying it, and that gave everyone pause.

      “I don’t know that name,” Stephani said, tempering herself.  “But he was someone for sure.”

      “He would have been the one in charge,” the man said.

      As the back of the big rig’s wheels crossed over the dirt divide, everyone watched the pack push out the sides and sink a little farther into the dirt.  They were holding their collective breaths at that point, for it wasn’t looking like the pack would hold the weight of the generator, not if the rig was threatening the pack’s stability.

      In spite of the dangers, Clay stood in awe, moved by the generator’s massive size.  He’d never seen something so large moved on a vehicle before.

      “If this man you speak of led the convoy you just pushed aside,” Boone said amongst the anxiety, “then he will most likely be among the dead, or the ashes of the dead.”

      “I’m not talking to you,” the man turned and snapped at Boone.  Looking at Stephani, pointing his finger at her, accusatory, he said, “I’m talking to her.”

      “All you commie twats look the same to me,” Stephani growled.  “It’s not your nationality that strikes me as dull at best, it’s that ugly, familiar expression on your face.  You all have it.  It’s the look of evil, the look of a man who sold his soul to the devil.”

      The Chicom leader laughed, and then—over the sound of the trucks—he turned and said something to his men in his native tongue.  A few of the soldiers who heard him broke into laughter.  One or two called back responses that had them all laughing even harder.

      Stephani’s face turned red.

      Noah turned to her and said, “They all lay together.  That’s why the idea of a woman seems so funny to them.”

      Noah’s insult stilled the Chicom leader.

      “It’s not like that,” he said, seeing the transport trailer’s wheels approaching the packed divide.  “We were all wondering if this is the bravest woman we’ve ever come across or the dumbest.”

      “What’s the consensus?” Stephani asked.

      “That you’re the dumbest woman we’ve ever met,” the man said with a chuckle.

      Before he could finish that laugh, Stephani shot forward and popped him in the chin with a tight little fist.  The man’s head rocked back.  By the time he righted himself, Boone and Noah had guns on him.  Then again, most of the Chicom force suddenly had guns on them as well.

      Stephani stood there, grinning.  “Who’s the dummy now?” she asked.

      He punched her back so quickly and so violently, she wobbled backwards a half step before her eyes rolled up into her head.  Clay caught her as she fell, tried holding onto her unconscious body as she crumbled to the ground.

      Stumbling, he fought not to drop her, or fall on his face.

      Unceremoniously, her head bounced off the asphalt and she lay there wooden, her jaw clenched, her features fixed in an unconscious strain.

      Boone and Noah gritted their teeth and held their ground.  Guns still out, Noah looked like he was about to pull the trigger.  The generator’s driver saw this and stopped the truck over the divide.

      Clay stood and said, “Put your guns down, guys.  She deserved that.”

      “No she didn’t,” Boone snarled.

      “Yes, she did.”

      The men begrudgingly holstered their guns, causing everyone else to lower their weapons as well.  In front of them, the tow truck driver tightened the slack on his chain then gave the thumb’s up out the window.

      “When it wakes up,” the Chicom man said, “put that dog on a leash.”

      “Let’s just finish this up,” Boone said.  “Then you can be on your way.”

      “What about them?” the Chicom said, pointing over Clay’s shoulder.

      Clay turned around and saw what looked like the entire town blocking the highway just over the hill.

      “They’ll move,” Clay said, pleased for the show of support, but praying they wouldn’t be a problem.

      “If they don’t,” he warned, “we’ll kill them all.”

      Just then, the trailer’s wheels approached the packed divide, the asphalt leading into the pack weakening.  Clay held his breath, his eyes fixed on the dirt.

      The second the wheels completely rolled off the asphalt, the trailer sunk, the load shifting, but not by much.  The trailer naturally slowed to the weight, but the tow truck lent a hand, its back tires breaking tread with the occasional shuddering bark.

      If the load tipped, or fell—if the trailer got stuck—not only would there be a massive Chicom presence needed to get the rig right, there would be retaliation of the worst sort.  There was no way they’d survive the Chicom retaliation.

      Worse than that, however, if the generator didn’t get to Washington, the nuclear meltdown would end them all.  Clay knew generators of that size and capacity took years to build, a monumental effort to transport, and more than a few prayers to get in place.

      The tow truck’s tires were barking now, smoking, the rig digging into the asphalt.  Everyone stopped breathing as the trailer’s wheels slogged through the pack.  When the tires finally reached the other side, the asphalt began to crack and buckle.  They had momentum though, pulling power.  The tow truck’s engine was revving hard, the truck grinding it out.

      Clay glanced up at the big rig’s driver, saw a man who was both scared and humbled.

      When the wheels finally rolled up on firm asphalt, everyone sighed and took that big collective breath.  The convoy leader was rubbing his punched chin and grinning victoriously.

      “Marvelous,” he said.

      Clay turned and looked back at the Five Falls mob.   His two-way came to life.  It was Quan.  “You okay?” he asked, keeping his words to a minimum.

      “Yeah,” Clay said, holding the convoy leader’s eye.  “Let them through, but be prepared.  If anyone fires so much as a single round, I want you to put half a dozen holes in this man’s head.  Not the big rig driver, just this man.”  He pointed to the Chicom man, who blanched.

      “Copy that,” Quan said, loud and clear.

      “You hear that?” Clay asked the Chicom man.  “You’re clear to go.”

      The tow truck driver got out, unhooked his chains, then pulled out of the way.  Stephani finally came back into her body, blinking her eyes.  She was looking around like she wasn’t sure where she was.  Boone helped her up, picking her up mostly, then stabilizing her on her feet.

      “My hero,” she said sarcastically, half out of it, then wincing at the pain in her jaw.

      The convoy moved through as Boone and Clay helped Stephani out of the way.  The mob up top did not move, though.  The truck came to a stop and Quan walked past the driver, to one of the armed men sent to handle the response.

      “Oh, hell,” Clay groused.
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        * * *

      

      Up on the crest of the highway, at the mouth of town, Quan ordered everyone to stay put, to not make a hole as they were told to by Clay.  People looked at him, unsure of who he really was, or why he was giving any of them orders.

      They held their ground nevertheless.

      The man Quan was walking toward leveled his rifle on the former Chicom soldier.  Quan raised his hands, then quietly gave the man his PLA rank and serial number.

      “Keep that gun on me,” Quan said.

      The man frowned.

      “Did those guys give you any issue?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Who else is coming through here?” Quan asked.

      “We’re the last of them,” he said.  “Are you really PLA?”  People’s Liberation Army.

      He nodded, letting that dead look return to his eye.  “They don’t know it yet,” Quan said, “which is why you need to keep the gun on me.”

      “What happened to Shao Xiao Chen?” he asked.

      At first Quan was wondering what he was talking about, but then he realized this man knew something Quan didn’t.  He looked over his shoulder, like he was hiding something, then he looked back, smiling conspiratorially.

      “You’re the contact here?” the soldier asked, his voice low.

      Quan said, “One of them.”

      The solder suppressed a grin, then said, “I thought so.  Da Xiao Zheng appreciates you.  Which is to say, word has traveled his way.”

      “So he knows?” Quan asked, cryptic.

      He nodded.

      “Good,” Quan replied, acting the role.  “How long do I have?”

      “He’s on his way to Yale, but you need to let me know if you need this town wiped off the map.”

      “I’m going to gut it from the inside out, but not before I bleed them dry of their resources and their info,” he said.  “Is there anything I need to know?”

      “Get up to Roseburg as soon as you can.  And quit playing around with these…gweilows.  They’re not like us.  They’re dogs you kick, not dogs you mingle with.”

      Quan smiled, then said, “Let Da Xiao Zheng know I have this town under my thumb, and soon I’ll have it under my heel.  Let him know you got through without a problem.”

      “He’ll want to know about the roasted convoy,” the man said, moving forward, his rifle still aimed at Quan’s head.

      Quan felt his stomach clench.  “Let him know we got here too late, but that we’re here now.”

      “How many of you are there?” the soldier asked, his eyes roving the crowd of hundreds.

      “Fourteen,” Quan said.

      “And they’re all loyal to President Hu?” he asked.

      “Without question,” Quan said.

      “Good.”

      The Chicom soldier lowered his rifle and got back into his truck.  Quan turned and motioned for the town’s people to make a hole.  They parted down the middle, clearing a path.  The convoy started through there, not slowing, but not causing any issue either.

      Boone and Clay approached Quan on foot when the last of the trucks rolled through.  To Clay, Quan said, “Where exactly is Roseburg?”

      “North of here, why?”

      “I think we have a problem,” Quan said.
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      Da Xiao Zheng flew in the Z-10 long distance attack helicopter from Diablo Canyon to the Weed refueling center.  The air transport behind them refueled as well, preparing to vacate California now that the B52s were en route.

      When asked for directions, Zheng directed his pilot to fly over Five Falls.  It wasn’t long before they got there.  When they did, he saw a collection of destroyed vehicles, including a tank on a flatbed that had been pushed out of the way.  There was a long dirt trench being dug out by a backhoe, a way to stop future convoys.

      Not that there would be anymore.  There wouldn’t be.

      Only when they reached the town did he see hundreds of people in the streets.  They looked up and scattered.  That’s when he said to the pilot, “I’m about to be weapons hot.”  On the comm, Zheng said to the air transport behind them, “We’ll meet you in Yale, I’m going to give this town the payback it deserves, the payback President Hu has authorized.”

      The transport shot past them as the Z-10 banked hard and swung around for a different, more tactical approach to the town.

      The pilot put him in place and Zheng opened fire on the crowds, mowing down bodies right and left.  The reason he fired on them, and the justification he’d later give Hu, was that he’d seen the destroyed convoy, the smoked remains of his soldiers, and the operational trucks stashed behind the buildings on the interstate cutting through town.  In all likelihood, the Chicoms indeed suffered massive deaths at the hands of these malcontents.

      Everyone below ducked for cover in the nearby buildings.  Except for the dead, splayed out and bleeding, there was no one to be found.

      “Sir?” the pilot asked, awaiting orders.

      “Line me up with the store fronts,” Zheng answered.  “That’s where all these cowards are hiding.”

      Smiling, Zheng fired a thousand rounds into the various buildings, chunks of wood, plaster shrapnel and glass flying everywhere.  When they were out of ammo, Zheng said, “Take me up.”

      He’d made a mess of the buildings, specifically the Sheriff’s station.  This brought him an immense amount of joy.  When they were well over the town, he laid eyes on the largest nearby structure, a school.

      “Take me there,” Zheng said.

      The pilot seemed to understand.  He rose up, then dropped in as Zheng launched their HJ-10 anti-tank guided missiles into the structure.  The first two missiles hit just in front of the school, while the others struck the facility itself, half the school disappearing under the explosive clouds of fire and smoke.

      “That should give these parasites something to think about,” Zheng said into his headset.  “Let’s go to Yale.”

      “Will we have clearance to land in the community, sir?” the pilot asked, aware that Zheng was overseeing the operation to evacuate Yale of its residents and take over the area.

      “They’re removing the last of the holdouts as we speak,” Zheng said.  “So yes, I believe we will be clear to land by the time we arrive.”

      “Sir, I have an incoming call for you,” the pilot said.  “I believe it’s President Hu.”

      “Patch me through.”

      The second the call came through, Zheng felt himself perk up.  “The generator is safely on its way to Washington now,” he reported.

      “What about Five Falls?” President Hu asked.

      “I saw evidence of two convoys, sir.  Both were destroyed.  They confiscated some of the vehicles, and some are missing.”

      “What about Shao Xiao Chen?” he asked.

      “We made contact with our mole, I’m told.  He seems to think they killed him here, but we’re waiting on confirmation.”

      “When we’re set up in Yale,” Hu said, “when you get actual confirmation on Chen, I want you to go back and level the entire town.  I don’t care if it’s two weeks or six months.  Just make sure it gets done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Shao Xiao Chen was a dear friend,” Hu said.  “I can’t let that stand.”

      “My deepest condolences, President Hu.”

      “Nothing survives,” he said, ignoring Zheng’s last statement.  “Nothing.”
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      The instant Boone, Miranda and their infant son, Rowdy, met in the street, they heard the approaching chopper.  Boone looked up, moving them closer to the Sheriff’s station where Clay was standing.

      “Who is that?” Miranda asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said, grabbing hold of the stroller.

      Another larger chopper flew by while the Chicom assault chopper banked hard.  He followed the bird, then looked around at the people in the street.  The second the attack chopper came back, Boone screamed, “Run!”

      His voice was drowned out by the sounds of gunfire.  Bodies danced in the street as he turned and ran with Miranda, who was pushing Rowdy’s stroller into the Sheriff station.  They’d only just pushed through the front door when the noise outside got infinitely louder, all kinds of shrapnel hitting his back, flying past him.  Beside him, Miranda’s back arched forward, two massive cones of flesh blasting out of her chest.  She dropped down to the ground, dead.

      He stopped, stunned.

      Looking down at the stroller his son was in, he saw two smoking holes in the fabric, heard nothing from inside.

      All the screaming around him from people ducking, hiding, getting shot and killed…it just sort of faded away until there was nothing but a stark, ugly silence.

      More ammo blew through the storefronts where people were hiding, but he just stood there, paralyzed, the look on his dead wife’s face destroying entire parts of him.  Beneath the otherworldly silence, a low droning noise took shape.  The gut wrenching sobs rose into perfect clarity.

      Someone pulled him down.

      Clay.

      Another round of gunfire tore apart desks, dying or already dead bodies, the walls around him.  He reached up for the baby stroller, but Clay pulled him back down, not realizing Rowdy was in the line of fire.

      More rounds pierced the stroller, tearing apart the handle, making it jump.

      By then everyone was screaming, the high pitched, piercing noise too much for his brain to handle.  Boone felt his soul vacating his body as a terrible numbness spreading over him.  He was rubbery and vacant, something else in his place, a backup soul perhaps, a relief pitcher to operate the body he’d left behind.

      For a moment, he thought he’d died, but then his soul slammed back into his body and he realized this was not the case.  Fully alive and trapped in that moment, he was forced to consider his dead wife, his dead child, all his dead friends.  How was he supposed to deal with all this pain?  He couldn’t even process it.

      Moments after the gunfire stopped, he lay there on his belly, his head up enough to stare at his wife’s face, his child’s little coffin on wheels.

      “Are you shot?” Clay asked.

      “Miranda,” he croaked out.  “Rowdy.”

      “Oh, God,” Clay said, his voice tortured, the pain filtering in.

      That’s when a series of blasts shook the ground, putting everyone back on their bellies and ducking for cover.  What were the Chicoms blowing up now?

      Were they next?  In his frantic, demolished mind, he prayed they were.  He prayed to God they would kill them all.

      “The high school!” someone screamed.

      “My daughter is in there!” a woman cried out, scrambling to her feet and walking through the dark haze of smoke and scattered debris.  She tripped over a body, fell face first into a desk, knocked herself out.

      Boone reached out, touched his wife’s head, started to cry.

      When he saw a woman walking through the bodies, somewhere in the back of his disoriented, traumatized mind, he registered her as Dr. Quinn.

      “She’s dead,” he heard himself say as the doctor bent down to feel his wife for a pulse.

      Dr. Quinn stood and went to the stroller.

      “Dead,” he said again, finally dropping his head and succumbing to his grief.  When he finally looked up, Boone Nichols saw the good half of his wife’s face and jumped with a sob.  Fortunately, the tears blurred out the bad side of her face.  The side that had been obliterated by gunfire.

      He couldn’t remember her like that, he warned himself.  But that image of her was all he saw, and from there, the deep, wracking sobs overtook him.
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        * * *

      

      Clay staggered to his feet, stumbling over to the stroller, nearly tripping on his brother.  He bumped into a desk hidden in the haze, rolled his ankle on someone’s limb, caught himself on a chair.  All he saw was the stroller.  The baby.  Rowdy.  Then he saw Miranda, sprawled out on the floor, two massive holes in her back, a red stain on half the back of her pulped head.  A fist grabbed hold of his heart, clutched it so tight he felt his body weaken.

      “No,” he felt himself mutter.

      His heart ached so badly it felt like the grief had finally awakened all those emotions he feared were lost when he was blown up.  Folding forward, he grabbed his chest.

      Desperate eyes found Dr. Quinn.  She was a shadow among the light and smoke, a body looking into the mobile carrier.

      Rowdy…

      As the pain in his chest intensified, the smoky haze cleared some, allowing rods of light to shine upon the destruction.

      The carnage besieged him, the sensations of it visceral, potent, heart rending.

      As the wafting smoke continued to thin, the brutality before him collapsed his already frail sensibilities.  Daylight cut through the haze, illuminating bullet holes in the stroller’s fabric.  The plastic handle was broken in half, one side sharp and dangling.

      The rush of raw sentiment boiling up in his chest was a tidal wave of grief, a force that was both momentous and crippling.  A breath escaped him, the sting of tears clobbering his eyes.

      This was like nothing he’d ever felt before.  It was as if every single emotion he’d ever felt had gathered into a single, mighty surge, one that was now charging up through the center of him.  He tried to turn away, but his eyes wouldn’t stop seeing those bullet holes.

      When he was able to avert his gaze, it was not to look down at his brother, because whatever Clay felt in that moment, he knew Boone was feeling it a hundred fold.

      He could hear him wailing.  He felt him.

      When the full force of this emotion hit, it slammed into him with the force of a wrecking ball.  Dropping to his knees, hands clawing at his head, he sucked in a desperate, agonizing breath then let all that anguish roar forth in the most savage of screams.

      His body buckled under the strain, but there was too much emotion, his body not big enough to contain the whole of it, so he continued screaming until his voice was lost in the shared grief of those around him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The fleet of the Chicom built B52 Stratofortresses made their runs over California, dropping bombs and leveling entire cities.  Everyone on the ground knew this day would come, but they were certain they’d be given time to evacuate.

      Alas, that was not so.

      Zhong Xiao Weng Wei, the PLA equivalent of a Lieutenant Colonel, radioed his CO and screamed, “There are still troops down here!  Call off the bombers!  I repeat, there are still troops down here!”

      His Commanding Officer radioed back calmly, “The bombers are doing test runs over SAA forces, but they’re on their way to Arizona for refueling now.”

      “Well right now we’re dug in with the SAA and taking heavy fire!  I just want to make sure the pilots know we’re still here.”

      “I already informed you of the situation, Zhong Xiao Weng Wei.  Now clear the comms unless otherwise directed!”

      The CO’s short temper was tolerable under normal circumstances.  But with the constant rat-a-tat-tat of enemy fire, and the bullets slapping the sides of the building Weng Wei and his men were hiding in, he didn’t have the patience for his CO and the screw ups overhead.

      Zhong Xiao Wang Wei abandoned comms and went for his binoculars.  He studied the casing of a blown out, first floor window, and then he combed the details of the SAA stronghold.  He saw movement, but only slightly.

      Nothing he could put a bead on.

      That’s when he saw the SAA commander across the street looking back at him.  Slowly he flipped off the man.  Just as slowly, the man flipped him off back.

      One of his men fired a shot at the SAA commander’s middle finger, but caught the outside of the window casing instead, just missing.

      “Smart ass,” he heard his man say as the sounds of bombing resonated from deeper within the city.  The concussion burst shook and rumbled the buildings.

      “This isn’t funny,” Wang Wei growled.  “These assholes are still dropping ordnance!”

      Wang Wei put the binos to his pocked face once more, searching the rubble across the street for signs of life.

      “We’ve got movement!” one of his officers called out.

      He swung the binos back around, saw movement in the building.  Abandoning his binoculars for his rifle, Wang Wei traced the line of movement to predict their next position.  He waited with bated breath.  The second a man appeared, three of his men fired on the soldier and dropped him.  The volley of gunfire resumed.

      “Grenade!” someone screamed.

      They all scrambled out the back, the explosion washing over them with heat and force.  In the distance, sounding low in the sky, he heard the big B52 engines again.

      They all heard it.

      In the back of his mind, Wang Wei knew what was happening.  He felt this in the base of his spine as well as in his heart.

      Rather than moving away from the fight, running like a coward, he said, “We need to cross that street and take that building!”

      His men looked at him like he was insane, but the drone of the big engine began to fill the sky.  As a unit, they moved past the building they were holed up in, sticking close to the outside walls, rifles at the ready.

      Overhead, the bomber’s incessant droning was distracting.

      When they reached the street, Wang Wei saw the SAA men had emerged from hiding as well.  They were all looking up.  The man he’d seen in the binos, the one who flipped him off, lifted his hand in some sort of emergency cease fire agreement.

      “Hold your fire,” Wang Wei said, nodding to the SAA officer.

      The Chicoms and the SAA were now together in the street, two mortal enemies sharing asphalt in a truce, both more fearful of the enemy in the sky than of each other.

      When the massive bomber appeared overhead, its chalky grey body moved through the air like a shark searching out its prey.  Every single eye was upon it.  Both forces saw the bombs dropping from its belly overhead.

      This is the end, Wang Wei thought to himself.

      When they saw the bombs headed their way, the SAA field commander looked at the Chicoms and slowly shook his head.  He knew what this meant.  It meant the Chicom government and Da Xiao Zheng cared so little for their own people that they’d lump them in with the SAA.  Shaking their heads, knowing the score, the SAA lowered their guns in defeat.

      To his men, Wang Wei quietly said, “Resume fire.”

      With only moments to spare before the bombs hit, the Chicom forces emptied their mags into the men across the street, taking that little bit of pride in knowing each of them had won the battle but were about to lose the war.

      Seconds later, the bomb hit, rocking the street they stood on.

      The earth-shattering noise of a massive explosion, followed by fire as bright as a second sun, roared through the downtown streets, leveling everything, eating the world in a rush of bright, boiling flames.

      As he stood before his impending death, Wang Wei dropped his gun and his binos and simply stared into the abyss, not mad, not scared, just feeling betrayed by the Chicom government.

      “So typical,” he said seconds before the fire devoured everything but his soul.
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        * * *

      

      Overhead, the pilot circled around, watching the city burn.  Entire buildings crumbled in their footprints or toppled over.  Some that sustained a direct hit blew outward in all directions.  Still, looking down and knowing what he’d just done, the pilot felt that familiar sickness.

      They weren’t hitting the enemy and all their innocents.  They were killing their own people.

      He radioed over to the nearest plane.  “Are you seeing this?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” the somber voice returned.

      He shook his head, felt his emotions welling.  “This is terrible.”

      “I feel like I see them in my head,” the other pilot said, both men friends, both of them talking on a private channel.  “Thousands of them were looking up when the bombs hit.  I didn’t see this.  I felt it.”

      For awhile they didn’t say anything.  Then one of them said, “I’m not going back.”

      “No, we’re redirecting for refueling,” his friend said.

      “Negative.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “If the plane can’t fly, it can’t refuel, rearm or kill,” the despondent pilot said.

      “What are you doing?”

      “These are our people,” he said.  “I’m not killing them for that treacherous rat, Hu.”

      “We have families back home, people counting on us.”

      “I will sacrifice them to save the lives of thousands, my friend.  So I’m saving as many lives as I can.”

      And with that, the pilot watched from a distance as his friend’s plane dropped altitude, going into a slow nose dive.  He knew that to do this, his friend would have had to kill the crew, or somehow keep them off the controls.  He prayed this wouldn’t be the case, that his friend would somehow change his mind, or be stopped by his crew…

      “Don’t do this,” he said, making one final plea.

      His friend said nothing.

      Instead, the pilot watched the B52 nosedive into the edge of the San Francisco Bay where it was shallow enough to explode on impact, but not so close to shore that it would obliterate the masses.

      Instead of joining his friend in a suicide pact, the surviving pilot stiffened his upper lip, gathered up his resolve and adjusted course, cutting the distance between his and his former friend’s routes in two.  There was no way one bomber could do the work for two, but hopefully he could drop enough ordnance to justify his tactics to his CO without suffering the consequences of failure.

      As he and his crew passed over the city and its warring parties, he mumbled to himself, “This city was dead long before I got here.”  And then he dropped the remainder of the bombs and headed farther south for refueling.

      He’d make the long flight back to China, rearm, get a few hours sleep, then do it over and over again, until President Hu said they were done, or every last square mile of California was turned to a hot, ashen wasteland.
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      Three months later… Quan’s satellite phone rarely went off.  This wasn’t anything he got from Five Falls, or his own personal stash.  This was Chicom issued.  When he picked up, it was to speak with the only person he’d ever spoken to on that line.

      The call was coming from Yale, Washington.

      The new Chicom headquarters.

      “I have the name of your traitor,” the informant said.  When he was young, Quan and his contact pledged their loyalties to the PLA together, both forced to do so under similar circumstances.  Their shared hatred of the Chicoms, and the brutality that befell them, was their bond.  That bond was now stronger than ever.

      “Go ahead,” Quan said, short and to the point.

      “Bronx McLaren.”

      Quan felt himself deflate.  McLaren was part of the inner circle.  They’d put him in charge of security for the north end of town, but more important, Noah trusted him.

      “Thank you,” Quan said, solemn.

      “We’re making headway here,” his contact said.  “Might be time for you to come up.”

      “Let me handle this situation first,” Quan said.

      “Copy that,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      The line was already dead.  It was like that.  They needed to spend as little air time as possible on matters of conspiracy and retribution.

      It was safer that way.

      He’d been getting ready to head to the mountainside to work on the town’s new bug out location, but now his head was an agitated bee hive, which was to say, he couldn’t wrangle in his restless thoughts, or still his sudden temper.

      After going through the front door of the house given to him, he slammed the door so hard the front glass cracked.  Turning, he looked at what he’d done and f-bombed the door, the Chicoms, the traitor and his friend’s suggestion that he come to Yale.

      He liked the life he’d been living.  It felt real.

      Since the Chicoms took out half the town in a brutal assault, Five Falls had been left alone.  Not that they could have done anything.  After the massacre from above, their backs were broken, their souls thoroughly flattened.

      Quan got on his four-wheeler, checked the gas tank, kick-started the engine and set out to find the men he’d need to do what had to be done.

      The cool air on his blistering hot face felt good.  His heart, however, was restless.  He liked Bronx.  He hit the handlebars in a fit of rage, then stopped when he hurt his palm.  The outburst felt good at the time, but five minutes later, it just seemed childish.

      Get ahold of yourself!

      When he reached the mountainside, he entered the soft earth slowly, working hard not to tear up the forest floor, for tracks were a dead giveaway to someplace they needed concealed.  At the site, entire teams were working to build out the shelters in the woods.  They were doing so under the cover of the more dense sides of the forest.

      He went to Connor’s tent, which was just past an old tractor they’d used to drill for a well.  Cooper met him with a hyperactive tail, lowered back haunches and a fit of whining.

      “Hey, boy!” Quan said, scratching him all over as the dog shook and shuddered with excitement.

      Connor came out of his tent, told Cooper to sit.  The dog sat.  Quan looked at his friend and said, “I’m going to head down and see Clay.  I wanted to tell you that I’ll be here later on.”

      “You could have used the Uniden,” he said, referring to the two-ways.

      “This is a private conversation,” he said.

      “Yeah?” Connor asked.

      “We found the traitor,” Quan told him.

      “How?”

      “We just did,” he said.

      “Okay,” Connor replied.  “What’s next?”

      “I’ll get this handled, then I’ll spell you off,” Quan said.  “I’m sure Orbey misses you and Cooper.”

      “She visits,” Connor said.

      Quan smiled, thinking he’d someday like a wife like Orbey.  She was a solid force among a bunch of pissed off, rowdy men, a unifying energy amongst the ghosts of them.

      “But she sleeps alone,” Quan argued.  “I’m sure that gets lonely at night.”

      “That’s why she said she wanted Cooper to stay with her,” Connor said with a grin.  “A man needs his dog, though.”

      Quan laughed.  “I’ll be back in a few hours, maybe less.”

      “Who is it?” Connor asked.

      “Bronx.”

      This took him by surprise.  He drew a deep, almost startled breath, then rubbed his face and let his eyes drift up to the tops of the trees where he contemplated the betrayal.

      “This is going to wreck Noah,” Connor said.

      Quan nodded.

      “That punk kid,” Connor growled, a sharp edge to his words—something Orbey called a tempered outburst.

      “Turns out he was part of the dying remains of some fascist group of militants parading around as anti-fascists,” Quan said.  “He was in Portland in the early 2020’s.”

      Connor nodded his head, getting it.  “What are you going to do?” he asked, now holding Quan’s eye.

      “Make him pay for what the Chicom pukes did to this community,” Quan said.  “But how that transpires won’t be my choice.  I’m going to leave that to Boone.”

      Connor blew out a breath and said, “I hope for your sake you have a strong stomach.”

      “I’ll develop it,” Quan said.  “Boone’s gonna want this.”

      He walked a little farther up the mountainside, found Noah taking a piss against a tree, his sagging underwear a good two inches lower than his hairy ass crack.  He was whistling to himself, signing his name on the tree in urine, his sinewy legs untouched by the sun for what looked like decades.

      “Seeing you like this is stronger than coffee,” Quan said.

      “You’re a little late for a shower,” Noah said.  “Bladder’s ‘bout empty.  There’s still enough for a drink though.”

      “I’ll pass,” Quan said, leaning against a tree, looking the other direction.

      When he was done, Noah waltzed over to his tent, put on his pants and said, “Whatcha doin’ here kid?”

      Quan took a deep breath, blew it out, then said, “I have good news, but it’s also bad news.”

      “Let me get my coffee first,” Noah said, eyeing him.  “You want a cup?”

      “That’s like drinking battery acid,” Quan said.

      He poured himself a cup of Joe, blew over the rim, then said, “Alright son, spill it.”

      “Bronx.”

      That’s all he had to say.  Noah’s face drained, what sparse amount of color he had left looking a few shades lighter.

      “You serious?” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      “How do you know for sure?” Noah asked, stricken.

      “My contact wouldn’t have called me without verifying it himself,” Quan assured him.

      Noah prided himself on his ability to make the right decisions quickly and with little mental consternation.  He’d chosen wrong with Bronx.  Now he shook his head, drained his piping hot coffee in a couple of burning gulps and said, “Let’s go while I’m wired up.”

      “I’ve got the quad,” he said.

      Noah replied, “I’ll get the truck and follow you down.”

      The first place they went was Boone’s house.  They had to get that out of the way, nervous as they were telling him this news.

      “He’s the traitor?” Boone asked as he stood in the doorway.  He was still half-asleep, his beard heavy, three months of uncut hair making him look more like a mountain man than a once handsome mechanic and hunter.  “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” Quan said.

      “Let’s stop off and grab Logan,” Boone said.  “Whatever I don’t have the nerve for, he’ll do.”

      Noah and Quan looked at each other, their looks quizzical at best.  Was he really deferring to Logan?

      Boone got in the truck with Noah, which meant there wouldn’t be a conversation between them.  Noah was too embarrassed at not seeing it earlier, and Boone was probably deciding how best he wanted to handle this.

      Since Miranda’s death, however, he wasn’t handling anything.  The man was a zombie, a ghost, a shell of his former self, according to all who knew him before this.

      He radioed ahead to Logan, told him they were going hunting, that they already had their prey.  Logan seemed to understand.  Quan, Noah and Boone met him at the pile of bones.  The second Logan saw Boone in the truck, Quan knew he knew.

      “Get on,” Quan said, scooting up on his seat.

      Logan got on the quad and they followed the truck to Bronx’s neighborhood.  Noah and Boone got out of the truck while Quan and Logan got off the ATV.  The four of them walked up to Bronx’s house in silence.

      Boone kicked the front door in and entered with his pistol out.  They found the traitor in bed with one of the younger boys from town.

      “Well ain’t this the flat backside of an old bitch,” Noah snarled.

      “Get the hell outta my house!” Bronx yelled as the boy hustled out of bed, his pale body rail-thin and feminine.

      Logan and Quan blocked the boy’s exit, both with their guns out and eyes that meant business.

      “We’re just friends,” the kid said, his eyes getting that shine like he was about to cry.  He had his clothes pressed over his privates, and a tremor to his voice.

      “I don’t care what you are, kid,” Quan said.  “He’s an adult and you’re not.”

      Quan looked over and saw Logan’s set jaw, his narrowed eyes, a savagery in his gaze that he’d developed after the wholesale murder of half of Five Falls.  The kid saw the look, too.

      He shrank back, terrified.

      Noah turned around and slapped the back of his head so hard, the kid wobbled forward into Logan.  Logan shoved the kid through the hole between him and Quan and growled, “There’s no reason to come back here, ever.”

      Boone started hitting Bronx.  He just jumped on the bed and started pummeling him with heavy fists and sharp elbows.  Bronx managed to pull the quilt over himself and turtle up.  That wasn’t good enough.  Boone scrambled off the bed, grabbed the bedsheets and blankets, started jerking and yanking him off the bed, even as the seemingly undressed man howled in protest.

      When he flopped out of the bed and slammed down on the floor, Boone ripped the blankets off him and found him naked.

      “Get his legs,” he turned and said to Logan and Quan.  “Noah, get his neck.”

      Quan knew those dead eyes.  He had worn them so many times he understood the blackness and the emptiness behind them.  It’s what happened when the rage took over and an eerie silence settled over you.  That’s when you rolled your shoulders, balled your fists and went to work with one thing in mind: massive bodily damage.

      Bronx still had some fight in him as Logan and Quan grabbed his ankles.  When Noah slammed his head down on the floor five or six times then dropped a forearm and his weight on the man’s throat, he relented, hardly able to breathe.

      Boone stood back, pushed Quan and Logan farther apart.  His legs were spread about as wide as they’d go.  That’s when Boone kicked Bronx right in the balls with all his might.  His body bucked and strained against the pain.  Boone kicked him again and again and again until he passed out.

      Noah looked up and said, “You can stop now, he’s out.”

      Boone was red faced with rage, his eyes rabid, seeing not this scene, Quan believed, but the dead eyes of his wife, half her head turned to mush.

      “Get this traitorous slag up and bring him outside,” Boone said.
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        * * *

      

      Logan grabbed ahold of Bronx’s hair and dragged him outside.  The man started to come around as his naked body scraped across ragged concrete that was his back porch.  Boone threw a pair of boxers in his face and said, “Get dressed, traitor!”

      It wasn’t easy.  He could barely stand.  Even worse, he looked ready to puke.

      Leaning on a patio chair, the man gingerly put on his boxers.  When he started to sit down, Quan kicked the chair away from him, showed him the satellite phone and said, “I have friends inside.  You know what this is, right?”

      “Chicom phone,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      Logan joined Quan and said, “That means you are a traitor to your people, to America, to us, to your family.”

      The man lowered his eyes, standing funny, unwilling to answer for himself.

      Noah shoved his way through the rest of them and barked, “Do you realize the damage you’ve done?”  Bronx lowered his head farther, a small red spot forming at the head of his penis where it was pressed against the white fabric of his boxers.  “Well, do you?”

      When he refused to answer, Noah hit him so hard against the side of the head, the man toppled over.  Boone grabbed him by the hair, stood him up, then kneed him again in the goods.  He buckled, the cords standing taut in his neck, tears now draining from his eyes.

      “Get up,” Logan said, standing him up.

      He was green-faced and crying like a child.  Quan had to remind himself that this man had been informing on them just so he didn’t feel bad.  He’d walked among them a friend for months and yet there he was, a Benedict Arnold, a Judas, violating an underage boy like he was candy from the jar of untainted children.

      Logan moved him against the nearest tree, pressed his face into the bark and said, “Hug it like you love it.”

      He did as he was told, but in truth, that was the only way he could actually stand without his knees buckling.

      Logan looked at Noah, who was pissed.

      The old man’s hair was a mess.  He wore a faded t-shirt and tired jeans that hung loose off weary bones.  The veteran shook his head.

      Boone turned to Bronx and said, “What are the Chicom plans for Five Falls?”

      “I don’t know,” Bronx said.

      To Quan, Logan said, “Go to the garage and bring me some wire cutters or tin snips.  Whatever you can find like that is fine.”

      “I’ll get them,” Noah said.  “I can’t look at this asshole right now.”  Meaning he might kill him before Boone got the chance.

      Noah came back with a thick pair of wire snips, handed them to Logan.  Logan, in turn, handed them to Boone, who gave him that look.  His was the look that said he couldn’t cross that line.  Without hesitation, Logan took Boone’s place with Bronx.

      “So let’s try this again,” Logan said.  “What are the Chicom plans for Five Falls?”

      Seeing the clippers, Bronx freaked out, started begging and said, “I don’t know.  They don’t tell me anything!”

      Logan cut off his pinkie finger.

      It fell in the dirt.

      Noah looked at Quan whose face felt sallow but resolute.  Boone looked like his expression hadn’t even changed.  Bronx couldn’t stop screaming.

      “Nine more times before we go to the toes,” Logan said.  As it were, it only took three more fingers before Bronx finally broke down and told them everything.

      “They’re coming man,” he laughed, his face green.  He clutched his mangled hand against his boxers, blood leaking and spurting everywhere.  His hysterical laughter turned manic.  “No matter what you do to me, they’re coming for you!”

      Logan put a bullet in his head, not even blushing.

      Quan was quietly impressed, but he was also terrified.  He was a Chicom soldier and even he couldn’t kill as easily as Logan just had.

      Quan heard Logan was a softie in the beginning, that he was a computer programmer and slightly overweight.  When he heard this, he could hardly believe this was the same man they were talking about.  There was only death in Logan’s eyes.  He saw it now.  Felt it.  Only when he was with Harper and the Madigans did Quan see any signs of life in the man.

      He understood, though.

      Some men rose to the challenge of war, turning off that humanitarian switch inside themselves, almost like a chameleon adopting to the landscape of war.  He could do it, but not like Logan.  Even Boone couldn’t get himself there, which was baffling considering all he’d lost.

      When they stepped inside Bronx’s place, Quan said, “Let’s clear it all out, get everything to the community center.”  He said this, nonplussed, his words sounding as casual as the look on Logan’s face.

      “Leave it,” Logan said.  “Let the people who need things come here and see this.  Let everyone know this is what happens to conspirators.”

      “You’re going to scar the kids,” Quan said.

      “Good,” Logan seethed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-two year old Felicity Espinoza and her father, Filiberto, were hunting in the early morning hours.  They caught several cottontails just before day break, even though the rabbits were more prone to the prairie than the hills.  They fancied themselves lucky, considering the lands had been hunted thoroughly as a result of the EMP and people not having power.  Filiberto put his arm around his daughter and smiled.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said.

      “Am I the son you always wanted?” the twenty-two year old asked with a grin.

      “No boy I’ve ever met could compare to you,” he said.

      As they were walking home, making their way back through thickets of trees, they heard screaming in the distance, and then they heard shooting.  They ran to the edge of the trees, saw a terrible sight in the neighborhood below.  Crouching down, her father broke out the binoculars.

      “What’s happening, Daddy?” she asked, fear shooting through her like a live wire.

      “Mother of God,” he said in his native tongue.  “They’re dragging people out of their homes.”

      She reached for the binos, but he pushed her hand away and said, “You don’t want to see this.”

      “I need to see!” she said.

      She never told her father about her trip with Clay Nichols, the one where they came down from Salem, how people died, how people were killed.

      She’d seen death with Clay.

      She also saw a man emptied out from war, a man with wounds so deep they cut to the core of him and still managed to ride the surface in hard, violent lines.  After he dropped her off in Roseburg, Clay had gone on to Five Falls.

      “You need good things in your head, not this nonsense,” he said, standing up.  “Let’s go!”

      They ran through the backyards where they could, and behind the fence lines where they had to.  In the streets, the Chicoms were rounding people up.  She’d heard the screaming and crying, and the harsh, high-pitched squeal of the Chicoms asserting their dominance.

      Everyone knew they’d been amassing their reserves down at the airport.  But for months, the Chicoms kept to themselves.  They did this while the citizens of Roseburg lived every waking moment in fear.  Lately the city spotters told the heads of the community that an increased amount of both vehicles and personnel had moved in.

      The airport and the surrounding buildings had become the unofficial location of the Chicoms.  They sent in scouts, men willing to get close when it was dark enough and take note of the enemy encampment.  Unfortunately, they couldn’t find any weak spots.  And the men were poring in by the day.

      After California had been eviscerated, the Chicom oppression waned.  Now it was back in force.  She kept up with her father easily, for her cardio was good.  He loved to run and she ran with him, but now they were running toward danger, not away from it.

      That was completely contrary to her instincts.

      When they got near their house, her father said, “Stay here, I need to check on your mother.”

      He moved swiftly down the hill and into the backs of the neighborhood, but before he could get to the backyard, he saw her.  Rather, he heard her.

      They both did.

      The Chicoms were dragging her out of the house.  She was screaming, fighting them.  One of the men turned and punched her in the stomach, grabbed her by the hair when she buckled over and dragged her down the street to a van.

      She renewed her fight at the van, but several men hit her again, all three punches focused and ruthless.  Each shot she took was like a shot to Felicity.  She dropped the dead rabbits, stood and started after her mother.  When she got to her father, he stood there, anxious to go after them, but tempering himself because he knew they’d kill him just as soon as deal with him.

      “Go after her!” Felicity hissed.

      “No!” he said, grabbing hold of her.

      “Then I’ll go,” she said, trying to shove him off.  He tightened his grip on her arm, stopping her.

      “I’m going to follow them,” he said.  “Find out where they’re going.”

      “You know where they’re going!” she said.  The Chicoms had been building fences around the airport, its hangars, its buildings and the runway.

      “That’s why we need to follow at a distance,” he said.  He turned to her, a look of horror in his eyes.  “If I’m not back by tonight, you need to go see your friend Clay.”

      “I’m going with you,” she said, tears welling in her eyes.

      “I’ll get her and be back in no time,” he said, his words hollow, frail.  “Get that rabbit stew going.”

      “I’m coming with you,” she said, weakness filling her.

      He took her in his arms now, hugged her tight, then kissed her on top of her head and said, “If something happens, I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Daddy,” she said, barely able to breathe.

      He let go of her and took off running.  She watched the Chicoms rounding everyone up.  Her father had the rifle; she had the bow and arrows.  She ran along the tree line, saw her father trying to catch up to the van.  He went from a run to a sprint.

      She did the same.

      Felicity tried to keep up, but her father’s energy seemed boundless.  Hers was not.  Before long, she found herself winded and upset.  How could her body forsake her like this?

      She reminded herself these were her parents, so she kept going, even as a long stitch ran through her side and tightened.  As she gasped for breath, her legs slowing down, her will diminished, the small knot in her stomach turned, then revolted.

      She stopped, fell to her knees and puked.  Before she’d even emptied out the last of a meager pre-dawn breakfast, she stood and tried to run again.

      All along the streets, she saw people out of their homes, crying in the streets, talking to each other and lamenting the sudden violence taking place in the neighborhood.  When later she reached the edge of the airport, she saw the long span of chain link fences, the people being pulled off the trucks and herded into the large pen and the hangars deeper in.

      At the back of the airport, huge plumes of smoke rose into the sky, ash raining lightly around her.  She pulled one of the flakes off her shoulder, smeared it between her fingers.  It disintegrated, leaving a soft, grayish-black smear behind.

      That’s when she caught sight of three soldiers dragging her father over with the rest of the prisoners, his rifle in their hands.  Her breath caught, her heart racing dangerously fast.

      Could a girl her age have a heart attack?  Under normal circumstances, she thought not, but these were not normal circumstances.

      They hit her father with the butt of his weapon, prodding him to move, hitting him again when he didn’t move fast enough.

      There used to be over twenty-thousand people in Roseburg; now they were lucky to have half of that.  Studying the chain link fences, she wondered if they could fit ten thousand people in there.  For a second, she convinced herself they could.

      She got as close to the airport as she could, not daring to cross over I5, not after they’d taken over the Department of Transportation in front of what used to be Roseburg Regional Airport.

      Falling back, she worked her way up a grassy hillside, then walked along an access road cut into the small hill behind Walmart and the Oakridge Apartments.  Her father was in there, but it was still light outside.  He and her mother had been captured.

      She wouldn’t be.

      Felicity was heading home to round up something she could use to cut the fence.  If it killed her, she was going to get into the camp and find her parents.

      But she had to be smart about this.  What could she do?  First things first, she’d need her bow and arrows.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Felicity returned to the airport as the moon hung low in the sky.  She was dressed in all black, warm, and she walked a small length of the fence, trying to see what was happening inside.  She ended up at the back end of the airport.  That’s where all the smoke was coming from.  That’s also where she saw a bright firelight glow.  There was nothing to see at the front of the airport, but farther back, she had the chance to see something.

      When she saw the stacks of bodies burning, she knew these were her friends and neighbors, and quite possibly her family.

      Don’t think like that! she told herself.  Just find a way in!

      If she failed the way her father had failed, these murderous cretins would do to her parents what they were now doing to everyone else.

      Standing in the night, she watched the man as he took one dead body after the next and tossed it on the long row of embers.  The pile was two feet tall and thirty feet long at least.  Corpses were stacked up behind him, a full night’s work by the look of it.

      It’s just one man, the voice in her head said.

      Standing back, she drew an arrow out of her quiver, seated it and pulled back, waiting for the man to toss the body he was holding onto the fire.

      The second he did, he wiped the sweat from his face, then turned to grab the next body.

      That’s when she let go of the arrow.

      It flew true, hitting its mark: the man’s throat.  As the Chicom steward wobbled this way and that, quietly gagging, his hands on the shaft, she watched him.  When his knees buckled and he fell over, dying a long, painful death, she barely even blinked.

      When he was dead, she slipped quietly into the shadows, waiting to see how many men would come.  There were many men and the alarms had sounded.  She turned and ran, but she’d left too late.

      She was crossing the interstate when she heard the distant sounds of feet slapping the pavement behind her.  She looked over her shoulder, saw someone had taken chase.  She raced to the other side of the mountain, scuttling up the earthy sides of it, every last muscle in her body fighting her again.

      She needed to get into the woods.

      The soldier was gaining ground, the sounds of his footfalls tearing up the earth getting louder by the minute.  It was just her heavy breath and his pounding feet.  She forced another look over her shoulder; it cost her precious seconds.

      She saw him clearly, the shadow against the moonlit sky.

      Breathless, she tried to pick up her pace, but she barely made it to the top of the hill when he tackled her.

      He ripped off her quiver, breaking the strap.  She grabbed a handful of dirt, spun over and threw it in his eyes.  The gun he’d pulled on her went off, the sound deafening.

      The dirt hit his face, and eyes, and his instinct was to turn away and paw it out of his eyes.

      She grabbed one of several arrows that had come out of the broken quiver and drove it into the man’s throat.  He reeled back, but not before she could yank it out and stab him again.

      The blood hit her in a spray, which gave her a shot of hope.  She ripped it out again, stuck a new spot, his eye this time.  This did the trick.  Can’t see, can’t fight.

      Die, commie.

      Gagging, swearing and growling, the otherworldly sounds of him fighting the tears, the pain, were haunting.  He fell to the ground, laid on his back, crying.

      When she got up, she saw his pistol.

      Picking it up, she thought of Clay, of what he told her about hesitation being the number one reason people die in a gunfight.

      “Bye,” she said.  And then she emptied the entire magazine into his face.

      Sickened by the savage act, horrified at how quickly it had happened, she dropped the gun, gathered up her arrows and returned home at a brisk pace.

      Inside, the house was dark and empty, the solitude so thick she all but choked on it.  Having memorized the layout of the house in the pitch black of night months ago, she moved through the structure easily.  Too sick to eat, too distraught to think straight, she only wanted to shut her eyes to this nightmare and pray that tomorrow she could plan a solid rescue mission.

      Crawling into bed, she managed to get a few restless hours of sleep.  In those fitful, tear filled hours when she’d awakened and couldn’t get back to sleep, she thought about how to break into the airport detention facility, find her parents, get them out.

      Then sleep stole her away, her efforts all for naught, her haphazard plans washed away in the fog of sleep.

      At the break of dawn, however, she knew what she needed to do.  She had to follow her father’s instructions.  That’s why she rolled out of bed, loaded herself up with food, water and a revolver, then went to the garage and opened the door manually.

      Daylight flooded the garage.

      She pulled her mother’s bike out, hooked up the Minnow bike trailer they’d found a few months ago.  It connected easy.  After that, Felicity loaded up the trailer as best as she could, then hopped on and set out for Five Falls with no time to spare.

      Clay would know what to do.

      He could help.
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      The knock on Clay’s front door stirred him from a difficult sleep.  He opened his eyes, turned his head over on the pillow, wiped the sweat from his face and sat up.  Was he dreaming?  The knock came again letting him know this was no dream.

      Getting up, he put on his jeans, grabbed the pistol off the nightstand, then plodded barefoot across the carpeted floor and peeked out the side window.  Logan stood there like a zombie, no expression, just waiting.

      He opened the front door and said, “Come in.”  When Logan didn’t hesitate, Clay asked if he wanted some coffee.

      “I’ll take a cup, but only if it’s brewed already, which it doesn’t smell like it is,” Logan said, all business.

      “Let me start a pot for myself.”

      He opened the pantry to the smell of fresh deer meat curing.  The seasoning’s aroma was wonderful in the afternoon and evening, but not so much first thing in the morning.  He started the coffee, using a small camp stove to warm the water.

      Logan walked into the kitchen.

      “We found the traitor,” Logan announced.  Clay stopped his mental momentum, switched gears, then turned to his friend in disbelief.  He continued.  “It was Bronx McLaren.  Found him in bed with the Taylor kid, both of them naked.”

      Clay was trying to take all this in considering he wasn’t even awake yet.

      “Naked you said?”

      “Yeah,” Logan nodded.  “I’m still trying to process that.”

      “Them being gay or…”

      “Bronx taking advantage of an underage boy, and the underage boy being okay with it.  That just doesn’t compute in my brain.  I mean, for heaven’s sake…if there’s one thing you’re going to work like hell to protect in this crappy, miserable world, it’s the kids.”

      “I can have him arrested,” he said, already working out the details.

      “Not really,” Logan replied with a dismissive wave.  “We took care of it already.  But like I said, the fact that he was a traitor, that he had secret dealings with the Chicoms?  That’s a problem far worse than taking advantage of a fourteen year old boy.”

      The water came to a boil.  He poured it over fresh coffee grounds sitting in a pile on the filter, then turned and faced Logan while it drained through.

      “What do you mean, not really?” Clay said, this time not as a friend, but as the Five Falls Sheriff.

      “I mean Boone and I extracted the information we needed from him and then we killed him.”

      “Boone did this?” Clay asked, suddenly forgetting all about his coffee.

      “Well, technically Boone beat the crap out of him, then I cut off three of his fingers and shot him in the back of the head.  That’s the details of the payback.  As for the extraction of information, apparently Bronx had contacts in Roseburg, who had contacts all the way up to Yale, Washington.  He confirmed that’s where the Chicoms are setting up their American HQ.”

      “Bronx told you all of this?” he asked, rubbing the rest of the sleep from his eyes.  Logan nodded.  “So Quan is right.”

      “Of course he is,” Logan said.  “He was with us.”

      “Quan was?”

      “Yeah,” Logan said.  “It was his contact from Yale that tipped us off.  The same contact said it was time for Quan to come to Yale.  Which means we’re going to lose him and Longwei, and their guys.  I’m not really sure if this will be the case, but we’ll know soon enough.”

      “So you cut off three of his fingers and shot him in the head?” Clay asked.

      Clay knew when the Madigans, Logan and Ryker offered to be the enforcers in town that they were serious people.  When Skylar openly admitted to having no problem killing a woman, this took things to a deeper level.  But he never thought it would come to this.  He hoped the threat was enough.  Then again, if there was anything he knew he could treat as absolute, it was the Madigan Militia’s willingness to keep their word in all aspects of life.

      “Where is he now?” Clay asked.

      “Dead in his backyard.”

      “We need to clear his things out of there and distribute what food and supplies he had to those families in need.  And then we need to get him out of there and make the house ready for another family.”

      “No,” Logan said.  “We’re going to let people walk through the house and get what they want.  They’ll need to know what happened, that Bronx was a traitor, and they’ll need to see his body.  Word will spread, quelling any possible uprisings.”

      “Absolutely not,” Clay said.  He picked up his coffee, neither man saying anything.  “You really want that kind of thing sitting in the backs of people’s minds?”

      “We talked about this.  Traitors in this town, conspirators against the community, they must be made examples of.  There is no better visual to keep the peace than Bronx’s face lying in a puddle of his own brains.”

      “What exactly did Boone do?” Clay asked.  “How did he handle everything?”

      He was worried about his brother.  He had been ever since the attack that took Miranda’s life.  There wasn’t a single day that went by that Boone didn’t seem to sink deeper and deeper into that awful, bottomless chasm of despair.

      “He kicked his balls up into this throat.  Dick, too.  It’s not an easy thing to see, but it’s an even harder thing to forget.  Trust me on this one.”

      For a moment, Clay felt relief.  If Boone saw Bronx as the traitor that played a part in his loss, he could maybe release a few of the demons holding him hostage day and night.

      “So Bronx was in bed with a kid, and then Boone kicked him in the balls so bad he changed sexes.”

      “Yeah.  He was naked.  That made it so much worse.  Boone just kept kicking the thing like it was a wet squid.  Even if the traitor had lived, there was no way he would ever use that thing again but to piss blood.  The dick hole itself was bleeding.”

      “Well, you know how I feel about pedophiles,” Clay said with the wave of a hand.  In that moment, he decided to let the murder go.  Even if Bronx wasn’t a traitor, in his mind, the best kind of pedophile was a dead pedophile.

      “I do,” Logan said.  “That’s why I thought you’d appreciate the news.”

      “How’s your leg?” he asked, seeing Logan favoring it.

      “Still hurts on the outside of the knee, worse when it’s cold.”

      “And your foot?”

      “Heel’s still a bit numb,” Logan answered.  “Feeling’s coming back, though.  Slowly but surely.”

      Clay knew Logan wasn’t one to lament his pain, so if he acted like the pain was at a level three, it was probably at a level eight in real life.

      “You should stay off it as much as possible,” Clay said.

      “Don’t start…”

      He raised his hand and said, “Alright, alright.  You should really try this coffee.”

      “That steamy toilet water you gave me last time is still eating holes in my intestines.  I’m gonna go.  Just thought you’d want to know about Bronx, and Boone.”

      “How was he?” Clay asked, not really wanting Logan to go.  “Boone, I mean.  Did he look better?  Like the release helped?”

      Clay hated being alone in that house.  Being alone in general was flat out awful for him.  Then again, the way he tossed and turned all night—thrashing about, sweating profusely, reliving elements of the war both in Five Falls and abroad in an endless string of nightmares—there was no way it was safe for anyone else to be there with him.

      “At first, when he started beating on Bronx, I kind of felt like it was going to be alright, you know?  Like that thing trapped inside him now had an outlet.  But then when it came to the rough stuff, he sort of got cold feet.”

      “Boone doesn’t have the stomach for this kind of thing,” Clay said.  Which made him start to wonder where a former computer geek like Logan acquired such a taste for violence.  “How was it?”

      “How was what?” Logan asked, starting to look a bit fidgety.

      “Killing Bronx?  I mean, after the betrayal, and that business with the kid, how was it killing him?”

      For the first time since he arrived, Clay found the emotion Logan had been concealing from him.  It was like his eyes had been in some sort of sleep mode while they were open, and then they woke up.  There was no soul before, but now he couldn’t stop seeing the vibrancy in the man’s eyes.

      “It felt amazing,” he said.

      “Now that you got the taste, keep it at bay,” Clay warned, not sure if one murder might precipitate another.

      “There’s nothing to keep at bay,” Logan said, almost like he was offended.  “This isn’t a treat for me, some long held need materializing.  This is payback for half the town being killed, the school being blown up, Miranda…”

      “What are you doing now?” Clay said.

      “Leaving.”

      “And Boone?”

      “He’s back home, I guess.”

      “Did you see Stephani while you were over there?” Clay asked.

      The fact that he asked this had him thinking how wrong he’d been about the woman.  He should have gone out with her three months ago.

      “I knew you were jealous,” Logan said, smiling for the first time.

      “I’m not jealous,” he stammered.  “It’s just…”

      He felt so alone for awhile there, and maybe he thought she could fill that void.  But alas, she’d gone to his brother to comfort him and help him out where he needed it.  Since then, she’d become a permanent fixture in his life.  Not that Boone knew it, or was even aware of it.  The man lived every day in a fog of grief so thick, most days he wasn’t even reachable.

      “If she was there when he got back,” Logan said, “chances were pretty good she headed back up the hill.  I’m going there now.”

      “How’s Harper?” Clay asked.

      Whatever jealousy he felt in not having someone during all this while so many other people did, failed to show.  If he learned anything from Logan, Harper and Skylar, it was how to conceal your emotions.

      “She’s good.  She’ll be happy to hear about Bronx.”  He got up, shook Clay’s hand and said, “Orbey’s got everyone up at the house for ‘composting 101’ training.  Plus they’ll be working the garden.  I think Stephani will be up with the hives today.  At least, that’s what I remember her saying.  You should stop by.”

      “She’s my brother’s…whatever now.”

      “They’re not sleeping together.”

      “I know,” Clay said.  “But I see the way she looks at him.”

      “She’s smitten, for sure,” Logan said.  “But a girl like that needs something in return.  Which means the shelf life on her fantasies, when unrequited, are going to be shorter than you think.”

      “It’s been three months,” Clay stammered.

      “Exactly,” he said, starting for the front door.  “If I don’t see you up there, at the house, I’ll be on the mountainside.  We’re breaking ground on a new well near the second location.”

      He thought about this for a moment.  Then: “If we needed to bug out today, could we make do with what you have so far?”

      He was never truly excited about living in the forest, or scratching around in the dirt like a bunch of woodland creatures, but preparing for the worst was a necessary precaution, all things considered.  It was different when he and Boone were kids and they’d set out on a hunting expedition with their father.  That was fun, exciting.  But now, not so much.

      “We could make do, but it wouldn’t be comfortable, and you certainly couldn’t get the entire town up there.  But if we get what we’re hoping for out of this well, then we can start on phase two.  After that, I’m hoping we can all get back to normal.”

      “What the hell does normal even mean these days?” Clay snorted out.

      “Not dead?” Logan suggested.

      He watched Logan leave, sipping his coffee in the cool morning air, thinking that he’d need to pay his brother a visit today.

      He prayed this morning’s retaliation shook something loose.
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        * * *

      

      He rapped at Boone’s front door, waited for a few minutes, then knocked again.  He was about to head over to the cemetery, thinking that was the only other place he’d find the man, when the lock disengaged and the door opened.  Boone was there, half his hair and beard smashed down, his eyes heavy with sleep.  He looked like a kid who’d just fallen into a deep sleep and was roused prematurely, the look on his face purely unpleasant.

      “You here about Bronx?” he asked.

      “Yeah, can I come in?”

      “You don’t need to ask,” Boone said, blocking the doorway, but not on purpose.

      “Well then get out of the way,” Clay said pushing past him and heading inside.  “Is Stephani here?”

      “She went home,” he said.

      He strolled inside the living room, saw Boone’s blanket on the couch, the cushions smooshed in from his big body spending too much time there.  At Rowdy’s pack ‘n play, Clay stood over the child.  He was fast asleep, his little fist stuffed in his mouth.

      “He’s getting big,” Clay said.  “Did you teach him how to say ‘Uncle Clay’ yet?”

      “After he learns how to say ‘Daddy,’” Boone said, “I’ll teach him how to say “Uncle Clay.’”

      “Promise?” he asked with a grin.

      “Scout’s honor,” Boone said without much emotion.

      Every time Clay saw the child, he thought about the bullet holes in the stroller, the broken handle, how he and Boone thought Rowdy had died.  He almost had.  Fractions of an inch was all that saved his life.  But only when those fragile things in Boone’s mind had split was Dr. Quinn able to tell Boone his son was alive.

      Rowdy lived, but Miranda died.

      Entire parts of Boone had died that day, too.

      The man had yet to fully come around, and this worried Clay daily.  It worried a lot of people.  But a father’s job is seldom an easy one, and a widower’s job is twice as hard without the added stress of grief.  In the end, Clay chose to believe Boone would recover.  Then again, only time could prove the validity of his convictions.  He prayed he was right.

      “How’s he doing?” Clay asked.

      “Sleeping a lot,” Boone replied.  “And he’s doing well with Stephani, although with as much as that woman’s over here, the kid’s gonna grow up thinking she’s his mom.”

      “How do you like having her over?” Clay asked.

      “She’s fine.  Thanks for that, by the way.  Without her, I’m not sure I would have made it this far.”

      “I didn’t send her over,” Clay said.  “Apparently she did that on her own.”

      “Why would she do that?” Boone asked.

      Clay just stared at him.  “Are you dense, brother?” he asked.

      Then it hit him, almost like he got it.

      “She wants to be Rowdy’s mother,” he said.

      “No, you spectacular dumbass,” Clay said, plopping down on the couch.  “She wants to be with you, and with him.”

      This seemed to make him nervous.  Almost like the prospect of a romantic interlude scared the hell out of him.  Except he wasn’t thinking about romance.  He saw in his brother’s face that Stephani might be working with an ulterior motive and it bothered him.

      “So you didn’t send her?” he asked again, picking up Rowdy.  The child stirred but didn’t wake up.  Clay shook his head.  “If she thinks there’s something here…I mean, if she thinks I’m just going to cast aside the memory of Miranda and move on to her...”

      “Relax, man,” Clay said, holding up his hands.  “Having a pretty woman like you and want to take care of you in your time of need is not the end of the world.”

      “Tell her not to come back,” he said.

      “Shut up, moron,” Clay snapped.  He was off the couch in a snap, standing right in front of Boone with balled fists.  “That’s what Dad would say to you right now.  He’d tell you to take your precious little emotions and throw some dirt on the hurt.”

      Boone covered Rowdy’s exposed ear, turned him away from Clay.  “You’re acting crazy,” Boone said.

      “You guys killed Bronx and didn’t even tell me.  You sent Logan over to tell me.”

      “I didn’t send him,” he said.

      Clay shook his head, his emotions rising pretty fast.  Tempering his erratic outburst, he said, “I’m going up to the Madigan’s house.  Don’t you dare stop Stephani from coming over here.  Not because of you, but because of him.  Rowdy.  Unless you can get your head straight and start being an emotionally present father, you need someone who can nurture and love this kid.”

      Boone nodded his head, then said, “Alright, fine.  I get it.”

      Grinding his molars, pissed off that Stephani was doing all this for him, and his brother was not only too absent to see what was going on, but when he figured it out, he was ready to just throw it away, irritated him.  Three months of this, and he was still so damn dense.

      “Get it together, man,” Clay said.  “You’re a father now.”

      “I know.”

      He turned and left, driving the Blazer up to the Madigan’s household.  He was supposed to go up there to learn gardening like everyone else, but truthfully, he wanted to see Stephani.  He wasn’t obsessed with her, but he was going to maybe take one more run at her before giving up.  It would be easy if she’d wasn’t so invested in the idea of being Boone’s wife and Rowdy’s mother, if that was in fact the case, but people were strange and nothing was easy.  Nothing was ever easy.
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        * * *

      

      When he got to the Madigan’s cul-de-sac, he looked at the big pile of bones, most of the ash now washed away by the rains.  The Chicom vehicles were still there, however, the evidence of a battle waged and won all too apparent.

      He’d always walked by the pile, creeped out by it.  Now he walked right to it, his energy restless.  Glancing up the hill, he knew there were people there, lots of men and women interested in long term survivability through gardening.  Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he felt extremely grateful for Orbey and Connor, for their willingness to teach the town how to garden, how to take care of their chickens and how to shoot.

      Looking down, he toed a burned Chicom skull, then rolled it over and stomped on it once, twice, three times before kicking the broken pieces aside.

      That was once a man, he told himself.  He was someone’s child, a boy with hopes and dreams, an innocent swallowed into the Chicom nightmare.  Whoever he was, he’d been turned from a potentially decent person into a devoted soldier, perhaps even a murderous fiend.

      A big part of him felt bad for the indoctrination of the Chinese people.  They were good people.  But the Chicom government was sick and diabolical, so bad they would subject most of their citizens to the worst standards of living as a matter of principle.  A dark feeling set in as he dwelled a bit too long over the subject.  Looking at the pile of bones, he realized the other part of him now hated those once good people who turned bad, either by force or their own volition.

      As he trudged up the hill, he thought that the worst circumstances made animals of them all.  At that point though, he wasn’t sure if it was wise to feed the animal inside of him—to let the beast run loose—or if he needed to starve the beast and try to get back in touch with his humanity.

      He didn’t want to leave that decision to Stephani, especially since she’d never even know all the things he was thinking, but that felt like the case.  A good woman always found a way to bring out the best in men.

      When he reached the top of the hill, he saw the house, but it looked vacant.  He headed up to the barn, passing the hives first.  He didn’t see Stephani.  He was sure she’d be there, but she wasn’t.  As he got to the top of the hill, near the new gardens that were within throwing distance of the barn, a large group of people were gathered around Orbey.

      They saw him and a few of the women waved, or nodded in acknowledgement.  He smiled, but didn’t see Stephani.  One of the guys nodded at him; he nodded back.  He moved into the crowd and listened as Orbey talked to them not only about the benefits of composting, but the need for it as it pertained to soil renewal.

      He understood the basics of gardening, which was to say he knew the first years were usually tough, that they required patience, understanding and calibrating.  But they didn’t have two or three seasons to get through the learning curve.  They had one season at best before people started to starve and die out.

      If there was something he understood, it was composting.  His father made him and Boone do that as children.

      He broke off from the group and headed inside the barn.  Skylar and Ryker’s door was closed.  Harper was over by the gun safe packing ammo into mags, almost like this was part of her daily responsibilities.

      “How much more ammo do you guys have?” Clay asked.

      “Morning,” she said.

      “Oh yeah, hi,” Clay said.  “Sorry, I’m a bit distracted.”

      “Why?”

      “We found the traitor,” Clay said.  “Bronx McLaren.”

      She frowned, stopped what she was doing and looked up at him, concerned.  “Has he been dealt with yet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who?” she asked.

      “Logan and Boone,” he said.  She crossed her arms and leveled him with those eyes.  That was the look that demanded he tell her everything.  “Logan, Boone, Noah and Quan tortured him, and then they killed him.”

      “Who killed him?” she asked.

      He drew a deep breath, considered not telling her the truth.  But that look…God, how the hell could he ignore that look?

      Frowning, he finally said, “Logan.”

      “Details,” she said.

      “He cut off three of his fingers to get the truth out of him, then he shot him in the head.”

      A relaxed smile slid onto her face.  “Good for him.”

      “Good for him?” he asked.

      “He’s come a long way from where he started,” she said, almost like she was pleased that he’d killed the man.  “Then again, we all have.”

      Over the last three months, whatever Harper had in her that was nice, kind or caring was now gone.  This was a woman who’d let the leash off her beast.  Did she even have any humanity left in her?  Did Logan?  Did any of them?

      He knew the answer to that was yes, but barely.

      Orbey continued to remain the sunlight in everyone’s world.  As did Stephani.  These were women who could kill, but they chose to teach, to care for others, to nurture those willing to stand on the front lines and fight for those who couldn’t fight for themselves.

      “Where’s Stephani?” he asked again.

      “Hives, I think.”  He shook his head, told her she wasn’t there.  “Did you check the chicken coop?”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “If she’s not there, check the firing range,” Harper said.  “She’s gotten pretty good with the Chicom rifles we confiscated.”

      They all had.

      Looking at Harper, he couldn’t see who she truly was.  He could only see who she had become.  When he first met Skylar, he saw a battle tested nightmare of a woman, a woman who looked like she’d been run over by the Chicom combine.  Harper was so sweet back then.  Now, he wondered if Skylar could hold a candle to Harper.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Where’s Logan now?” she asked, going back to packing rounds.

      “I don’t know.  I think they’re at the second site, drilling for a well.”  She nodded.  “Are you okay?”

      “Groovy,” she said, her eyes no longer on him.

      In that moment, he felt dismissed.  It was crazy that he felt that way around her.  Then again, it could be that she and Logan were feeding off each other.  But which one of them would outdo the other?  Who was the bigger nightmare?  The one with the biggest beast, he thought.  Taking one last look at Harper, he was starting to think her beast was biggest.

      When he left, it was to no fanfare.

      He stepped out into the warm sun, the smell of vegetation, fresh air and freedom filling his lungs.  He found Stephani at the coop, checking the chickens and collecting eggs.

      “Hey,” he said.

      She turned and said, “Hey back.”

      “I need to talk to you about something, but I’m not sure how to bring it up,” he said.

      “Just spit it out.”

      “What are your intentions with my brother?” he asked.

      “To take care of Rowdy until Boone gets back to himself,” she said, setting her basket down to face him.  “Why?”

      “I’m just curious,” he said.  “Boone thought I sent you, but you sent yourself.”

      “I’d want someone to do that for me if my entire world fell apart so quickly,” she said.  “Wouldn’t you?”

      “My world fell apart months ago,” he said.

      “Is your heart that hard?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “I think it’s a choice,” he said, “a decision.”

      “What are you trying to decide on?” Stephani asked.  “Is there something you want to say to me?”

      His finger went to the scar on his face.  It wasn’t as prominent as before.  It seemed to be fading with time, but it would always be there and he would always be aware of it.  He forced his hands back in his pockets, closed his mouth.

      “C’mon man,” she said.

      “I just don’t think Boone is going to pull out of this,” he said.  “Even if he does, I’m not sure he’s going to be the kind of man you need or deserve.”

      “I’m doing this for Rowdy, too” she said.

      “But you like him,” he said.  “Boone.”

      “Of course, I do,” she said.  “But I like you, too.  And Logan and Ryker and a bunch of other people.  Are we not a community?  Do we not prop up those who would’ve fallen on their own without us?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But what?” she asked, hands on her hips.

      “Why are you mad at me?”

      “Because you’re beating around the bush,” she said.  “Don’t be such a pussy.”

      He clenched his jaw, felt the dog inside him jerking on the chain.  There was no room for his heart in this world.  It was time to take the leash off.

      Instead of answering, he turned and left Stephani there without answers, walking past the gardening group and making his way towards the cul-de-sac.  When he got there, he kicked a path straight through the pile of bones, climbed in his truck, then hit the road, not sure of what he could do to stem the growing tide of agitation inside him.

      He needed to talk to Boone again.  Or maybe he just needed to be alone with his thoughts.  Either way, he knew that what he needed right then was family.  He headed back to Boone’s house.  When he got there, however, the man was not there.  Nor was Rowdy.  The fact that the front door was standing wide open concerned him.

      He drew his gun, walked in, found the house empty, but no foul play.  He holstered the weapon, then frowned.  Climbing back in the Blazer, he drove to the one place he was sure his brother would be.  Clay found him at Miranda’s grave, sitting on the overgrown grass next to Rowdy’s car seat.  He sat down beside him.

      Clay didn’t look at Boone; Boone didn’t look at him.

      He glanced over at Rowdy, ran his finger over the child’s dimpled knuckles.  Rowdy smiled, his little grin and gums on display.

      Clay had let the dog off the leash, but looking at Rowdy now, he understood why he let the dog off the leash.  The children needed to survive this world with their humanity.  They were humankind’s future.

      “There’s nothing we could have done,” Boone said, “right?”

      His brother seldom spoke more than a few words when he was there, so the fact that he was speaking at all surprised Clay.

      He looked at his brother, saw the tears standing in his eyes.  Boone’s hair was long, and he had a beard he should have cut down two months ago.  His fingernails were uncut and dirty, his clothes had that unwashed, mildewed smell, and he needed to brush his teeth.  Clay never knew him to be like this.  It was painful to watch.

      “This isn’t the last of our troubles,” Clay said.  “One day it’s going to be me, or you, or Otto, or any of us.  Maybe even Rowdy.”

      “Between those bees, the homestead and her chickens,” Boone said, wiping his eyes, “Stephani has plenty to do.”

      “Stop this stupid train of thought,” Clay said.  “I don’t mean to be rude, but brother, you need to be present in your life.  You can’t be an absentee father anymore.  Or an absentee brother.  We’re all we have left of family in this life.”

      He dropped his head, shook it slightly, then looked up at his brother with one eye, miffed.  “Are you for real right now?  Did you just say that?”

      “What I didn’t tell you earlier was that Noah, Logan, Ryker and Skylar are going into California this afternoon.  I thought it was tomorrow, but they’re going to check on the well first, then go.  That means you and I will have to take a more active role in town.  But you need stability in your home and in your mind if you’re to be right in the head when we need you.”

      “And you’re right in the head?” Boone challenged.

      “Of course not,” Clay said.  “But I don’t have compassion.  That’s what this long line down my face is.  It’s the constant reminder of a broken brain.”

      “Your brain isn’t broken,” Boone said, backing off a bit.  “It’s just toughened up a bit.”

      “Like a two dollar steak, or grandma’s gums.  You remember those?  She could take down cinder blocks with those things!”

      They shared a much needed laugh as a slight breeze washed over them.  The two brothers then sat in silence for awhile, Clay refusing to leave him, even though he could be other places, helping the way a good Sheriff should.  When Boone stood up, he stood up.  Instead of speaking, Boone turned and hugged him.

      “We can’t forget our humanity,” he said.

      “That’s why we must protect it to our very last breath,” Clay responded.

      “I love you, brother,” Boone said.

      “Love you, too.”

      Clay wasn’t used to affection like this, so he wasn’t sure what to do with it.  They were not close like that as kids, not with their parents, and not with each other.  But for a moment, the proximity of family spurred a feeling inside of him that almost became whole.  Then Boone let go and it was gone.

      “Why are they heading down into California?” Boone asked as they walked to the vehicles.

      “They need to see what they can find down there,” Clay said.  “Hopefully they’ll find something of use—old vehicles, farming equipment, maybe just odds and ends stuff.  I don’t know.”

      “You think it’s smart of them?” Boone asked.  “Going down there like that?”

      “We talked about it a few days ago.  They’re taking Noah’s old Geiger counter, too.  We’ve all been afraid to address the issue of radioactive fallout, but I guess we’ll have it when they get back.”

      “Do they have hazmat suits?” Boone asked, knowing the answer.  Clay shook his head, still not sure how he felt about them going.  “This isn’t very smart.  And can we really afford to have them leave town?”

      “Staying here and not knowing what kind of bombing run that was a few months back isn’t smart either,” Clay said.  “If we’re already infected, we need to know about it.  And if not, we can rest easy, at least on that front.”

      “So these guys are leaving town, and you think Quan and maybe even Longwei and his men might be heading to Yale,” Boone said.  “Does that mean it’s just going to be you and me keeping the lid on this place?”

      “I was thinking we could run people through the Bronx murder scene,” Clay suggested, trying on an idea.  “Let people sit with that as a sort of valium to everyone leaving.  We don’t need any more villains in this town.”

      “It’s not the town I’m worried about,” Boone said.  “It’s the Chicoms.  If they come back, are they going to take Rowdy from me next?  You?  Will they take me from Rowdy?  I mean, if I die, he’s never going to know his parents.”

      “I know,” Clay said, trying to calm him.  “But if we don’t see what California looks like, if we don’t find out what the hell the state was bombed with, we might suffer the long term effects of radiation.”

      “What does Noah’s Geiger counter say about us now?” Boone asked.

      “So far, we’re clear.”

      “So we’re probably fine then,” he said.  “Make them stay here.”

      “It was planned a few days ago,” Clay said.

      “Well then, you might as well open the front doors and just let anyone in,” he groused.

      “Kind of like you did to your own home?” Clay challenged.

      “What?”

      “You left your front door wide open,” he said.

      “Oh.”

      “Pull yourself together, brother.”
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      Felicity pedaled her bicycle away from the city of Roseburg, her lungs tightening, her thighs and calves warming up to a burn.  She moved quickly, glad to put distance between her and the Chicoms, but she also felt sick thinking she was leaving her parents in a cage under communist control as well.

      Looking over her shoulder at the trailer attached to her bike, she checked on her gear.  It was all there, packed tight: a sleeping bag, a canvas, a yoga mat, the bug spray and the quick-setup pup tent.  She also had hiking boots, a parka in case it rained, a few sticks of kindling and waterproof matches.  She’d separated some of these items with a mostly clean cooking grate her parents had on their Webber grill out back.  She’d also stashed as much food and water as she could both in the trailer and in the backpack she wore.

      She wasn’t sure about the terrain ahead, or the state of her muscles on a long distance ride.    Within an hour though, the strain in her muscles began to ease down.  And it didn’t hurt that she had a long stretch of level ground.  Or that the interstate was deserted, just as she prayed it would be.

      After she and Clay walked the I5 from Salem to Roseburg with little interruption from the Chicoms, she prayed she could make it to Five Falls just as safely.  With the exception of a few wild animals and a harmless transient, the day went slowly, but it also passed without incident.

      She ended up having to stay the night just off the highway, up in the trees between Galesville and Wolf Creek.  She thought she might be able to reach Wolf Creek and find shelter, but she remembered what her father said about staying out of populated areas.

      Climbing up into the forest, away from the freeway, she unpacked the bike trailer, getting out what she needed in the order she needed it.  First up was the Quechua two-man pop up tent.  It was ultra compact and waterproof, and it stood forty-eight inches tall and had a mesh front so she wasn’t cut off from the outside world.

      She opened it up and staked it, then set up her bed.  It was a decent sized tent, with just enough room to stow her bike and trailer inside.  Sleeping would be cramped, but she wanted the things that mattered most at arm’s reach and in sight.

      Before the last light of day burned off, she holstered her pistol next to her, kept her knife in a sheath on her other hip, then dug out a fire pit with a compact camp shovel.  She made a circle of rocks around the pit, then found a large stone she could brush off and sit on.

      Felicity quickly made a fire from some nearby timber, drank a little water, and sat back to take a load off her feet.  Her calves and thighs hurt most.  A hot bath would feel great right about now, she thought, but the promise of a good night’s sleep sounded just as good.

      As she warmed herself by the fire, a memory popped into her head.  She remembered sitting with Clay like this as they came down from Salem.  She thought about him quite a bit after he left, never thinking she’d see him again.

      When the sky was dark enough to bring out the starlight, she found herself nodding off.  Finally, she crawled in the tent and slipped inside her sleeping bag, and then she set her pistol on her right side and the unsheathed blade on her left.  She didn’t like sleeping next to an open blade, but she wasn’t one to toss and turn at night, so she decided to keep both weapons ready, just in case.  As she lay there in the dark, listening to the sounds of the night and feeling so alone, so far away from home, she didn’t imagine she’d ever fall asleep, until she did.  It didn’t last, though.  Sometime later, she was jolted from her sleep to heavy rustling sounds outside.

      With her ears perked up and her hands on her weapons, she listened to the noisy sounds of wildlife.  Whatever was creating a ruckus was in her camp.  Turning over and focusing on the soft light of the remaining embers, she estimated that an hour or so had passed.  Quietly pulling herself forward for a better view, she turned over on her belly and brought the gun forward.

      Her eyes adjusted to the light, her focus on the nearby creature.  She was looking at something like an oversized American bulldog.  It was sniffing around the camp, but this was no bulldog.  This ugly little mutant thing, she realized, was a feral pig, or a wild boar.  She started to worry.  If it found its way to the tent, she could be in serious trouble.  As it was, the creature was pushing its snout around in the dirt and headed her way.

      Swallowing hard, a light sweat broke out on her brow, under her arms, and all along the nape of her neck.  She slid her knife up front, pulled herself up to her elbows.  Getting a better look outside, she wondered if she could scare the animal.  But would the noise make her a target?  The creature lifted its snout out of the dirt and wandered over to the embers.

      That’s when her suspicions were confirmed.

      This was a wild boar with a pair of gnarly looking tusks on either side of its flat snout.  It shoved its nose back in the dirt, used it to kick up a stick, then sniffed around some more.  The occasional popping of embers didn’t seem to scare it, but its curiosity peaked, as did Felicity’s anxiety.

      Boar had poor eyesight; instead of their vision, they relied on their sense of smell and hearing.  Felicity knew this, and that’s why she was moving slowly, ever so cautiously.  Crossing her knife arm under her shooting arm, she used one for the other, balancing her weapon on a steady enough surface.

      Her pulse doubled because she knew the crack of gunfire was going to hurt like a mother.  The instant she lined up the shot, she must have set her feet wrong, for the sleeping bag rubbed the wrong way, alerting the boar to her presence.

      The beast’s head shot up, its attention squarely upon the tent.  Kicking up an immediate dust storm, the snorting demon charged around the fire and headed straight for the side of the tent.  It moved so fast, she could hardly track it.

      Scrambling for position, she was too late.  The thing slammed into the side of the tent like a wrecking ball.  It tore through half the fabric, falling into the side of the bike, half its fat body landing on her with thrashing front feet and the most insidious squeals.

      It was destroying everything.  Was one of its legs caught in the frame?  Fortunately the bike created a barrier between her and the boar, but it wouldn’t be enough to slow this Tasmanian devil and she knew it.

      She managed to get the pistol lined up right, and just as those flaying front hooves and knees started really taking a toll on her already kicked body, she fired two rounds into the thing.

      It continued to squirm and squeal, but she couldn’t risk expending another round.  The deafening blast rattled her brains, threw her equilibrium off.  Instead of shooting it again, she struggled to free her knife from underneath her.

      Trapped in a fetal position, she wiggled and pulled at the blade, the still wailing beast making any movement awkward and nearly impossible.  With the smell of pig blood filling the tent, and the thing crushing her bones, she finally managed to catch the right angle.  Jerking the blade free, she somehow managed to trace it over her thigh in the process.  She felt the cut immediately.  It was deep, but it wouldn’t stop her.

      She quickly fell into a stabbing frenzy that would have made any prison inmate blush.  She only stopped when the outburst sapped the last of her strength.  The claustrophobia and the fear fueled her mania, for common sense told her you didn’t need to pin-cushion the thing to death, not as it was already in its death throes.

      Reaching out, she felt along the length of it.  She found its shoulder, moved her hand behind it, then raised the pistol one last time and shot it in the heart.  It finally stopped moving.  When she was choked with the rich stench of the dead animal’s blood, she made an attempt to wriggle out from underneath it and the toppled bike.

      It was tough, her leg was now hurting, and the boar pretty much destroyed the tent.  Pissed off, hurt, she grabbed hold of the sleeping bag and the yoga mat and yanked them both out in the dirt.  After careful appraisal in the light of the glowing embers, she found most of the pig blood had soaked her clothes rather than the sleeping bag.  Thank God!  When she threw a decent sized piece of wood on the fire, she used the increased light to assess the carnage on the tent.

      “Freaking swine,” she said under her breath, disgusted by this grotesque creature who just ruined her tent and what could have been a good night’s sleep.

      Without thinking of her cut open leg, or wondering what she was dealing with there, she pulled the boar off the tent, wrestling with the impossible weight of it.  In the dirt near the fire, Felicity turned the pig on its side, deciding it shouldn’t die for nothing.

      She went into the forest, found more wood near a deadfall, then kicked and tore it loose and hauled it back to the campfire.  The wood caught fire, the flames rising to the occasion.  She then cut open the tent and pulled out the bike and trailer.  From the trailer, she got the grill grate and set it up above the flames.  Pulling the pig closer to the firelight, she let her eyes adjust, and then she went to work gutting it.

      She cut the animal from neck to anus like her father taught her.  Pulling back the skin, she ignored all the blood leaking out of its snout and mouth, and all the blood collecting inside the hide.  Turning for a second, she dry heaved.  Then, swallowing her stomach, she sloshed the blood out of the carcass with a cupped hand, giving her room to work.  She turned and heaved a couple more times, but mostly because she didn’t have gloves, a proper flashlight or her father to help her with this.  The reality of this situation was what had become truly horrifying.

      Standing there before this half-opened pig, she felt the wetness in her thigh where she’d cut herself.  The wound was bleeding freely, and really starting to hurt.  She knew she needed to assess the injury, but her father would tell her to prioritize.

      “One crisis at a time,” she muttered to herself.  That’s what he used to say, and that’s what he’d say to her now.

      When she peeled the boar’s skin back, she cut the windpipe, and then she sawed away the connecting tissue around the anus.  Holding down the protein bar she ate for lunch, she grabbed the trunk of it and ripped it a bit here and there, loosening it up.  Pushing through the revulsion, she returned to the windpipe, pulled it back, then jostled and jerked the bag of guts away from the ribcage.

      She stood up, looked at the thing, her eyes watering, her hands bloody, her leg throbbing with pain.  Shaking her hands, trying to warm them up, Felicity started to cry.  All she could think of were her parents, and how this shouldn’t be happening.

      “Get back in there,” she muttered to herself.

      Gingerly kneeling back down, she cut along the sides where the flesh was being stubborn.  The work she put in further loosened the sack of guts.  Kneeling forward too quickly sent a razor sharp bolt of lightening up her leg, forcing her to stand up straight.

      In one determined burst, she ripped the entire bag of guts loose and tossed it up the hillside behind her.  Off balance and pissed off, she staggered backwards a step and fell down on her butt.  There she sat, huffing, bloody, on the edge of crying again.  Looking down, illuminated by the firelight, she saw the gore all over her hands and clothes.

      Something happened in that moment.

      There was no way to truly say what happened, or why, but she started laughing at the absurdity of it all.  But then the laughing quickly devolved into a fierce crying jag, one that didn’t last long because little girls cry and she told herself she wasn’t a child anymore.

      “Get it together, Felicity,” she said, her nose stuffed, her cheeks stained with tears, her eyes swollen.  Standing up, wanting to run away from all this, she looked down at the damn pig carcass and realized there was no where to run.  She managed to calm herself enough to think straight.  Every part of the animal mattered, right?

      Every part matters.

      Swallowing hard, she cut into the pig along the spine, went straight for the tenderloin.  This being a good sized boar, the tenderloin was ample.  She pulled off only what she was going to eat.  Turning to the fire, she flopped the slab of meat on the grille, the blood sizzling in the embers.

      While she left the meat to cook, she went and picked up the guts by the anal tube, walked into the forest twenty yards away, then tossed the squishy, stinking mess as far as she could.

      Back to the carcass.

      She grabbed the hollowed out beast by the hind legs, dragged him back to where she’d thrown the guts, then left him far enough away so that whatever animal smelled its future meal would leave her well enough alone.

      When she returned to her campsite, she went for the hand crank flashlight and the emergency medical kit.  She cranked the flashlight, got a decent shine, put the beam on the kit.  Wiggling out of her bloody pants, she stripped down to her G-string underwear, feeling naked and vulnerable.

      She glanced at her leg, sucked in a sharp breath, then turned away.  It wasn’t an insignificant cut.  Now she really started to cry.  Hers were not the timid tears of a girl gutting an animal, but the big crocodile tears of a young woman being forced into adulthood.  She took a deep breath, told herself everything would be okay, but then she looked down at the wound and understood why it hurt so damn bad.

      The skin had separated several layers deep, the gashed-open sight of it making her queasy.

      She opened an alcohol prep pad with bloody fingers.  She wiped the area as best as she could before the pad filled with blood.  She used a second pad.

      With the surrounding area clean, she looked around for a suture kit.  There wasn’t one.  Not all is lost, she told herself.  Someone in Five Falls would have one, if she could just get herself situated for the fifty mile ride tomorrow.

      With the medical tape, she pulled the skin tight enough to bring the flesh together, but not so tight that she cut off circulation.

      Gently cleaning the rest of the exposed area with an antiseptic wipe, she placed a sterile gauze pad on it then wrapped her leg with a conforming bandage, which was an elastic knit bandage she could wrap the entire thigh with.

      After that, she took the emergency ice pack, squeezed it, then laid it on her leg while she watched the tenderloin cook.  The icy sensation and the deadening of her thigh felt good.

      Every so often, she sat up, stuck the meat with her knife, turned it over.  It smelled amazing.  While it cooked, her tears dried and she felt stupid for ever having cried in the first place.

      Then again, she was just a big, bloody kid sitting in the dirt in her panties.  Part of her wanted to scream.  The other part of her felt proud of herself.  She wouldn’t earn any style points, for sure, but she was out on her own for the first time, scared but capable, and victorious over the beast, a beast she would eat and gain strength from.

      When the meat was cooked, she used a sturdy pair of sticks to take the grill off the fire and set it on a raised stack of rocks she’d set up earlier.  There she let the meat cool, and then she cut away pieces, enjoying what she could of her kill.

      Felicity felt bad throwing the rest of the animal away, for her father taught her that whatever they hunted and killed, the goal was to use as much of it as they could out of respect for its life.  In her defense, though, that furry asshole charged her first.  And self-defense wasn’t the same thing as hunting.

      Chewing on the cooked flesh, she figured that eating some of it was better than dragging all of it off and leaving it dead in the forest.

      When her stomach was full, but not so full she was going to spend all night feeling sick, she finally tried to get her pants on.  The blood had stiffened the fabric though, and she didn’t want to get all that nastiness inside her sleeping bag.

      Tossing the pants aside, she scooched inside her sleeping bag, taking the gun and her blade with her.

      Looking up at the stars through the impossibly tall trees, she was wondering if her father saw her now, would he scold her for her state of affairs (the cut leg), or would he praise her for surviving the boar attack (the delicious meal)?

      She didn’t drift off right away, because every time she started to slide into sleep, she’d jolt awake with half-dreams of being attacked by animals.  Finally her mind gave up and she surrendered to sleep.

      It wasn’t a good sleep, though.

      Her leg hurt like crazy, the ground was hard, and she was sleeping out in the open.  She woke up a few hours later, used a stick to rouse what was left of the embers, then went back to sleep, somehow managing to make it through the bitter cold morning and past dawn.

      She hated every single second she was awake because she was in pain, her stomach hurt and every muscle in her leg was just freaking outraged at what she’d put them through yesterday.  But she knew if she got some water in her, took a solid dump, then got back on the bike, she’d be golden.  That’s what spurred her into motion: the need to move.

      Knowing the day was going to suck all kinds of ass was one thing, but trying to get back into her bloody pants was another thing entirely.  The dried evidence of the slaughter had tightened the fabric, making it difficult to squeeze into.  Hopping around like an injured fool, sucking in her stomach and yanking so hard her fingers felt raw, she managed to get them on, and that’s when the uncomfortable, full feeling hit her lower stomach.

      “Son of a bitch!” she barked.

      She grabbed the toilet paper roll from the trailer then wandered away from camp.  Back in the brush, she found a place to squat.  After she talked to God and prayed for a good day, she thanked Him for letting her live, and promised she’d be amazing to the world if He’d just let her empty out right and get her pants on again.

      By some miracle, she managed both, and then she got on with the day.

      When her tent was packed up (because she wasn’t going to just leave it there), along with the yoga mat, her sleeping bag, the grate, the medical kit and her canvas, she got her trailer hitched back up and limped down the hill to the interstate.

      Her leg protested all the way.

      She knew it was going to hurt, but she hoped it would loosen up sooner than later.  When she got on the bike and started pedaling, however, she winced with every rotation, the pain in her leg worse than she imagined it could be.
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      Filiberto Espinoza was a proud man until his pride was stolen from him and he had to accept that he and his family were living in a Chicom occupied state.  Several times, before the communists tightened their grip on the city, the state, the entire West Coast, he’d talked with his wife, Reina, about leaving.  She always wanted to know where they would go, and when he’d suggest a different place—maybe somewhere deeper into the country where they could escape the Chicom influence—she always found a reason to say no.  One day, she flat out refused to leave.  She was a proud woman, too.  Contrary to Filiberto’s often times heated assertions, Reina failed to accept the notion that this was permanent.

      Felicity hadn’t been present for many of these conversations, but when she finally arrived home, accompanied by a scar-faced stranger—a war hero as Felicity put it—something about Felicity had changed.  She admitted that she and Clay had done some awful things to survive, and though she made light of them at first, she later admitted the memories of what she’d taken from others began to haunt her.

      Then Felicity’s boyfriend, Shawn, was killed.

      The boy’s execution crushed the last of Reina’s defenses, but by then it was too late.  The Chicoms were everywhere, the fear nearly crippling.  His wife fell into a constant state of duress, and Filiberto decided it was time to raise his daughter to be a merciless hunter rather than well-mannered young woman.

      “Only the truly ruthless will survive the world ahead,” he told Felicity early on.

      The way his daughter internalized this new mindset impressed him, but it also let him know how smart and how driven she’d become.  She had only known Shawn for a short while, but Filiberto saw how the boy’s death ate at Felicity.  He could see it in her eyes sometimes.  How she missed him, how the hatred for the Chicoms festered in her heart like a plague.  Felicity knew and accepted that which Reina could not: this was their new life, their future, and most likely their future demise.

      He and Felicity had a fruitful morning, hunting rabbit together, but then it all went wrong when he saw Reina being dragged out of the house by the Chicoms.  It wasn’t just his home, either.  The foreign devils were hitting all the homes, moving through the community like termites chewing through wood.

      Those who survived were taken away in vans; those who didn’t were shot dead in the street, left there like bags of garbage.

      After he hugged his daughter tight, Filiberto frantically raced after Reina, unable to catch her, but unwilling to stop trying.  He tracked the van holding her hostage.  He ran as fast as he could, but because of the uneven surfaces, he spent more time running than sprinting.  Too soon, his legs and back began to disagree with his mind’s desire to push them harder, and that’s when it hit him: he was no longer a middle-aged man.

      The energy he used to have as a kid deserted him, left him huffing and puffing and wanting to stop running out of sheer failure.

      This was Reina though, he thought to himself.

      He had to keep moving.

      Van after van was stuffed tight with the stolen citizens of Roseburg, their thrashing bodies dragged from their homes, their loved ones shot, their pets slaughtered.

      He saw this with a sort of disjointed horror, the sick reality of it gathering inside him.  At first he channeled all of that fear and hostility into raw power.  But then the realization hit him like a punch to the face: those were his friends and neighbors!

      Filiberto had several rounds in his rifle.  He could stop and shoot any one of the Chicom scourge, but he forced himself not to.  He didn’t take up arms against them until he lost sight of the van and couldn’t run another step.

      Bent over, spitting, trying not to puke, he cursed himself for his age, for not being able to run faster, or farther, but then he heard a ruckus across the street.  Walking out from behind a house, he spotted a family of four being shoved around in the street.  The three Chicoms told them to get on their knees.  They were going to execute them!

      Filiberto lined up his first shot, took out the first Chicom.  On the second shot—which he sighted quickly—he took out the second.  The third man was moving at that point.  Filiberto caught him in the spine.

      Drawing from his reserves, Filiberto trotted over to the men, gathered up two of the guns for himself, then gave the man and his family the third weapon.  Without tending to the screaming, paralyzed Chicom soldier he’d shot in the back, he got in the van, drove over him, then headed as fast as he could after the van that had taken his wife.  He’d lost her.  He didn’t want to admit it, but it was true.  Yet he was certain he knew where to find her.

      Unfortunately, there were more than a few of these nondescript vans rounding people up.  Were they all being transferred to the same place?  They had to be.  That’s when the realization dawned on him.  Slowing the van, pulling to the curb, he parked, got out, opened the back doors.

      Inside of his own van, he saw two families, the lot of them both beaten and scared.

      “Go,” he said.  They all got up and moved toward him.  “Hide quickly, arm yourselves with the weapons in the front seat, then get out of town while you can!”

      But if he had to get out of town, where would he go?

      He couldn’t think like that.

      Several people thanked him as they crawled their way to freedom, but who was he to be thanked?  He lost his wife, sent his daughter away on what would surely be a harrowing journey to Five Falls, and then killed three people and stole a van.  He was no one.  If anything, he was a man about to lose everything, possibly even his good standing with God.

      When he got to the edge of the I5, he saw the vans making their way across the interstate and into the regional airport.  All along the runway were gigantic chain link fences.  They were secured to the asphalt all along the runway apron and the runway itself.  He imagined they were anchored down with industrial strength concrete screws, or something of the sort.  Three strands of barbed wire were strung across the tops of the fences, all of it angled to keep people in.

      This was a rudimentary detention center.

      A detestable sight, for sure.

      He ditched the van behind the Lil Pantry Market & Deli next to the Valero gas station, then scurried across the interstate heading toward Mulholland Drive, which ran parallel to the interstate.

      Behind that was a thicket of trees, and past that was the back end of the airport.  He got as far as the chain link fence around the trees when he was yelled at to stop.  He had his rifle, but it was long and he couldn’t get into firing position with it like he could a pistol.  He’d be shot before he could even line up a shot.  His heart, as well as his forward momentum, came to a grating stop.

      He lowered his gun, then raised his hands, a fearful compliance washing over him.  The approaching Chicom soldiers had him dead to rights.  Submission in itself was now the difference between life and death.  If they let him live, he would at least get inside where he hoped to find Reina.

      They should have shot him right then and there, but he had acquiesced, lowering his eyes in a subservient gesture, all the retaliation having left his body in a state of weakness.  He appeared calm on the outside, but inside, he was praying this wasn’t the end.

      It wasn’t.

      Instead of killing him, they perp walked him to a van, shoved him in back and drove him to the front gates.  There they dragged him out of the back and hustled him into the detention facility by gun point.  Twice they jabbed him with his own rifle, and twice he took it, hoping just to stay alive.

      From inside the camp, if he could find her, he and Reina would strategize their way out.

      He prayed she was still alive.

      When they quickly processed him, it was just inside an entrance behind the Oregon Department of Transportation.  The chain link perimeter ran from the DoT to the Aviation Suites—which was once a hotel, or a motel, that now looked to be the quarters of the Chicom guard—then down Aviation Drive where it created a border between the street and nine large hangars that looked to have been converted into human pens.  From there the barrier ran along the tree line he was trying to come through earlier and all up the outside of the apron bordering the taxiway.  Instead of airplanes parked on the apron, there were thousands of people just sitting, standing, or walking around.  What else were they going to do?  And why were the Chicoms holding them now?  Was this what they did with other survivors?  Or were they planning something more nefarious?

      He couldn’t know for sure.  The one thing he was certain of was that he was inside, and he had to find Reina.

      Filiberto made his way through the crowds of people.  The heat of the blacktop radiated upward, the stink of the prisoners penetrating his olfactory senses with a punch.  One crisis at a time, he thought.  He reminded himself that he was alive, and inside.  As for getting out, that was an entirely different matter, not something he’d need to consider at that moment.

      For the first time that day, he prayed quietly in his head, begging God to bring him back to his wife so that he might protect her, ease her fears, let her know she was not alone.

      If anything happened to her…
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      Logan woke Harper up with the kind of morning sex that had been building in him since he first opened his eyes half an hour earlier.  This was the just in case I don’t make it home kind of sex that left her grinding out an orgasm moments later.  She was chewing on her hand to stay quiet.  Looking down at Logan, her eyes holding his, her need for him was more apparent than ever.

      She told Logan he was her first true love.  That she felt a connection with him that was so deep, the very idea of him leaving her, with Skylar no less, felt like a blade twisting in her heart.

      “I’m yours and only yours,” he said, his shields down, his soul the bright flame inside his heart.

      “If I asked you not to go,” she said, laying her head on his chest, her fingertip tracing a line of scar tissue, “would you stay with me?  Let the others go?”

      When she asked this, she would not look into his eyes, for he imagined she was fearful that he would say no.

      “Why do you torture us both with such ridiculous questions?”

      He’d lost weight, gained muscle, brought his body back to its natural state.  Moving constantly, gardening, building things, eating small balanced meals while getting fresh air and clean water—all these activities did wonders for his body, mind and spirit.  He saw her taking notice, her hands roving over his pecs again in slow, needful currents.

      “I love the way you look,” she said, ignoring the question.

      “We’ve both changed,” he said.  He took her face, tilted it so they were eye to eye.  “I’m in love with you, Harper.”

      “Really?” she asked.  He hadn’t said that before.  He’d been feeling it for awhile now, and felt like it would be selfish to keep it to himself any longer.

      “Truly,” he answered.

      Sliding down the side of him, she cuddled him, draping a hand over his chest.  Pulling back the blankets, he looked at her nude body, marveled at how much she’d changed as well.  He found himself missing the previous version of her, but he was also extremely attracted to this leaner, more muscular version as well.

      Like Logan, Harper’s body found its natural reset.

      “For the first time in a long time, I have to admit, I kind of like the way I look,” she said as he let the blanket fall back over them both.

      “Are you worried about Skylar?” he asked.

      She and Ryker were in the next room over, the insulation good, but the barn not any kind of sound chamber.  If they could sometimes hear Ryker and Skylar going at it, they could surely hear him and Harper when they weren’t able to have the quietest of sex either.

      “I’m not worried much about her,” Harper responded.  “I mean, maybe a little bit.”

      “Skylar’s in love with Ryker,” Logan said.  “And I’m in love with you.”

      “But you were once in love with her.”

      “She was bigger than life to me back then, but there was never any real bond formed between us.  Not like the bond you and I have formed.”

      “You two had sex,” she said.

      “And that will never change, but sex isn’t love.  It’s just insert tab A into slot B, whereas you and I have each other’s hearts, right?”

      “I hope so.”

      Turning his neck, he kissed her and said, “That’s a bond only we can break.”

      She laid on her back beside him, pulled the blankets over her.  Turning on his side, he lifted the blanket again, just enough to see the circular shadow of an areola.

      “I wasn’t done admiring you yet,” he teased.

      She laughed, realized she was being silly, but after that, with the jealousy stripped away, he felt like he’d seen her hesitation for what it was—a rational fear based on solid facts and data.

      It wasn’t a streak of jealousy that had her extra quiet the night before.  It was the fear that he wouldn’t come back to her because he couldn’t come back.  She was terrified something was going to happen to him.

      That’s when he saw the goosebumps rising on her skin and decided it was more important to keep her warm than to fill his eyes with her.

      “Here I am, the once badass leader of The Resistance, cowering in fear, praying her man will come back home, safe to her,” she finally said, confirming his original suspicions.

      “For the record, I still think you’re a badass, and you being the former leader, it’s like I’m sleeping my way to the top.”

      She laughed softly, but then she got extra quiet.  He saw her trying not to cry.  It didn’t work.  He leaned in and kissed her tears away.

      “This world is not nasty enough to swallow me whole,” he assured her.  “I’m going to be back before you know it, I promise.”

      “Don’t say that,” she said.  “Don’t make promises, because the universe sometimes conspires to break them, just to keep things interesting.”

      “I’m going to come home to you,” he said again, brushing the hair out of her eyes and taking in every last beautiful inch of her.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, Noah showed up with his Geiger counter, his weapons and a go bag he could stuff into the back of the Jeep.  Seeing him, Logan felt better.  The man was old, rude, and funny when he wasn’t being crotchety, but he was also right enough in the head for what they were doing.  Noah, a.k.a. Edward Scisserand, had seen combat and knew it well, even though his body hadn’t seen the more grisly days for decades.  For whatever reason, the experience the man brought to the table was encouraging.

      “Do you have your uniform in there?” Logan asked, the old man’s pack looking a bit light.

      “They say the memory is first to go, but that’s not true,” he said, putting his things inside the Jeep.  “It’s your pecker that’s first to go.  Then the memory.  And you know what?”

      “Enlighten me,” Logan said, suppressing a grin.

      “I got pills that keep them both active, so stop questioning my pack and get that dazed, post-coital look off your face.”

      “It’s not post-coital,” Logan said.

      “The hell it ain’t,” he groused.  “Don’t you know you’re never supposed to have sex before battle?  Are you thick?”

      “I’ll get some shuteye on the way there,” he said, turning to look for Ryker and Skylar.  “That’ll recharge the boosters.”

      “Sure it will,” he said as he brushed by Logan.  He popped him in the baby maker with a smack from his back knuckles, making Logan bend forward and grit his teeth.

      “C’mon, Scissorhands,” he said.  “That ain’t right.”

      Noah climbed into the back of the Jeep and just sat there, waiting.

      Before they left, Ryker and Skylar took the front seats while Logan joined Noah in the back.  The only reason Logan was back there and not Skylar was because Noah said he was going to get frisky with Skylar when Ryker wasn’t looking.  Everyone laughed in jest, but in truth, Logan knew he was more comfortable in the back seat with Logan.  Besides, they’d become strange friends over the last few months.

      Logan enjoyed the old man’s war stories, but Noah also provided relevant war time perspective.  There was a deep well of tactical knowledge, not to mention life experience, that Logan could draw from, considering the circumstances.

      After a few hours of driving, they arrived in Holbrook, now a nothing town that sat far enough north and was small enough that it wouldn’t warrant Chicom attention.

      They pulled off the I5 and cruised onto Hornbrook Highway heading to a nearby place called The R Ranch.  Cautiously cruising up to the entrance, ready with their guns, they appraised the campground and the cabins.  Everyone visibly relaxed, however, because the grounds looked abandoned, certainly in disrepair.

      The four of them piled out, moved through a couple of the buildings.  What they found sickened them to the core.  Perhaps it was because they’d been out of the chaos long enough to get some of their perspective back.  Or maybe they were no longer numb to the horrors of war.

      Still, Logan’s sensibilities were being tested once more.

      From one rental cabin to the next, he and Noah found bullet holes, dead bodies—corpses left to rot, each of them looking like big slabs of beef jerky.  These were men, women, children, entire families.  Outside, he and Noah wandered about, found some horse carcasses, both of them shaking their heads in dismay.

      “These cruel bastards,” Noah said.

      Noah had a t-shirt on that said, I TOLD MYSELF THAT I SHOULD STOP DRINKING, BUT I’M NOT ABOUT TO LISTEN TO A DRUNK WHO TALKS TO HIMSELF.

      In that moment, Logan would have given anything for a drink, for a chance to be drunk.  He looked at the shirt again, wanted to feel something.

      A grin, a chuckle, a hearty laugh.

      Anything.

      This t-shirt was the grouchy old cow’s personality coming through and in that moment it was surreal.  He couldn’t stop thinking about how far he’d come from squatting in that dingy apartment.  He’d been terrified by the Chicoms, and enraged by them, and he was going to Krav class on the sly, and wanting Skylar so freaking bad and not having her.  Thinking back to those times, he didn’t know how to feel.

      Then he saw Ryker and Skylar walking over to a nearby row of ATVs.  He hated that Ryker was with her, that she’d chosen him.

      “This place is fifty-one hundred acres,” Noah said, looking at a dirty pamphlet.  “Looked nice once upon a time.”

      Logan wanted to respond, but he was lost in the past, held hostage by the horrors of the present.  Thinking of Skylar, he couldn’t stop wondering why he still felt the things he felt.

      “Whatchu doing, boy?” Noah asked.

      “Just thinking.”

      Skylar Madigan was his unanswered question.  His Bridges of Madison County.  The one that got away, or perhaps the one who wasn’t meant to be.  He realized Ryker and Skylar were walking back his way.

      His eyes cleared.

      Ryker said, “They’ve been shot.”

      At first Logan wondered who had been shot, but then he realized Skylar’s bright and shiny flame was talking about the ATVs.  He frowned, shook his head, then started back to the Jeep without a word.

      “This place is a graveyard,” Noah said.

      He was right.

      There was nothing there for them.

      Or perhaps Logan was thinking of his and Skylar’s relationship.  He wondered if Skylar told Ryker about them.  He didn’t think so, based on how cool Ryker had been.

      Heading across the dead lawn to the Jeep, he realized he didn’t need the man’s approval.  Still, he wanted it.  He hated that he did, but it was true.  He just didn’t want to feel less than.  But as long as Ryker was there, shagging Skylar and making her happy, he represented Logan’s every personal failure.

      “You alright, man?” Ryker asked.

      “Yeah,” Logan said.  “No radiation, according to grumpy over there.”

      “Did you expect any?” Skylar asked.

      “Drift, maybe, if it was nuclear.”

      The four of them got back in the Jeep and headed south on I5, not stopping until they got to Redding.  The city was like something out of hell.  Most of the buildings were leveled.

      “Slow down,” Noah said from the back seat.  He brought out his Geiger counter, waited for the readout.  Then: “Nothing.”

      They traveled a suitable route off the interstate and stopped when they found their path deeper into the city was blocked by spilled rubble and smashed-together cars.  It was as if hell itself had crawled out of the belly of the earth and died.

      They were sitting in the Jeep in a ghost town, an abandoned war zone, each of them reverent, all staring in awe when a gunshot rang out.

      All of them ducked at once.

      In that same second, something smacked the windshield, leaving a small spider web pattern in the glass.  Ryker slapped the Jeep in gear and tore out of there with no further incident.

      They headed through the outskirts of downtown, unable to get past all the dust and rubble.  The farther in they got, the shorter the original buildings had been.  That meant they could travel the roads.  Some of them.

      A few of the abandoned and destroyed cars were not easy to shove out of the way, even with a nudge from the Jeep, but they managed to get through.  Before long, the sidewalks became inaccessible, and then they saw a few people hiding out here and there, surprising all of them.

      Eventually they came to a place where most buildings lay crumbled, their guts spilled out everywhere, not a spark of life to be found.  There were, however, plenty of corpses in the streets.  The dead were everywhere.  Sadly, Logan was becoming numb to it once more.  Almost like, “Hey, there’s another one,” as if you were spotting an old VW Bug, or a hawk sitting on a utility wire rather than a dead body.

      “You want to take a look?” Ryker asked the group, pulling over in front of a run of commercial buildings not completely damaged by the bombing.

      “Yeah, my sweaty balls are officially stuck to my thighs,” Noah said, getting out.  Skylar laughed.  When she looked at Logan, she caught him staring at her.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He smiled, then said, “Yeah.”

      She saw that something in him he didn’t want seen.  The part of him that lamented the loss of her.  It bothered him that he felt this way, but it bothered him even more that he knew she’d seen it.

      He got out of the Jeep, walked past Ryker, kicked in the front door of the nearest building with his gun drawn.  When he went into the store, he charged in blind, thinking there was no reason for anyone to be squatting there.

      Walking past a ripped open cash register, he pulled a bunch of garbage off the counter, not caring if it scattered all over the floor.

      Noah was looking at him from the door.

      Light flooded the small space.  It also shone a light on the staircase.  Logan trudged up the stairs where he found a lounge and a break room.  He pulled the drapes back, saw a shriveled woman lying on a couch, her arm just two bones and a branch of fingers flopped over the couch.  On the floor under the skeletal hand was a revolver.

      He picked it up, released the cylinder, counted three rounds, then slapped it shut and spun it like the Wheel of Fortune.  Before it stopped, he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.  The dry click had him breathing heavy.

      I guess God still wants you here, he thought to himself.

      He briefly heard Skylar downstairs, then he thought of Harper at home.  She was expecting him back.  He told her he’d come back.  If he didn’t keep his word, if a round had fired, he wouldn’t be alive enough to feel bad.

      He pocketed the revolver, dug around in the small room, found a joint and a box of .45 rounds.  He slid the rounds in his front pocket, slid the fatty behind his ear.  It crumbled, raining dried bud and wrapping paper bits all over his shoulder.

      “So you’ll let me live, but you won’t let me enjoy life,” he said to God.

      Of course, you’re enjoying life.

      He reminded himself he had a beautiful girlfriend, a healthy body once more, a community he was part of, peace once again.  A peace like he’d never known.

      Is that the problem?  Peace?  The fog of war kept him preoccupied.  In the distractions, he could hide all his biggest disappointments in life.

      He tramped downstairs, showed Noah the gun, then caught up with Ryker and Skylar, who were now breaking into a hardware store across the street.

      It went on like that all day, just the four of them finding what buildings or homes still stood, looting them, seeing if there was anything of value, anything to make their efforts worthwhile.  That’s when they heard the sound of a helicopter overhead.  Shading their eyes, the four of them looked up.  The chopper was flying too high to tell if it was Chicom, SAA or something else.

      That’s when it banked hard, dropped down and headed back their way.  The four of them ducked into the closest building, Logan going to the nearest window, craning his head to look up.  The bird dipped down, ducked below the flight deck, then flew over their location before picking up altitude and returning to its original course.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked Noah.  The man’s breath was like someone was storing farts in there.

      “Not sure,” Noah said.  “Haven’t seen a chopper in months, and that was SAA.”

      “If this place is a wasteland, then why the eyes overhead?”

      He shrugged his shoulders, tried to make sense of it.

      “That was SAA, right?” Logan said.

      Noah nodded.

      When the helo was out of sight, the four of them met back in the street, at the Jeep.

      “What the balls?” Skylar asked.

      “We were just wondering the same thing,” Logan replied.

      “It was mostly tracking the interstate, I think,” Ryker said.  “What do you say we head that way?  Not after it, but back where it was coming from?”

      “Just so long as we have enough gas to get back,” Logan said.  “We’re on the dangerous side of whatever gas we can salvage being bad gas.”

      Ryker nodded in agreement.  “We’ll turn around at the halfway hash on the gas gauge.  This, plus the gas in the can, will guarantee us enough fuel for the return.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean that bird won’t buzz over us again, maybe feed us an ample helping of death by lead poisoning.”

      It was a real concern.

      “Logan, you have eyes on the sky, since Noah can’t even see his own pecker,” Ryker said.

      Ryker and Noah didn’t really get along, but they weren’t at each other’s throats either.  The banter was normal.  It’s what Noah asked for from the guys he decided to hang with.

      “He reminds me of the Army,” he’d said when someone asked why he and Ryker didn’t like each other, “back when real men grew big beards and killed things for a living.  We were always knocking the guys we respected.”

      Now he was an old man clinging to the life he once lived, the life he’d never again live.

      Logan had seen a picture of him at his house a few months back.  It was a military picture.  Him and his platoon.  He’d been a beast of a man back then.  Big muscles on a five foot ten inch frame, comfortable with a carbine in his hands, a doo-rag on his head and a fat cigar in his mouth.

      The Noah of that day would have terrified the life out of Logan in his prime.
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      The last leg of Felicity’s journey was nothing like the first leg.  She ran into problems in Medford.  She heard the vehicles coming, but she was caught on a long stretch of highway that had no exit.  A pair of Chicom Jeeps followed by a troop transport and another Jeep were fast approaching her, giving her no choice but to pedal as hard as she could and hope she didn’t have to jump off the small bridge she was on if they attacked her.

      Could she even jump?

      She didn’t have time to stop and look over the edge.

      If she did this, she’d break some bones for sure!  Maybe a foot, a wrist, or worse…an arm or a leg.

      Felicity put on that extra burst of speed, much to the complaints of her legs and lungs.  Sweating, huffing and puffing, she glanced over her shoulder and knew she wasn’t going to make it.  The end of the low level bridge and a suitable place to get off the interstate was too far away.

      That’s when the lead Jeep swerved into the bike lane.

      The son’s of whores were going to run her over!  She couldn’t jump yet!  She didn’t have the courage!

      She squeezed the hand brakes, the back wheel locking up, the tire skidding to a stop.  She scrambled off the bike, prepared herself to jump.  The Jeep barreled down on her and she looked over the edge.  What was that?  A twenty foot drop?  Thirty?

      She was about to hop over when the Jeep swerved at that last minute, something flying out of the vehicle and just missing her.  The other Jeep, the transport and the third Jeep blew by her without threat.

      In the back of the trailing Jeep, however, a soldier was aiming his rifle at her.  He had a scope on it from what she could tell.  Meaning if he decided, she was dead.  She did the only thing she could think of, considering she was about to be shot.  She flashed her chest at the man, nipples and all.

      She did this for her life.

      The rifle came down and he pumped a fist her way, the sight of him becoming quickly distant.  When she was sufficiently out of harm’s way, she sat down on the side of the road, her heart pounding out of her chest, her vision pulsing around the edges.

      “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!” she wheezed.

      Sweat drained from her hairline down her temples and cheeks.  Her armpits were damp, as was her entire back, and the cut on her thigh was pulsing hard.

      Sitting there on the dirty asphalt, all but hyperventilating, her eyes drifting down to the spot where she’d sliced open her leg.  A wet circle of blood seeped through the dried pig blood, a warning to her that her attempt to take care of the wound had failed.

      She put her hand on it, drew back splotches of red.

      Wiping her hand on her pants, she stood, got on her bike and continued on, her leg hurting now more than ever.  A few miles later, she finally stopped, fetched a couple tablets of Advil out of her pack.  She gulped them down, praying the painkillers would kick in sooner rather than later.

      A few miles ahead, she spotted a group of people gathered in the highway.  There was a small gathering blocking the interstate.  A few dozen of them for sure, maybe more.

      She slowed the bike, not sure what to do.

      When she got closer, they saw her, half of them looking her way.  There was no other way to go but through them.  She came to a full stop, discretely tucked the sides of her shirt in so she had quick access to both her pistol and her knife, and then she resumed her pedaling.

      When she was near, the thirty or forty people looked more like fifty or sixty people.  They were preoccupied with a pile of bodies off to the side of the road.  She wondered if the Chicoms she’d seen earlier had killed these people as they drove through.

      Her heart was heavy at the thought of such senseless violence, and it still pumped hard with fear.  She wasn’t just afraid of these people, of what they might want from her, but of the notion that if she hadn’t flashed the shooter, maybe he would he have shot her, too.  And for what?  For not being Chinese?

      A few of the people parted to make room for her, but there was a man who stood in her way, his hand up—a clear gesture for her to halt.

      She slowed the bike to a stop, her hand resting over her revolver.  He looked her up and down, frowning at what he saw.  She felt every pulsing thud of her heart beating against her breast.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m going to see a friend,” she said, slightly winded, a little short of breath due to nerves.  “He lives in Five Falls.”

      A woman started toward her trailer, eyes on her gear.

      “Don’t,” Felicity said, her senses heightened, along with her fear.  “There’s no food.  Just a sleeping mat, a bloody sleeping bag and a torn tent.”

      She became acutely aware of her surroundings, and how everyone was closing in on her.

      “We need food,” the woman explained, sad but desperate.

      There was dirt under her nails, her clothes were in tatters, and she looked like she hadn’t bathed in weeks.  Then again, with all the blood on Felicity’s clothes, they appeared to be in better shape than her.

      “We all need food,” Felicity said.  “But there’s only enough for me to make it to where I’m going, if I’m lucky.”

      Several people saw her weapons, but they were taking in the gruesome sight of her bloodstained pants, her shirt and her damaged gear.

      “Who did you kill?” the man asked.

      “More like what did I kill,” she said.  “A wild boar attacked me last night.  I killed it, and then I gut it and ate what I could of it.”

      “You’re lucky,” another man said, his eyes also on her trailer.  “Lots of us are living off the scraps of others.”

      He took a small step toward her, discounting her because of her youth, but not knowing she’d spent a few days with a man named Clay who taught her the most valuable lessons of survival: don’t hesitate to get a little dirty.

      This was war.  Surviving sometimes meant killing.

      In one smooth advance, she tore the weapon from her holster, held it at her side with her finger resting against the trigger guard.

      The group stilled beneath a collective pause.

      “Obviously I can’t get all of you,” she said, overtly hostile, “but if one more of you steps toward my stuff, I’m starting with them, then moving to you.”  She said this as she turned on the man in front of her.  “After you, I’m taking out the women and children.  Do you hear me?”

      The man standing before her held up his hands in mock surrender and said, “No one wants to hurt you, we’re all just survivors, like you.”

      “And curious about my things,” Felicity added.  “I get it.  But I am losing daylight here while my parents are back in Roseburg in a detention camp, along with most of the city.  So if you don’t mind, move out of the way or I’m going to move you myself.”

      She used the gun as a pointer, aiming it at the man and flicking it sideways.  As if he had failed to make his point, and was unwilling to elaborate, he moved to the side, his hands still raised, palms facing her.

      “Good luck. And if they come after you,” he said as she slowly rode by, clearly referring to the Chicoms, “kill them all.”

      “That’s the plan,” she responded, standing up and pumping her legs again.

      She managed to make it most of the way through Medford without any trouble.  That didn’t mean her concerns with the Chicoms had lessened.  They hadn’t.  She couldn’t stop wondering where they were headed, or if they would be returning anytime soon.

      As much as the voice inside her head said to stay off the interstate, she wondered if taking side streets would only put her in more danger.

      People were desperate months ago.  How many of them were dead now?  The good people, she told herself.  The weak people.

      In her mind, she did the math.

      If those who survived were the strongest, if this truly was survival of the fittest, wouldn’t it also be survival of the most ferocious?

      At what point did the people turn on their pets for food, or their neighbors, or even their loved ones?

      The body and the mind fought to survive until the point when they snapped.

      Early on, the suicides were off the charts.  People used to the good life who had not prepared for this couldn’t take the stress.  It was easier to take a bullet, stick your head in a noose, slice open a wrist and quickly bleed out.  Those who remained among the living were a mix of smart people, prepared people, bad people and downright insane people.

      Which one was she?  Had she become all of them?

      No, she was a good person, for sure.  But the good died off early, didn’t they?  Could she be a bad person?  Would God forgive her?  Would He know what was in her heart?  He had to.  He was God.  But if she kept on living, could she forgive herself?  She was prepared to kill people back there.  The woman first.  The man, without question.  Was that the behavior of a young woman trying to earn her way into heaven?

      Is there even a heaven anymore?

      Her mind returned to the question of getting off the interstate.  She was afraid.  Her father, of course, told her all she needed to know about fear.  Fear was weakness, and weakness was death.  Beyond fear, however, was wisdom.  With enough wisdom, fear tended to fall to the wayside.

      If she got off the interstate, she was afraid she’d come to a pack of survivors inside the city who thought killing a girl like her meant sex and a meal…both needs satisfied from the same body.  If they robbed her, these mythical deviants, would they steal her clothes, rob her of her dignity, take her virginity from her?  Would they throw her on a spit, cook her and eat her?  Of course they would.

      Rather, the possibility rang true in her frightened mind.

      Thinking of her virginity, she thought of Shawn.  Her now dead boyfriend.  Thinking of him was like driving a stake into her heart.  The Chicoms killed him because he stood up for a family that wasn’t his.  She never had her chance at first love because the Chicoms held the community in a state of fear, and Shawn served more as protection than he did potential husband material.  Whenever he tried to touch her, or be with her, she always said the fear was crippling, that she didn’t feel like doing it, that she wanted her first time to mean something.  Most of the girls in town said the same things.  Not to their men, but to each other.  They said they didn’t want to fall in love because you just never knew when the Chicoms were going to kill that someone and leave you emotionally destitute.

      Too many people were experiencing such bereavements with their own families.  Felicity’s friend, Anastasia, lost her fiancée and ended up going into an emotional coma she never recovered from.  The Chicoms killed her, too.  She was alive, but completely dead inside.  Felicity had been dating Shawn long enough for them to consider sex, but in the end, the mood never presented itself for them to take their relationship forward.  And then one day he was gone.  Just another body, another statistic, soon to be forgotten in the wake of more deaths.

      Now that she was on her own—with no protection from a father, a boyfriend or a dog—would one of these soulless survivors try to take that which she was unwilling to give?  This was a nagging concern, one that failed to fall silent.  That left her wondering, if the meek truly did inherit the earth, were they subject to the wrath of the untamed, the vile, the wicked?  She had no answers.  Only a hypothesis.  And this is why she stayed on the interstate, faithful to her original course.

      While she rode the interstate, sitting in the back of her mind was the thought that—if push came to shove—she’d rather be shot than robbed, tortured or raped, because that’s the kind of thing some alpha males do.  It was what someone who would hurt her would do.  With no law to stop them, how would she survive an encounter?

      Her father taught her that most people were killed for being in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people.  This whole world was the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people.  Besides, there was no more direct route to Five Falls than on I5.

      It lead right through town, according to maps.

      Ahead, she saw random vagabonds wandering around the freeway, some walking on the sides, but none of them bothered her.  Still, when she rode by them, she had her gun in hand, ready to make sure she was not a victim out of irresponsibility or unnecessary civility.

      When she reached a high point on the interstate and could see nothing but a long city sprawl, she saw several buildings lying in ruin, a whole section of the city bombed out.  But then she saw the Chicoms in the Fred Meyer parking lot.  Fred Meyer was a gigantic grocery store where outdoor generators were humming heavy.  Did they have food in there, or just power?  The building was so large, and in such close proximity to I5, it made sense that they would congregate there.

      In the back of her mind, she dreamed of waltzing into the store, pumping every last round into those rat bastards until the cylinder clicked dry and she was taken out of her misery with a hail of retaliatory gunfire.

      After that, they could do whatever they wanted with her bloody corpse.

      But she kept on pedaling, not doing any of that because she was focused on the greater tasks: save her parents from the internment camps, kill as many Chicoms as she could liberating them, don’t get raped or eaten along the way.
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      Quan knew the time to leave Five Falls had been coming soon.  He knew he needed to get to Yale, that it was getting close.  This was where the last fight for control of the West Coast would take place.  This was how they’d get to Zheng and his henchmen, and quite possibly President Hu.

      Now, with the traitor exposed and dealt with, with his contact’s message to get to Yale riding every single thought, Quan was anxious to leave.

      Longwei threw him a curveball, though.

      “You can take half the crew, but I’m not coming with you.  We can’t leave until Ryker, Skylar, Logan and Noah get back.”

      “The town’s defenses are good,” Quan argued softly.

      “Not against a real threat.”

      Quan was forced to relent.  Longwei was right.  And none of the men he wanted to take were his team.  He was a loner.  But the team was Longwei’s, and inevitably, they would take orders from him and him only.

      “How many?” Quan asked, uncomfortable.

      “You can have half of the crew,” Longwei said.  “But I choose and they get final say on whether or not they want to go with you.”

      “That’s fine,” Quan conceded.  “Don’t forget about Harper, though.  Or Clay, or Boone.  Those guys are plenty capable, and they’re locals”

      “Boone’s a ghost, man, you know that.”

      “I just need to get to Washington, assess Yale, see if there’s a way to tear down this regime from the inside out.”

      “Don’t let hate be the poison in your blood that blinds you,” Longwei said.

      “I remind myself of that daily,” Quan replied.

      “And don’t rush in for the first opportunity.  If you find Hu, or Da Xiao Zheng—even if you have that perfect opportunity to gut it all—think of the bigger picture.  One man can be replaced, but if these people are going to make this their new paradise, then we need to think long term.  A year, two years, five years.”

      “That’s too long,” Quan said, his words intensified by the anxiety burning inside him.

      “I trust your instincts, my friend.”

      Longwei gathered up the crew, talked to them aside from Quan, asked for volunteers.  Most of them raised their hands.  Like Longwei, though, there were a few who had fallen in love with Five Falls, with the idea of peace as opposed to a prolonged war.

      In the end, he chose a little less than half of his crew and brought them to Quan.

      “These six soldiers want to accompany you to Yale,” he told Quan.  “They were given the chance to volunteer, as I indicated earlier, so you will not need to worry about mixed loyalties.”

      “Is the second bug out location solid?” Quan asked.  “Just in case I return and don’t immediately find you.”

      “Roderick drilled down on the proposed site yesterday,” one of Longwei’s men said.  “He hit the water table at about twenty feet.  They’re getting a pipe down there now, along with pea gravel and the hand pump.  From what Roderick says, the well should be fine, which means we’ll be building out the proposed site upon confirmation.  They’re going to prime the well tomorrow, then test for pump volume and water quality.”

      “That’s great,” Quan said, his understanding of wells rudimentary at best.

      The second site was near a hillside where workers were digging into the earth to both build and conceal small homes from the ground and air.  There was also a nearby clearing for a community garden if they had to think long term and out of town.  Farther back, there were places to set up campsites for privacy, or eventually build a number of small homes, or even several very large ones, if need be.  Overall, the area was tucked far enough away that it could also be made in a ground fight.  They just needed people to move there and start working the land.  And that’s where Longwei and the rest of his people would volunteer.

      After Longwei told him this, Quan realized the man did not want to go to Yale.  Quan would have to make peace with that notion, or perhaps test it later on down the road if they were right and truly needed.

      “By the time you get back,” Longwei told Quan, “this second site should be rock solid.”

      “If I return, it’s to get you back into the war, not to drop stakes and call this place home,” Quan replied, slightly agitated by his enthusiasm for something that was only supposed to be temporary.  “Not that I don’t value what you’re doing.  Just don’t forget that before long term survival, there is the fight to secure it.”

      “We all understand that,” Longwei said, clear on Quan’s meaning.

      “We need to talk about the elephant in the room,” Quan finally said.  “I’m leaving, but we’re leaving you exposed to a possible Chicom attack.”

      “We’ll manage it fine,” Longwei said.  “We’ve got Otto making the last of his dynamite.  Connor is working on the last rounds in his ammo supply, and Noah has stationed his lookouts to the farthest point of the Uniden’s range on both the northern and southern borders.”

      They’d recently blasted the northern end of the highway, cutting a deep trench ten feet wide and eight feet deep.  Whatever vehicles were headed down from the north would end up just as wrecked as the Chicom vehicles that met their match at the south end.

      “You need to have teams ready to go at any minute,” Quan said.  “Don’t be lazy.  And don’t count Noah out because of his age.  He’s at his best when he’s not drinking, and since he’s run out of booze, he’s been on point tactically, even though he’s become more unmanageable than ever.”

      “He’s a belligerent asshole,” someone said.

      They all laughed.

      “And yet he made sure the perimeters were covered,” another of Longwei’s soldiers said.

      “We tease because we like him,” Longwei clarified.  In a deeply American accent, he said, “It’s the same thing we’d say to his face, and he’d call us pus nutted bags of commie crap, or something like that, if he were here.”

      Everyone started laughing at the impression, but then the mood returned to its somber start.  The team was breaking up.  And it was happening so fast that both Quan and Longwei didn’t know what to make of it.  Then again, rule number one was don’t get attached.

      “Speaking of the old goat, it’s when we’re nice to Noah that he gets pissed off,” Quan said, more a warning than a revelation.  “So be vigilant, but don’t be nice.”

      “When are we going?” one of Quan’s team asked.

      Quan said, “We’re leaving in the morning, at first light.  Maybe sooner if I start getting too antsy.”
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      Ryker, Skylar, Logan and Noah got nearly forty miles up the road, to Weed, California, when Ryker let his foot off the gas and said, “Skylar, hand me the binoculars.”

      “If you want to look at Mt. Shasta,” she said, “we can always pull over.  I have to take care of some lady business anyway.”

      “It’s not that,” he said, taking the binos.  “Grab the wheel.”

      She took the wheel.

      “Good God,” he said as he looked through the field glasses, as if the sight of whatever he was seeing alarmed him.

      He then angled the glasses up to two black dots in the sky and found a helicopter coming in from one direction and a small plane from another.

      “Can someone tell me if there’s a small airfield near Weed?” Ryker asked.

      He handed Skylar the binos and pulled over to the side of the road.  In back, Logan was studying the paper map.

      Noah said, “What’s up there?”

      Ryker answered as best as he could.  “SAA, I think.  And not just a few grunts.  Looks like a hardened military installation, even though it’s not.”

      “How the hell are they surviving in all of this destruction?” Skylar asked.  “This state has been nothing but obliterated since we arrived.

      “Maybe this is fresh meat making their way up through the wastelands,” Noah said, thinking out loud.

      “But why?” Skylar asked.

      “Because they aren’t admitting defeat,” Logan replied.  “Weed has a small airport.  It’s nothing really.  Just a footnote as far as airfields go.”

      Ryker got out of the vehicle, took a piss on the side of the road and let himself think.  When he was finished and zipped back in, he said, “If they’re this far north, then they made it through the worst of it already.”

      Skylar went a little farther out, dropped down in the brush and peed, too.

      “That means they’re on their way to Oregon,” Noah said, “or farther up to Washington.”

      “That makes no sense,” Logan said.  “Who would do that?  Who would drive through all of this just to wage war?”

      “Not everyone’s going to lay down to defeat like you,” Noah asserted.

      “When did I lay down for defeat?” he turned and snapped at Noah.

      In the field, Skylar was pulling up her pants.  Logan didn’t want to look, but he did.  Ryker saw it.  Logan felt his face get red.

      “The question tells me you’ve quit before,” Noah said, ignoring Logan’s interest in Skylar.

      He put her out of his mind, focused on Noah.  “Most of my life I’ve been of the go-along-to-get-along nature, but since this EMP kicked off, I haven’t backed off an inch, so maybe you could shut that stink trap of a mouth of yours when you’re talking to me.”

      “Now who’s not making sense?” Noah asked with a frown.

      “Think it over in silence,” Logan replied.  He walked up to Ryker and said, “If they’re coming our way, we have to warn the town, get set up for round two.”

      “This isn’t round two,” Ryker said, less congenial.  “This is round one with the SAA.  They could be as bad as the Chicoms, or maybe a lot worse by the look of it.”

      “But they could be easier, too,” Logan said.

      “Not likely,” Noah replied.

      “How’s that?” Logan asked, a question, not a challenge.

      “The Chicoms got used to beating on the unarmed, defenseless masses,” Noah said.  “The SAA came here to kill the Chicoms.  They came here to wage a real war.  These aren’t a bunch of soft bellied pansies, Logan.  These are hardened men who are pissed off enough and determined enough to come up through hundreds of miles of ash and devastation to fight an entire coastline of communist assholes.  Think about that.  In silence.  And while you’re thinking about that, you’d better unleash the warrior inside you, because if they’re headed our way, we’re going to have the tussle of a lifetime on our hands.”

      “We did alright before,” Logan argued.

      Looking at him, a sneer in his expression, Noah said, “Do you think the little one-cow town of Five Falls is going to hold back the might of this army?  Give him the binoculars, Ryker.  Let him take a look.”

      Ryker handed Logan the binos.  He took them.  In the distance, he saw the massive collection of vehicles, and a helicopter departing south for reasons unknown.

      “What do the radiation levels say?” Skylar asked Noah.

      “Still clear,” Noah said.

      Logan handed Ryker the binos and said, “Yeah, there’s definitely a lot of them.”

      “I don’t think we need to know about radiation anymore,” Ryker told Noah as he took the binoculars from Logan.  “If they came through all of California, then the state’s probably just bombed to hell, not radioactive.”

      “That makes sense,” Skylar said.  “If the Chicoms plan to take over the West Coast, they’d just level the state, let it grow back beautiful, then rebuild when the time is right, but without all the radioactive heat on it.”

      “These roaches plan fifty years in advance,” Noah said.  “Best we stamp them out here and now.  At least we’ll have the element of surprise on our side.”

      “You said it yourself, old timer,” Ryker said.  “They’re the South American Army and by the look of it, they’re marching on Oregon, or as far north as they can get.”

      “How much of California do you think is gone?” Skylar asked.  “Maybe they didn’t bomb the entire state.”

      “Unless we see it for ourselves,” Logan said, “we won’t know for sure.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a trip down to SoCal,” Noah interrupted, “but my hemorrhoids are killing me, so I’m thinking we’ll have to postpone.”

      “No one wants to hear about your butthole issues,” Logan grumbled.

      “I’m just saying is all,” Noah said.

      “Tactically,” Ryker turned and asked Noah, “what would you do?”

      Noah seemed to appreciate Ryker asking for his advice.  Then again, that’s what Noah was there for.  That and measuring for radiation, which was no longer an issue.  He took the binoculars from Ryker, gave the Weed Airport a long look, then said, “I’d wait until nightfall, reposition on the other side of that field, then snatch one of them up and torture the truth out of them.”

      “I’m all for that,” Skylar said.

      “Me, too,” Logan said.

      “Well then it’s settled,” Noah announced, handing the binos back to Ryker.  “Let’s boogey on over the hill, set up camp and wait until nightfall.”

      “How do we know if they’re even staying the night?” Logan asked.

      “They haven’t moved since we got here,” Ryker replied, taking one last look.  “And another convoy is coming in from the south.”

      Skylar said, “If they were coming through, they’d make room for the next convoy, right?  I mean, if they were planning on moving.”

      “But if they’re staying,” Noah said, “we could cut their ranks in half before sunrise and they’d never be the wiser.”

      Ryker turned and looked at the old man and said, “You still got the juice to do that?”

      “Does a duck fart in the water?” he retorted.

      “Sure does,” Skylar grinned.

      Noah looked at her and said, “Damn Skippy they do.”

      “We need a weapons check,” Logan said.  “Because there are more of them than we have bullets.”

      “We’ll double our weapons and ammo when we start taking out their ranks,” Noah said.  “But the only weapon you need or want at night are knives, and we’ve all got one of them.”

      Logan knew he was right.

      This would only be a gunfight if they were on the losing end of the knife fight.  Fighting like this in the midst of an army…they’d only survive if they could operate in stealth.

      The opportunity was solid though.  That’s what he liked.  If they could cut their way through some of these men, if they could massacre dozens in silence and get out clean and with intel, then perhaps they’d make them think twice about going to Oregon.

      “Let’s stay eyes-on for another half hour,” Skylar said.  “If they don’t move, we’ll get into position in one of those nearby farm houses.  And come nightfall, we can gut some of these mother effers then high-tail it north.”
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      By the time Felicity rolled into town, it was hard for her to follow Clay’s directions.  He’d written them in haste, and now she was paying the price for his sloppy handwriting.

      Twice she was sure she was lost.

      It was a ghost town.

      But night had yet to fall upon her, so she had the benefit of a few more hours of light.  Eventually she found the house and the address Clay had given to her.

      Getting off her bike, praying to God she had the right place, she knocked on the front door, then considered her appearance.  She must look like a nightmare.

      A pretty woman with a stern expression answered the door, gave her a slightly startled look, then opened her mouth to speak.

      Felicity quickly said, “I’m looking for Mr. Nichols.”

      She wanted to be extra polite on account of the stranger she was talking to being a woman several years her elder.  But there she was, a scrappy looking stranger covered in dried blood.

      “And who are you?” the woman asked, looking her over.

      “A friend,” Felicity said.

      “If you weren’t covered in gore, I’d say you have the pretty look of a woman who’s been banging a married man on the side,” the woman said.  “So maybe you could indulge me with specifics.”

      The woman couldn’t be more than five or ten years her senior, but as weary and intimidated as Felicity was feeling, she might as well have been her mother’s age and reprimanding her just for showing up unkempt and unannounced.

      Not sure what to do, she opened up the directions Clay had given her and handed them over.  She had blood on her hand and on the paper, but it was all she had.

      “Who’s blood have you got all over you?” the woman asked.

      “Wild boar blood, and some of my own.”

      “Jesus.”

      “I’m sorry for showing up without notice, but Clay said, I mean, Mr. Nichols said that if I was ever in trouble, I should come see him.”

      The woman visibly relaxed.

      “I’m in trouble.”

      “You’re Felicity?” she asked.  Felicity nodded, that tight ball in her chest loosening.  “I’m Stephani Madigan.”

      “You know my name,” Felicity said, still taken aback.

      Stephani gave her a thumb’s up that made her laugh and simultaneously wipe her eyes.  The thumb’s up sign was an inside joke between her and Clay that had apparently gotten around.

      “Only Boone is here, his brother, and he’s asleep with the baby.  Clay is probably at the Sheriff’s station right now.  The new one, not the old one.”

      “Is he in trouble?” she asked.

      “No, he’s the Sheriff.”

      She started laughing and couldn’t stop herself, even when she was embarrassed and unable to control it.  Finally she tapered off, causing Stephani to ask, “What’s so funny?”

      “It’s just that no one ever taught me that it was right to kill certain people until I met Clay.”  She expected a certain reaction on Stephani’s face, but no obvious expression appeared.  “It’s just funny, him being the law after what we went through.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s a lot of dead people in this town.  Some of the Chicoms got some of us, but we got a lot of them.  It’s still not even.  Dead is dead though, and all these Chicom pukes deserved it.”

      Felicity didn’t say that she and Clay hurt more than just the Chicoms.  Some of the things they’d done on the road from Salem weren’t necessary, or perhaps they were.  She still hadn’t sorted all of that out yet.

      “What if they weren’t all Chicoms we did things to?” she asked, unable to help herself.

      “Were they bad people?” Stephani asked.

      “They were.”

      “Well then I’m sure God knows the score and you’re good around here.  Certainly with me.  Why don’t you come in and take a load off?”

      She opened the door wide, but Felicity didn’t go in.  She said, “I really need to see Clay.”

      “Is your ass on fire or something?” Stephani asked.  “Surely you’d like to clean yourself up a little.”

      “The Chicoms converged on Roseburg,” she said, stiffening her upper lip against a crush of emotion.  “They have my parents in a detention facility.  It used to be the airport, but now it has a huge chain link fence all around it and they’re burning bodies.  I think it’s to make room for the entire city of Roseburg.  At least the ones they haven’t shot yet.”

      “Well, if you can leave your tenement on wheels around back,” she said, nodding to Felicity’s bike, “I’ll take you to see him now.”

      “That would be great, Stephani.  Thank you.”

      Inside, her new friend got what she needed, then Felicity followed her around back where she saw the Blazer and stopped like she’d just been gut punched.

      “What?” Stephani asked, confused.

      “That’s the truck,” she said, breathless, her head struggling to make connections.

      “You talking about the kids Clay killed?” Stephani asked.  Slowly her head moved up and down on its own.  “Looks like he saved your bacon more than you think.”

      It would seem so.

      They drove over to the Sheriff’s station in minutes.

      Felicity climbed out of the Blazer, still marveling at being inside the vehicle when so much had happened with it before.  She then followed Stephani into the Sheriff’s office where Clay was sitting.  He looked healthy, his facial scar not so pronounced, a little more weight on him.

      For a second, he looked up and their eyes met, and then something happened.  It was in that moment where he saw her, but could not place her.  She smiled and then it hit him like a thunderbolt.

      “Felicity?” he said, getting out of his chair way too fast.

      She nodded, then apologized for all the blood.  He walked over, swept her up in a hug and held on longer than she expected.

      When he set her down, she said, “Who are you and what have you done with Clay Nichols?”

      “Everything heals with time,” he grinned.  “What happened to you?  And are you limping?”

      She nodded, then said, “I think I need some stitches in my leg, but the rest of this is pig blood.”

      “You fought a pig?” he asked with raised eyebrows.

      “And won,” she said with a victorious smile.  She patted her stomach and said, “He’s in my belly, I’m not in his.  Hashtag victory dance.”

      “Ferocious to the last bite,” he laughed.  “Why are you here?”

      She felt the moment flatten.  “The Chicoms took my parents.  They overran Roseburg and they’re setting up some sort of concentration camp at the airport, just off I5.  I think they’re planning something big.  And not just because they’re cleaning out the town, but because they’re not killing everyone right away.”

      Stephani looked at Clay who looked at Felicity and said, “We need to get you cleaned up, and fed, then we can talk about what you think is happening.”

      “She needs her leg looked at, too,” Stephani said.

      “I have a suture kit you can use at the house,” Clay told Stephani.

      “I appreciate this and all, but can we maybe talk about this on the way there?” she asked.  “We need to do something fast, or I’m afraid that whatever’s happening is going to involve the Chicoms making Roseburg their home.  Or worse, some kind of staging ground.”

      Stephani looked at Clay and said, “When does Quan leave?  We can hitch a ride.”

      “He left early,” Clay said.  “A few hours back.  You know Quan.  He can never sit still for a minute.”

      “What?” she said.

      “They wanted to get on the road,” Clay responded.  “He said it would be better to travel through the night anyway.”

      “If he left a few hours ago,” Stephani said, “then he should be getting close to Roseburg.”

      “There’s no way to reach him,” Clay said, deeply concerned, almost like he was thinking out loud.  To Felicity, his eyes clearing, he said, “It seems as though our little town here has fallen into the crosshairs of the Chicom President.”

      “President Hu?” Felicity asked.

      He nodded.

      “We’re preparing for the possibility of us having to weather another attack,” he said, “while working with a skeleton crew and people who need protecting.”

      “Well I will tell you this,” Felicity said, stretching for a way to convince him to leave now, “if anything is going to happen to you, it’s not from Ashland, Medford or Grant’s Pass.  They’ll be coming from Roseburg.”

      “Meaning we can stop them from taking over your town,” he said, “and in turn we’ll be protecting this one.”

      She nodded.  That’s exactly what she was thinking.

      “It’s a compelling idea,” he said.

      “One that bears serious consideration,” Felicity added.  “Don’t sit on your skirt on this one, Sheriff.”

      “I’ll have an answer for you by the time you get into fresh clothes and swallow your last bite of food,” he said.

      “Can you be ready to leave tonight?” she asked, gauging him.

      “I can,” he said without hesitation.  “In fact, I think we’ll need to anyway.  I only need to think about who we can take with us.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Stephani,” Clay said, “will you take her to my house and get her set up?”

      Stephani drew a deep breath, flaring her nostrils but forcing a smile.  Then she said, “Sure, no problem.”

      “Look at her leg, too,” he said.  “You’re good with stitches, right?”

      She nodded.

      “We came over in the Blazer,” Felicity said.

      Clay leaned back and smiled big, then to Felicity he said, “I wasn’t going to say you owe me, but you kind of owe me.”

      He wore a sly grin she didn’t recognize.

      Before she could say something, he added, “Seeing you today is the best thing that’s happened to me in weeks.”

      She felt Stephani glance at her from the corner of her eye, and it wasn’t a pleasant look.  But to Felicity, it was exactly how she hoped he’d feel.
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      When night fell upon them, a third SAA convoy had arrived at the Weed Airport.  Two more SAA helicopters not only dropped supplies, a pair of refueling trucks arrived to top everyone off.  Generator powered flood lights lit the airport and the vehicles made a huge circle around tents, tables, barbecues, chairs and mobile fire pits.

      That’s when the music started.

      For a second, Logan closed his eyes and listened to the tunes with a sort of longing, like a pain in your chest when you thought something you’d never hear again started to play.

      The four of them spread out, Noah and Logan going one way, Skylar and Ryker the other way, both groups keeping an eye on the other, just in case.  As they snuck up on the camp, a man stepped out of the circle of vehicles, unzipped his fly and started to whistle low as he watered the backside of the interstate shoulder.

      Logan pulled out his knife and closed in on the man.  He was about to strike when a figure in black rushed past him.  The SAA pisser barely got his hand off his pecker when Ryker clobbered him with a fist to the side of his head.  The guy went limp instantly, Ryker catching him and easing him to the ground.

      Logan rushed in, grabbed the downed soldier by the ankles and he and Ryker carried him out into the field, dropping him because there was a problem they decided they didn’t want to deal with any longer.

      “Skylar will you please come and put his business away?” Ryker asked.  “Logan and I shouldn’t have to look at his willy for the next five hundred yards.”

      “I’m not touching that thing,” Skylar said, half her attention on them, the other half on the massive size of the SAA gathering behind them.

      “You’re the only broad here,” Noah said, joining them.  “Man up and put the bishop back in his cotton chambers.”

      She turned and glared at the old man, his white beard long, his eyes tucked away in the shadows of the night.

      “I said I’m not touching it,” she argued.

      “If you think you’re not going to have to look at it again,” Noah said, “then you obviously know nothing about what we’re going to do to this guy to get info out of him.”

      “Believe me,” she snarled, “I get the whole torture thing.  I’ve had firsthand knowledge of it, thank you very much.”

      “Great, then you know the drill,” Noah said.  “So quit messing around and just do it.”

      “You do it!” she hissed.

      “One man doesn’t touch another man’s business without it changing him, unless he’s gay and I ain’t.  Not that I have judgements against folks who go that way.  I don’t.”

      “Fine,” she finally said.  She went and put him away, zipped him up, then wiped her hands on the grass and said, “The frickin’ thing’s all wet.”

      They took turns carrying the unconscious soldier through the field toward the house they had targeted.  In the distance, the music continued to play, the ruckus of the men carrying far into the night.

      “I’m assuming you checked this house out already,” Ryker said to Noah.  He was breathing heavy.  They all were.

      “Yeah.  I knocked and no one answered,” Noah said.  “Checked the windows, too.”

      When they got to the door, Skylar kicked it in and then shoved her way through, flicking on the flashlight she took from the Jeep they’d parked nearby.  The flashlight worked, the light amber colored but weak.  She tapped it a couple of times, got a steady beam, then quickly cleared the home.  Out back, by a rusted out barbecue, she found an oil lamp with some oil in it.

      Heading back inside, she said, “Who’s got the lighter?”

      Noah pulled it out of his pocket and she lit the wick.  The lamp glowed bright.  She gave the knob a twist and the living room brightened.  Ryker was already bringing in a chair from the kitchen.

      “Sit him down,” Ryker said.

      Logan wrestled the man to the chair, sat him down and slapped him in the face twice until he roused.

      The dazed soldier began speaking Spanish, mumbling something unintelligible before becoming alert to his situation.  After that, he quietly began asking for mercy.

      Noah walked over to him, bent down and said, “We don’t understand the things coming out of your face.  This is America, so you can speak English.”

      The man cringed hard, shrinking away from him.  He then hit Noah with a horrified, sideways stare.

      “Looks like the torture’s already begun,” Ryker muttered, referring to Noah’s breath.  Skylar and Logan snickered to themselves.

      When Logan finally composed himself, he started conversing with the man in Spanish.  They all looked at him funny, not realizing he was bilingual.  Not that he used it much.  In truth he was rusty, but not so rusty that he couldn’t get by.  Despite the chance to converse in his native tongue, the captured soldier sat there tight lipped and defiant.

      “Noah, go breathe on him again before Logan gets pissed and starts beating on him,” Ryker said.  “The shit smell of your mouth is a cruelty greater than either the belt or the fist at this point.”

      “If you can create a toothbrush from thin air,” Noah grumbled, “then I’d be happy for you to produce it.  If not, shut your pie hole, or do something productive.”

      “Just give him a blast furnace taste of that esophagus exhaust,” Ryker chided.  “This ain’t a romantic interlude, it’s torture 101.”

      Noah turned and walked over to the man, then leaned in his face and exhaled long and slow, causing the man to cry out.  Logan, Skylar and Ryker started laughing, unable to believe what they were seeing.

      Finally, the man said, “No mas, no mas.”  No more, no more.

      “So I’m going to beat on you with fists,” Logan said in Spanish, “and the second you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m going to send gramps here in to start kissing you.  Mouth to mouth until you vomit.”

      “Please,” he said in English, “I’ll tell you anything you want to know, just no…no more.”

      He was legitimately crying at that point.

      Logan began to question him.  Unfortunately, the man reverted to silent defiance.  Instead of bringing in Noah, however, Logan found it more useful to start cranking on him.  He punched the man in the ribs with some very big, very brutal strikes, the kind that left the man sagging in his chair, but still he kept quiet.

      Ryker picked him back up, held him straight in the chair and said, “Give it to him again.  Make it count this time.”

      They say the most congenial prisoners are the ones who start with good manners and cooperation, but they are also the prisoners who either break right away or take a ton of time and torture to crack.

      This guy was the latter.

      After awhile, when it became clear that he could take a beating and still not say anything, Logan stood, stretched his back and shook the man’s blood off his fists.  Somewhere along the way, Logan had developed a wicked clenching in his bowels.

      He leaned down, face-to-face with this man, and looked in his trembling eyes.  He was still in there.  Logan then grabbed him by the back of his hair and tightened his grip.  The prisoner winced, a dead giveaway that he wasn’t completely numb.  He then twisted his grip, pulling the man’s head back so he knew he had his attention.

      “You screwed up when you didn’t tell me what I wanted to know,” Logan snarled.  “I warned you.  I said this would happen.  By the time the old man’s done with you, you’re going to wish you told me everything.”

      After what Logan and Ryker put the prisoner through, he had that look like he could finally take Noah’s breath in stride.  Unfortunately, that’s not what Noah had in mind for the man and Logan knew it.

      Behind him, Noah said, “Skylar, will you find me a broom handle and some scissors please?”

      “No problem,” she replied.

      Logan left the man, wandering back into the bathrooms, looking for toilet paper.  He searched two bathrooms before he found a linen closet with half a roll and two bars of soap.  He gathered up all three items, dropped the soap on the table by the broken front door and looked back at the three of them with the SAA prisoner.

      Mother nature was no longer calling, she was pounding on Logan’s back door.  Besides needing a break, there was no joy in this for him.  Torture wasn’t his thing, even though to some it might appear otherwise.  By the looks on the faces of the others, there was no joy in it for them either.  In times of war, however, you chase down every lead, and you work every source.  This man was now their only lead, their only way of finding out what the SAA’s planned movements were.  If they could get that much from him, they could also find out how many more convoys were en route.  What it came down to was they needed to know if the entire Army was going to converge on Five Falls, or if this was merely a light expedition force they could deal with as a town.

      In the living room, under the steady light of the oil lamp, Noah was cutting off the man’s clothes.  He was saying, “When I get his pants off, I’m gonna need that broom handle, Skylar.  Oh, and put a little spit on it, it’ll go in easier that way.”

      The prisoner’s eyes got wide as he looked back at Noah.  The old man grinned, like he was amused, then he turned to Logan and said, “Where the hell are you going?”

      He held up the toilet paper and said, “Fire in the hole.”

      Noah nodded, then said, “You go slay that brown dragon, but when you’re done, if this method doesn’t get us the answers we’re looking for, I think it’ll be time to start cutting off fingers.”

      “Roger that,” Logan said, flashing back to memories of Bronx.

      Returning his attention to the nearly naked, now gagged SAA soldier, Noah said, “Alright let’s get his undies off, too, then we’ll turn him over and find out if he’s into chicos or chicas.  Skylar, time to spit on that broomstick.  No need for generosity.  This future sissy is going to tell us everything he knows or we’re going to turn him into a human poopsickle.”

      Logan walked outside gingerly, undoing his belt with every step.  He wasn’t far when he heard the screaming start inside the house.  That shrill, blood-curdling sound was enough to keep the groundhog in its hole.  He walked far away from the house, a good fifty yards before dropping his trousers and popping a squat.

      In the distance, he studied the lights of the convoy, heard the distant sounds of music competing with the man’s tortured cries.

      He slayed that brown dragon indeed, then wiped and put himself back together.  That’s when he saw movement in the field ahead.  Cursing, he dropped back down.  A couple of guys were calling out to someone named Abelardo.

      “Oh, for the love of Jesus,” he grumbled.

      Did they have Abelardo?

      Was that the name of their prisoner?

      They never asked the man his name, but if they did, Logan was sure he would have responded to Abelardo.

      Logan checked the distance between the house and where these two men were walking out into the field.  They were close enough that he couldn’t reach the door before they reached him.

      “¡Abelardo!” the lead man called out  “¿Donde esta, cabrón?”

      Two things were happening in that moment.  First, he was still squatting down and smelling the slayed dragon.  And two, he was kind of freaking out because all he had for a weapon was his blade.

      Fortunately, in that moment, their prisoner was no longer screaming.  Any minute though, he’d start up again, alerting the men to his whereabouts.

      The SAA men had flashlights they were using to sweep over the land.  That’s when the light fell over him and the two guys got really excited, one of them telling Logan to get down and stay down.  He saw the soldier’s gun trained on him and knew the man was serious.

      Inside the house, Abelardo let out the most high pitched squeal.  The men were now on high alert, the one using hand signals to tell the other to split up.

      Abelardo stopped screaming.

      On his knees beside the poop and the wads of toilet paper, Logan raised his hands as the soldier instructed.

      The guy wasted no time closing the distance on him.

      Logan’s shirt was covering his blade, but a quick pat down would reveal it.  He felt the beam of the flashlight hit his eyes hard.  Squinting, he covered his face with one hand and let the other drop slowly toward the weapon.

      In that moment, he wanted to shake his head in disgust, or shame for what he was planning, but he dared not make a wrong move.

      When the guy started rattling off in Spanish, Logan said, “¿Ingles?” and the guy went on a fiery tirade of insults Logan recognized.  But then the SAA soldier turned to his buddy and said something Logan understood.

      His partner crouched down, rifle at his side.  He was moving on the house.  Logan saw everything happening in that moment.  In his mind, he knew that the second he opened that door and saw what was going on inside, the soldier would open fire and kill all of Logan’s friends.

      He knew this as clear as day.

      Skylar.

      The soldier turned to him and, in English, he asked, “What are you doing out here?”

      Logan lifted the toilet paper roll to the man, almost like a peace offering, or a gift.  To these guys, maybe it was both.

      “Peace offering,” Logan said, giving the roll a little shake.

      What the SAA man didn’t understand as he moved in to possibly take it, or just kill him, was that Logan was nearly fluent in Spanish, even if he let on that he wasn’t.  So when the guy stepped forward and laughingly told his buddy they now had toilet paper, Logan snatched up his pile of feces and flung it in the man’s face.

      No sooner did the slop fly was he on the man, dragging him to the ground and smearing more feces in the soldier’s eyes, nose and mouth.  He was coughing, gagging and dry heaving when Logan swiped the last of his dirty hands on the man’s uniform.

      Unable to clean his filthy hand any further, he tore his knife from its sheath and in one swift move, buried the blade in the man’s throat.  He twisted the blade hard, then tore it out sideways, severing all number of arteries, tendons, cartilage and muscle.

      Inside the house, Logan heard the screaming man start up again.  With no time to waste, he grabbed the dead man’s rifle and stitched a line of bullets up the front of the house.  His counterpart had been about to enter the house, but he ducked down and spun, startled that his buddy was shooting at him.

      The second he did that, a body charged him from inside the house, drilling him in the midsection and taking him down in the dirt and weeds below.  He was left no chance to recover before taking a jailhouse shanking from Skylar’s blade.

      “Are you nuts?” she said, kneeling over the man she’d just stabbed to death.  She was referring to him shooting the gun and possibly alerting SAA forces.

      “I just saved all your asses, dummy!” he hissed, standing up and heading her way.

      The two of them were quiet, their eyes on the glowing lights of the convoy.  That’s when they saw the shadows of several men leaving the safety of the convoy circle and heading their way.

      Logan rushed up to the house, blade in hand, wiping the fecal waste on the grassier parts of the ground.  Mentally, he was trying to deal with the fact that crap would be in between his fingers, in his nail beds, in the creases and crevices of his hand.

      When he went inside, Noah was beside the prisoner, talking in his ear, the bloody scissors in his hands.  The man was bent over the chair with the broom stick up his ass and a halfway snipped-open scrotum hanging lower than it should.  One of his balls had been pulled out.

      Logan turned away quick, his entire body aching at the sight.

      “Yeah, this guy’s not new to torture,” Ryker said, giving Noah a nod.  Ryker’s face looked extra white.  “Everything okay outside?”

      “Thanks for the help,” Logan grumbled.

      “I think I’m more disturbed than I’m letting on,” Ryker said.  “I’m just waiting for the shock to set in.  Or maybe it already has.”

      “Well snap out of it,” Skylar barked.  “We have company.”

      Noah looked up from his running chatter in the man’s face and said, “I got this.  Go secure the perimeter.”

      Ryker was slow to move.  Skylar was not.  She was already out the door.  Logan clapped his hands together hard, startling the man.

      “Let’s go!” Logan shouted.

      Ryker finally came to attention.  The two of them drew their blades, grabbed their pistols and set out into the darkness.

      “Where’s Skylar?” Ryker asked.

      “Doing our job for us,” Logan hissed, his tone both harsh and abrupt.

      “She can probably do it better than us anyway,” Ryker mumbled.  “You’ve seen her in action, right?”

      “If you’re going to be with her,” Logan said, ignoring the question, “then don’t spout that garbage.  Just be there for her, man.”

      “That Noah,” Ryker said as they trotted through the fields to join Skylar and head off trouble, “he’s a real peach.”

      “Whatever we thought we knew about him,” Logan said, “I’m learning it’s way worse.”

      “The way he just shoved that broom—”

      “No,” Logan snapped.  “Don’t say it.  I don’t want to hear it, not now or ever.”

      “And he cut—”

      “Stop!” he commanded.

      Ahead, a dozen SAA men ambled out into the field.  Without highway maintenance crews, the grasses there were waist high, good for cover if you could stay low.

      Ryker and Logan were healed enough from their injuries to run in a crouch, but neither man was exactly limber those days.  That’s when they saw one man go down in the lightly illuminated grass ahead, and a scuffle take place.

      “Holy crap,” Ryker whispered.  “She’s already there!”

      A nearby man went to help his buddy, but he got a blade in the gut, and that’s when Skylar came up, ripped out the knife and drove it up under his chin.

      Gunfire broke out.  So much for stealth.

      Ryker and Logan were now in a dead sprint, firing on the converging men as they went after Skylar.  The men surrounded her, but she moved quickly, firing on them as she went, and stabbing those closest to her.

      Ryker and Logan crashed into the mix of them fast, catching some of the preoccupied SAA men off guard.  Skylar had already taken out five of them by the time he and Ryker arrived.  They dealt with the rest of them, collected up the weapons, then turned and sprinted back to the house.

      “We’re blown, thank you very much!” Skylar yelled at them as they ran.

      They heard the music in the distance stop and things got real in that second.  By the time the three of them made it to the house, Noah was really leaning on the prisoner, his shrieking fast becoming the kind of noise Logan knew would forever haunt him.

      “We need to go NOW!” Logan said.

      Noah stopped immediately, grabbed the oil lamp and threw it against the wall.  The second the wall and a pair of drapes caught fire, Noah joined them.

      Abelardo screamed for mercy, begging that they not leave him there, but there wasn’t an ounce of compassion left between them.  Not after seeing what they had seen, and not knowing what they knew was coming for them.

      The four of them piled in the Jeep, Logan at the wheel.  He started the Jeep, put it in gear, then smashed the accelerator.  A pair of headlights shined across the field, the vehicle bounding after them like it was climbing through the gears rather quickly.

      “Tell me you got something out of him or this was all for nothing!” Logan yelled at Noah in the backseat.

      “I got all I needed,” Noah said, holding his hand.

      “If you got what you wanted,” Ryker screamed, the shock apparently there now, “why the hell were you leaning on that broom stick when we got back?”

      “He bit my damn finger!”

      “Do you really blame him?” Logan growled, his temper getting away from him.

      They bounced over the country roads, the other vehicle stopping at the house before taking chase.

      “Stop flexing your morality and find a place to pull over,” Noah said, looking over his shoulder at the vehicle now closing in on them.

      After making the nearest turn, Logan flipped off the lights and slid to a stop alongside the dirt road.  Everyone scrambled out.  They stood on the road in a firing stance, waiting.  The second the chase truck appeared, the four of them opened fire and made hell of the windshield.

      The Suburban spun its wheel and went off the road, skidding sideways into the thick trunk of a very old tree.  The four of them ran after the SUV, stuck their rifles in through the broken windows and lit up the five soldiers inside.

      “Let’s go!” Ryker said.

      They jumped back into the Jeep, Logan back at the wheel, and took off.  He needed to put as much distance as he could between them and the convoy.

      “What did he say to you?” Skylar turned and yelled at Noah.

      Obviously tempers were hot.  They were all scared and a bit rattled, the adrenalin surging.  If the entire SAA came after them, it would only be a matter of time.

      “He said this is the front of the convoy,” Noah explained.

      “What do they want?” Logan asked.

      “President Hu struck a deal with the Mexican President, but then Hu reneged on it and killed everyone he promised not to harm, including his own men.”

      “So this is revenge then?” Ryker asked.

      “This is an invasion that became personal for the SAA,” Noah said.  “At least that’s what the human poopsickle seemed to think.”

      “So what next?” Skylar asked.

      “They’re coming,” Noah said, his normally powdery voice softer than ever.  “Right up through Five Falls.”

      “How many of them?” Ryker asked, sitting beside him in back.

      “The whole damn army,” Noah said, solemn.

      “Oh my God,” Skylar said.

      “Where are they headed?” Ryker asked.

      “Already told you,” Noah said.  “Straight up the five.  Right through Five Falls.  After that, what does it matter?”

      “There’s no way we can hold off the entire army,” Ryker said.

      “No shit, Sunshine,” Noah replied.

      One eye on the ink black road ahead and the other on the rearview mirror, Logan said, “If we can get the trenches on both ends of the interstate filled back up, and all those Chicom vehicles moved, maybe they can just roll through.”

      “How do we stop them?” Skylar said.

      “It would be better to just let them through,” Ryker said.  “But even if we fill the trenches, the second those vehicles hit soft soil at seventy miles an hour, weighing what they do, there’s a good chance they’re going to tear it all apart and start blowing tires.  That’s when they’ll stop.  Meaning we’ll have the entire SAA convoy sitting on our front doorstep.”

      “After that helicopter smoked the old Sheriff’s office and half the storefronts, the place might as well be dead to the indiscriminate eye,” Logan said.  “We just need to hide everyone and do what you said.  Let them pass.”

      “No way,” Skylar said.  “This is our chance to kill them.”

      “We’re already screwed and that’s a stupid idea,” Noah said.  “This is why we have the bug out location.  For this situation.”

      “What if we do what we did before?” Skylar asked.  “Wage war on them like we did the Chicoms?  We can bottle neck them at the trench, move down the lines—”

      “You’re high as a kite if you think that’ll work on the entire SAA,” Logan said.  “First off, we don’t have enough ammo to wage war on that scale.  And even if we did, there’s no time to plan, and we don’t have the kind of hardened warriors you need to pull off something that insane.”

      “I kinda feel like we have a few good warriors,” Ryker said.

      “Ryker here can’t even watch a good old fashioned broom handling without turning into a girl,” Noah said.  “I mean, you boys think you’re tough, but you still ain’t got the mental grit to do what needs doing.  Which means you don’t have the stones for this kind of a war.”

      “Being able to handle torture like it’s nothing isn’t being battle hardened,” Skylar said.

      “The hell it ain’t!” Noah argued.  “What do you think motivates a man not to get captured?  The fear of torture.  And how do we implement this fear?  By doing what we push ourselves to do to win a war.  And once you see it, it sits in your head forever, letting you know the kind of darkness a heart at war can produce.  If you know that, then you know what the enemy can do to you because that shade rests in the soul of every seasoned warrior, whether he wants to admit it or not.”

      “What did you do in the Army?” Logan asked.

      “I was a Ranger, but them boys weren’t part of the Ed Scisserand admiration squad.”

      “Oh, and why’s that?” Logan asked.

      “Because when push comes to shove, I’m the guy that’s gonna push things too far, then keep pushing, and pushing, and—”

      “We get it,” Ryker said.

      “If we can’t get out of town, if these SAA butt plugs decide they want to see what’s what in Five Falls, we’re done.  You, me, all of us,” Noah said.  “I promise you, it’s a war we can’t win.”

      “Well we’re going to try,” Skylar said, her resolve apparent.  “Because I’m not going to tuck tail and run.  Not from these commie pukes, and not from a bunch of pissed off Mexicans.”

      “The town isn’t going to sign off on this,” Ryker said.  “I’m with you on it, if that’s what you want, but they ain’t gonna like it.”

      “Ryker’s right,” Noah said after a moment’s thought.  “I hate to admit he’s right on anything, but on this, he is.”

      “Whether they are or they aren’t going to like it,” Logan added, wanting to stand by Skylar, “I’m in, too.  Even if this gets us killed.  Because it might.”

      “Maybe,” Skylar said.  “But we’ve all survived worse than this.”

      “We have until we haven’t,” Noah said.

      “Does that mean you’re in old man?” Skylar asked.

      “Ah hell,” Noah said after a long moment, “what the hell else am I going to do?”
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      Before he could find Reina, Filiberto found himself among dozens of other Roseburg captives curled up on the cold concrete runway.  In the pitch black of night, he was desperate for sleep, if only to stop the pain of being awake.

      The cold set in not long after dark, but that was nothing compared to how hard the ground was on his back, sides and hips.  Lying there, teeth chattering, bones aching to all hell, he would have given up everything for a bed.  Maybe even Reina.

      He hated thinking like that, but humans were not meant to sleep on the ground.  And as much as he tried adjusting his sleeping position, it was impossible to stop the pain, the discomfort, the sense of mania building in him.

      Then someone scooted next to him, their body leaning against his.  He didn’t know this person, didn’t know if it was man or woman, but he found he could get somewhat comfortable.  Other people scooted together, too.

      No one cared about personal space anymore.

      A sort of human puppy pile eventually formed and before long he was able to settle in to sleep.  He never got warm, though.  In fact, the cold was worse just before dawn and everyone was shivering, unable to share their warmth as much as they were able to share their bodies for comfort.

      When the sun finally broke over the horizon, spreading heat over them all, it was the relief they’d been wanting and needing for hours.  The sounds of Chicom clapping, shouting, and screaming roused them all.

      Huge buckets of slop were suddenly being dragged out into the runway.  Everyone scurried to their feet, went after the “food.”  When he was pulled into the flock of bodies, he quickly learned this was to be their only meal for the day, and that there was not enough for everyone.  In other words, he needed to fight for his food.

      He managed to get to one of the troughs before it was empty.  Bent over the metal rim, not sure what he was eating, but knowing it was once food, he shoved as much of the goop in his mouth as he could before hands pulled him off and flung him out of the way.

      With food all over his face and hands encrusted with the slop, he stood there, belly half full, wondering what was next.  That’s when he saw people lining up for the port-o-potty.  He got in line, his stomach starting to make odd, uncomfortable sounds.  He waited for nearly half an hour to get into the bathroom, his stomach cramping hard.

      “Your system will adjust,” the woman in front of him said when she saw his obvious discomfort.  “But it’s bad at first.”

      “What is?” he asked.

      “Feeling like you’re going to crap yourself.”

      They’d passed several smeary remains on the concrete, covering their noses as they moved past the vicinity.  He told himself he wouldn’t be one of those people who didn’t make it.  The consequences alone were horrendous.  To be there, held captive and made to sleep on freezing cold concrete by night, and hot blacktop by day?  That was bad enough.  To do so with dried runs of crap in your pants, that had to be bad.  Really bad.  He wondered what kinds of infections one could get from such an embarrassing calamity.

      By that time, he reached the bathroom.

      When he entered the bluish port-o-potty structure, the smell hit him like a gut punch.  He gagged, turning away from the vicious smell.  Eyes watering, trying to hold down his meal as he fought to get his pants down, he felt his stomach lurching and bucking.

      He dry heaved twice, but managed to get his pants down.  When he looked inside the extra full toilet, he saw the lake of steamy mud and urine was only a foot and a half away.  He’d never seen something so full before!  No wonder it smelled so bad!

      One big breath of that was all it took.

      His belly belched up a horrendous rush of half-digested food, the mess splashing all over the top of poo lake and the flies hanging out there.  All the slop he just ate was now in the slop half the town ate yesterday and dumped out today.  He was still throwing up when a violent sensation started shoving through him at the other end.  He turned around, got his bum over the hole in time to blow a tremendous amount of ass.

      He was a grown man and hadn’t cried in decades.  He cried once when he got married and saw Reina in her wedding dress for the first time, and once when Felicity was born, she was that beautiful.  Now he wanted to cry for a third time.  Or scream.

      The nauseous feeling hit him again and he turned and spun back around, belching out more food and bile.

      Someone was now banging on the door, yelling for him to hurry up.

      Eyes watering, snot dripping out of his nose, his body in total revolt, he finally emptied out.  But when he was done, he looked for the toilet paper and found none.

      “What the hell?” he muttered.

      The banging continued, and the screaming just got louder.  Panicked, he searched for something to wipe with.  When he realized they were not blessed with such modern comforts, he slipped off his shoe and sock, wiped his ass with the sock and thought about dropping it in the poop soup.

      But what about tomorrow?  The next day?

      Instead of discarding the dirty sock, he held his breath, put it back on and slipped his foot back into his shoe.  This was officially rock bottom.

      Outside the banging stopped.  He finally opened the door to a woman crouched over and crying.  “It’s all yours,” he said.

      She straightened out and slapped him so hard he stumbled sideways.

      “I JUST SOILED MYSELF!” she howled.

      He merely stared at her, holding his face as she hobbled into the hot zone.  Wandering back out into the masses, searching for Reina, he tried ignoring the wet, sloppy feeling in his shoe, his burning cheek, or how empty his stomach had become.  That’s when he heard gunshots.

      Everyone ducked down.

      When the gunfire subsided, people slowly got back up and looked around.  No one really knew what was happening.

      “Who was shot?” he asked the man next to him.  The guy shrugged his shoulders.  Filiberto asked another person.  When this stranger told him the Chicoms had to kill enough people to match the diminishing food supply, and that they needed to make examples of them, Filiberto said, “Is this a detention facility or a death camp?”

      “I think it’s one until it’s the other,” a nearby woman chimed in.

      After half a day, he found Reina.  His heart soared as he pushed swiftly through the crowds to meet her.  Her eyes found his seconds later.  They shot wide open and it looked like she was going to cry upon seeing him.  They came together in a fierce hug that lasted forever.  She was shivering, crying, speaking so fast with apologies, fears, and the ramblings of a woman broken.  He wiped her tears, then kissed her.  It was both the worst day and the best day of his life.

      “I’m going to get us out of here,” he said, looking around, making sure he wasn’t heard.

      “How?” she asked in disbelief.

      “I don’t know yet,” he said.  “But I’ll find a way.”

      “Where’s Felicity?”

      “I sent her to Five Falls, to see Clay,” he said.

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Because he might help us,” Filiberto said.  “You saw the man.  He was a war hero, and he took care of our little girl.  Maybe he’ll help her again.  Maybe he’ll help us.”

      A steady stream of gunfire erupted, and like before they dropped to the ground, clapped their hands over their ears, and prayed they didn’t get hit.  In the distance, just outside the fences, came the crashing sounds of metal smashing into metal, and then a wicked explosion.

      What they didn’t see, but rather heard, were two very pissed off Roseburg residents in a pickup truck welded up with backyard armor and gas can bombs strapped down in the bed.  If they could have seen those two idiots, if they would have known what was going on, Filiberto and Reina would have seen a Mad Max looking vehicular abomination catching top speed on NW Stewart Pkwy, just outside the detainment facility.  They then would have seen said vehicle jumping the curb right into the stock of Chicom vans and vehicles.  Once the pickup truck took out several of the vans, if they had that bird’s eye view, they would have seen a massive explosion as the redneck bombs went off.  All this on the Chicom controlled dirt lot that once held the Honda dealership’s overflow inventory.

      The gunfire everyone heard inside the fences was not the boys getting shot to hell.  Not yet anyway.  It was the Chicoms shooting at the incoming truck.  The two idiots were not in the truck by then.  They’d jumped out wearing reinforced body suits, along with kneepads and helmets.  When they safely skidded to a stop, they stood and pulled their automatic rifles out of their padded packs and started shooting at the Chicoms.

      They ran out of ammo, but that’s when the two idiots started lobbing homemade grenades.  Only half of them detonated, but the ones that exploded did the work of two grenades.  The two idiots then ran, sending the Chicoms into fits of frenzy.

      What the prisoners inside the chain link walls didn’t know was that a number of vehicles were damaged in the ploy to take out the Chicom reserves, and a dozen soldiers were killed.  The initial bomb, and subsequent grenades was enough to spur a massive Chicom retaliation.

      They were going hunting.

      But they also decided to put up nearby roadblocks, each of them armed outfits with binoculars and plenty of weaponry on hand.  No more trucks would be used as bombs if the Chicoms had it their way.

      One of the prisoners straddled the shoulders of another, getting up high enough to see what was going on.  To the others, he said, “Someone destroyed the Chicom auto yard!”

      Filiberto looked at Reina, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

      “What does that mean?” Reina asked, her expression wrought with fear, with cautious optimism, with a hundred unasked questions.

      “It means Roseburg isn’t taking this lying down,” he said.

      Seeing this small victory by one of their own emboldened the prisoners, especially Filiberto.  He did not say as much to Reina as he was working to keep the satisfied smile off his face.  But it was there: the hope.  They both felt it.

      But if Filiberto and Reina knew what was going on in the Department of Transportation, they would never have embraced such optimism, for there would be no reason to feel an ounce of hope or resurgence.

      Inside the Department of Transportation—what had become Chicom headquarters, Roseburg—Na Huang asked the field officer in charge of the facility if he should call in reinforcements.

      “And embarrass ourselves with such a request?” the man who wished to be called The Curator asked with disdain.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  We’ll handle this on our own.”

      “What about the loss of our men?” Huang asked.  “That has to mean something.”

      “Reinforcements will be arriving in three days,” the Curator said.  “I think we can handle things until then.”

      Huang looked at his CO, the Curator, and he knew the man’s pride was damaged.  The Chinese culture demanded he run a light staff rather than suffer the embarrassment of loss.

      Just as Huang was about to leave, the Curator said to him, “If anyone even sneezes in the wrong direction, you make an example out of them.”

      “How so?” Huang asked.

      Turning all his frustration and rage of the defeat upon Na Huang, he made a fist, clenched his jaw, then said, “They must be so horrified, and so frightened of retaliation, that they will quiver in terror at the mere thought of disobeying orders!  That’s your job.  DO YOUR JOB!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Outside, unbeknownst to all of this, Reina held tight to Filiberto, terrified of being separated from him again.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t listen to you,” she said.

      He merely smiled, bothered that it took something of this magnitude for her to finally listen to him, and trust his instincts.  Still, speaking to this would only serve to weaken them when what they needed most was strength and unity.

      He was going to get them out of there.  He had to.
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      When Stephani let Felicity into Clay’s home, she wasn’t sure where to sleep.  She plopped down on the couch.  Stephani returned a moment later with the medical kit.  Inside were sutures.

      “Take off your pants,” she said.

      The twenty-two year old had a good figure, but she was not clean, and this woman was a stranger.  Still, she told herself this was necessary.

      She pulled off the pants, unwrapped the bandage and showed Stephani what she had done to herself.

      To her relief, Stephani didn’t say anything.  She just went to work.  When she was done, the woman looked up and said, “This is going to hurt a lot.”

      “It’s been hurting a lot.”

      She gave her a small bottle of antibiotics and said, “Finish the bottle, but make sure this stays as clean as possible.  In these times, an infection can kill you.”

      “I will.”

      She thanked the woman and said, “Good-bye” after she was set up, but then she was there alone.  This wasn’t her house, her town, her couch.

      At least it was clean.

      She checked the pantry for food, found netted meat curing and some dried goods.  She was hungry, but she didn’t want to be a rude houseguest, so she left his food alone and instead found a blanket and pillow and laid down on the couch.

      As she drifted off to sleep, one thought occurred to her: at least she wasn’t in a bloody sleeping bag.

      When Clay got home, she was already passed out on the couch, having nightmares.  He touched her shoulder and immediately she punched what she thought was the violator.  The smack of her fist on his face was like a rubber mallet striking wet meat.  Clay reeled back, her ferocious little fist popping him in the mouth just right.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry!” she said, sitting up as he backed away.  Her body was heavy with fatigue, her face practically asleep.  It was dark in the living room, but he had several candles going for light.

      “It’s okay,” he said, rubbing his mouth.  “It’s fine.”

      She shrugged off the blanket on the couch and got up, even though her back and torso hurt from the trip, and from laying there.  She had that look in her eye, the apologetic, embarrassed, can I do anything to make up for this look.  That’s when he looked at her leg.  Rather her bare legs.  And her panties.  She turned and snatched the blanket off the couch, then she covered herself and apologized.

      He held up a hand and said, “Honestly, it’s okay.”  He licked the inside of his lip, opened his mouth and touched his finger to his tongue.  In the candlelight, he looked at the bloodspot on his finger and said, “Good God, Felicity.  Nice jab.”

      His tone wasn’t one of happiness.

      “Are we going to Roseburg?” she asked, even though the draw of sleep felt like a wet blanket on her fatigued body.  She sat back down on the couch.

      “I need to sleep,” he said, “then I’m thinking we can go first thing in the morning.”

      She wanted to press the issue, but she couldn’t.  Exhaustion was pulling at her so hard she wanted only to crawl back on the couch and fall headlong into a self-induced coma.

      “Okay,” was all she said.

      She listened to him go into his bedroom, undress and get into bed.  Sometime in the middle of the night she found herself jolting this way and that, dreaming of wild pigs, her father and mother, the Chicoms.

      It was all a mixed frenzy that had her thrashing in her sleep.

      Finally a hand came to rest on her, the hand laying gently on her shoulder.  She felt herself swimming up through the dark restless waters of the nightmare, the awareness of the real world helping to slough off some of the madness.

      For a second, she thought she was alone on the couch, but the mattress beneath her didn’t feel like the couch.  Complete awareness set in.  She’d either sleep walked to his bed, or he’d taken her to it without waking her.

      Turning, she saw the shadow of him in the darkness.  In that moment, she started crying over everything.  The well had broken in her.  He scooted close to her, pulled her against his body, then wrapped his arms around her.  She knew there was nothing to this.  He was intimately aware of heartache, loss, pain.  The crippling loss of self was a pain in and of itself.

      When she fell back to sleep, her dreams settled and she was able to finally rest.  She didn’t even stir until she felt him moving out of their cocoon.  She opened her eyes to the stab of daylight.  He was awake, and now she was embarrassed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, pushing her hair out of her face.

      “For what?” he asked.

      She didn’t know what to be sorry for.  For being terrified of this new world?  For having a head full of horrors?  For needing someone to be close to through all this?

      “I don’t know,” she said.  “For not being strong enough, I guess.”

      He stood there in his pajama bottoms and t-shirt, his body solid looking, strong.  She lowered her eyes, turned away.  New sensations cut through her.  What followed the blush of attraction was a sting in her heart knowing she’d been in bed with a stranger while her parents were locked up in a prison camp enduring God knows what.

      Her body shook once more under a soft sob, but then all that emotion just rose to the surface and soon she was breaking down again.  She expected him to scold her and tell her to suck it up, but instead, he went to her, folded her into his arms and held her.

      He kissed the top of her head and said, “No one expects you to be strong when it’s not required.  Sometimes you need to let this emotion go.  It needs an outlet, Felicity.  It’s okay to do this here, to do this with me.”

      She held him tighter, turning her face and resting the side of her head on his chest.  “Thank you for being here for me,” she said.

      “Of course,” he replied.

      Just then the front door opened and someone came in.

      “Clay,” the familiar voice called out.  He let go of her and she composed herself.  That’s when Stephani saw her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said.  “I didn’t…”

      Her eyes went to Clay, but then they drifted down to Felicity and stayed there.  She was used to women looking at her like that.  The young brown girl who was cute and innocent and somehow managed to get all the right attention from boys.  But it wasn’t like that.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Felicity wiped her eyes and said, “I’m just sad.  And I’m thinking I need to get home, see if there’s a way to liberate my parents and Roseburg from the Chicoms.”

      “Is that even possible?” Stephani asked.

      “I’m going to amass a team in a moment here,” Clay said.

      “And leave Five Falls defenseless?” she asked, taken aback.  “That would be stupid and irresponsible.”

      “Boone can handle it,” he said.

      “Boone’s a wreck,” she said.  “He can’t even handle a razor, much less lead this town into war, if needed.”

      “He’s money when he needs to be,” Clay said.  “Don’t count him out.  Besides, we haven’t seen traffic from California for a long time.  This is an in-and-out job.  A rescue mission.”

      “Can you at least wait until Logan and Skylar get back?” she asked.

      “We can’t wait,” Felicity said, the very idea of it streaking her face with panic.

      “Yeah, I don’t think we can wait either,” Clay said.  “When I chatted with Longwei last night about the possibility of this, he said he’d get his guys together.  Like I said, we can be in-and-out in a couple of hours, and back here by mid-day.”

      “Half the city is being held in the cage,” Felicity said.  “It’s not like a dog pen.  The chain link fence surrounds the entire airport.”

      “If most of the city is in a camp, then this isn’t an in-and-out mission at all,” Stephani said.  “You’re talking about waging war on the southernmost Chicom occupation.”

      Felicity knew she was right.  When she looked at Clay, the man hadn’t said anything.  But the smile that crept on his face seemed to surprise even him.

      “They won’t see us coming,” he said.  Stephani started to react, but he held up a finger and said, “This is what I’m good at.  This was my specialty in Afghanistan.”

      “You also died twice there,” Stephani said, hands now on her hips.

      “Yet here I stand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Quan didn’t plan on leaving Five Falls early, but he and his new team were anxious to go.  Rather than traveling first thing the next morning, they loaded up their gear, said their good-byes and got on the road.

      The trip to Yale was long and could very well be fraught with difficulty, this Quan knew, but he’d seen Longwei’s team in action and knew they could handle more than he imagined.

      That was, until Roseburg.  Who knew the interstate would actually be blocked?

      He didn’t.

      He glanced over at the passengers, then radioed back to the Jeep behind him.  “Just follow my lead.”

      They were driving Chicom Jeeps and dressed in Chicom uniforms.  He pulled forward to the blocked off interstate.  Several Chicom gatekeepers were there with guns.  One of the men approached him with a less than warm welcome.

      “What’s going on?” Quan asked in Chinese.

      “Dissident uprising,” the man said.  “ID please.”

      Quan handed the man his card; he left to call it in.  This sent a bolt of fear right down through the center of him.  He quietly spoke into his Uniden.

      “Be ready.”

      Within a few minutes, once the man was done, he approached from farther back.  He was accompanied by a dozen other soldiers, all of them looking extra alert, their weapons at the ready.

      “Oh, boy,” he muttered under his breath.

      The man walked calmly to the Jeep, handed Quan his ID card and then said, “You are a deserter, sir.”

      “I didn’t desert anything,” he said, offended.  “What is the meaning of this?”  He looked in his rear view mirror and said, “Those men are with me and we’re on our way to Yale.”

      The second he laid his eyes on the man at his door, he saw the gun in his face.  “Da Xiao Zheng is going to be happy to meet you,” the soldier said.  “Get out of the Jeep before I save him the trip and mail pieces of your body to Yale instead.”

      Quan looked at his passengers, helpless.

      How had this happened?

      At gunpoint, the seven of them were pulled out of the Jeeps and shoved violently toward the huge chain link fence.

      “What is the meaning of this?!” Quan bellowed again.

      Someone struck him in the back of the head with the stock of a rifle, momentarily causing a sharp wave of dizziness.

      Without another word, they were perp walked first through the general population, then back to a specific hangar.  The five men and one woman were herded into a makeshift cage inside the hangar then told to strip.  Lihwa Vòng looked at the men holding guns on her.  Her fellow soldiers did what they were told.

      “If you don’t do what I say,” the soldier told Lihwa, who was not stripping, “you’ll get the first bullet.”

      Reluctantly, she began to disrobe.

      “Good,” he said.  “My name is Na Huang and I’m going to be your best friend or your worst nightmare.  I think in the end, if you do what you’re told, your stay here will be relatively unobtrusive.  Everyone on your knees facing that wall, hands behind your backs.”

      They did as they were told.

      Plastic cuffs were slapped on their wrists, all of them cinched too tight.

      “The first thing that begins to hurt is your knees.  It’s the weight of you pressing down on the concrete floor.  After that, your back will fatigue and the fronts of your feet will begin to ache.  That’s when you will slump forward, further straining your neck.”  With a smile in his voice, Huang said, “I didn’t say it wouldn’t be painful.  Just unobtrusive.”

      He let out a self-satisfied snicker.

      No one said a word.

      “If you can stay this way through the night, we won’t shave your head.  If you can go two days like this, then the third day you may lay down.  We’ll see how you feel through the night.  If there’s anything you require, feel free to ask one of our guards.  They might not reply, but you are free to ask.  If you need to go to the bathroom, you may do so where you sit.  It will be hosed down every other day.  Does anyone have any questions?”

      No one said anything.

      “Very well then,” he said.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Huang locked up the prisoners, radioed the Curator and told him everything he’d done, and then he set out into the runway to get a sense of both the mood and the atmosphere.  He was accompanied by his guards, who managed to incite fear in their guests, but not enough to stop a haggard older woman from reaching out and grabbing his arm.

      “Why are you doing this to us?” she asked, desperate, her face dirty, her clothes smelling of urine.

      He stopped, looked down at her.  Then he looked at her hand, as if his eyes were doing the deeds of his mouth in telling her to get her hand off of him.  But her hand was still there, the grip tight for a woman of her age and disposition.

      When he glanced up, and around, there were some eyes on her, and everyone else’s eyes on him.  In a single, swift move, he peeled her hand off him, twisted it over, snapped her wrist and several fingers.  She dropped to her knees shrieking in pain.  He held onto that arm, locked her elbow and drove it down to the ground, the shoulder dislocating, the muscle and tendons straining, ripping.

      “You do NOT ask us questions!” he shouted over her screeching.  “You do NOT put your hands on us!  You do NOT even so much as look in our direction!”

      He snapped his fingers and the nearest soldier handed him a blade.  The Curator told him to make an example of them, so he would.  He’d said Huang needed to use one grisly act to control the masses, and this would be it.  Fear, he’d said, was the great neutralizer.  The reason they did what they did.

      To be one man controlling a thousand men, or ten men controlling ten thousand, you must keep people in a steady state of fear.  Huang understood this.  He knew a true tyrant must defy reason and rationale by overwhelming his prisoners’ senses.  That was how governments maintained control, how dictators could rule without an uprising by the people.

      First the stick becomes fear, then fear becomes the stick.

      With the sharp blade tucked in his hand, he carved a line around her neck, slicing through skin and muscle, cartilage and sinew.

      Everyone stood in horror, the woman no longer screaming, her eyes vacant and wide.  He stood, reached over her head and hooked two fingers hooked into her nostrils to control her.  Then, like some kind of savage, he began cutting her head off before the masses.

      To do something so sick and inhuman, Huang refused to see her as a human being, or a person.  She was a symbol of disobedience.  Taking care of her this way was how he stopped this place from turning on him, how he made sure what happened there—the small insurrection—did not become a movement.

      As he did this, no one did anything, or said anything.

      But then there was a man, looking at him from the front of the crowd, his eyes hard, wet, his fists clenched.  Huang’s guards turned their guns on the man, awaiting his orders.

      “What kind of a demon are you?” the Hispanic man asked.

      He slid the blade around the woman’s neck one more time, really working the edge under a vertebra, twisted and cutting his way between it, making the final slice.  Standing up, the woman’s severed head in his hand, he said, “Do you know this woman?”

      “She merely asked you a question,” the man said, horrified.  His arms were trembling with an indignant rage Huang knew all too well.

      A woman came to this dissident, put her hands on his arm, weeping, begging him to let the man do his job.  She just kept saying, “Think of Felicity, think of me.”

      But the dissenter had that look in his eyes, like he couldn’t hear her, or see anything other than red.  He shook her arm off of him and stepped forward, almost as if the guns pointed on him didn’t matter.

      “You people came to this country uninvited, and you’ve done nothing but spread your poison everywhere,” he said, his voice shaking with rage.  “SHE DID NOTHING TO YOU!”

      “Filiberto, please,” the woman sobbed.  “Please.”

      “Yes, Filiberto, please,” Huang mocked.

      He dropped the head at the man’s feet.  It made a squishy thud when it hit the asphalt, and then it slowly rolled over on its side.  Both men looked down.  They were looking at her ear, at her bloodstained hair.

      “Do you think she can hear us?” Huang asked.  “I read once that a human head was still alive for something like eight seconds after it came off the body.  Personally I think that was just someone’s overactive imagination.  Would you like to ask her something?  Like whether or not she regrets defying me?”

      One of his guards pressed the barrel of his rifle into this man’s head.  He didn’t blink.  He just stood there, seemingly unfazed.

      Huang reached out to push the guard’s gun away, and that’s when the man named Filiberto struck.  He head-butted Huang on the nose and grabbed the gun that was just pushed away.  Ripping the weapon loose, he spun it around, fired at the man holding it, then ducked as retaliatory gunfire came in heavy.

      The man’s hand was shot in the volley, the rifle falling to the ground, but that didn’t stop him from charging Huang.  He hit the Chicom officer harder than expected, slamming him to the ground.

      The man named Filiberto was a Tasmanian Devil the way he worked, beating on Huang relentlessly, the look on his face ferocious and enraged, like he’d taken every angry thought he’d ever had and turned it into a bomb he was now detonating.

      The gunshot saved him.

      One of his men got Filiberto in the back of his head.

      Na Huang heard the uprising happening, but he was powerless to do anything about it with this dead man lying on him.  One of his guys pulled the assailant off him, then helped Huang up.

      A solid burst of gunfire silenced everyone.

      Standing up, hurt and embarrassed, this temporary defeat morphed into outrage and all he wanted to do was punish.

      He looked at the crowds who had no room to disperse.  But they were pushed back.  There were several people dead in this circle of his men.  The decapitated woman, Filiberto, several others who dared to use this situation against him.

      “HOW DARE YOU!” he roared.

      He turned to the sounds of wailing.  There was a woman who’d fallen before Filiberto, the inciter.  Did she really dare mourn his body?  This dissenter!

      “Get her up,” he said to one of his men.

      The man grabbed the woman by her hair, jerked her to her feet and walked her over to Huang, kicking and screaming.

      “Who is this man to you?” he asked.

      “My husband!”

      “Your husband just killed you,” he said.

      She spit in his face, catching him in the nose and mouth.  When he went to wipe it away, she spit above his hand, catching him in the eye.

      “Take her head,” he snarled as he pawed at his face.  As he was handing the blade back to his man, he looked at Filiberto and said, “Take his head, too.  I want both heads on pikes, right out here in the middle of the runway.  If anyone so much as touches them, let alone tries to take them down, they are to be shot on sight.”

      “Yes, sir,” his guards said in unison.

      To the masses, he said, “Do you hear that?  DO YOU?”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.  As he stormed off, he put the wailing sounds of the woman out of his head until his men could silence her permanently.

      The weeping in the crowds began and that’s when he knew he’d gained the upper hand.  But had he really?  Filiberto caught him flat footed and generous.  He’d smashed his nose, and then that wife of his spit in his face twice.  This was a painful humiliation, one he could barely suffer in private, let alone in front of his prisoners, his men…

      A knock on his office door startled him.  He opened the door to the Curator, a cruel man who now stood before him, eyes hardened, his spirit much larger than the body born to hold it.

      “You have both won and lost this war,” the man said.

      “It was a misstep,” Huang said.

      “You underestimated the will of these people,” he said.  “My own son tried to find his place in the world, as I’m sure you know.  He was not tough enough for his big words.  You have big words, Na Huang.”

      “I remedied the situation, as I’m sure you know.”

      “You cut the heads off of two women,” he spat.  “But you let a man beat you up.  You needed your men to save you.”

      “The situation was temporarily untenable,” he explained, trying but failing to convey his point.

      “Yet, no one will remember your bravery with the women,” the Curator said, a clear insult.  “They will only fixate on your failures with this one man.  In that, you are like a son to me.”

      He felt any pride he carried in his heart deflate.  Everyone knew the Curator thought of his son as a blight on the family name, as weakness personified.  When he looked up to apologize, the man was gone.

      With that, he quietly shut the door, went to the bathroom and washed the man’s brains and the woman’s spit off his face.  He then dried his hands and gingerly dried his nose before assessing the situation.  With a single, determined intent, he put his two thumbs together on either side of his nose, then put the cracking appendage back in place.

      His eyes instantly ran, the tears rolling over slightly puffed skin.  In two days, after the blood runoff, his skin would blacken.  A few days after that, it would turn shades of yellow and green.  If he was to wear his shame, he could not do so in private.  And if he was lucky, he wouldn’t be demoted or dead by that time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity rode with Clay up into the hills, to a home tucked away into the woods, a home Clay said belonged to Orbey and Connor Madigan.  “They’re Stephani’s parents,” Clay said.

      “I don’t know if I like her or not,” Felicity said.  Clay laughed, almost like he understood, prompting her to elaborate.  “The way she comes off, you can’t tell if she likes you, hates you or is just making you feel uncomfortable to show you who’s in charge.”

      “She’s like that,” Clay replied.  “But these are not soft, sweet people.  Well, Orbey is—she’s just about the sweetest person you’d ever meet, until you cross her—but the others are hardened by time, circumstance and way of life.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Do you know what a prepper is?” Clay asked.  “Off grid homes and all that?”

      “Sort of, yeah,” she said, thinking she had an idea of them.

      “These are people who live their lives purely on their own.  Not taking government water, store bought food, pay by the wattage electricity.  They harness the elements of nature and life independently of society.  They use the soil for gardening and food, rainwater catch systems with their own treatment facilities for water, the sun for power, and the woods for both lumber and firewood for heat.”

      “I know about people like that,” she said as they drove up the hill, the canopies of trees so beautiful, green and lush.

      “Not ‘people like that,’” Clay said, correcting her.  “Just people.  People who understand that as long as you’re dependent on anything other than God, nature, and your own hard work, you’re unable to assert full control of your lives.”

      “Are they shut ins?”

      “Shut ins?”

      “People who are awkward around other people.  You know, quiet but short tempered, slow to react, but long on revenge?”

      He laughed and said, “They’re kind of like that, but I wouldn’t say they’re shut ins.”

      “We were working to be like that before the Chicoms took over.  So I guess you could say I know about these people from a distance, but not as close as we’d once hoped.”

      “My brother Boone was like that,” he said.  “At least, he was getting like that.”

      “Is something wrong with him?” she asked.

      He nodded, then said, “The Chicoms.”  That was all he could say.  And she was smart enough to leave it at that.

      When they pulled into a cul-de-sac, she saw one lot with a fallen over FOR SALE sign, a bunch of Chicom vehicles and a tire-tracked entrance to a property.

      “I’m going to show you something, and it’s all you need to know about the Madigans,” Clay said, getting out of the truck.

      He walked her to the mountain of bones.  Looking at the blackened pile, she thought there must be dozens of heads in there.  Maybe even more.

      “Fifty or so of these Chicom rats were brought here by the Sheriff before.  He was handing the Madigans over for summary execution in a deal he apparently made to keep them from burning the entire town to the ground.”

      “They did this?” she asked.  “The Madigans?”

      “Orbey, Connor, Stephani, Harper and Logan.”

      “Five on fifty,” she said.  “Really?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I like them already,” she said.

      The walked up the hill, saw a long stretch of land, a house and a fancy American Jeep she was sure hadn’t worked since the power went out.  They knocked on the front door, but no one was home.  Felicity saw the new kitchen window, all the plugged up bullet holes in the side of the house.

      “Must have been one hell of a fight,” she said, almost to herself.

      “These are the kind of people who bring dynamite to a gunfight,” he told her.  “As you can see by the front of the property.”

      She huffed out a laugh and said, “They’re not home, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” he said.  “Follow me.”

      They hiked up the property, first passing the hives and the buzzing bees around them (a healthy sign, according to Stephani), before reaching the barn.  Everyone was at the garden in front of it, hard at work and seemingly happy.

      A couple of them looked up and smiled.  Felicity smiled back, happy to see happy people at work.  She expected them to be different, maybe not so welcoming.  But it wasn’t like that.

      Clay introduced her to Connor, Orbey and Cooper, who came ready to sniff crotches and take names.  Clay told the pup her name, but then Orbey told him to sit.  He did.  Little Cooper (who wasn’t so little anymore) sat right in front of Felicity, looking up at her, tongue hanging out and panting.

      “If you give the backs of his ears enough attention,” a good looking woman said, coming out of the barn, “he’ll forever adore you.”  She met Felicity with a handshake, then said, “I’m Harper Whitaker.”

      “Felicity Espinoza,” she said, the name Harper sounding familiar.

      To Clay, Harper said, “She’s every bit as cute as you described her to be.”

      Felicity felt her face flush.  He thinks I’m cute?

      Harper turned to Felicity.  “He said you were feisty, too, if I remember correctly.”

      “Fiery,” Clay said, correcting her.  “Close enough.”

      “We all thought he had a crush on you, young lady,” Harper teased, Clay’s face going red, “but it turns out he just appreciates people who can take care of themselves.”

      Felicity risked a glance his way.  Clay seemed just as embarrassed by the conversation as she was.

      “Looks like you’re both a bit smitten,” Harper said softly, knowingly, “you just haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “She may be young, but what she lacks in age, she makes up for in wisdom,” Clay said about Harper, trying to change the subject.  “Standing before you is the head of the former West Coast Resistance.”

      The heat that had started to steal out of her cheeks returned with a fury.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered, realizing where she’d heard that name before.  Her arms broke out in gooseflesh, everything in her changing.  “You’re that Harper?”

      “In the flesh,” she said, hands out, smiling and titling her head like the spotlight was finally on her and she loved it.

      Felicity went and hugged her hard, then said, “You’re name is legend in some circles.”

      Harper laughed like a young girl, carefree and sublime, something Felicity hadn’t seen in awhile.  She heard the twenty-something was harder than most women, faster and more barbaric, not afraid to gut the Chicoms in the streets they claimed as their own.

      Yet there she was, hugging her right back.

      Shawn, her former boyfriend, had connections inside the Roseburg Resistance, a small outfit of high schoolers playing resistance fighters.  They spoke her name with reverence.  And the stories they told!  Felicity felt a sudden, powerful attraction to her.  Not in a sexual way, but maybe in an energetic, or even respectful, way.

      Felicity wasn’t kidding when she said the girl was legend.  “I’m totally girl crushing on you right now,” she said, standing back and fixing her hair.

      This earned an appreciative laugh from Harper.  Looking at Clay, smiling from ear to ear, she said, “You can bring your friends up here whenever you want, so long as they’re exactly like her.”

      “The Harper Whitaker Fan Club has another member,” Orbey said.  Felicity looked over at the woman taking off her gardening gloves.  Her features were warm and inviting.  “We’ve adored her ever since she first showed up here months ago.”

      “It took the mutt a minute or two to warm up to her,” Connor said, “but he was slow back then.  Look at the way he’s cozying up at you, though.  That dog knows good people the minute he meets them.”

      She’d been scratching the German Shepherd’s ears before taking only a moment away from him to hug and gush over Harper.  Now the German Shepherd was expecting Felicity to resume the doggy-worship.  He gave a bit of a whine, looking up at her.  She laughed and went back to scratching behind his ears.

      “We’re going to head into Roseburg,” Clay told Harper.

      The mere mention of home sucked so much of that happiness away, and left her tensing up once more.  Five Falls was a nice dream while it lasted.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Harper asked.

      “I know, I know,” he said, holding up his hands.  “But Felicity traveled here at great risk to herself for my help.  I promised this to her when we first met, so now I’m going to make good on that promise.  I won’t be long.  Longwei and his men will be accompanying me, ensuring this won’t be a long trip.”

      “You’re leaving me with a skeleton crew,” Harper said.  “And Boone.”

      “I’m going to talk to him on the way out,” Clay said.  “He’ll come around.  He’ll be okay.”

      “Would you?” she asked.  “After everything that happened?”

      “I never knew how to love like him, so it’s hard to say,” he admitted.  “But I can tell you from my own experience, recovery is an effort in letting go, and it’s best that no one coddle him in the mean time.”

      Clay’s revelation about love shocked Felicity.  She turned and looked at him, garnering an odd look from Harper.  While Felicity wasn’t unaware of the presence of Clay, he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would ever be off the market, or too shy to play the game.

      She reminded herself he’d been at war for forever.

      With the scars and the mental and emotional damage brought on by more than a decade of war, if she was remembering right, she understood how someone like him could keep to himself.

      But when he was younger, without the scars and robotic disposition, she would have fallen all over him trying to get his attention.  And if she would, so would other women.  So why wasn’t he in love at least once?  Hadn’t everyone had that first special someone?

      “For most of my life, I didn’t know that kind of love either,” Harper said, walking into the barn.  Clay walked with her and Felicity followed.  “But now that I have Logan, I’d do anything for him.  And if something happened to him, I’m not sure what would happen to my state of mind.”

      “I know you,” he said.  “You’d find the person responsible and pull his heart out with your teeth.”

      “Which is exactly what Boone didn’t do,” she turned and said.  To Felicity, who was in awe of the barn conversion, Harper said, “This is part safe house, part off-grid home.  We have solar energy, enough insulation to take us through the winter, root storage now, gardens, guns and lots of ammo.”

      She opened a huge gun safe, pulled out a pistol and handed it to Felicity.  “Give me your revolver.”

      How did Harper know she had a revolver?

      She handed the woman her gun and took the heavier piece instead, liking the way it felt in her hand.

      “That’s a Springfield XD Mod.2,” Harper said.  “It’s got a great grip, low kick, and an overall comfortable feel.  You’ll like it better than this old thing.  Plus I have ammo for it.”

      She handed Felicity two mags, both packed with ammo.

      “When you see who took your parents, you put a bullet in their head.  Don’t think about it.  Just do it.  It’s the hesitation you will later regret.  You’ll start to consider things like morality, God, the concepts of right and wrong, and it will mess with your brain.  But in that moment, these good hearted, logical thoughts will all be counterproductive to the healing you’ll need to do later on.  And while all those things are important in a civilized world, I’m sure you understand we no longer live in such a world, and some people are just meant to die quick and nasty deaths.”

      Felicity nodded, moved by the speech, and a bit scared of what was being suggested.  In that moment, however, Harper Whitaker was exactly as she had always imagined her to be: bigger than life, super cool, confident.

      “Lately,” Clay said, “I can’t tell the difference between you and Skylar.”

      “Skylar?” Felicity asked, breathless.  “Skylar Madigan?”

      “You know her?” Harper asked.

      “I recognize the name,” she said, the goosebumps back.

      “This is her barn, too,” Harper said.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Really.”

      “Is she the ruthless ghost she’s made out to be?” Felicity asked.

      “We all are,” Harper replied.  “It’s what we all aspire to be.  One day, if you live long enough, you’ll be just like her.  And just like me.  Maybe even better than us both.”

      “Time to go,” Clay said.  To Harper, he went and gave her a hug.  “Thank you for everything.”

      “I’m still not happy with you for leaving,” she said.  To Felicity, she winked and said, “Take care of this wounded warrior.  Inside that cast iron exterior is a big heart and a beautiful man.”

      “I like this side of you,” Clay said to her.

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      With that, they said their good-byes and left.  When they got to the Jeep, Felicity said, “I think she likes you.”

      “She does, but not like you think.  If she talks freely with you, openly and casually, that’s how you know she’ll one day make a great friend.  But if she’s shy and quiet around you, like you are with me, then chances are she either doesn’t like you or she’s in love with you.  She was like that with Logan.  If you saw her with him, I swear, you can feel all that love pulsing off her in currents.”

      “I want to be in love with someone like that one day,” she said.  “But things being the way they are, this world being so dangerous and ugly, I think maybe I’ll have to wait to the next lifetime for that.”

      He said nothing as they drove down the hill.  At the bottom, he went straight to Boone’s house, got out of the truck and met his brother outside.  Boone was holding Rowdy in the sunshine.  Felicity was getting out to meet and hold the baby, but Clay put up his hand, stopping her.  She got back inside and closed the door, but she didn’t roll up the window.

      Her hearing was pretty good, which was necessary considering Clay was keeping his voice down.  Still, she could hear them both.

      “I have to go back to Roseburg,” Clay said, “to help my friend get her parents out of a detention facility.”

      “I can’t go,” Boone said, gently rocking the child.  “I have responsibilities here.”

      “I’m not asking that of you, brother,” Clay said.  “I’m asking you to pull out of this funk long enough for me to do what I have to without leaving Five Falls naked to traitors and Chicoms, should things come to that.”

      “We dealt with the traitor,” Boone said, no longer rocking the child, “and we haven’t seen the Chicoms here in ages.”

      “I’m done leaving you to your grief,” he said, cruelly.  “I love you.  I love my little brother.  But this brooding crap has to end.”

      “You act like you’re not coming back,” Boone said.

      “That’s a possibility,” he said.

      Boone just looked at him.  Then he said, “You can’t do that.  You can’t just come here and say that to me.”

      He leaned in and hugged Boone and it was the saddest thing Felicity had seen in a long time.  She saw unmasked fear in Boone’s eyes.  This was a broken man listening to the last of his family saying he might crush whatever was left of him.

      She almost got out and said she’d handle things by herself, but she couldn’t say that.  When she thought of her mother being hauled out of the house, when she remembered that look in her father’s eyes and recognized it as her own terrified look, she knew what she felt was far worse than what Boone might be feeling.

      When he got back in the Blazer, Clay said nothing.  For a second, she thought she saw a tear drift down his cheek, but was that possible?  Of course it was.  She’d seen him cry once on the way back from Salem.  But didn’t he tell her he’d had enough damage to his frontal lobe that the doctors said his emotions would never be right again?

      He swiped at the tear, stepped on the gas, found Longwei and the crew waiting at his house with a troop transport, a drone and plenty of hardware.  Clay geared up, put two extra cans of gas in the back of the Chicom Jeep he and Felicity were taking, then said, “Anyone who wants to piss, or deuce it, best to do so now.”

      “We’re ready to roll,” Longwei said.

      “Thank you all for doing this for me,” Felicity said, suddenly feeling very guilty for taking these men from their home, and for leaving Five Falls unprotected.

      When they were on the road, Clay finally broke the silence.  He asked, “Are you close to your parents?”

      “They’re my entire world,” she said.

      “Brothers or sisters?” he asked.   She shook her head.  “Boone is my whole life.  When our father died, I lost myself.  But I dug into life.  Turned myself into something I was never meant to be.  Or perhaps me being like this was God’s plan for me.”

      “You’re a weapon,” she said.

      “So are you.”

      “I feel like a scared little girl,” she admitted.  “A weapon would never talk about wanting to be in love.  She’d never gush over someone the way I did over Harper.”

      “That was sweet,” he said with a smile.  “Reminds me there is a world left to fight for.”

      “What about you?” she asked.  “What do you want out of this life?”

      He checked on their team in the transport in the rear view mirror, and seemed to think about her question for a moment.  Just when she figured he wasn’t going to give her an answer, he said, “I just want to kill bad people.”

      She moved over and took his hand in hers, appreciating the warmth of it, the roughness of his palms.  Closing her small fingers around him, she said, “There’s more for you than that.”

      He slowly closed his fingers over hers, but didn’t look at her.  “You sure?”

      “I know there’s a lot of stuff tumbling around in that head of yours,” she said, “but maybe one day you can make room for something more than war.”

      He looked at her.  The wind was blowing her hair around.  She brushed it aside, tucked it behind her ear.

      An unguarded smile formed, and she said, “I am not a weapon.  Weapons kill things.  I want to save my parents because for me, life without them is a life not worth living.”

      “I hope that never changes in you,” he said.

      “Do you want to talk about last night?” she asked, thinking of the way he held her.  She wanted to ask if she went into his bed, or if he carried her in there while she was asleep.

      He let go of her hand and said, “We’d better focus on more important things.”

      “Weapons can be human, too,” she said, taking his hand back.  “Look at Harper.  It was like you saw a ghost with her.  Like you’d never seen that side of her.”

      “She was different around you.”

      “She’s human, too.”

      “I guess.”

      “So are you, Clay,” she said, turning her eyes to the road ahead, letting the wind tease her hair.  She finally let go of him.  “I saw it when we were coming home.  By the campfire.”

      “What about the campfire?”

      “I saw you cry.”

      He turned away, scooting his body against the side of the door.  Still refusing to look at her, he said, “I’ll tell you what, when we get out of this thing, when we get your parents back, if you want to talk about this, I’ll talk about it with you then.”

      That said, he now looked at her.

      She glanced back at him, held his eyes with a frown.  “You say that because you know that once we save them, I’ll go back home and we won’t see each other again.”

      He grinned, then said, “You know how to use that gun?”

      “I can shoot just fine.”

      “Because that was a gift I arranged for you out of the goodness of Harper’s heart.”

      “It was sweet, thank you.”

      “When we get there, we’re going to get the lay of the land, see if we can find a strategic advantage.  For now, I need you to tell me everything you can about the airport and its layout, the surrounding buildings, the amount of firepower you saw there, any possible infiltration points you might have seen.”

      Putting aside her curiosities in him, turning her focus instead to the rescue mission ahead, she told Clay everything she knew about the location, what she felt might be the best entry points, and what she knew of the nearby buildings.

      When she was done, he looked at her and said, “We’re going to get your parents out of there, Felicity.  This will be my second gift to you.”

      With her window down, her face in the wind and her hair tossing about, she felt good for the first time since her mother was taken.  When this was over, they were going to be a family again, she thought.  And then they’d get the hell out of Roseburg.  She snuck a look at Clay, wondered if she could talk with him about her family relocating to Five Falls.  Right then, for some odd reason, when she looked at him, it was in a different light.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I think I feel happy,” she said, “and maybe a bit hopeful.”
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      When they arrived in Roseburg, the two Chicom vehicles moved cautiously through the streets going less than five miles per hour, both teams armed and ready.  They got within a quarter of a mile of the airport, parked on the side of the road, then scoped out the terrain ahead.

      Moving swiftly, covertly, they found the detention facility, all of them shocked at how many people were locked inside the chain link fences.

      Back at the vehicles, Longwei’s recon man sent a high altitude drone in for an overview.  Studying the bird’s eye view, the drone team gathered together to determine the best point of incursion.  This happened to be behind the piles of burning bodies.

      When the team returned and everyone was in agreement about entry points and three potential exit points, the team covertly made their way to the backside of the camp.

      Dressed down to their civvies to blend in with the other prisoners, Longwei cut a hole in the fence line and moved inside the camp staying low.  The heat of the burn pile brought forth a thin layer of sweat he wiped away quickly.  When he was in position, he rose slightly, saw the two men working the body pile, shot them both with suppressed fire.

      The ROE defined earlier was as such: when you were close enough to enough men, open fire on them.  Kill everything you shoot with one round.  They didn’t know how many men were in the Department of Transportation building, but they had an answer for that, too.  Rather, Clay had the answer.  It was a full stick of dynamite he’d pulled out of his bag.

      “We came here for Felicity’s parents,” he said, “but looking at this crap, I’m thinking we need to wipe our collective asses with these clowns.  Does anyone have any objections?”

      “Don’t get killed doing this for me,” Felicity said.

      “This isn’t for you anymore,” one of Longwei’s guys said.  “This is for America.  This is for us.  We hate every last one of these cockroaches, so if something happens to us, it’s not on you.  Not any of it, understand?”

      She nodded.

      They quickly slipped in, armed, ready to go.  The men spread out.  Felicity moved into the masses, head on a swivel, but not so much that she attracted extra attention.  She looked up at the nearby buildings, saw a single overhead camera, but wasn’t sure if it worked.

      They could be watching right now, she told herself.

      She needed to be more conspicuous.  Or the camera could be as dead as every other piece of electronics around.  Either way, she’d know soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      Clay moved to the edge of the crowd, spotting the Department of Transportation building.  He counted the amount of men on guard at seven.  He had ten rounds plus one in his Glock, a spare mag in his back pocket, and the short-fused stick of dynamite in the other pocket along with the lighter.  That’s when he saw two decapitated heads on pikes in the middle of the runway.

      They were standing in a silver bucket filled with sand.  “Whose heads are those?” he asked the person next to him.

      “Dissidents,” the downtrodden woman said.  “You didn’t see?”

      “I must have missed it,” he replied.

      “You must be blind and deaf then, because that’s all everyone’s talking about.”

      “What were their names?”

      “How do I know?” she asked, irritated.  She sounded Italian.  “They’re Mexican immigrants or something.  Not illegals, just…I don’t know.”

      Nudging the woman next to her, she leaned in and asked, “What were their names?”

      “Whose names?” a similar looking woman asked.  She gave a nod to the heads on the two pikes.  “Oh, them.  Filiberto and Rain?  Reina?  Something like that.”

      “Filiberto and Reina?” Clay asked with an impossible dread building in his gut.  His world just turned inside out.

      “Yeah, that’s them.”

      He saw Felicity making her way through the crowds, saw the trajectory and knew she’d see them any minute.  She didn’t know it yet, but her world was about to come undone.

      He quickly turned and fired on the seven men he saw, moving swiftly through the crowds, dispensing of the opposition quickly and thoroughly.

      After the seventh shot, the seventh kill, he turned and ran toward the Department of Transportation, seeing the door open and more men spilling out.

      Behind him, he heard Felicity scream.

      Dammit!

      He turned and ducked a few rounds, seeing Felicity staring at the heads.  With that, he took down his first four targets before changing out mags.  Staying active, he kept zig-sagging and ducking, and once—because it was necessary—he dropped to a knee, took two fast shots, then hopped back up and covered the distance fast.  He hit what he hit as they pored out of the building’s only door.  These men were so inept, or so unprepared, it was almost unfair.  Had they not expected something like this?

      Then again, he was good.  But not that good.  There was no way he was hitting all of them and not getting hit.  He turned and found Longwei behind him, on his five o’clock, moving with him, shooting in tandem with him.

      At the Department of Transportation, they flanked the main doors and looked at each other.  He saw Felicity walking their way, fast, gun out, face absolutely wrecked in every way.

      “Oh no,” Clay said, horrified by what he was seeing.

      “What?” Longwei asked, looking at Felicity.

      “The heads on the pikes?” Clay said.

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s her parents.”

      “Oh, God.”

      He knew what they needed to do.  “Shoot to maim, don’t get either of us killed.”

      “Don’t you dare go in that building without me!” Felicity roared, breaking into a run.

      “Go,” Clay said.  “Now!”

      The two of them breached the building, firing on people they saw, Longwei screaming “Who is in command?  Where is he?”

      Terrified people were pointing, and when they were done, Clay shot either their legs or their shoulders.

      “Clay!” the voice screamed from inside building.

      Felicity.

      “Go, go, go!” Clay hissed.  Longwei was moving.  Clay turned to deal with Felicity.  “You can’t just go charging into a hornet’s nest!”

      “They cut off their heads!” she screamed, shrill, her tear-stained face a mask of murderous rage.

      “Let us secure the building, and the airport, then you can have your revenge,” he said, putting out his hand to stop her.

      She slapped it away, tried to push past him.  He blocked her, stood his ground.  She kicked at his balls, which he blocked, then threw a punch at his face.

      He couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Ducking her shot, he moved in quick, spun around her and wrapped her in a choke hold.

      Two men emerged from a nearby office, guns raised.  Even with his arm around her, Felicity lifted her weapon and shot them both.  Then she raised the gun his way, right up at his head.  He honestly didn’t know if she would shoot him, or if he would do any different should the roles be reversed.

      He increased the pressure twofold, heard her gagging, watched the strength bleed from her arm.  The gun fell from her hand, landing hard on the floor.

      Just then, two of Longwei’s men raced by him, one of them slowing, looking down at a very unconscious Felicity.

      “She dead?” he asked.

      “No,” he said.  “Longwei is in there.  Go!”

      He stood, collected her gun, then moved her unconscious body aside and went after Longwei.

      By the time he got in back, Longwei and the two other men had the detention facility’s top brass under control.  There were four of them, their faces bleeding from what appeared to be a swift and brutal beating.  The rest of Longwei’s men poured into the site to secure it.

      “Don’t kill them,” Clay told Longwei.

      “I wasn’t sure what you were doing,” Longwei said, “but I get it now.”

      “Maybe you can explain it to us,” one of the guys said.

      “They killed Felicity’s parents,” Longwei said.  “These are her kills, otherwise that girl’s going to be wrecked for life.”

      “Oh my God,” one of the men said.  “Those heads…were they…?”

      “Yeah,” Clay added.  Then, looking the four Chicoms over, he said, “Which one of you chicken dicks cut off those people’s heads?”

      No one said anything.

      “Every single one of you is going to rue the day you did that,” he said.  “Let’s get them out front.  I’ll get Felicity.”

      “What happened to her?” Longwei asked.

      “He choked her out,” one of the guys said, looking at Clay funny.  But then he said, “It was the right thing to do.  She could’ve gotten herself killed.”

      As Clay was walking out, he heard one of the men say,  “You’re never going to guess who we found here.”

      “Who?” Longwei said.

      “Quan and his team in a warehouse.”

      At that point, Clay didn’t care about anything but Felicity.
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      Felicity woke up, her brain not connected right, her senses off kilter.  Was she laying down?  How did she get here?  She pushed herself up off the floor, looked around and then tried to stand.  Clay was suddenly there, taking her hand, helping her up.

      “What happened?” she said.

      He pulled her into a deep hug, and that’s when everything came flooding back.  A hitch in her throat took her by surprise, and then their faces rushed into her head.  A sob broke loose, a terrible, wrenching sound.

      Clay hugged her deeper, even as she started to fight him.  But the fight in her was gone.  She felt herself raise out of her body, then slam back down in it.  The pain was too much.  God, she needed to get away from all this pain!  As the grief washed over her, the rage began flooding in.

      He said, “It’s okay, I have you now.”

      “Clay,” she said, his name filled with so much agony.  She cried out again, her voice tortured.  “Clay, they’re gone.”

      “I know, Sweetheart,” he said, “It’ll be okay.”

      “No it won’t,” she sobbed.  And with that, she pulled the dynamite out of his pants pocket and said, “Give me the lighter.”

      Reluctantly he let go of her, and then he pulled the lighter out of his pocket and handed it to her.

      “Out,” she said, wiping her eyes.  She looking around at everyone in the building.  In that moment, she was so lost in her own grief she didn’t realize none of the people there were actually dead.  They were shot, wounded for sure, but they were still alive.

      “You first,” Clay said.

      “Is that why you stopped me?” she asked.

      “We need to know who did this,” he said.  “In order to find this out, I didn’t need you walking into a bullet.”

      “Those men…” she said, referring to the men Longwei and his team hustled out of the building.

      “One of them ordered it,” Clay explained.  “Maybe one of them even did it.”

      She nodded her head, walked outside, waited for Clay to follow.  When he did, she lit the stick of dynamite, threw it deep into the building, then shut the door and walked toward the masses.  She and Clay ducked as the building behind them exploded, glass blowing out into the runway apron.

      With fire in her eyes, she walked up to the four Chicom prisoners, all of them on their knees with their hands cuffed behind their backs.  She kicked each of them in the chest, savoring the pain that overcame them.

      “Which one of you did it?” she asked, her voice ragged, shaky.  “Where is the man who cut off my parents’ heads?!”

      No one said anything, but several of the prisoners pointed to one particular man.  She turned to Clay.  He was already handing the Springfield to her; she took it, chambered a round, then killed the three other men, one by one, leaving the one everyone had pointed to alive.

      That man let loose of his bladder.

      “Did my parents piss themselves when you cut their heads off?” she hissed.  “I doubt it.”

      Turning to Clay, she said, “Who has a knife?”

      Clay handed her his.  She traded the pistol for the blade.  Looking at him, her eyeballs shaking, her cheeks burning with rage, she was burning inside with the need to make this man feel every last thing her parents felt.

      Clay nodded again, giving her his approval.

      With nothing left to stop her, she went over to the prisoner, grabbed his hair, and yanked his head up, further straightening his back.  Looking down at him, his hands were zip-tied at the wrists.  Judging by the bloody nose he had, one of the guys softened him up.

      “You can kill me,” the man said trying to look up and over his shoulder over at her, “but that will not bring them back.”

      She spun the knife over, smashed the butt of it on his right collar bone.  She felt the bone break, immersing herself in the satisfaction his shrieking provided.  She then broke the other collar bone with an equally brutal strike.

      While she was doing this, her head began to fill with the voices of reason.  There were so many.  She ignored them all, until some were shouting at her to think this through, and others were chanting for her to kill him.

      “Suffering is the candy of the truly insane,” one of the voices said above the others.

      Harper told her to kill without conscience.

      She said to just do it.

      She jerked his head back, drove the butt end of the handle down on his nose, crushing it.  Blubbering now, his arms weak, he cowered beneath her presence.  When she looked up, everyone around was first looking at him, and then at her.  They all had that look in their eye, that question: would she do it?

      All of these faces, all of these expectations…this is not the way you behave!  Was that her voice?  Or was this another voice of reason trying to save her from herself?

      She turned in the direction of the two pikes.  The masses were blocking the view.  With the knife in hand, she waved for them to move away.  When her parent’s heads were visible, when that crushing grief tore through her like electric death, she leaned forward and drove the knife down into the man’s right thigh, and then his left.

      “This is torture,” another voice inside her head said.  “Torture is the devil’s work.”

      I am the devil.

      Looking back up, she saw the faces and eyes had not turned away.  They wanted this as much as she did.

      I am the devil, the almighty hand of righteousness!

      She spun the man over on his belly.  He tried to squirm, fighting her with more vigor than she thought possible for his injuries.  She spun the knife around in her hand again, drove the blade into his neck, twisted it around, started to cut and saw her way through him.

      He fought her at first, but the fight was short and at some point he died.  She didn’t care.  She just kept cutting and cutting, the voice in her head saying, “An eye for an eye.”

      Lifting his head, she worked the blade lower and lower, the blood making a pond around her, the rich scent of it reminding her of another pig that she’d slaughtered.

      The world had suddenly become a very quiet place.

      All she heard was her grunting.

      When she reached the bone, she wiggled the blade in between the vertebrae, sawing, torquing, getting through to the other side.

      The head finally rolled off the body.

      She sat back, sweating, her hands and forearms bloody.  So caught up in the vengeance was she that she didn’t realize she’d just become the same as them.  Looking up at Clay, he just looked down at her, no expression.

      You’re a weapon, he’d said to her.

      I feel like a scared little girl, she’d said back.

      She was not scared anymore.  Felicity was rage, vengeance.  She would be the hand of reckoning until the day she was killed and stuffed into a grave or an oven, or just left to rot under the light of a thousand days.

      “Your suffering is the gun you’ll use to kill them all,” a different voice inside her head whispered.

      “I’m a weapon,” she said, dazed, disconnected from herself, looking up at Clay with no questions, no answers, not an ounce of remorse.  He reached for her; she took his hand, unconcerned with the gore.

      “Let’s get you to the truck,” he said, pulling her up.

      “Where are their bodies?” she heard herself ask.  The naïve young woman made a sudden return, the warrior inside her faltering.

      “You’re just a scared child,” another voice in her head said.

      “I’ll find them,” Clay said, taking her by the shoulders.  She felt her body start to shiver, the tears building inside of her.

      “I can’t leave them,” she heard herself saying.

      “Still all about love,” another voice said.  “Still so weak, still so very, very small.”

      No.

      The tears hit hard, her body suffering an involuntary trembling.  Clay wrapped his arm across her shoulders, walked her through the front gates.  She got control of herself long enough to make it to the Jeep.

      He sat her down on the curb and said, “I’ll find them.”

      She watched him walk away, realizing for the first time that he was the closest thing to family she’d have now.  And she didn’t even know him.

      The wounded child inside her, the young woman who was preparing to embark on adulthood, was officially gone, burned out, nothing but a charred husk of who she used to be.  Her innocence was in tatters.

      With the grisly discovery of her parents, with the thoughts of what they must have suffered—how they must have been so scared for themselves and for her—she knew there was no going back.  Then there was the deaths, the murders, the decapitation.  All things she just did.

      She got up and stumbled to the bushes, crashing to her knees, shaking all over.  Her stomach lurched once, twice, three times, the last time resulting in the rush of vomit emptying out in the bushes.  She fell to her side, curled into a ball, descended into fits of sobbing.

      Clay returned ten minutes later carrying a body wrapped in dark plastic.  Her mother or her father.  She glanced at the bag enough to know he’d brought the head with the body.  Although the idea of the entire body being together comforted her immensely, the very fact that their heads had been taken from their bodies broke unbreakable things in her.  Things one could never imagine being able to heal.  She looked away as Clay set the body inside the back of the Jeep.  He then came and sat next to her, taking her hand.

      She let him have it, but couldn’t bear to hold onto him.

      “I’ll take care of you,” he said, which only made her heart ache worse.  But then she took his hand into hers, gave it a squeeze and pulled it to her face.  She couldn’t form words at that point.  She only sat up and hugged him.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” he finally said, helping her up.  “When I get back, we can go.”

      He was about to leave to get her other parent.
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        * * *

      

      Clay walked back to the airport, looking down at the blood on his hands.  He wiped it on his pant legs, but it wasn’t coming off.  He thought of all that blood, blood Felicity had spilled.  There was a moment there, watching her, when he thought she would be like Logan said Boone had been when faced with an opportunity at retribution.

      He hoped she wouldn’t do it.  That she wouldn’t throw away what remained of her innocence.

      But then she was doing it.

      As he watched her little hands working that blade, as he saw all that pent up rage in her eyes, on her face, he’d wept inside for what she was about to become.  After this, he wondered, who would she become?

      The change happened before his very eyes.  All that innocence, everything once soft and pure, it was gone in a flash, depleted with her every violation.

      She’d killed the three other men right away, which he knew she’d do.  But she took her time with the one who beheaded her parents.  He couldn’t cut a person’s head off.

      Yet she did just that.

      He felt sick in his heart and in his stomach.  They shouldn’t have come there.  But they did.  They needed to come.  He had to be there for her the way Stephani was there for Boone.  In the end, everyone needed someone.

      But now, whomever was left standing would have nightmares.  They’d suffer the haunting voices of those who died, their tortured faces forever etched in each other’s psyches.

      Inside the airport, Quan and Longwei just finished wrapping up Felicity’s mother’s body.

      “Thank you, both,” he said.

      Quan said, “I can’t believe this happened.  Any of this.”  He shook Clay’s hand and said, “I appreciate you, my friend.”

      “As I you,” he said.

      “When it comes time to move on Yale, will you be with us?” he asked.

      Clay immediately said, “Without hesitation.”

      Turning to the fifty or sixty men and women who hadn’t left their opened cages to return home, he said, “Take what you can from here.  Arm yourselves, and don’t ever let these people take you again.  Don’t give them even an inch of ground!  This is a war.  It wasn’t started by us, but we’re damn well going to end it!”

      “How?” someone asked.  “We want to fight, but how do we do that?”

      “One body at a time,” he said.  “This town needs to rally together and find out who can do what.  You need to survive, and to do so, you will need to pool your talents, your resources and your intelligence.  There is an expert among you in everything you need to do to survive.  But you need fighters, too.  Gather together as a community and find these people.”

      “If anything,” someone said to the others, “this will make us stronger.”

      “You need people to watch over the ingresses and egresses of this town,” Clay said to the gathering crowd.  “These cockroaches are our enemies.  And if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that you don’t let a single roach live.  You see it, step on it.  Got it?”

      They gave a collective nod.

      He knelt down, picked up Reina Espinoza’s body then said, “If any of us are ever this far north again, it’s because we need help, or we need an army.  My suggestion to you is this: get your army ready.  This isn’t about if you’re going to have to fight for your family, your community, or your countrymen, it’s a matter of when.  This is our war now, all of ours, and it’s inevitable.”

      And with that, he left Quan, Longwei and their soldiers to clean the place, and to gather up whatever weapons, trucks and intel was left to be found.
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      Clay drove them home, Felicity sitting there so quiet the entire time, he wondered if she was asleep.  And then she was.  Inside his broken body, parts of him began to repair, to feel what he couldn’t feel before.  Every so often, he found himself looking over at her.  Then he turned and looked in the back of the Jeep, at the two bodies he knew were back there.

      This old commie Jeep held almost everything that ever mattered to her.  The gravity of this realization hit him hard, so hard he felt himself feeling things for his own parents he had previously been unable to feel since he learned of his mother’s death.

      He glanced over at her again, heard little mewling noises coming from her mouth, watched her settle back down.  Then a tear ran down her cheek and it killed him.

      Dusk showed him a purplish-orange sky, but it also kept the roads clear of people and whatever foot traffic there might have been in the daylight hours.

      When he got them home, he woke her, but she did not rouse.  He climbed out of the Jeep, went around the other side, then gently opened the door, cradling her as she slowly spilled out.

      He closed the door with his foot, then walked inside, setting her down momentarily as he opened the front door.  He then carried her to his bed, took off her shoes and socks and tucked her in.  Sweeping her hair off her forehead in the perfect darkness, then leaned down and kissed her forehead.

      In the morning, he woke up, found her sitting up in bed, that thousand yard stare.  He had a pretty good idea what she was doing.  She was most likely wrestling with what happened, with the emptiness she felt inside, and the roaring pain, with the things she’d done in the heat of the moment.

      “How could I have done that?” she asked, confirming his suspicions.

      “You weren’t wrong to,” he said, gently.  “You would have hated yourself if you hadn’t done anything.”

      “Would you have done that?” she asked.

      “Of course, I would have,” he lied.  “How you handle these things defines you now.  If you would have done nothing, you would have tarnished the value of your parents, and you would be scared, angry, victimized.  Now that you’ve done what you’ve done, you are coming from a place of reflection, but strength.  You did not dismiss justice, or try to table your rage.”

      “I don’t know who I am, Clay.”

      “That’s for you to figure out.  But if not with this tough situation, you would have been forced to become this person you are now by another.  Or you would one day be killed for your cowardice.  This world is bound to change us, Felicity.  That I know.”

      “You came from war, this isn’t changing you,” she said.

      “It is, actually.”

      “How?” she asked, turning to him.

      “My heart closed down overseas,” he admitted, the discovery fresh.  “But now, here with you, it’s opening up again.”

      “Thank you for everything,” she said.  “It means the world to me that you’d say that.”

      He nodded, solemn.

      “Will you help me bury them?” she asked, no signs of the warrior he saw yesterday. “Maybe be with me while I say a word or two?”

      “Yes.”

      “I need to clean up,” she said.  “Do you have water for that?”

      “Of course.”

      He got up, collected a bucket of water, then said, “It’s pretty cold.”

      “This will do just fine,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It will help me wake up,” she said, taking the bucket and limping into the bathroom.

      After a few minutes, he knocked on the bathroom door and said, “Be sure to peel the duct tape off the drain when you’re ready, then dry it and put a new strip on.  There’s a roll of tape on the toilet tank.”

      “Okay,” she said, her voice frail.

      Clay went out back and started digging in the soft soil.  When she was done cleaning up, Felicity joined him, looking up at the beautiful trees bordering the property.

      “They’ll like it here,” she said.  She then picked up a shovel and started digging with him.  “Can we bury them next to each other?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      They dug for the better part of the morning, Felicity pacing him most of the way.  He had to get her gloves though, because her hands were soft, and blisters were forming.  She didn’t seem to care.  In some ways, he wondered if she was punishing herself for living when her parents could not.  Survivor’s guilt.  Or maybe she believed there was something more she could’ve done to save them.  But she couldn’t have saved them.  She had to know that.

      When they dug the hole deep enough, Clay lowered the bodies into the pit.  Crying silent tears, Felicity laid them down next to each other.  He asked if she wanted to know which one was her mother and which one was her father.  She shook her head.  It was already difficult enough knowing they were headless inside the bags.  Then, just when he was about to offer her a hand and pull her out, she laid down in the dirt next to them, draping an arm over their bodies.

      He saw her starting to cry again and knew this was what she needed.  She had to get as much of this out of her system as she could.  He sat back on the lawn against the damp soil and let himself feel for her.

      He was tired of feeling nothing, but feeling so much for someone he cared for was not fun.  It was downright painful.

      A few minutes later, he heard a four wheeler pull up out front.  Boone.  He listened as the front door opened, and then he heard his brother call out to him.  Clay didn’t want to yell back while Felicity was having this last moment with her parents.

      Boone came out back and Clay immediately shushed him.  His brother looked panicked.  He also looked clean.  As in clean shaven, a fresh haircut, some life to his face.

      “When did you get back?” Boone asked.

      “Late last night.”

      “Why are you shushing me?”

      “This is a funeral, brother,” Clay said reverently, solemn.

      “Oh,” he said, looking over in the hole.  “Oh God, I’m so sorry.”

      “What’s going on?” he whispered.

      “Logan, Skylar, Noah and Ryker got back to Five Falls yesterday,” Boone said, half his thoughts on this bit of news, and half his thoughts on Felicity.

      “And?” Clay asked.

      “The SAA is headed this way,” he said.  Then, whispering, his eyes somewhat shiny, he said, “Both of them?”

      Clay nodded.  Boone turned away, took it all in.  Just when it appeared he might pull out of the Miranda funk, Boone met Felicity and saw her falling into that same deep well of despair.  Clay saw the shadows of pain cross through his brother’s eyes, this young woman’s tragedy a stark reminder of his own.

      “What did I just say?” Boone asked, momentarily distracted.

      “That the SAA is headed this way,” Clay answered.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “How many of them?”

      “All of them, I think,” Boone said.

      “Let me finish with Felicity here,” Clay said deeply alarmed, but trying to set his immediate concerns aside to be with her.  “I’ll join you after that.”

      “Sooner rather than later,” he warned, still looking at the hole in the earth.  “I have a really bad feeling about this.”

      “This whole world is a bad feeling.”

      His brother left and a few minutes later, he heard Felicity call for him.  He sat up, found her outstretched hand and bent down to help her out of the hole.  When she was out, she wiped her hands on the front of her pants, then said, “I’d like to say a few words.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s a poem I memorized for when we buried Shawn.  It’s by Edna St. Vincent Millay.”

      He nodded.

      “And you as well must die, beloved dust.  And all your beauty stand you in no stead, this flawless, vital hand, this perfect head.  This body of flame and steel, before the gust of Death, or under his autumnal frost shall be as any leaf.  Be no less dead than the first leaf that fell, this wonder fled, altered, estranged, disintegrated, lost. Nor shall my love avail you in your hour. In spite of all my love, you will arise upon that day and wander down the air, obscurely as the unattended flower, it mattering not how beautiful you were, or how beloved above all else that dies.”

      When she was done, he said, “That was beautiful.”

      “I think I said it right,” she said, wiping her eyes.  “If not, they’ll at least know I love them.  That this poem will be the message that binds me to them, to Shawn, to all the beautiful souls that have since parted from this world.”

      “And to the beautiful souls still here,” he said, looking at her.

      “I heard your brother speaking,” she said.  “Why don’t you go to him and let me bury them.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      She went and hugged him hard, tight, so much so that he could feel her breast pressed upon him, and the devastated heart beating behind it.  “Thank you for all you’re doing for me,” she said.

      “I want you to stay here with me,” he said before leaving.  She nodded, like it was the easiest of decisions.  “I hope you understand that, what with us laying them here to rest.”

      “I understand.”

      That’s when it hit him.  A sick, uncomfortable feeling swept through him.  Swallowing hard, he said, “I should have asked if you wanted to take them home.”

      “Home is where the Chicoms stole her from.  That’s where I last saw my father alive.  I don’t want to be there, with all the reminders of life, family and joy.  With them gone, I think it would push me over the edge.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “If I can help it, I don’t ever want to go home.”

      “Like I said, you’re welcome to stay with me,” he said.  “Indefinitely if you want.”

      She nodded, turning her head against his chest, still holding him.

      Clay had craved the warmth of another human for so long, but not like this, not under these circumstances.  But then he realized he didn’t care how someone had come to him.  Just feeling this wounded bird clinging to him for dear life gave him purpose, value, a reason to live.  And for that, he held her a little tighter, a little closer.

      “What did Boone say about the SAA?” she asked.

      “You bury your parents and I’ll figure out what’s what,” he said before leaving.  “We’ll meet up afterwards, if you want.  I’ll tell you everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay drove over to Boone’s place, but he wasn’t there.  He then headed up to the one place he was sure everyone would be: the Madigan homestead.

      When he arrived, he got out of the Blazer, climbed the hill and headed up to the barn.  Inside, he found the war planners.  All of them.

      “We heard about your friend,” Skylar said, looking up at him.

      Her head was a thin layer of hair, three months growth after having it buzzed off while she was being held and tortured at what was once a maximum security prison.

      “She’s going to need a sense of community to see if she can heal from this,” Clay said.

      “So her parents died then?” Harper asked, clearly bothered.

      “The Chicoms cut off their heads and put them on pikes in the middle of the prison camp.  Apparently her father stood up to one of these Chicom pukes while he was cutting off a woman’s head.”

      “Oh, my God,” Orbey said.  “That poor thing.”

      “What did she do?” Boone asked, sensing in her a similar situation to his own.

      “She shot the man’s closest confidants, then she sawed off his head with my knife.”

      “Holy cow,” Ryker said, every bit as stunned as the rest of them.  “Why isn’t she here with us now?”

      “She’s pushing the dirt over her parents as we speak,” Clay said, sitting down.  “Boone said we have a problem with the SAA.”

      “A very big problem,” Logan agreed.  “One that might be too big to handle.”

      “He’s being polite,” Noah said.  “This is definitely far more than we can handle, which is why we need to see if we can strategize this thing right.”

      “Why don’t you start by telling me what you found,” Clay said.

      “We found a guy with loose lips,” Noah said.  “We left him a little loose on the backside, too, but he talked nevertheless.”

      Skylar shot him a look the old man plainly ignored.

      “The SAA got burned by President Hu,” Logan said.  “He not only roasted half the SAA, he incinerated his own men.  Meaning he’s not only a liar, he has no respect for his people either.”

      “So now the SAA’s out for blood and they don’t mind traveling up through the wasteland that is California to exact it,” Skylar said.

      “Do they know about us?” Clay asked.

      “Not Five Falls, per se,” Ryker said, “but they’ll definitely know about us personally.”

      “What did you do?” Boone asked.

      Logan and Ryker told them everything, with Skylar and Noah chiming in occasionally to add what details they felt were pertinent to the debriefing.

      “We need to rally the troops,” Harper said.  “Make sure everyone is armed and ready for war.  But we won’t be enough.  Not even close, if what you’re describing is accurate.”

      Just then, the screaming engine of a four wheeler sounded outside, along with the heavy blades of a chopper.  Otto all but rode the Yamaha right into the barn.  He hopped off, a bow slung over his back.  His quiver of arrows was full, and two of them had dynamite sticks attached.

      “This chopper was doing recon in town!” he said, breathless.

      They heard the big bird coming up the hillside, so much so that Boone turned and said, “You idiot, you brought it right to us!”

      Everyone rushed outside the barn, gathering up armaments as they went.  When the thing appeared just over the treetops, Otto knocked his arrow, pulled back on the bow string and told Clay to do it.

      Without hesitation, Clay lit the stick of dynamite and Otto let it fly.

      The gunner pod was in view, the gunner swinging the big gun around when the arrow hit him in the chest.  A second later the explosion ripped the bird apart, the parts of it falling back down the hill in a rain of fire, metal and obliterated flesh.

      “Five Falls is officially at war again,” Harper said.  “Let’s round up the troops.”

      An hour later, after a mad scramble, the call came in from the spotter.  Noah picked it up.  “The convoy is a mile deep, maybe a mile and a half.  Oh my God.  Oh, sweet Jesus, we’re screwed.  We’re so freaking screwed!”

      “Get back here on the double,” Noah said.  “It’s all hands on deck.  And have someone get eyes on that helicopter wreck!  We don’t need a damn forest fire right now!”

      “Roger that,” the man said.  It sounded like he was already making his way out of his catbird’s seat.

      When Clay asked if the entire town was on board with this crazy plan, Skylar said, “Most of them are prepared to fight to the death.  But only a few dozen of them know how.”

      “We could try diplomacy,” Clay said.  “It worked before, with the men transporting the generator.”

      “No more diplomacy,” Skylar hissed.

      “You’re going to get us killed,” Clay said.  “All of you are.”

      “Time to grab your balls and see if you still have them,” Logan said.  He fired Logan a look, but knew the man was telling the truth.  “Like they say, Clay, it’s time to nut up or shut up.  This action’s moving forward whether we want it to or not.”

      “Well hell,” Noah said.

      A long, sad silence followed, this moment of reflection touching every single person in there.

      “It’s been an honor getting to know all of you,” Logan said, reverently.  “I’m going to be down the line killing as many of these sons of bitches as I can.”  Without another word, he stood and walked out of the barn, Harper going after him.

      “We don’t have time to mess around,” Ryker told all those who were left.

      Everyone in the barn nodded in agreement, and each and every one of them had faces that had gone bloodless with the reality of the situation.

      Orbey said, “We need to take out who we can, then get up in the hills.  That’s what the bug out site is for.  Just remember to break down those tents and get in the emergency shelters if it comes to that.”

      “If we all get there now, then what?” Boone asked.

      “I want to fight!” Skylar shouted, slapping her hand on the table.  “The Chicoms took everything from us!  For the last decade they’ve infiltrated us, raped us, killed us, and now you want to just let these people in to do what the Chicoms have already done?  I don’t think so!”

      “They’re not the Chicoms,” Connor said.  Cooper had crawled between his legs, his nose tucked away.

      “What’s the difference between the SAA and the Chicoms, Uncle Connor?” Skylar asked.  “How they abuse us?  Their freaking management style?  No, I’m not submitting to them.  NO!”

      “We’re all resolute on that,” Orbey said, trying to calm her.

      “It’s too much,” Skylar said.

      “I know, Sweetheart.  It’s just…people are going to die.”

      “People are already dying,” Ryker said.

      “Otto officially started the war shooting down the recon unit,” Clay interjected.  “It’s already on.  So if we’re done here, let’s go shove some hell up these people’s asses.”

      Within a half an hour, everyone who could fire a gun, wield a knife or light a stick of dynamite was down on what they called “the line.”  They were set on either side of the highway, staggered so as not to kill each other in the cross fire.

      Clay swallowed his stomach, looked over at Felicity next to him and said, “You can leave if you don’t want to do this.  Five Falls isn’t home to you.”

      “No,” she said, “but you are now.  You’re my home and I want to fight beside you.  I want to fight.  I have to.”

      The Uniden at Clay’s side suddenly came to life.  Clay and Felicity both fell quiet, listening to the scared voice on the other end.

      “They’re coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Half the residents in town agreed to be led by the Madigan clan, Logan, Harper, Ryker, the Nichols brothers and Noah.  They had all lined up along the tree lines running parallel to the highway.  There they had the kids and the guns.

      Skylar opted to run point at the head of the convoy, meaning at the trench.  Everyone else would be hiding in the trees, waiting.

      Their line of defense ran a long way down, too far for Skylar to contemplate.

      When everyone saw the convoy coming, there was a collective clenching of the cheeks.  What they saw wasn’t just scary, it was terrifying.  As the convoy got longer and longer, their collective fear doubled, and then it tripled.

      “How long is this thing?” Orbey asked Skylar.

      “A mile, maybe mile and a half,” Skylar told her aunt.  Looking at her cousin, she said, “Stephani, it’s time.”

      Stephani hugged them both, then took her guns, the bucket of dynamite and a group of kids and crossed the road behind the cluster of destroyed Chicom vehicles.  They were quick, moving into the woods and down into position.

      Orbey looked like she wanted to cry.  Skylar understood.  This might be the end for some of them, maybe all of them.

      “Let’s go,” Harper said to Orbey.  Logan was with Harper, saying nothing, his game face scary, his game face on.

      Orbey hugged Skylar hard, her eyes shiny with unshed tears.  “I love you, Skylar.”

      “I love you, too, Aunt Orbey,” she said.  “It will be okay.”

      Skylar said this, but when she looked at the convoy again, this huge, winding black snake of vehicles, she knew it wouldn’t be.  If anything, she just got half these people killed.  Her stomach worked its way into her throat.  She fought back the urge to puke.

      “See you on the other side,” Logan said to Skylar.  She nodded hard, then smiled at Harper, trying not to let her fear show through.  The woman saw it, though.  Skylar was sure of it.

      “How is it?” one woman behind Skylar asked after Logan and Harper headed to their positions on the battlefield.  There were armed citizens all around her, some of them she knew, quite a few she didn’t.

      Still, they were Five Falls residents.

      Patriots, every one of them.

      “We need to hit our shots,” Skylar said, eyes back in the binoculars.  At that point, she was afraid anyone and everyone would see the fear sitting naked in her eyes.  “And we need to realize, there will be a point when we get overwhelmed.  It will feel like all hell is breaking loose.  That’s the right feeling, but the proper response cannot be panic.  Remember the plan.  Stick to the plan.”

      She turned and looked at the people once more.  She took in each and every face.  All men and women who were brave a day ago, this morning, half an hour ago…they now looked like they wanted to run to the hills and hope this monster found a way through town without killing everyone.  Or maybe that was just her.

      “We won’t panic,” one man said, resolute.

      “Yeah,” the woman next to him said, “we’re with you all the way.”

      Skylar nodded, grateful, encouraged.  Then she said, “Grab your nuts, ladies and gents.  Things are about to get choppy.”

      “Is that supposed to encourage us?” another of the ladies asked.

      Turning, Skylar said, “It’s supposed to embolden you.  Are you here to fight or here to cry?  Because if you’re going to do anything less than kill every last one of these maggots, then get the hell out of here and pray to God they don’t gut you on their way through town.”

      They all took a deep breath, tightened the grips on their rifles, and awaited orders.  The convoy reached Connor, Noah and the spotter, the farthest group of shooters from her, as well as the end of their offensive line.

      The convoy was now visibly slowing for the obstruction ahead, the battered Chicom vehicles Skylar was using, in addition to the trench, for cover.

      “Get to your spots,” she softly said into the Uniden.

      The people behind her found their positions all along the tree line.  As the convoy rolled up to the barrier of destroyed vehicles, and the tank—whose truck was nose-down in the ditch—they slowed to a stop.

      Skylar chambered a round.

      The heads of the assault teams found the people in their charge.  Like the five neighborhoods, each of the residents had a representative and that representative was their leader.

      Noah, Connor and their team glanced up the line, saw their people in place.  Boone and Clay had their people on the line as well, everyone ready.  Orbey was in charge of the kids.  They were all in line, her runner ready with the dynamite.  Logan, Harper and their team were in position, as well as Stephani and her kids, and Otto next to Skylar.

      Through the binoculars, Skylar stared at the convoy in growing disbelief.  Her colon clenched and she felt sick.  The convoy stretched so far back there was not one inch of road the SAA failed to occupy.

      There was no freaking way this was going to work.

      They were itty-bitty mice in front of a God-sized elephant, each of them armed with a pebble.  That’s how it felt.  Their defeat was inevitable.  For a second she thought of pulling up stakes and heading into the hills.

      But Otto shot that damn chopper, so there was no running.  The army was going to find that chopper.  The second they lost communication—which was an hour or so ago—Skylar knew they would have gone on high alert.

      The head of the convoy came to a stop in front of the wall of Chicom vehicles.  It cut off its engine, the two doors opening up, and then closing.

      The heads of each group now had eyes on Skylar.  Skylar had eyes on the lead vehicle.  There was no quitting now.  Digging in mentally, she watched the driver and his passenger make their way through the smattering of vehicles, each of them with something to say in a language she didn’t understand.

      The second they cleared the vehicles, they saw the trench and paused.  Skylar ducked behind her tree.  When they looked up to see what the other side of the trench had to offer, Otto loosed the first arrow, striking his target in the heart.

      He felt face-first into the pit.

      Before the other could turn to run, or even call out, an arrow sunk four inches into his skull and he joined his friend.

      Otto then looked to Skylar who nodded and said, “Good luck.”

      With a grin, he ran to the other side of the road, disappearing into the woods.

      Noah watched this happen from his vantage point and said to Connor, “That finger impaired drunkard is a hell of a shot.”

      “Clean shots?” Connor asked, ready to go.

      “Both,” Noah replied.  “Time to get this party started.”

      The old man turned and waved to his crew, all of them moving to the front of the tree line and into position.  He looked at their designated child—the one tasked with throwing their stick of dynamite—and made sure he was ready with the lighter.  With a nod, the child acknowledged that he was also ready for action.

      Sitting in the cabs of the halted SAA trucks, the SAA men were getting antsy.  One of them got out and took a piss not ten feet from Boone and Clay and their team.  They ducked farther into the brush.  More of the SAA men got out, stretched, took a leak.  A few of them shut off their engines, preserving fuel.  This was working, Clay thought.  It was what needed to happen.

      A few of them began to mosey up the interstate toward the lead vehicle, trying to see what the holdup was all about.  A half dozen men trolled past Logan and Harper, who were also now at the tree line, hiding with their team and waiting for the signal.

      Leading from the front, Skylar had to time this just right.  If she didn’t, if she was too early or too late, it would be a Five Falls massacre and she would go down in history as the disgraced killer of the West Coast Resistance.

      Sweat that had been building along her hairline now trickled down her temple.  Her arms were dripping, the small of her back damp.  And all that nervous energy building in her limbs?  She couldn’t shake it loose for fear of missing her window of opportunity.

      She brought the Uniden to her mouth, waited.  Her heart was kicking in her chest, black spots building along the edges of her vision.  More sweat rolled down her face, forcing her to give a quick wipe.

      When the men approaching the lead vehicle were close enough, she keyed the Uniden and said, “Start the relay race.”  The relay race kicked off everything.  “The last in line confirms.  The first shots start the war.  Brace yourself, run like your freaking ass is on fire.”

      Orbey turned to the boy with the bucket full of dynamite and said, “Swiftly, quietly, fly like the wind.”  She said this as she readied her rifle and prepared to lead her team into battle.

      The boy was no more than ten years old, but he ran the fastest and the farthest of all the kids in town who couldn’t shoot.  He had the bucket of dynamite at his side and scampered through the deeper parts of the forest, stopping at his preselected points to give each of the kids their one stick of dynamite.

      Each child that got a stick treated this like a relay race where grabbing the dynamite spurred them into action for the next leg.  They quickly got in position, found their target, readied their lighters and waited for the next signal.

      Each child was spaced out fifty yards apiece with adults in between.  This was done on both sides of the highway with the TNT tossers staggered accordingly.  On the other side of the interstate and the impossibly long line of SAA vehicles, Stephani handed her children their sticks of dynamite, told them to get into position.

      She could barely breathe.

      Each one of those kids and their parents were trusting her not to get their children killed, but some of them were going to die.  That’s what Stephani told herself.  That’s how she was even able to contemplate all this.

      The reality of it nearly brought her to tears, but she was not one to fold under pressure, so she watched them like a hawk, ready to gather them up and get them out if the situation prematurely necessitated it.

      She and the kids were farther down the line than her counterparts, Noah and Connor.  They were the end of the line on the eastern edge of the interstate with a small team and the spotter.  The spotter was about to become the grabber when they needed more guns.

      The grabber’s job for Noah’s end of the line was tasked with running into the line of fire and grabbing the discarded weapons from the fallen enemy soldiers.

      Lastly, Felicity was positioned in the trees with a rifle and plenty of rounds.  She was slow on her cut leg anyway, but a self-described good shot.

      With more enemy soldiers than rounds to defeat them, they were going to need every shooter and weapon they could get their hands on.  That was the only way to make a dent in this beast.

      After three tension-induced minutes of waiting, the little boy’s out of breath voice came over the line: “Confirmed.”

      Two curious soldiers from farther back in the convoy were walking toward the lead vehicle.  They looked inside the rig, didn’t see them.

      In that moment, when all hell was about to break loose, everything in Skylar went completely still, and her courage flooded in.

      The inquisitive men meandered around the Chicom vehicle graveyard, then stopped at the trench.

      “The first gunshots are your signal to light your dynamite,” she quietly keyed into the Uniden.  “Throw them at your targets and run to the hills.”

      All the kids had armed leaders or parents beside them.  They also had Unidens and hand signals for those who didn’t have the two-ways.

      Skylar continued speaking, a sense of dread once again overwhelming her as the first man cleared the vehicles and found the trench.  “You have your leaders, meet up and follow their lead.  Until you see a parent, they are in charge.”

      The SAA soldiers looked into the trench, realized the men at the bottom were their dead countrymen.  Skylar lined up the shots, took them both.  They dropped into the trench with their brethren.

      “Sights on your marks,” she said into the Uniden.

      Everyone had their marks, including her.  She’d had her pistol ready to go the second the two men approached the ditch.  Other SAA soldiers moved forward now, getting their guns out, not quite sure they heard the shots over the sounds of some of the still-running engines.

      More and more of them were getting out of their trucks.  She saw a man on a radio.  What was he saying?  Had he sounded the alarm?  As for the new group closing in on her position, she saw them looking at the Chicom wreckage, appraising the reason for the slow down.

      She spoke into the Uniden one last time, “Three, two, one.  Fire.”

      She pulled the trigger and her first mark fell.  The air suddenly exploded with gunfire and whole swaths of SAA men dropped dead.  She lined up the second and third shots, taking her targets down fast, each shot accurate.  Still, it never left her mind that there were way too many men for the rounds they had on hand, even with the confiscated SAA weapons.

      This is our last stand, she told herself.  It would also be their death.  For this was the bloodbath Skylar would soon have on her hands.

      There’s nothing you can do about it now, she told herself.

      Enemy soldiers continued to drop right, left and sideways.  That’s when the dynamite went off—one stick after another, blowing up vehicles, ripping apart the bodies, punching holes in the road itself.

      The kids all hit their targets.

      As she took off down the line, Skylar saw glimpses of the kids sprinting up into the hills.  Their timing was spot on, for retaliatory fire was officially underway.

      Skylar dropped into a shooter’s stance, took out half a dozen targets, reloaded and shot two more.  Using the break in the action, she scrambled forward in the mix of dead SAA soldiers and snatched up their guns.

      She hopped into the lead vehicle, shut the door, grabbed the mags out of two guns, stuffed them into her jacket pockets, then took the third gun and her pistol.  She scrambled out the other side of the truck, shot two men who were surprised to see her, then made for the western edge of the woods, a stitch of gunfire tearing up the earth behind her.

      Keeping the vehicles between her and the Five Falls firing squad, she placed each shot, made sure not to fire into the eastern offensive line.

      Or are they the defensive line now?

      When she reached the line of TNT destroyed vehicles, she took a deep breath, shielded her eyes and ran into the smoke, shooting anyone still alive, stealing what she could of their guns and ammo without slowing.  Eventually she was out of rounds, so she dumped the pistol, made sure she was loaded for bear on the SAA rifle.

      When she reached the last demolished vehicle, when she saw the more than a mile long line of SAA military vehicles still left untouched, she slowed, drew a startled breath.  Her heart all but stopped at the sight of them.

      All this destruction wasn’t even making a dent in the procession.  Ahead, she saw Stephani.  They exchanged startled looks.  Knowing what lay ahead after their best attack, she realized that she indeed, might have gotten the entire town killed.

      Herself included.

      That’s when the soldiers in the rear convoys began piling out of their vehicles and rushing them.  Skylar glanced across the highway, saw Noah and Connor.  They were shooting everyone approaching, Noah on his scoped sniper rifle, Connor on his.  The spotter was doing his job, but he looked like he was tiring.

      Noah sighted those approaching, took his shots and hit them, then switched off for the binos.  He saw a man getting on the nearest gun turret, went back to the sniper rifle, scoped him in and shot him.

      “Let’s go!” Connor said.

      They got on their feet, advanced their position, watched Logan and Harper and their crew blow by them, take a position, drop down and start firing, too.

      Noah, Connor, the spotter and most of their crew joined the rush to a new position.  They left behind several dead shooters.  Noah didn’t even know who they were, but the fact that they were Five Falls residents ate at him.  Back to a prone position, sighting their targets, he put the losses out of his mind, knowing more would die before the hour was over.

      As the enemy fell, the spotter ran into the interstate, grabbed what weaponry and ammo he could, then bolted back.  The SAA were catching on, so they started targeting him.

      He began to zig-zag, stop and go, fake and feint.

      For a little while, it was enough, but it was draining his energy.  But then he took a bullet in the side, a glancing blow by the look of it.  This took even more energy from him.  He dumped the guns at Connor’s and Noah’s side, then ducked down and said, “I’m shot.”

      “Are you dead?” Noah snapped.

      “No.”

      “Then get back in there and quit your whining.”

      “I said I’m shot!” he barked.

      Noah pulled back his jacket, showed the boy a blood stain where he’d been grazed as well, then said, “This is war, not a damn tea party!”

      Noah, Connor, the spotter and those of their team who weren’t dead stayed on the move, killing what they could, the spotter working in an in-and-out confiscation that began to get worrisome when the SAA men began piling out of the untouched convoy behind them.

      Behind Noah, Connor and their team, Logan and Harper and their team caught the men who got by Noah’s team.  Wasting time and ammo on those in hiding, and getting pissed off, Harper turned to her team and said, “Clear my twelve and watch my six!”

      Harper ran into a lane of gunfire, Logan by her side, and they played hide and kill better than the SAA men.  She opened the doors; he shot the passengers.  They both rolled under the undercarriages of the vehicles and shot those tucked behind the wheels.  It was a good racket until Logan hopped onto one of the trucks and an SAA soldier shot at him through the window.  The bullet missed, but a dozen shards of glass caught Logan in the face.  The cuts were superficial.  Not missing a beat, he shot back at them, not missing.  He didn’t even bother to pick out the glass.  The shards would hold the wounds shut until he could deal with them.

      Without a word, they moved down the line, Harper nearly catching a round that ricocheted off the side of the truck in front of her.  She looked at Logan who looked back at her and said, “Don’t stop.  Don’t ever stop!”

      One of the SAA men appeared, had them dead to rights, then took a bullet in the forehead and dropped dead.  Harper looked over, saw Felicity lining up another shot.

      Along the tree line, Connor felt the panic welling in him.  Just when he felt there were too many men approaching and they needed reinforcements, Boone and Clay and their team leapfrogged them, dropped down, got back in the mix quick.  The spotter, who’d become the runner, was falling behind, but then Orbey and what was left of her team ran by, dropping spare mags off with both Noah and Clay.

      The spotter ran forward, slower now than ever.  The dirt before him was now jumping with rounds, his path cut off.  He stopped, flustered, frozen.

      “Hurry up!” Noah barked.

      But the spotter couldn’t go any faster, not with the growing red bloom on his side.  Noah had his own rifle and was using it to take out the guys trying to lob grenades their way, or the guys manning some of the weapons turrets. The second some asshole got behind one of those turrets, in Noah’s mind, they were done for, dead before they knew it.

      When all eyes were on the eastern defensive line, Skylar called out from the western defensive line.  In the Uniden, she said, “You’re up, Otto.”

      Otto had been taking out the easy marks with his pistol, trying not to get into the mix of things because he alone was phase three of the assault: the next wave of TNT.

      With everyone’s attention on the shooters on the eastern defensive, Otto sprinted down the line on the western side and started tossing half sticks of TNT at the SAA’s backs.

      He was just about out of dynamite when a bullet ripped through his shoulder.  It staggered him, but he fired on the man who’d shot him, dropping down quick and aiming right.  The dynamite behind him began to blow, the sweetest sound ever.  He had to move!  Pain flared in his shoulder, though, numbing it and temporarily halting him.  He was done for, he knew this, but he wasn’t done.  He started to run again, but a bullet blasted through his calf, slowing him down.

      “Dammit!” he growled.

      No matter.

      Holstering his weapon, tightening his satchel of dynamite, he grabbed a stick of TNT in his mouth, lit the fuse, then tossed it at the next target.  Limping forward, going too slow, the dynamite hit, the blast knocking him sideways.  Ears ringing, half his body numb and bleeding, he realized he was on the ground.  Picking himself up, making forward progress, he didn’t watch for enemies, he couldn’t do that.  All he could do was zero in on the next target and force one foot in front of the other.

      Another round hit him in the side, and one more in the thigh.

      He slowed, nearly to a stop, looking down at his satchel.  He had three more sticks in there, plus one for his mouth.  Fifteen yards ahead he saw the first turret truck and a dead man slumped over the roof beside it.

      Someone pulled his body out of the truck from below.  That soldier then lifted his head up, but quickly ducked as a shot pinged off the top.  He went for the weapon again, keeping his head low.

      Limping as fast as possible, he saw Skylar up the line, sneaking in and out of the trees, shooting, ducking, sprinting forward and shooting some more.  A grenade blew up in the forest behind her, but she was already ahead of the blast.  Looking back, she saw him, paused, then pushed forward.

      She was clearing a path for him.  But he wasn’t going to make it.

      He moved steadily toward the turret, the strength draining from his arms and legs, a wheezing deep in his lungs, sucking sounds coming from his side.  He bit down on the stick of dynamite, his good arm trying to light the fuse, the satchel ready to go.

      He got within fifteen feet, lit the fuse, threw it.  Another round caught him in the throat.  Gasping, gulping, he dropped to a knee, grabbed the satchel off his body and tossed it toward the stick of TNT.

      He was aiming for the top of the truck, but it fell short by a lot, skidding under the front engine bay instead.

      He tried to get up and run, but another shot cut a hot trail through his cheek, spinning him around.  Falling back to an arm, another shot hit his chest and he fell over.

      The dynamite then went off, deafening him.

      He wasn’t sure if he was dead yet, until he was.  He knew it for sure on that last, final gasp.  After that, there was no pain, only peace.  He hadn’t known peace a day in his life, so what he felt didn’t seem possible to him.  If he would have had a mouth, he would have smiled.

      Across the way, Noah and Connor were dug in behind the tree line, taking heavy fire.  The spotter, who became the grabber, was now dead a dozen feet away, the left side of his body blown apart by a grenade.  Connor had a piece of shrapnel in his side and Noah’s face was sliced open, a flap of skin hanging.  He still had ammo left, so he told himself he couldn’t die until he was out of rounds.

      “We have to move,” Connor said.  “Too far away.”

      “You can’t move,” Noah said.

      “I can move just fine!” he grumbled.  “Let’s go!”

      They got up, moved down the tree line, taking fire, watching as the SAA troops moved up the line gathering in masses.  Noah saw them and felt his soul tremble.

      There was no way to survive this.

      Behind him, he heard a low sounding thump and an oof.  He looked behind him and Connor was staggering a bit, clearly hit.

      “Let’s settle down here,” Noah said, concerned.  “You shot?”

      “Bee sting,” Connor said, a bit of blood gathering around his lips, a hole in his shirt just below his right floating rib.

      The two of them dropped down, lined up their shots and took them.

      Ahead, Orbey was firing and taking fire, nothing about her panicked.  Connor felt himself smile, then he considered that bee sting.

      He was going to miss her.

      Connor lined up his shots, took them until one caught the side of his head.  He felt rattled, his neck jarred, like he was mule-kicked.  A drizzle of blood ran down the front of his face.  Was this it, he wondered.  He lined up his next shot and thought, no, not yet.

      Ahead of him, dirt was kicking up in their faces.  Noah jumped, a spray of blood fanning out of his shoulder.

      “Son of a gun,” he muttered.  Aggravated by the pain, he screamed, “That’s not good enough you commie cocksuckers!”

      The barrage of gunfire was now deafening.  Ahead, Connor saw the dirt kicking up around Orbey, knew it was just a matter of time.  But then he found the man shooting at her and put a bullet in his chest.  She looked back at him and he waved for her to go.

      She got up and ran into the woods, looking back at him, but he was already on his next target.  There were so damn many to choose from!  In the distance, a helicopter appeared.

      Oh, no, he thought, the kids.

      Orbey.

      Ahead, Boone and Clay were still firing on the SAA, both of them running for SAA weapons, weaving in and out of the vehicles, taking down the men firing on Connor and Noah.

      Clay looked at his brother, saw the beast of a man he always knew he’d become, felt reassured, even though they were both bleeding.  He looked back, saw the chaos, found Felicity.  She was running out into the field for a weapon, then hobbling back for cover.

      Overhead, a chopper dusted them, but it did not fire on them.  It was headed toward the hills.  After the kids?  He wasn’t sure.  All he knew was he and Boone couldn’t get there in time.

      Down the line, Harper and Logan were doing the same thing as Clay and Boone.  But then a sudden burst of gunfire had them all ducking for cover.

      On the western edge, Stephani sprinted through the forest, heading dead even with the cluster of men shooting at her friends.  She lit the fuse, waited, then ran forward and tossed the stick under the Jeep, right into at least twenty men or more.

      Because she’d waited on the fuse, the men had no time to react.

      The explosion was so fierce and all encompassing, it literally power-burped up body parts and gore.  She ran for the trees, the slop of soldiers raining down around her.  Wasting no time, knowing she had to move so they didn’t get a bead on her, she sprinted forward, using the trees as cover, but then she saw half a dozen men doing the same thing as her, skidded to a stop, ducked down and took fire.  She scrambled for her life, tapping the last of her reserves, but the men were coming fast.

      She spun around a tree, hiding, her gun up and waiting.

      The second they passed by her, she emptied every last round into them.  The first three went down quick, but then her weapon fired dry.

      She dropped the pistol, grabbed her knife, slashed at the nearest man, opened up a gash in his throat, dodged a bullet, slapped the gun away and buried the blade in the nearest man’s chest.  She tried to yank it out, but instead used the man as a shield, bullets ripping through the body, blood splashing her, getting in her eyes.

      She wasn’t hit, but she couldn’t see.

      The man’s body collapsed, a fist coming in fast.  Her head rocked back, she stumbled away and fell, tried pawing the blood out of her eyes.  There was no time!  She saw the man through a tinted red haze.  It was too late.  Scrambling backwards, she tried to get away.

      He grabbed her leg, looked at his gun, the slide all the way back, the mag empty.  Tossing it aside, he rolled her over, climbed up her back.

      She was clawing at the soft earth, desperation roaring through her.  He punched her back, her sides, beat on her arms until she couldn’t move them.  When she was as weak as she ever was, when he flipped her over, they both looked at each other, both breathing heavy.

      The man was unshaven, his skin pockmarked, his eyes wild with the hunt.  Smiling that sick, victorious smile, he started to hit her, the punches coming in slow, but hard.

      Her head rocked one way then the other, over and over again.

      At first she braced herself for each labored blow, trying to lift arms that would not lift, but then it became useless.  Her mouth opened up in cuts that draped strings of bloody saliva across her cheeks.

      She’d always wondered what it took to let go of the fight.  At what point does a person break?  She knew now.  It’s when you lost feeling in your body and you looked at each raining blow as one more step toward the end.

      He stopped for a moment, took a big breath, looked down at her.  From his perspective, he was looking at a woman who would not die.  Blood was splattered all over her face, her nose bloody and broken, her right eye swelling shut.  She wasn’t even fighting him anymore.

      He was resolved to ending her for what she just did to his men, but when he took that next breath and lifted that punching arm, something hit him so hard, it blasted him off the top of her, Stephani’s body rolling sideways, her head flopped over facing the attack.

      Skylar was suddenly there, on top of the man, plunging her blade into the man’s chest over and over again, like a banshee—ten times, twenty times, thirty times—before she stood and started stomping on his head.

      She did it until the thing cracked like a broken cantaloupe.

      When she turned to Stephani, she saw her own flesh and blood, let out a whimper at the sight of her.  If she was only a few minutes earlier, she could have stopped this.  But there she lay, bloody, beaten, dead.

      The tears coming fast, she walked over to Stephani, saw her blink, then broke into a grateful sob.  She fell to her side and said, “Oh my God, you’re alive!”

      “Barely,” Stephani said, blood drizzling out of her mouth.

      Skylar quickly grabbed her cousin by the shoulders, dragged her into the brush, slid a gun into her hand and said, “I’ll be back.  Close your eyes.”

      Stephani did as she was told.

      Skylar then covered her body as quickly as she could with pine needles.  When she was done, she said, “I promise, I’m coming back for you.”

      What Stephani wondered in that moment was whether or not Skylar would make it.  If she didn’t, no one would know where she was.

      At least she had a gun.

      Skylar broke out of the tree line only to see one man launching a rocket propelled grenade.  She shot him twice but it was too late.  The rocket was gone.

      She was suddenly hit from the side by another man, spun around, knocked down.  She kept her gun, fired it up into his crotch, scrambled to her feet, kept moving.  Bullets were coming from behind her, or ahead of her.  There were bullets flying everywhere.  She ducked under the bottom of a truck, crawled to the other side, shot up at three men, killing all three.

      Logan and Harper were now moving through the forest, taking fire and firing back.  Both of them were bloody, but judging by the way they were moving, both were wearing other people’s blood.

      Up the line, Ryker shot a guy in the crotch.  He doubled over, done for.  Ryker sprinted into a hailstorm of gunfire, dove on top of the guy.  He grabbed the man’s jacket looking for ammo, found a grenade instead, then scuttled under the truck.  Without allowing himself a moment’s thought, he pulled the pin, tossed the explosive a few vehicles down, then scampered out the other side and ran into the woods.

      When Ryker’s grenade exploded, Harper, Logan and two other shooters used the distraction to move their assault forward.  The line of men headed their way, however, was massive—a hundred soldiers easy, all of them sprinting up the interstate to join the troops already in battle.

      Noah said to Connor, “Let’s go,” but he found he couldn’t get up.  Turning to his friend, he saw the man’s face changing color.

      There was a flood of red down his face, but he was slowly pawing it out of this eye, the effort monumental.

      “That bee sting was something else,” Connor said.

      Both men were lying prone.

      “They got my head, in case you can’t tell,” he mumbled, blood bubbles in his mouth.  “You got any rounds left?”

      “Some,” Noah said, his voice raw.

      “Let me have them,” Connor said.  “You get out of here.”

      “Shut that crap trap, talking like that,” Noah replied, his words nearly unintelligible.

      Turning back around, he saw the Jeep that Ryker had blown up, and then he watched a dozen men meet their makers.  After that, there wasn’t much ammo left, and the surge of men converging on them numbered in the hundreds.

      “Get your ass up, Connor,” Noah grumbled.  “We’ve got our window.”

      “Can’t make it, brother.”

      “Yes, you can,” he said, barely getting up himself.

      Noah turned back around, lined up a shot on another SAA man with an RPG.  He fired on the man, aiming for center mass, hitting him in the inside of the thigh.  The shooter bent forward hard, the RPG firing off into his own people.

      Across the way, the explosion gave an advantage to Ryker, so he broke cover, ran right into the smoky highway, firing on the men running from the explosion.  He fired until his rifle was empty.  Not missing a beat, he snatched up another from a dead soldier, dropped to a knee and started picking them off as they came through the smoke.

      “Cover Skylar’s six!” Ryker told Logan, who was suddenly there beside him.

      Logan spotted Skylar ahead, watched her heading for a pack of ten or fifteen SAA men.  She started shooting into the crowd, but then they all ducked down and Logan lost sight of her.

      “That woman is insane!” Ryker rumbled.

      Logan was already moving, his leg now numb and kind of dragging.  But then a surge of enemy soldiers converged on them and all they could do was turn and run.  Ryker and Logan both paused, unable to go just yet.  Neither wanted to leave Skylar.

      “She’ll be okay,” Logan said.

      It was enough for Ryker, so the two of them hit the western edge of the interstate, looked back at the line and saw the entire army converging on them.

      “Time to get to the hills,” Ryker said.

      He took off, but Logan said, “I’ll catch up.  Get to the kids!”

      Logan wasn’t even sure if Ryker heard him.  No matter, he turned around and went back for Skylar.  Harper screamed his name from across the interstate, but there was no time.  He heard gunfire from the left, wondered if it was her and made a bee-line toward the noise.

      When he got to an opening, he saw a smattering of dead men, one of their faces smashed in.  Another man was lying on the ground, dying.  Something was crawling out of the pine needles, her face bloody as hell.

      “Stephani?” he said.

      “Skylar.”

      “She’s this way,” he said, pointing into the abyss.  He quickly helped her up, but she looked like a horror show.  “Can you keep up?”

      “Just go,” she said.  “I’ll follow you.”

      Stephani wiped her face, the entire thing swollen, then started in the direction he’d pointed to.  Logan grabbed a few of the weapons and headed to Skylar’s last known location.

      When he was close enough, there were men circling the interior cab of a troop truck.  They shot out the windows, but then a rip of bullets cut through the side of the door and three men standing around the truck dropped.

      Logan rushed in from behind them, killing everything he saw.  Unbeknownst to Logan, Stephani had positioned herself outside the fight.  When the men converged on Logan, she lit them up with gunfire.

      “Skylar, you in there?” Logan called out.

      “Logan?” she said, a face popping up from the footwell.

      “We have to go, now!”

      Skylar scrambled out of the truck, over the bodies, then high-tailed it into the woods.  They were all worked over pretty good, but Stephani had it the worst.

      “Couldn’t stay away,” she told Skylar.

      Skylar’s smile was contagious, for she was happier than ever to see her cousin.

      The three of them made their way through the forest, hustling along on low energy, but managing to stay ahead of the hundreds of soldiers now closing in on them.

      Looking down the line, Ryker saw bodies scattered everywhere.  He and the others thought they were doing okay, but the truth was, they were getting slaughtered out there.

      There was just too many of them and this was not the battle of Thermopylae.  Five Falls didn’t have three hundred trained, armed and committed Spartans.  All it had was a bunch of regular people with the will to defend what was once theirs to the best of their ability.

      It was time to admit they couldn’t hold them off forever.  Still, they tried, but then the calls started coming in through the Uniden.

      “I’m out of ammo, can’t get to more,” and “I’m out,” and all kinds of variants of that.  Finally someone said, “Pull back,” and that’s all it took.

      People were anxious to retreat, seeing the dead mounting, seeing their brothers and sisters, their friends and lovers being killed.

      He saw Boone and Clay moving swiftly into the woods, chased by an SAA man.  He shot at the brothers but missed.  Boone spun around, dropped him with a head shot.

      That’s when Logan saw Connor and Noah.  They were stocked better than most thanks to Noah’s ammo vest, but how much ammo did they have left?

      Logan whistled for them, but they didn’t move.  Noah’s weapon discharged.  The old man worked the bolt, slow but steady.  Logan knew the veteran was still a hell of a shot.  He’d be okay, but what if he didn’t know they were retreating?

      Through his rifle, Noah was picking them off.  The old man and Connor fired until they were out of rounds.

      Noah finally got up, tried to drag Connor away, but the man was too big.

      “Get on your feet!” he screamed as distant gunfire broke through a sudden pocket of silence.  Connor showed Noah a lighter and stick of dynamite.  Noah let go of his shirt, dropped him back down in the dirt.  “You gonna go out in a blaze of glory?”

      Noah was shot, too, but not as badly as Connor.

      “Gonna get as many of them as I can,” Connor said, his face slack, blood dripping out of his mouth.  “Get out of here.  I got this.”

      Noah shook his head, then turned and headed back to the bug out location.  He only got so far before he stopped, turned around and looked at Connor on the ground, waiting.

      He couldn’t do it.  Emotionally or physically.

      Noah pulled his blade from its sheath, felt the energy waning inside him.  He knew he couldn’t make it to the bug out location.  It wouldn’t matter anyway.  He was no coward, so he wasn’t going to run and leave his friend to die alone.

      When he heard the approaching men start screaming in Spanish, he hobbled/trotted back to Connor.  His friend had been shot several times, but by some miracle he pushed himself up enough to lob the TNT into the crowd of them.

      Shots were fired, Connor falling backwards.  The dynamite blew the hell out of a lot of men, and it gave Noah the cover to get back to Connor.  The foul smelling smoke drifted over them both.  Noah knelt down in time to catch Connor in his final moments of life.

      “Chest,” Connor uttered, gulping for air.

      His eyes were wide and weak, focused on something else entirely, the other side perhaps.  Even his face had the pallor of death.

      Noah looked his friend over with a deep pain in his heart, his gaze caught on Connor’s blood stained lips, and the strings of red draping across his cheeks.

      Speaking louder than normal, his hearing obviously damaged by the blast, Connor said, “Tell Orbey, Skylar and…Stephani…”

      “I will,” Noah said, both amplifying and accentuating his words.

      Blood had trickled out of his ears.

      “Did I get them?” he asked.

      The thick smoke was starting to thin out, the threat of exposure becoming real.  Noah fell into a coughing fit that hurt everything in him, especially the bullet holes he didn’t realize he had.

      “Hell yes you did,” Noah said.  He looked through the haze, knew what he had to do.  “And I’m about to get us some more.”

      “You have to go,” Connor said, blood in his teeth, tears in his eyes.

      “I ain’t getting out of this alive either, brother.  You just warm up God with a joke or two when you get there because I’m coming, and boy do I have a lot to answer for.”

      Connor laid his head down, glanced up at Noah for a moment, then his eyes settled and his chest stopped moving.

      For the first time in a long time, Noah’s heart ached and his eyes got a bit shiny.  Patting his dead friend’s shoulder, he said, “I’m right behind you, brother.”

      Waves of thinning smoke surrounded him, causing him to cough.

      A few shots were fired, some of them hitting things behind him.  Noah got up, pushed through the haze, nearly tripped over one of the men Connor blew up.

      He was alive, but an arm and a leg were blown off.  He picked up the man’s rifle, fired it, but it was broken.  Squinting, pulling his shirt over his mouth and nose, he moved to the next man, his lungs burning, his eyes stinging, his body quickly giving out on him.

      When he found a gun that worked, he pushed forward past the bodies and the smoke, staggering really badly now, coughing out sprays of blood, his eyes stinging so hard he could barely keep them open.

      It was when he stepped out of the haze that he saw what was on the other side of all of that smoke.  There was the convergence of a hundred of men easy, some of them pulling bodies out of the mist, most armed and ready to rain down hell.

      They all stopped and looked at him.

      He looked back and smiled.

      Then he fired the weapon as quickly as he could, and maybe he got a few of them, but the loud noise and the pelting that first hit and staggered his body became a roar of gunfire that kicked his soul clean from his body.

      Across the way, Ryker watched the old man go down hard.  Noah, a.k.a. Edward Scisserand, now lay there, arms splayed out, his body riddled with bullets, his head unmoving.

      Dammit, this hurt.  Not much shook him, but he knew the pain of this one would last.  Ryker turned and ran for the hills, taking sporadic fire before glancing back one last time.  The ache inside him started to spread.

      The SAA soldier stepped around Noah’s body, pressing forward, telling their men to make a path around the trench, and to kill anything and everything in their path.

      As he hit the hillside road heading up to the Madigan’s house, Ryker saw a Jeep racing up the winding road.  For a second, he thought he saw Orbey driving.

      “What the hell?” he said out loud.

      That’s where the chopper had been headed.

      A few minutes later, he wasn’t sure if the Jeep beat the chopper, or what happened, but there was a massive explosion right where the Madigans lived.

      Orbey, he thought, suddenly weak.

      Oh God, this is horrible.

      Then it occurred to him that Cooper was there.  Did she go after the dog?  Another explosion shook the earth.  He caught up to a slow moving crowd of women and injured men.

      “We have to hurry!” he said, helping the slowest of them.

      But then the chopper was overhead, making a sweep of the hillside.  Everyone started running, but they were out of energy, so they were slow.

      The man in the gun pod opened fire on the masses.  Bodies dropped, including the one he was helping.  He took off with the others at a dead sprint, barely reaching cover as the chopper circled back around.  He couldn’t outrun the damn thing.  But for the gunner to hit him, he’d need to be exposed as well.

      Ryker lined up a shot, didn’t have it.  But he had rounds, so when the mini gun opened up on the rest of the survivors, Ryker opened up on the chopper.  The bird banked hard, left them for richer pastures, but not before claiming eight more lives.

      When he got to the bug out location, he looked around.  Everyone was tucked into their shelters as planned.  Boone, Clay and Harper came in after them, helping a group of the weak and injured.  Felicity followed next, uninjured, but clearly shaken.  She hugged Clay, then just held him, her eyes vacant, her face a mask of despair.

      “Where’s Orbey?” Harper asked.

      “She was up at the house,” Ryker said with a lump in his throat.  “But the chopper…the explosion…”

      Their faces paled.

      If they lost Orbey, if something happened to this woman, the very best of them, all this would be for nothing.  But if she was still alive, Ryker knew she’d never be the same.  Not without Connor, and maybe not without Skylar.  Where the hell was Skylar?

      Clay said, “Where’s the rest of them?”

      He was asking about Logan, Stephani and Skylar.  Ryker sat down, dropped his head in his hands and realized this was not just a bad idea, this was the worst idea ever.  They’d stood their grounds and failed.  Half the town was dead.  And what did they do?  As Skylar would say, they were mice who slowed down the elephant.  Until the elephant stepped on the mice.
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      The town’s remaining survivors arrived one by one at the main bug out location, many of them weary, forlorn, and some injured.  There were less of them than anyone hoped.  Most were either numb or crying.  Boone was shell shocked, Clay speechless.  Ryker was attending to the wounded, and Harper stood just outside the camp shaking.  Felicity went to talk to her, but the woman was unreachable.

      Then somehow, they all came around and managed to work in lockstep according to their emergency plans.  They broke down the tents, put everything under the ground tarps, then took refuge in the covered lean-tos they’d spent a lot of time covering with the natural shrubbery.

      A half an hour passed when they heard rustling in the brush.  Several of them were ready with weapons.  But then Cooper bound into camp, licking everyone, happy to be alive and around others.

      Orbey wasn’t far behind.

      “It’s just me,” she said, exhausted, her skin blotted with smoke.  Harper went and hugged her tight.  Looking around, she asked, “Where’s Connor?  Stephani?”

      “I don’t know,” Harper said.

      “We need to find them.”

      A moment later, Skylar, Stephani and Logan hobbled into camp, as well as a few more people.  The reunion filled many of them with hope, but then Logan started looking around, frantic.

      “Where are the kids?” he asked.

      “Felicity is with them at the second bug out location,” Boone said, barely in his body anymore.  He had Rowdy in his arms, but for a moment there, he’d forgotten he was even holding his son.  “We need to stay down and pray they roll through without finding us.”

      The helicopter swept the countryside once more, and the sounds of bombing and gunfire down in the town persisted.  By nightfall, they heard the last of the convoy roll through.  More things were set on fire, blown up, blown apart.

      By the next day, they were gone, as was the entire town.

      When the survivors walked the interstate the next morning, they found hundreds of their own people dead, and scores of the SAA dead, as well.

      Then they found Otto, Connor, Noah.

      Skylar broke down and for the first time in as long as she could remember, she fell to fits of grief.  Orbey found her, and then she saw Connor and fainted.  Skylar caught her, cradled her on her lap before him and cried.

      When she regained consciousness, the two woman sat before the man they loved so much.  They cried until Stephani and Cooper found them and went numb.  Cooper went to Connor, sniffing and whining, his tail moving as he licked him, tried to nuzzle into him.  The dog looked back, not sure what was happening.  Whining again, he tried licking Connor’s face.  When he got no response, Cooper sat down beside him, wiggling himself into the crook of his arm.

      Stephani was so numb she could only turn and wander away on weak legs.  Skylar later found her under a Jeep, shivering, crying, her eyes vacant.  The woman’s face was a map of abuse, and she survived that, Skylar thought.  But this?  She wasn’t sure her cousin would survive this.

      Ryker, Boone and Clay said they would bury the bodies and hold a memorial after they assessed the rest of the damage.  Felicity was still in shock, Rowdy with her now, and crying.

      As they stood before a town thoroughly destroyed, their numbers thinned, their losses steep, Skylar said, “We need to leave.”

      “Our house is gone,” Orbey said, dazed but holding tight to Skylar, to Stephani.  “The barn, too.  We have nothing.  And with Connor gone…”

      Logan was not like the rest of them.  He was one hundred percent pissed.  He was cut, beaten, shot and pissed the hell off.

      “This was our home,” he growled.  “Your home!”  He glanced around at all of them, wicked eyes landing on Clay.  “But now it’s not and I swear to God, I’m tired of the fight coming to us.  It’s about time we take the fight to them!”

      Everyone looked at him like he was crazy.

      “Do you not see what that’s gotten us?” Boone said, aghast.

      “What are you thinking?” Orbey asked, wiping puffy, red eyes that looked like they hadn’t stopped crying in days.

      “I’m saying these pricks took our home, so now we take theirs,” he snarled, his face contorted with hatred.

      Harper’s expression changed, too.  This was her taking the leash off the beast.  “We take out the SAA, the Chicoms, and then we take Yale.  Because Logan is right, they took our home, so now we take theirs.”

      “All in favor say aye,” Clay said.  The support was thunderous, but not unanimous.  “And the nays?”  Those who weren’t for this plan said nothing.  “So it’s settled.”

      In that moment, it was so quiet, any one of them could have heard a gnat burp.

      “Good,” Skylar declared, the murderous rage in her like a nuclear bomb ready to detonate.  “It’s high time we find these rats and choke them to death with their own guts.”

      Orbey looked up at her, took her hand, and with both pain and resolve in her bloodshot eyes, she said, “Sooner is better than later.”

      

      
        
        End of Book 4
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        THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR READING!

      

      

      Please take a second or two and leave a review HERE.  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!  Also, if you haven’t yet joined The Last War Fan Group on Facebook, please click the link or 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.

      

      p.s. Before you leave, scroll forward for a link to pre-order Dark Days of the Purge, and then to the end for a quick look at my other series (three more total, all complete!).  Also, if you haven’t done so already, you can grab a FREE copy of The Last Light of Day, the kick ass 120+ page prequel to the Dark Days of the After series.  Link and book description to follow.
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      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

      

      *If you see any errors (typos, etc…), just know they can sometimes show up uninvited and will get 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!
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      The war to take back America has begun…

      

      The Five Falls patriots lost nearly everything in the Chicom and SAA assaults, but they haven’t lost their will to live, their determination to take back America or the fighting spirit needed to do both.  What they’re attempting next, however, will test their resolve, their strength and their unity, and though everyone might not survive, perhaps their once great country will...
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      America is changing fast.  Cities are becoming dangerous.  Time to bug out…

      

      Security Engineer, Logan Cahill, and the mysterious Skylar Madigan, are 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…
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