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They say behind every great man, is a great woman, 

but what if the woman is a Werewolf?
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PROLOGUE




“General Lance Reynolds, son of a bitch!” Terry exclaimed out of the blue, slapping his thigh and nodding to himself. “We need to go there.”

He sat up straighter, proud of himself for reaching a conclusion based on information he’d had in his mind for only the past twenty-five years.

“You don’t think a couple thousand miles is far enough to travel? Not good enough for my hunk of man candy?” Char asked, sticking her tongue out. She tossed her head, sending her hair flying in the wind. Her purple eyes seemed to drink in all that was Terry Henry Walton.

“Huh? What I’m thinking is that he commanded an Army post outside Denver. That one was drawn down during the BRAC, the Base Realignment and Closure, but those generals all stick together. Where’d his 2IC, his second in command, send their stuff? NORAD. He wasn’t there at the fall, but I bet he was ready for it. We need to get into the mountain.” 

“What if it’s still glowing?” Char countered, not dampening his exuberance.

He paused a moment before shrugging. “That would put a crimp in my plans.” Terry chuckled. “As long as it was an air burst, then the radiation would probably be gone already. If they hit it with a nuke penetrator, well, then no one will ever know what was stored in there.” 

They’d ridden from northern Chicago, leaving the others behind, a week prior. Although Terry was driven to get back to New Boulder, he was taking it easy and treating their return trip like a honeymoon. They’d stop whenever they wanted. 

To do as newlyweds did.

He had promised to do his best to make up for the two lost years. Char was holding him to that.

A lead running from Terry’s saddle pulled the third horse along. They’d taken to using it as a pack animal, loading it with food and other items they’d scavenged as they went. 

Terry continued to search for a thermometer, because curious minds, and all that. And clothes. He wanted a pair of jeans. His camouflage utilities were growing threadbare.

And they rode on at a leisurely pace, expecting to take a month to make the trip, getting back to New Boulder around the end of November. If they could encourage the townspeople to leave a week or two after that, the group would travel past the Wastelands in the heart of the winter. 

It would be the coolest period for a while. Who knew what kind of blast furnace next year would bring?




















CHAPTER ONE




As they rode through what used to be Minnesota, Terry and Char saw people in the distance, but they disappeared before the two could get close, like mist evaporating as the sun rose. 

Terry wanted Char to point out the strangers so he could yell to them that he and Char weren’t a threat. 

She vehemently declined, telling him emphatically that winning them over wouldn’t be done through intimidation. In fact, yelling at them would simply reinforce their fear and avoidance reaction.

“But I don’t intimidate people!” he argued. “Just look at me. I’m a big pussycat.” He gave her his winningest smile. 

“Of course you are,” Char purred, giving him a sultry look. 

He bit the inside of his cheek. “Next time we come back, we’ll send ambassadors to say ‘hello.’ Who could refuse the likes of Antioch and Claire?” 

“No one in their right mind,” Char smiled. She looked away for a while, then turned back to Terry, her face serious. “How many people have you killed, TH?”

She stared at him intently as if his answer was the most important thing in the world.

Terry looked into the distance. He didn’t know how to answer that. He’d kept track at one point in his life, as a source of Marine Corps pride, then it became part of doing the job, then it was critical for survival. And now he killed to save mankind. 

Tallying the number didn’t make sense.

“Too many,” he finally answered. “I’m afraid we’re not done with that either, not by a long shot.” 

“Does it matter?” Char dug deeply into his mind, his very soul, further solidifying their partnership as one, greater than the whole. 

“Don’t all lives matter?” he replied. It was obvious that he wasn’t finished talking, so Char waited, still watching him intently. 

They had spent a great deal of their relationship in silence. That was how they knew they were a perfect match, because they were equally comfortable conversing or not. 

“If we are to help humanity recover, we need people to live. We need people to thrive. They can’t do that if they are afraid of getting killed. Like those people we see in the distance who run from two people riding nearby.” 

“The Force is about security, right?” Char asked. Terry nodded in agreement. “The sooner people know that, the better off they’ll be. Keep the people safe and they’ll be free to do what they do best. You only create the conditions. The people have to take care of the rest, but the name could be a little off-putting, don’t you think?” 

“Force de Guerre?” Terry asked.

“The War Force with you as the Secretary of War, not the Secretary of Defense. Maybe something a little kinder to the civilians, as you call them, something like the Force for Defense and Grandeur,” Char said. She couldn’t think of another word starting with G that made sense.

“Grandeur? Gravitas. Gillyweed. Goonballs.” Terry snickered to himself as he recited words that began with ‘g,’ and then took a deep breath of the humid air. Winter didn’t feel like it was right around the corner. It felt more like late summer. “When I was conducting those first interviews, the only thing I could think of was, ‘Fucking Dickless Groupies.’ They were just bullies and thugs. We didn’t have much to choose from back then, did we?” 

“Gillyweed? More Harry Potter? Dickless? Do you mean me? I say, Terry Henry Walton, had I known your vocabulary was so limited and vulgar, I’m sure I would not have married you,” Char countered, laughing.

He turned in his saddle to look at her. “Do you believe in fate?” Terry asked, watching Char’s purple eyes sparkle as they rode toward the setting sun.

“As in?” 

“As in, we were meant to be together. We were meant to be in the here and now, doing what we’re doing, even though we may feel like we’re fighting tooth and nail for every inch of ground that we gain.” His eyes got a far off look for a moment before focusing back on her. “Fuck, I don’t know. Just the thought of doing anything without you is debilitating.” Terry seemed to struggle with the words. 

“The course of true love never did run smooth,” Char quoted with a wry smile.

“A Midsummer Night’s Dream. That’s apropos. How about, if music be the food of love, play on.” Terry’s mood lightened. 

“Play on, indeed, lover. Fate? No. We are simply attracted to what we ourselves want to be—beautiful, strong, intelligent, honorable, selfless. Pick your poison. You are such a man, TH, uncomfortable talking about how you feel. Clearly, Werewolves had a bad rap somewhere in your history. It turned your world upside-down when you fell in love with one, like, the first day you saw this hotness!” Char taunted, her smile widening, her eyes radiant as she looked at her husband.

 “I think we’ve traveled far enough today,” Terry suggested, smiling and reaching for his wife. 

“Me, too.” Char winked, leaning into his embrace.

***

 “We have to work them out. Assuming we’re leaving, the people need to be ready, Mayor.” Mark stood across the table from Billy.

The mayor’s patience had grown so short that he’d removed the chairs from his office, not giving his visitors anywhere to sit. Most of them heard the message loud and clear. 

Sue worked from a chair at the side of the table. Everyone noticed her, a beautiful blonde woman with yellow eyes and Clyde curled up at her feet. They had to look past her to see Billy, Felicity ever present behind him on the couch.

Visitors kept their trips short.

The biggest issue was the freezers. They weren’t eating the food down quickly enough. It wasn’t a bad problem to have.

“You have a grizzly bear running around free out there, Clyde ate my lunch again, and the people are walking around in circles. Can’t you do something different?” Billy wondered.

Sue tried not to snicker. Felicity had taken a liking to the dog and always made two of whatever she was going to feed Billy.

“I guess we could set up something to go outside the city. I’ll work on it, Billy. Tomorrow we take a different route and the Force de Guerre will be there with the people every step of the way!” Mark stated proudly. He stood tall, nodded, and walked out, a far different man than the one who’d walked into that very room on Terry Henry’s heels two and a half years earlier.

“We’re all different,” Billy said. Sue looked sideways at him not knowing what he was thinking.

Felicity had been there at that time and had seen it all. She knew exactly what the mayor was thinking. Mark’s face had been bruised and swollen, as were the others’. Ivan’s face had been smashed in, and he still wore those scars, but now, he wore them with pride. 

He was no longer fat or slovenly.

They were all different. “Shows you what one person can do, doesn’t it?” Felicity offered.

Marcie lay on the floor, wiggling her hands and feet, not yet able to roll over. She giggled and watched as her mother dangled things in front of her small face.

“It only took one person to believe and get us walking in one direction.” Billy looked at the paperwork on the table, a striking woman sitting nearby, Felicity his wife, a baby, and a dog under the table. “Terry’s not even here, hasn’t been a whole lot these past couple years, but he doesn’t need to be. We still believe, and we’re still walking in the same direction. The only difference is that now we have a dog, a bear, a bunch of people with rifles, a herd of cattle, and three times the people.”

“No one is getting beat up, and no one is hungry, Billy dear,” Felicity drawled.

Sue had kicked back and was listening. Clyde was starting to get anxious. He strolled over to sniff the baby, but got too close. The little hand reached up and grabbed a handful of whiskers. She wouldn’t let go. Felicity intervened so no one got hurt. Sue excused herself and headed outside with a whimpering Clyde. Clemson sat outside the front door, waiting in case he needed to run somewhere with a message.

“Damn! You are one fine looking woman,” Billy said, smiling as he took in his wife and child.

“Why thank you,” Felicity smiled back.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Billy chuckled as he slid over and picked up his daughter. 

Old Chicago

“One of the wolves is injured!” James yelled, running into the plant and waving his arms to get someone’s attention. Ted jumped down a flight of stairs and ran as if his hair were on fire. The man continued outside and unerringly ran straight for the shaggy beast without James having to point him out.

The wolf had a gash on his side that was caked with mud and dried blood. Ted slid to a stop and looked at the injury before picking him up and carrying him into the plant. “Get the sewing kit and water, as much water as you can carry.” 

James yelled for Lacy and then dashed sideways once outside the big door to the power plant. The building was eerily silent as no equipment was currently functioning. They’d hear a bang or screech every now and then as Timmons tested this or that. He was still making a list of tasks that needed to be accomplished. 

Timmons couldn’t do much of the work because of a stump where there should have been a hand, but he didn’t let that hold him back. He was in charge of people who had all their limbs intact He kept the whole group hopping, but they also had their own daily routines on top of working at the plant. 

Terry had given each of them something to do, and then put Timmons in charge. 

Every day was a full day of hard work.

James and Lacy had taken their daily ride to the north and tried to make contact with the people they’d seen in that area. After a week, they had yet to realize any success. The active farms would play an important role when the town’s people arrived. 

James and Lacy had just returned from their morning ride, when James saw the injured animal. 

He returned with the sewing kit at the same time Lacy appeared with four flasks of water. 

Ted scrubbed the wound with his own shirt and then started pouring water trying to cleanse the area. The wolf was trembling and snarling. Ted talked and growled to the young male soothing him as best he could. 

 “What happened?” James asked.

“Someone went after him with an axe, it looks like,” Ted said matter of factly. The wolves had grown used to people and had probably gotten too close. 

“Where?” James asked softly, his lip curling with his anger.

Ted looked at a spot in the distance and then shrugged. He put a hand on the heaving chest of the beast in an effort to calm him, then plunged the needle into the first fold of skin. The wolf bucked, but Ted held him. James started to reach in, but Ted warned him off. 

“He’s upset and in a lot of pain. Give him space, James. You don’t want to get bitten, and he’d probably take your whole arm off,” Ted said, trying not to sound alarmist to further upset the shaggy beast. James took an inadvertent step backwards while Ted continued to work. He made big stitches and sewed the worst of the wound closed, tying large knots that would be easier to remove later. 

“Where was the pack?” James asked. His hands clenched and unclenched as he kept looking out the door as if an enemy would burst through at any moment.

“I think northwest of here, toward the forest.” Ted finished and wiped his hands on his shirt. He made to throw it away, then looked at it, realizing that it was his only shirt. He folded it and set it aside. The wolf panted, anxious at being indoors. Ted helped the animal stand and they slowly walked outside. 

“Go get Gerry and Kiwi. I’ll get our horses,” James said as he rotated his rifle from his back to the front and checked to see if he had a round chambered and a full magazine inserted. He followed Ted outside.

The expression on Lacy’s face said that she couldn’t wait to find the one who had done that to one of the wolves.  

***

“Something big,” Char said as she lay next to Terry on their small blanket. The three horses grazed nearby, feeding heavily on the thick green grass at the edge of a Minnesota lake.




Terry stood, looking around for his clothes. Char pointed at nearby bushes. “I could have sworn I left them on the ground,” he pondered, running the few steps to grab his camouflage uniform.




When he finished dressing, he found Char leaning against a stump and watching him. She was still naked. “It’s been awhile, TH. I’m going to go hunt,” she told him. One second later, she was a magnificent wolf with a sleek brown pelt and silver belly fur. She bared her fangs at him, lips pulled back in a dog smile, then turned and loped away.




“Don’t get hurt,” he whispered. He checked his rifle and his gear, then grabbed the nearest saddled horse and swung aboard. He pointed the animal’s nose in the direction Char had gone and spurred it forward.




Char quickly outpaced the horse, sprinting, reveling in her own strength as she blasted through the grasses of the field.




Terry thought he knew what she was running after. He wasn’t sure if she could take down a buffalo all by herself. He was hoping her prey was a deer.




That idea was quickly dashed when he saw the small herd of buffalo ahead. There were no calves. She is going after an adult. Terry urged his horse to greater speed until it galloped, and even then, it was barely able to keep pace with the Werewolf.




    Char never slowed as she ran straight into the middle of the herd.




















CHAPTER TWO




Mark found that he almost had to body block people to keep them from turning where they’d turned for the previous week. They had their heads down and were soldiering on. Today’s route was different and even though he’d already told them, they were on autopilot. 

The new route would take them about five miles out of town. They’d turn at a stream where they could get a drink, and then they’d be free to make it back on their own. 

The Force was spread along the route to help people and keep them moving. Mark had them run back and forth so the townspeople would not see the Force as overlords, but as comrades on a tough journey. 

Which was what they would be, but perception could become reality. 

Mark didn’t want to give them any grist for the mill. So the people walked, the Force walked, Clyde walked, and so did Hank. The bear had become a crowd favorite, although Blackbeard wouldn’t let anyone get too close to the grizzly. Hank was still a wild animal, although Blackie had to admit that the beast liked people, because everyone he met was nice to him. 

The day’s efforts took longer than planned, but the farmers hadn’t been that far outside the town in forever. They hadn’t had the time to be away from their greenhouses and fields, so getting out was like a vacation for them.

Who would have known that the daily conditioning walks would be the social event of the season?

Mark walked with Billy and Felicity. He felt like he was their personal security, even though no one in New Boulder was a threat to them. 

The Force sergeant standing at the mayor’s side. Maybe he felt like it was a partnership between the military and civilians who ran the town. Although the colonel and the major had tried to explain the separation of power, no one understood it or why it was necessary. 

To Mark, it made perfect sense to be walking at Billy’s side. They talked about everything and nothing. Mark even took a turn carrying the baby. He could tell from Felicity’s discomfort while walking that she would be unhappy for the duration of the move. Mark wondered how he could manage that. They had to keep the spirits of the people up, so he couldn’t have the mayor’s wife casting a dark cloud over the town.

Hank ran past the small group that had clumped together with Blackie hot on his tail. The grizzly cub swerved and disappeared into the brush, shortly reappearing halfway up a small tree. 

Billy watched it all. “I’ll be damned. I didn’t know they could climb trees.” 

Felicity shook her head. 

“Good thing he’s on our team, eh, Mayor?” Mark added. 

***

Char picked the smallest, a cow that looked to be nearly five feet tall at the shoulder. She rammed into the thing’s side, hoping to knock it off balance to get a better angle to the animal’s neck.

She only bounced off, but quickly recovered for a second attack. 

The bulls weren’t too keen on having a Werewolf in their midst. As Char crouched to pounce, a two-thousand-pound bull rammed her and threw her into the air. Her cry of pain ended when she landed on another buffalo, frightening a cow. As it bolted, she rolled to avoid getting stepped on. The bull pawed at the ground as it eyed her.

Adrenaline surged through Terry. He crouched low over his horse’s neck and turned its head as it approached the herd. He dove off, cradling his weapon as he rolled and came up running.

Char was crawling backwards to get away from the bull. Terry pulled his whip and cracked it as he ran, trying to get in between Char and the angry animal.

Chaos as the herd scattered. The first cow that Char attacked ran at Terry, her eyes wide in panic. He dodged as it passed. He cracked the whip in front of the bull’s nose to get its attention. It didn’t budge. Its eyes were focused on Char.

He snapped the whip against its head. The great beast snorted and tore the ground as it turned and plowed toward its attacker. Terry slid to a halt, fumbling with his left hand to get his rifle up. The charging bull was too fast. With all the strength in his enhanced legs, Terry jumped straight up. He cleared the bull easily, but the bull had stepped on the end of his whip. Terry didn’t let go and was yanked onto the creature’s back. He bounced off it, finally letting go and flopping into the dirt. With his right hand free, he rolled to a prone position, aimed, and prepared to fire, but the bull was finished. It continued running toward the rest of the herd.

Terry stood stiffly and jogged to where Char, still in Were form, lay panting. He looked her over, happy to see little blood, but knew the pile-driver she took in the side had injured her greatly. She changed into her human self, wincing as she ran a hand down her purpling ribs.

She stretched her arms over her head, grunting with the effort. Her ribs were misshapen and clearly broken, but as Terry watched, they stretched back into place, the purple darkened and then lightened until the bruises disappeared in entirety.

“Holy shit!” Neither one had been hurt badly since the day they killed the boar hog. 

Char flexed and twisted. “Good as new,” she said, turning slightly to strike a demure yet alluring pose for her husband. 

“Holy shit!” Terry reiterated. He liked what he was looking at, but he wasn’t happy with the risk she’d taken. “I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“Heal?” Char asked innocently.

“Yes, that’s what I meant,” Terry said coldly, but he couldn’t stay angry. He hugged her naked body and whispered into her ear. “I can’t lose you, Char.”

“My feelings, exactly,” she replied, biting his neck.

***

James, Lacy, Gerry, Kiwi, and Ted rode four horses up the street. Kiwi was not armed with a rifle, but she carried the ad hoc sword that had cut her arm. She considered it her prize, earned in combat with an enemy. It was part of her native tradition to carry the souvenirs of your enemy’s weapons into battle, and she carried it with pride. 

Gerry had even made a scabbard out of untanned deer hide. 

Ted urged his horse into a trot and the others followed suit. They were heading northwest to where Ted knew the rest of the pack was located. He’d find the wolves and see if he could learn about the people who attacked one of the pack. James said he wanted to talk with these people, but no one believed that. 

They were all angry. One of their friends had been wounded and they sought revenge. 

Ted was the angriest of all. His jaw was set and eyes narrowed as he scanned the way ahead. His senses were on high alert as he took the group unerringly toward the pack, now nine members strong while the injured animal found his way back to the power plant, staying there after his treatment. Ted hoped the young male wasn’t chewing out his stitches. He’d told him not to.

But he was a wolf. 

Ted led them into an urban forest. Trees were heavily overgrown, pushing out houses and other structures. The wolf pack was gathered under a large tree, but they weren’t laying down. It was like they were waiting. 

Ted waved a hand, and they trotted away. 

He motioned for the others to follow. 

They continued through the forest, through more urban sprawl, and then started across an open field. The wolf pack stopped. On the far side was a house with a tendril of smoke coming from the chimney. High stone walls surrounded the building. 

They’d been traveling for hours and that explained why the crazies that attacked the FDG hadn’t made their way out this far, but the wolf pack had gotten here by following game. 

Ted became even angrier thinking about the injured wolf who walked all the way back to the plant. 

The poor creature must have been in agony.

Ted screamed in rage and spurred his mount forward. The others on horseback galloped across the field. Kiwi hung on tightly as Gerry leaned low over his horse’s mane. As usual, he rode to the side of the main group, preferring to be in a place where he could see ahead, riding freely to respond if needed. 

He was the best horseman of the group.

And he didn’t mind that Kiwi hugged him tightly. 

Ted pulled the reins back on his horse, making the animal buck as it slid to a stop. He jumped off and started yelling for the people to come out.

“Fuck off!” someone yelled gruffly from inside the small compound. 

“You hurt my wolf and now I’m going to hurt you, asshat!” the usually sedate Ted yelled back.

“That’ll entice him to come out,” James told Lacy in a low voice, but Ted heard him, whirling and glaring at James.

Lacy adjusted as James froze. “Let’s find out what happened, Ted,” Lacy offered. Ted grit his teeth, then turned away from the compound, swinging his arms angrily.

Lacy climbed down and made a wide arc around the Werewolf. 

“Hello!” she called. James followed her, holding his rifle across his arms, thumb on the selector lever.

Gerry climbed down as well and stayed to Lacy’s side. The group approached a rough door set into the wall, aware that they looked threatening. 

“We just want to know what happened. It looked like somebody took an axe to our friend. There must have been a reason,” she called out, hoping that her feminine voice would disarm those inside. 

“He went after our cattle! We can’t afford to lose no more seeing as we only got three left,” an older voice called. 

Ted sighed heavily and walked toward the pack. They laid down in the field as Ted reached them. He leaned down and scratched some ears as he talked to them in a way that only he understood. When Ted turned back to the compound, he nodded, hanging his head and slumping his shoulders.

Revenge didn’t look so tasty. 

***

“This sucks!” someone said from up ahead. Billy craned his neck trying to see who said it. There seemed to be a small skirmish, then more people joined as sides were chosen and people waded into the fray.

Billy started running. Felicity shook her head and adjusted the blanket keeping the sun off Marcie. She slowed to a stop and watched from where she was.

Mark ran after Billy, catching him easily, then staying close to his side. Mark didn’t want the mayor in the middle of a brawl. 

When they arrived, that was exactly what they found: twenty or thirty people rolling around, throwing poorly aimed punches, grabbing and yelling. Someone got bit. There was howling and crying. 

“Just fucking stop!” Billy yelled. His fists were clenched and he looked like he wanted to get into the middle of it. Mark put a hand on his arm to hold him back. Billy glared at him. “Well? Do your fucking job!” 

Mark wasn’t sure what that meant, because the colonel had never mentioned anything about riot control. 

The people hadn’t been in a position to riot before. Maybe they’d grown comfortable in their lives and this was their external manifestation of their anxiety over leaving New Boulder behind. 

Mark had no idea about the philosophy of anxiety. All he knew was that he had just been made responsible for stopping the fight.

“Fuck it,” Mark said, jacking a round into the chamber and shooting into the air. Ammunition wasn’t that easy to come by, but the reloads that Adams and Xandrie had made helped a little. The gunpowder they provided smoked to high heaven, always throwing a huge white cloud from the rifle. 

Just like a blunderbuss. 

The people slowed but didn’t stop. Punches kept flying. Mark fired one more time and then re-slung the weapon over his back. He looked for other members of the Force, but found himself alone. 

“Fuck it,” he repeated. He grabbed two people who were rolling around on the ground. One was from the third greenhouse and one from the last. The woman from number three bit him as he pulled her to her feet. He punched her in the head and she dropped like a sack of potatoes. The man who had been fighting her yelled and took a swing. 

“Watch it, dickweed!” Mark growled, tripping the man and shoving him back to the ground. Mark waded farther into the fray, randomly punching people as he passed. 

At the middle of it all, Mark found Pepe and Ernie, the farmer who ran the third greenhouse. He grabbed them both by their collars and leaned into them, grinding their faces into the dirt until they let go of each other. 

    Then stars exploded before Mark’s eyes and the last thing he remembered was falling over the two men he held on the ground.




















CHAPTER THREE




“Okay, your way,” Char conceded. They were both on their horses and Char used her Werewolf sense to locate the herd of buffalo. Terry would try to bring down the small cow with his rifle, unsure if it had enough knock-down power. She scoffed, and he accepted the challenge. She made sure her pistols were ready, because they wouldn’t leave a wounded animal. 

Once the first shot was taken, the animal would have to die. Terry wanted it to be clean, limit the beast’s suffering. Char wouldn’t say it, but she felt like she’d failed. She thought that she should have been able to kill a cow in her enhanced state. 

But she didn’t even make a dent. She was stronger, but was she worse off? 

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“About what?” Terry asked.

“Not being able to bring the cow down. We should be cleaning it right now, getting it ready so we don’t go hungry the rest of the trip. Am I losing my edge, TH?” Char wondered.

“Bullshit!” he exclaimed. “Bad tactics, that’s all. Overconfidence. You tried to body slam a one thousand pound animal, probably not the first thing you should have tried.” 

Terry started to laugh, thinking about how Char bounced off the buffalo, but reality slapped him in the face when he had seen the bull charge into her. He wanted both vengeance and to show that sometimes prey is still prey, even if they won a battle. 

Char just wanted to eat.

“Let’s go kill us a buffalo,” he said, looking serious and kicking his horse into action. Char rode with Terry to round up the other horses that they’d left behind. 

When Char was in her own saddle, pulling the second horse, Terry’s horse trotted in the direction that Char pointed. Over a rise and into a small valley they rode until coming across the small herd grazing within a stand of short trees. Terry circled to get the best view, keeping the wind toward his front as best he could. 

He dismounted slowly, walked a few steps, and took a knee. He aimed into the shadows, walking the front sight post of his rifle past the buffalo until he found one at the right angle. He couldn’t count on shooting behind the front leg. The round may not penetrate, so he decided on a head shot, but a buffalo’s head was low to the ground, with a great deal of bone in the skull. 

The cow ripped up a mouthful of grass and chewed, not knowing that its fate had been determined. 

Terry exhaled and squeezed. The rifle bucked and the herd jumped at the noise. Terry fired another round, then another, before jumping up and running at the cow. Char sat with the other horse a hundred yards farther away. 

“My turn,” she said. She leapt from her saddle and tore her clothes off, changing into Were form while running after Terry Henry. 

TH had no intention of taking on the herd. He only wanted to get close enough to take a shot or six, try to get one to penetrate to the beast’s heart. The cow was stunned, but the bulls were prancing and not running off. 

Terry took a position behind a tree trunk and braced the rifle against the bark as he aimed. He didn’t have an angle at the shoulder, so he fired repeatedly at the cow’s head. 

It dropped to its front knees, settled to the ground, and flopped onto its side. Terry waited, watching the bulls who weren’t moving. Sleek brown fur ran by him and into the woods. 

Char danced around the much larger buffalo and enticed them to chase her. They had no chance of catching her and as long as she was running, they weren’t a threat. She led them away, then reappeared after Terry made sure his target was dead. He didn’t like the fact that it took him ten shots to do it, but looking at the quantity of meat they’d get, the round per pound was a good trade-off.

A Werewolf stood next to TH. They both looked at the buffalo. Terry turned back to Char, waiting for her to change back because he didn’t mind seeing her naked, but she remained a Werewolf. 

She dipped her muzzle toward the cow. 

“What? You want me to cut out some choice bits for you, is that it?” 

She nodded, then pointed her nose back to the cow. He scratched behind Char’s ears and kissed her hairy forehead. He held her face and looked into her purple eyes, watching them dilate as she looked back. 

After a few moments, she bumped his hand and pointed back to the cow. 

“Fine,” he replied, pulling the knife without the silvered blade and got to work. 

***

Water splashed into his face and brought him around. He spluttered and coughed as he blinked the water away. 

“Cock!” he blurted out. There was a group of people, all dusty and many with bloody lips, standing aside and watching. Billy leaned over him, smiling. 

“Good, you’re awake,” Billy said pleasantly. He sported a black eye and his knuckles were raw and bleeding. 

Mark rubbed his head, feeling the knot. “Which peckerhead hit me?” he demanded.

“None of that. The fight’s done. People needed to blow off some steam, although I applaud your courage in walking into the middle of it. Stupid, but courageous as all can get out. I applaud you!” Billy clapped softly. 

Mark was confused. 

Ivan showed up behind Billy, shouldered his way past, and helped Mark to his feet. “Nightwatch, what the fuck?” 

“Billy has it under control. That’s it for today. We’re heading home. Back at it tomorrow, same route, and Billy said he was going to walk with those two knuckleheads who started it,” Ivan said as Mark stood unsteadily. 

“Who hit me?” Mark demanded. Ivan shrugged. 

“Let it go.” 

“No!” Mark yelled, swaying. “Which one of you douchebags hit me?” 

Pepe had an arm draped over Maria’s shoulder. She raised one hand and waved it. 

“God damn it!” Mark declared and tried to storm off, but tripped and fell. Ivan picked him up.

“I told you to let it go.” Ivan maintained a tighter grip on the sergeant so he didn’t escape a second time. 

***

The door cracked and an old face looked out. Lacy was facing the old man from twenty feet away. Gerry and James flanked her and watched. They had their hands on their rifles, but the weapons were pointed away.

“The wolves came after my cattle!” he declared boldly through missing teeth. “Ain’t seen no wolves out here ever before.” 

“They came with us. They know that those are your cattle and they will leave them alone from now on. Won’t they, Ted?” Lacy yelled over her shoulder.

Ted was sitting on the ground and the wolves were packed in tightly around him. He had retreated into himself and the wolves were keeping him company. 

“I’m Private Lacy. That’s Corporal James and Private Geronimo. Kiwidinok is holding the horses. Gunner Ted and his wolf pack. We’re from the Force de Guerre and we’re here to bring civilization back,” Lacy mimicked what she’d heard the colonel say. 

“Civilization? What kind of nonsense are you spewing, girl?” The old man curled his lip as he spoke. Lacy clenched her fists. 

“Private. Private Lacy, not girl,” she coldly instructed him. 

“Yeah, whatever,” the old man said. James stepped forward and grabbed her arm to keep her from beating the crap out of the old man. 

“Stop that, you son of a bitch,” an old woman’s voice called out, followed by the sound of a slap. 

“God damn it, woman!” He ducked back behind the door. There was the sound of another slap and then the door was flung open. 

“Holy shit!” Gerry said as he looked at the woman who could have been Mrs. Grimes’ twin sister. 

“You look like nice, young people, nothing like others we’ve seen,” she offered as she approached, wiping her hands on her apron. It was hard for the three to look unkindly on the old woman, although they remained fearful. They each shook hands with her. “I’m Betty and this train wreck is Lester.”

“We just wanted to get to the bottom of what happened to our friend. Now that we’ve learned what there is to know, we’ll be on our way. We have a bit of a ride. We are at the old power plant in Waukegan, I believe it’s called. Within a year, we expect to have the power turned back on and we also expect to have three hundred and fifty more people settling in this area,” James said. 

The old lady raised her eyebrows, whether in surprise or disbelief, they couldn’t tell. 

“We will be looking to trade with anyone who has something to offer, especially in the way of food. We will have our own cattle, so maybe we can work something out. Or you could move closer to us where we’ll take the responsibility to keep you safe.” Lacy sounded confident, but nothing was swaying the old man. “Nice wall. I expect it kept out the crazies. You won’t be bothered by anyone like them again. It’s our job to make sure of that.” 

“Thank you for your time,” James said, then he turned and headed toward his horse. The others followed, leaving Betty and Lester to themselves. Nothing speaks as loudly as actions. They had no intention of getting into the old couple’s business. 

Gerry swung by the wolf pack to see if Ted was okay. It took ten minutes of calmly talking with the man before Gerry convinced him it was time to go back to the power plant. When Ted finally agreed, he sent the pack ahead. As one, the nine wolves stood and loped away from the small walled compound and toward their new home. 

***

“My God! I can’t eat another bite,” Char complained, sitting back. Terry looked at her stomach, distended, almost like a snake that had choked down a turtle. 

Terry pointed to her stomach and then held his hands up. He lifted his shirt and tapped his six pack. She lifted hers and slid her hand around in a circle as if she were rubbing a genie’s belly. 

“What am I going to do with you?” he playfully asked.

“Nothing, until some of this digests,” she parried, continuing to sit with her shirt pulled up and distended stomach exposed. 

The fire was smoldering, just as Terry wanted it. The meat was packed tightly within his field expedient smoker, a blanket keeping in the heat and smoke. He’d have to keep turning it to make sure everything was fully treated. They needed the buffalo meat to last for the next month. 

Which was what he figured it would take Char to digest all that she’d eaten. She gorged as a Werewolf, but after changing back to human form, she had eaten again. 

“The injury?” Terry thought out loud. 

“I think that was it. Those little mutant nanocytes are going to town in there. They need food to replace all the energy they expended fixing me.” She sighed contentedly, closed her eyes, and fell asleep.

Terry watched her, enjoying how she looked, while knowing that her real beauty was on the inside. 

He turned to the buffalo hide, a massive thing that he’d mostly skinned in one piece. Terry used a rock to clean off the inside and scrape the leather free of any residual tendon, fat, or muscle. After that, he’d use a mixture made from the animal’s brain to tan it. 

He thought it was disgusting, but when that was the only thing available, that was what was used. It worked perfectly fine. He wanted the hide to soften so he and Char could use it as a blanket while traveling in the cold or as a floor covering. He wondered if Clyde would want to chew on it. 

He wondered how Clyde was doing.

*** 

“Our Billy Spires?” Adams asked. 

Sue sat on the couch after a full day. Clyde was across her lap, snoring softly. She absentmindedly stroked his fur. Adams and Xandrie were looking at her, waiting for her to answer. 

“Yes, Billy seemed as happy as a pig in shit when he was wailing on those people,” Sue finally replied. “At the end of it all, everyone was smiling and laughing, everyone except Mark. Maria brained him with a rock!” Sue recounted the story of the brawl.

“These people are lunatics,” Shonna offered, amused at the situation.

“But they’re our lunatics,” Adams answered. 

The smoke from their barbecue wafted in through the open windows. Xandrie bolted out the door to check on their dinner. Although they preferred their meat closer to raw, the current stock had just thawed. To the Werewolf palate, the difference between fresh and frozen was best offset by a few minutes on an open fire to sear the outside and bring the inside temperature up. They’d eat it rare and enjoy it.

“Where’d you get this stuff?” Sue asked.

“Hunting has been off a bit, and these people eat a lot! So we had to help ourselves to one of the freezers.” Adams looked smug.

“Oh no,” Sue cried. “Billy’s conducting an inventory tomorrow to start rationing out the frozen foods. All new stuff is to be turned into jerky. He told you that. I was right there!” 

“So what? We need to eat.” Adams stood and put his fists on his hips. “We’ve already done the starvation thing and fuck no.” 

He stormed outside to join Xandrie. 

“There’s going to be hell to pay,” Sue called out the window. 

***

Maria held a rag with cold water on Pepe’s face. He winced when the rag touched. 

“I can’t believe you were rolling around in the dirt like that. What? Are you fifteen again, fighting for the honor of taking me to the dance?” The smile lines around Maria’s eyes crinkled as she looked at her husband. 

“He wasn’t very nice, and I’d had enough. To say that the heat and drought was Terry Henry Walton’s fault was stupid. Ernie’s stupid, and I had to punch him right in his stupid face!” Pepe whined. 

“That’s fine, dear,” Maria cooed. 

“And I’ll do it again, too, if he opens his stupid mouth!”

“Now, now, my little fighter, we’re not going to have a next time. Leave him be. It’s going to be a long enough walk as it is without the great greenhouse feud to keep us company. It’s too hot outside to let those fires burn,” she told him, making it clear that her tolerance was at an end.

Pepe didn’t have to think for long as he nodded to Maria. He couldn’t have everyone mad at him. “Okay. No fighting.” 

    He hoped he could live up to his promise. He thought of Ernie. He still wanted to punch him right in his stupid face. 




















CHAPTER FOUR




The horses were loaded with hundreds and hundreds of pounds of smoked buffalo. It had taken two days to prepare that much and Terry was out of patience. 

“I’m not hungry for buffalo. I may never be hungry for buffalo again,” Terry said. Char felt the same way after eating to excess and then staring at their ad hoc smokehouse for the last two days. 

“I’m going to have to be pretty hungry before I take another bite and judging from my metabolism, that’ll be about two-thirty this afternoon,” Char replied, surrendering to the situation.  

“What’s happening to us?” Terry asked. 

“Did you know that your eyes glowed red when you fought Timmons?” Char declared.

“What? You never thought to share that tidbit with me before now?” Terry was surprised by the revelation.

“Ain’t nothing but a thang,” she answered, letting the words roll off her tongue slowly. 

“Vamps glow red,” Terry stated.

Char nodded. “I know, but you’re not one of them.” 

“How can we be sure?” Terry wondered, looking into the distance as he contemplated the possibilities. He only felt stronger, not like he wanted to drink anyone’s blood. He couldn’t feel the etheric like the Werewolves and definitely not like a Vampire. 

“We’re sure,” Char told him. Her tone suggested that the topic was at an end. 

“I’m still not hungry for buffalo…” he replied.

***

Mark looked at the platoon, standing at attention in formation. Billy was stopping by soon to talk with the Force.

The sergeant wondered what kind of wisdom Billy Spires was going to share. Mark’s head still hurt from getting hit, even though it had happened days ago. 

“At ease!” Mark called from in front of the formation. The people kept their right feet planted while they stretched their legs and their bodies. 

Hank was making a great deal of noise. They had shut the gate to his enclosure, but he wanted out. He was standing against the fence, watching the people. 

The grizzly cub decided to take matters into his own paws and started to climb over the fence. The top board of the gate split and cracked in half as Hank balanced his entire body weight before going over. He fell outside the enclosure, no worse the wear.

He ambled to the formation where he nudged Blackbeard, before sitting by the young man’s side. 

Mark and the others had watched the whole thing and missed Billy’s arrival. 

“Ah-ten-SHUN!” Mark ordered and the group snapped to attention. 

“This is me, Mark, relax,” Billy said, slapping the man on the back. 

“Sergeant,” he whispered back. 

“Yes, Sergeant!” Billy perked up, pleased with himself.

Mark wondered if Billy had found a stash of anti-psychotic drugs and was helping himself. He seemed different and not in a good way. He was too happy.

“At ease!” the sergeant ordered. 

Blackie instantly dropped a hand to scratch the bear behind the ears. Hank sat quietly, enjoying the attention from his human friend.

The others leaned to and fro in order to see the mayor. 

“I wanted to talk to you about the security of the people of New Boulder,” Billy started, holding his hands behind his back and shuffling in the dirt of the barracks’ front yard. The smile had disappeared and he looked like the Billy of old, the one before Terry showed up in town. 

Billy’s voice was gruff.

“The fight that we saw, that Mark got into the middle of, wasn’t the only one you’ll see. There will be more, many more. What do we do?” 

Billy paused, pursing his lips and chewing over his next words. “Terry, Char, and I spent some time talking about this. The question is, when we are traveling, will your attention be better spent watching out, away from our people, or watching in, seeing what they are doing and keeping our own people from making trouble. What do you think your colonel said?” 

No one answered so Mark stepped up. “That we look outward, watch for threats to the people of New Boulder.” He knew that was the right answer, because the colonel had said repeatedly that the town’s people were not the threat. 

“That’s right,” Billy called out, loud enough for everyone to hear. “But who will keep the peace within the town? We don’t have enough people to have a police force.”

“Why not?” Mark asked without thinking how that question might resonate. “Not trying to argue, Billy, but when we leave, everyone’s job is going to be walking. Can’t we get some of the older people to watch over the others, stop them before they get to swinging at each other? Like Mrs. Grimes. She keeps us in line.” 

The snickers from the platoon suggested Mark had hit a chord. Billy watched them closely. 

He hadn’t considered that. “Wait here,” he told them, and he walked to the front door. He called inside to see if Mrs. Grimes was there, although he could not have imagined where else she would have been. She must have yelled back because Billy opened the door and walked in.

Mrs. Grimes started yelling for him to remove his shoes, followed by Billy arguing, followed by the sound of a wooden spoon impacting flesh. 

The platoon chuckled uncontrollably. They wanted to hear Mrs. Grimes giving a good one to Billy. 

Everything quieted down and the platoon lost interest. Hank decided it was time to play and rolled over Blackie, continuing down the squad and knocking the rest out of formation. 

When Billy returned, it looked like a scrum with the bear in the middle of a pile of bodies. He stopped and watched, then continued toward Mark.

“I’ll tell you, Mark, that I was starting to worry about all this, but bringing Mrs. Grimes and those like her into the mix, that was genius. I expect even Terry Henry Walton would approve!” Billy reared back and took a full swing, slapping Mark on the arm. 

Mark saw it coming and braced himself, tightening the muscles in his body as he’d been taught how to take a blow without getting hurt. 

Billy’s hand stopped cold. “Force de Guerre workouts making you as hard as woodpecker lips!” The mayor laughed as he walked away. The sergeant watched him go, understanding that Billy had been trying to put on a brave face while stress had been tearing at his insides. The happiness was feigned, which Mark had thought to be drugs.

It was just Billy’s small body screwing with him. 

We could all use a little stress relief, Mark thought as he turned to face the formation, which had degenerated into rolling bodies surrounding one young grizzly. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” he yelled.

***

“Stop chewing your stitches!” Ted said in a huff as the wolf looked at him with its big yellow eyes. He stared back, his eyes just as yellow, until the upstart young male looked away. 

The wound was healing and the wolf’s licking was helping to keep it from getting infected, but he was biting at the stitches. Gerry and Kiwi watched Ted work with the shaggy gray beast. 

“I have a question, if you don’t mind me prying,” Geronimo started. 

Ted motioned for him to continue.

“You are so gentle, a kind person. If I hadn’t seen it, I would never believe that you’re a Werewolf, not anything like what we saw from the others,” Gerry haltingly said. He didn’t want to say Timmons’ name, but when he was in his Were form, he was violent and vicious. Until he lost his hand, he had maintained that persona in human form, too. 

“Werewolves are like people,” Ted replied, smiling and petting the wolf at his feet. “There are all kinds, just like our lives. I liked my life before, and I like my life now. They are different, but both good.” 

Gerry wasn’t sure what Ted’s answer meant. He’d have to think further. 

Kiwi approached and put her hands on Ted’s arm. “When you know who you are, when your mission is clear and you burn with the inner fire of unbreakable will, no cold can touch your heart; no deluge can dampen your purpose. You know that you are alive. This is what Black Feather has told us.” Kiwi’s eyes were unfocused as she repeated the quote. 

Ted stopped petting the dog and put a hand on the young girl’s head. To her, he would have looked like a man not much older than Gerry. 

“Thank you, Kiwidinok. Never lose the wisdom of your people.” Ted had looked at her, cupping her young face in his hand as she looked adoringly at him. 

As one of the beautiful people, he’d seen it before, and knew that pouring cold water early was the key. “I’m not for you. I have a mate, and we are both over one hundred years old. Go on, now. I thought you two were set to explore to the south.”

Kiwi looked away quickly, embarrassment reddening her cheeks. 

Ted closed his eyes, and looked to the south as far as he could see. “Animals, but no people to the south. If you don’t ride farther than an hour away, you should be free to explore.” 

Gerry thanked Ted and waited for Kiwi to join him. She squeezed Ted’s arm, turned, and hurried out the main door to the plant.

Gerry rushed to catch up to her as she made a beeline for the horses. “Hey, wait up!” he called when she broke into a run. She jogged, slowed, and stopped, her shoulders slumped and her head down.

The young man was torn, having no experience with women. He had a major crush on Kiwi, and that threw his mind into disarray. He stood there and looked dumbly at her. 

Kiwi’s hair was jet black and like a raven’s wing, looked blue in the sunlight. She always looked well-tanned, because that was the natural color of her skin. Dark brown almond-shaped eyes were set wide in a round face. Her body was lean from always running, always doing something. She had boundless energy and used it.

When she finally looked up, her eyes were glistening, but no tears ran down her face. “What are you looking at?” she snapped. 

Gerry took an involuntary step back as if he’d been slapped. “Nothing,” he replied weakly, then he turned and walked toward the horses. She watched him go. He was nothing like the young braves of her home village. She liked him, but had no experience with men. 

She stalked up behind him and kicked his foot as he was trying to take a step. Gerry stumbled and fell. “Ha, ha!” she called and ran past him. 

“What the fuck was that?” Gerry’s rifle had smacked against the ground when he fell, and he took a moment to check it over to make sure it wasn’t damaged. 

“Don’t be a dick,” she shot back, the smile disappearing from her face. She wanted to kick him while he sat on the ground looking at his precious rifle. Didn’t he know that he was supposed to throw it all away and chase after her? The other braves would have. 

And when they caught her, she’d kick their asses a second time.

Gerry watched her, wondering. He would have to talk with James and Lacy later, because there was something he was missing and had no idea what it was.

Kiwi saddled one horse while Geronimo saddled the other. They both mounted their rides and sat comfortably. Gerry was a master horseman, but Kiwi had been raised with horses and was almost as good as him.

With one look, that was how it started. Gerry saw it as a challenge and bolted out front, but Kiwi was hot on his heels. 

They climbed the bank on the roadway in front of the plant and settled into a flat out race. After two minutes of galloping, the horses naturally slowed until Gerry’s pulled up and started hobbling. The young man forgot everything else as he reined back and dismounted. 

The horseshoes had disintegrated during the journey, and although they’d repaired them at the time, Gerry had removed the shoes when they finally settled in to their new home, and they had not yet found replacements. 

Racing the horses without shoes was ill-advised. Gerry’s mount had split its hoof and it was all Gerry’s fault. 

“FUCK!” he yelled as he stroked the horse’s nose. Blood trickled along the crack. It was deep. He had been religiously trimming the hooves of all the horses, but saw where it was off balance where the crack had happened. He hadn’t gotten the trimming correct. 

Kiwi joined him and bent down to study the hoof. “We need to trim it and then staple it together while it heals. It will heal, but it will take time, maybe a year. We’ll be right here with her the whole time, making sure that it’s taken care of. 

Geronimo looked past the tears in his eyes. Kiwi looked confident, nodding as she held the reins of her horse. Without thinking, he leaned down and kissed her. She pulled herself into his embrace. When they separated, they were both breathing heavily. 

Then Kiwi stomped on Gerry’s foot and danced away. 

“God damn it, that hurt!” he exclaimed but after his first kiss, he couldn’t be angry. He looked to his horse. “It’ll be okay, girl, but we have to get home and tell Ted he has another patient. I think we’ve got more than a mile to go.” 

Gerry led the horse into the soft dirt at the side of the road and started walking. A hard wind was blowing off the lake. He looked into it, seeing boats bobbing in a small harbor. 

“Kiwi! After we get the horse settled, we need to come back and check that out,” he said, pointing at the boats. 

    He didn’t know that she was deathly afraid of the water.




















CHAPTER FIVE




“I thought there was more to see,” Char complained, looking at the barren lands through which they traveled. North Dakota was still a grassy plain with wide open spaces, but it wasn’t the Wastelands. Those hadn’t encroached that far north.

“It looks different heading the other way,” Terry said matter-of-factly.

Char turned in her saddle and looked. She was confused. “Does not.”

Terry bit his lip to keep from laughing. 

“You bastard!” Terry knew when a beating was imminent, so he kicked his horse into a gallop. They raced through the open lands, following the path cleared for the old interstate. When Terry saw a small lake, he veered toward it.

***

Char couldn’t catch him because she was pulling the third horse. She couldn’t even match Terry’s pace. He increased the distance between them until she watched him slow and turn toward something. 

The horse stumbled and fell. Terry went with it, disappearing into the grass. Moments later, the sound of the shot was clear in the still air. Char let go of the other horse and urged her animal to greater speed. The second shot alarmed her even more.

***

Terry launched himself from the falling horse and into the grass, unsure where the round had hit his mount. He crawled quickly to the side and assumed a firing position, aiming through the heavy grass in the direction from which the shot had come. He couldn’t see anything, but heard the crunch of furtive footfalls. A second shot rang out. The sound of it hitting his horse was unmistakable. 

Terry heard the horse running from behind him. Char was racing into an ambush. 

He leaned backward, coming to one knee, and looked for the enemy. He still couldn’t see anything. They’d gone to ground as Char raced closer.

He jumped up. “Get down!” he yelled, diving to the ground as he did so. The round whizzed over his head. Terry crouched low and shuffled away, listening for the horse and hoping that the last shot fired was at him and not Char. 

Terry broke into a run, exposing himself to the enemy, but he increased speed to something that no human should have been capable of. He angled in a semi-circle to his right to come in behind the enemy. A break in the grass suggested someone had trampled it down. He headed toward it.

He waved at Char, pointing at where he thought the attacker was located. As he closed the last thirty feet, he thumbed the selector lever to full automatic, fired into the space, and then leapt into the air, preparing to finish the job. 

But there weren’t any targets, only a door, flat against the ground. Terry landed next to it and dodged, diving again into the grass beside the small open area. He studied it quickly, the door, then looked outward for firing ports of any kind. 

He saw none. 

What was hidden beneath that door? 

*** 

Char approached the area, unsure of what Terry had seen and wondering why he fired his weapon on automatic. The shooter must have surprised him. 

She remained low, using Terry’s horse for cover. She had a hand on the beast, but her sense had already told her that it was dead. She also knew that there were a number of people underground. 

Char pulled both pistols and stood, walking at a ninety-degree angle to the tunnel entrance. She stayed to the side and walked casually to Terry, who watched her closely, understanding that she knew where the shooter was. 

“They’re in the tunnels, down there.” She pointed.

“Tunnels? They?” Terry considered the new information.

“Five, from what I see,” she whispered, then held a finger to her lips. She motioned Terry to the left, while she moved right. They took positions to either side of the door and waited, as if they were hunting a ground hog by watching for it to stick its head out of a hole. 

The door was soundless as it inched open. Terry and Char kept their feet out of sight. She signaled that it was just one person. They waited.

It inched open farther and farther. When there was a gap of almost a foot on the front side, Terry jumped into the air, coming down with both feet to drive the door into the head of the person opening it. The door whumped to the ground. Terry jumped aside and ripped the door open, throwing it backwards. 

Rough-hewn stairs descended to a small platform, then continued deeper into the earth. A young boy was lying on the landing. Terry climbed down to him, checking his pulse.

The boy was alive, but his head was bleeding freely. Terry pulled the boy’s shirt off and held against the wound. He saw that the child wasn’t armed.

Char looked into the darkness of the tunnel before checking on the boy. “What kind of asshole would send a boy to check on the people they just shot at?” Char whispered angrily. 

“Where are they?” Terry growled.

“Coming up.” She tipped her chin for him to hide at the side. Terry crawled away as the first round ripped through the boards of the platform, barely missing the unconscious boy. 

Terry held his rifle at arm’s length and fired blindly down the tunnel. Char scooped the boy into her arms and in two steps, was out the door. Terry clicked the lever to full auto and waved a figure eight as he fired into the tunnel until his bolt locked to the rear. He followed Char outside, then slammed the door. 

A bullet tore through the wood of the door, sending splinters into Terry’s arm. 

“I’ve had about enough of you fuckers!” Terry called as he ripped into the grass, pulling up great bundles until he had a full armload. He put the pile in front of the door, then gathered a second bundle. 

Char waved at him frantically and pointed at the door, signaling that two people were on the platform behind it. Terry locked a fresh magazine into place and let the bolt go home, chambering the next round. He selected semi-automatic and standing near the door, walked the rounds through it, sweeping left and right. 

***

“Where’s the food?” Billy said, staring at the empty freezer. “Who stole the food?” 

He looked at Sue, who had been dutifully taking notes as they conducted their inventory. She shook her head although she knew very well who had emptied the freezer. She’d enjoyed some of its fare the night before. 

Billy hurried through the rest of his inspection. Once complete, he ran back to the mayor’s house. Sue was torn whether to tell him or not. She decided against it, hoping that no one had seen the others.

He stormed into the house, yelling for Clemson. The young man was nowhere around. 

“Sue, can you run to the barracks, get Mark for me?” Billy inquired, although it didn’t seem like he was asking. “We’ve got criminals to find and punish.”

***

Char drew a finger across her throat. Terry pulled the door open slowly, keeping himself to the side. He flicked his head past the opening and away. Two people were down. He held the door open with one arm and kicked the two piles of dry grass inside. He shut the door, took a knee, and pulled his flint. A small bush became the target of his sparks and once it caught, it went up like a torch.

He opened the door, kicked it through, and let the door slam back into place.  

There was enough air flow within the tunnel that the dry grasses caught. Soon, they could hear the flames crackling against the back side of the door. It cracked and the fire licked through. 

“Time to go,” Terry snarled. Char held her hands out.

“What do we do with him?” she asked. 

Terry had forgotten that they’d pulled the boy out. “I guess we’re going to be kidnappers. Add it to our list of crimes against humanity.” Terry ran his hand through his hair. 

He looked back at the door as the fire was consuming it. “Fuck you!” he raged. “Why did you make me do that?” 

“We better go,” Char said, picking the boy up and throwing him over her shoulder as she started to run. 

The prairie grasses were on fire. 

Terry, tipped the buffalo meat onto the ground, unbuckled the heavy saddlebags, and ran after Char. The bags bounced against his back. He threw a glance over his shoulder, seeing that the fire was already around the horse, destroying it—the meat, the saddle, all of it. 

Terry had his rifle, his knives, his bullwhip, and two saddlebags heavy with ammunition and other small supplies necessary for survival. 

His flasks had been tied to the pommel. The pommel was on the saddle, which was in the middle of a growing conflagration.

They were down to the water that Char carried, but there were three people who needed to drink. 

The fire burned between them and the lake. 

Char caught her horse and used it to run down the second one. Terry ran to them, mounting quickly so they could ride away without getting trapped.

“Good job back there,” Char said, shaking her head. 

“Penis pullers made me angry,” he replied. “Fuckers shot my horse.”

“You showed them. No horse for them. I wonder if that was a family or if they were starving.” Char looked ahead, breathing a sigh of relief as they’d gotten past the end of the fire and were leaving it far behind. 

“That’s not fair,” Char said, arguing with herself. “They weren’t going to go without a fight.”

A titanic explosion rocked the ground, sending dirt flying from the hole where the door had been. A pillar of flame followed the debris upward. 

The horses bucked and whinnied. Terry and Char looked at each other. “What the hell did they have in there?” Terry wondered.

***

Sue ran into Clemson on her way out the front door. She intercepted him and sent him after Mark. When she returned after being gone for two minutes, Billy was incensed, looking like his head was going to explode.

“I found Clemson. He’s on his way out there right now. He runs faster than me, so you’ll get Mark more quickly. You have to relax, Billy.” Sue tried to sound calm.

Billy was having none of it. He stomped his feet as he pounded his way around his office. Felicity started to leave but he stopped her by blocking her way. She raised her eyebrows at him. 

He looked at her and sighed, then stepped aside, hanging his head. She stayed where she was.

“Just when I thought we were getting through to them,” Billy said, pursing his lips before he continued. “Somebody stole from the town, they stole from me, Felicity.”

His voice was gruff, but his tone was that of a small child. Felicity pulled him to her and hugged her husband.

“We’ll find out what happened. I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation, dear,” she drawled pleasantly, unperturbed by Billy’s take on the issue. She didn’t believe anyone would simply steal a freezer empty. No one was getting fat. In her mind, they’d progressed to the point where she expected people simply to take what they needed and replace it when they were able.

An attitude that she would not have had years ago when she first arrived in New Boulder. 

“Let’s take a drive, Billy dear. The baby would love a nice nap in the backseat,” Felicity offered.

“But Mark is on his way and the car isn’t running right,” Billy said softly, feeling his world weighing him down. 

“Sue can handle Mark, get him turned loose on trying to figure out what happened. And we’ll stop by the plant. Maybe one of those two nice engineers down there will be able to help you.” Felicity lifted his head and the two slowly walked away. 

Sue sat at the table and wondered how in the hell she was going to resolve the situation. 

    “I told them this was going to be a shit sandwich, but nooooo, who would believe little old Sue?” she mocked as she sat there by herself, with only the walls to take pleasure in her dilemma.




















CHAPTER SIX




“What’s your name, little guy?” Char asked the boy when he finally awoke. He winced and tried to squirm away until he discovered that he was on a horse and a long ways away from his home. 

Char had him facing her so she could better hold him. When he leaned back, he saw her eyes for the first time and froze, staring. She winked at him and let the setting sun reflect the sparkles. 

The boy visibly relaxed, but didn’t speak. He leaned against her. She kept one arm wrapped around him, just in case he got an idea about running off. 

But he didn’t. 

They continued riding west, Terry keeping his horse close to Char’s. They urged the horses into a trot, and then kept that pace for as long as they dared. The distance wasn’t the problem, water was. They needed a lake and according to Terry, it would take most of the day to get to the next one. 

The adults declined, determined to go without water until they could refill the flasks. They let the boy drink and fed him some buffalo, which he ate like he was starved. His body didn’t suggest he was malnourished. He seemed fine to them. 

“Maybe he was just hungry,” Char whispered as the boy drifted off to sleep. 

Terry didn’t know what to think. He didn’t care, either. They had plenty of food. If he was hungry, there was plenty to eat. If he was thirsty, there was enough for him to drink. 

The horses were unfazed during their easy travel across the open plains, and Terry’s worries turned out to be unfounded. When they made it to the lake, they dismounted, putting the boy down and watched to see what he’d do. Terry started to dig out a fire pit, piling stones around it on the beach of the small lake. The horses ate some of the grasses along the bank before wading in and drinking their fill. 

The boy wandered around in a circle, then sat by the small fire.

“Are you hungry?” Terry asked. 

Char sat down next to the boy, draping an arm over his small shoulders. She tossed the two empty flasks to Terry. 

“I asked him a question,” Terry defended himself. Char waved him away with her free hand. 

He walked away from the horses to find the clearest water. Frogs jumped into the lake, little more than a pond, as he walked past them. 

“What’s your name, little guy?” Char poked him playfully. He giggled.

Terry heard the boy from where he was across the lake. All is not lost, he thought.

“My name is Kaeden,” he said in a small voice. 

“How old are you, Kaeden?” Char prodded.

“Nine, I think,” the boy said noncommittally. 

Char had thought he was seven due to his small size. It was the curse of the Wastelands that people were growing up undersized. Being malnourished did that. 

“Do you know what happened back there, Kaeden?” Char asked, lifting the boy’s chin so she could look into his eyes. Terry watched closely, assuming that she was using a Were mind trick on him.

“Yes,” the boy whispered, then spoke more loudly. “I know what happened back there. They thought they were in charge, but they weren’t. Then all their stuff blew up.”

“Who was in there with you?” Char was in his mind, enough that he would answer, although he was starting to get anxious. 

“Boys. Just us boys.” Kaeden was back to whispering.

“What boys? Older, younger? Where were the adults?”

“We came from somewhere else, but the adults died and the girls were taken by the bad men. We found the hole a long time ago and have been there ever since,” the boy told her. 

“Do you want to go swimming now? The water is warm and I think you need a bath.” She opened her saddle bags and took out a bar of soap. She handed it to the boy and sent him into the small lake. 

Terry returned with two full flasks. He held Char’s hand as they watched the boy strip and tentatively walk into the shallows until he could duck his head. He shivered when he came back up and wiped the hair out of his eyes.

“Maybe we can drop him with the natives,” Terry suggested.

“We will do no such thing, Terry Henry Walton!” Char hissed. “We are all he has now, thanks to you.”

“Could you make me feel any worse? A bunch of kids? What a total fucking nut roll. They shot my horse!” he said weakly.

“He’s nine and looks like he’s seven. They were starving, but for some ungodly reason, they had a rifle. I’m not surprised they knew how to use it. What bothers me is raiders taking the girls. We have to find them, TH!” 

“He said it’s been a while since they found the tunnels. We’ll ask the people on our way back, but we have to go to New Boulder first. We’ll find them, but it won’t be today. My promise, lover.” Terry squeezed her hand tightly as they watched Kaeden wash. “I guess this means the honeymoon is over.” 

Char made an unhappy face that Terry couldn’t have agreed with more.

***

Sue dutifully escorted Mark and Ivan to the freezer in question. They both looked at it, confirming it was empty.

“Now what?” Mark asked. There was a significant amount of frozen food remaining. Mark was not worried that they’d run out. “What’s the issue?”

“Somebody stole from Billy and he’s pissed,” Sue answered, arms crossed, and looking miffed.

“You can tell Billy that this is a pimple on the ass of progress. Why in the hell would we want to pole-vault over a mouse turd?” Sue threw her hands up in surrender. She didn’t want to be there either, but for different reasons than Mark was so eloquently giving. 

“Say we catch the person who did it. Then what? Tell them they can’t come with us? Give them dirty looks? Waste more time on them? Bah! This is bullshit and I’m going back to the barracks.” 

Mark didn’t wait for an answer. Sue had no idea what she was going to tell Billy, but she was certain it wasn’t going to be ‘this is bullshit.’

***

Felicity yelled for Shonna, finding her elbow deep into a makeshift patch. She was shaking her head. The plant was making a great deal of noise. Things were banging and the whistle of escaping steam was incessant. 

“We’re losing her, Billy,” Shonna surrendered. She dropped the wrench she was holding, and it bounced off the catwalk as it fell to the ground below. She stood and wiped her hands on an old apron. “How can I help you?”

Billy looked, alarmed, at the water that bubbled around the patch. Shonna encouraged them to hurry away from the break and down the stairs. When they reached the bottom, there was a pop, nothing major, but the lights started to flicker and the whine of the spinning turbine changed tone as it slowed. 

Then the lights went out. 

“What can I do for you, Billy?” Shonna asked again as she took off her leather apron and threw it on the floor. 

“The car isn’t running right,” Felicity offered as Billy looked at the plant in disbelief. 

“Let’s go take a look at it, shall we?” Shonna turned her head and yelled. “Merrit! Let’s go work on something that’s not already dead!” 

“Just need to shut down the boiler!” he shouted back. The plant didn’t become as silent as it should have been. They didn’t need to bleed off any pressure because it was already bleeding from the hundreds of holes in the compromised piping. 

When Merrit jogged up, he was in good spirits, just like Shonna. Billy was in shock. His baby had died, and he had been there to see it. He was on the verge of being traumatized by the situation. The other three adults stood there waiting for Billy to do something. 

“There’s nothing you can do?” he asked after a few moments. 

“The plant died weeks ago, Billy. It was held together by spit and bailing wire, steam and a prayer. I’m amazed that it lasted this long. When do you think we’ll be leaving?” Merrit asked.

“I don’t know,” Billy mumbled, barely above a whisper. 

Felicity nodded toward the doorway. Shonna took one arm and Merrit the other as they guided Billy after Felicity on the way from the plant. 

“But, but…” Billy stammered.

***

Kaeden ate more than they thought he should have been able to. Char finally cut him off, so he didn’t explode. 

He curled up on Terry’s blanket and was soon asleep. 

“How are we supposed to trust him?” Terry asked. 

“We sleep on our knives and with our weapons. I doubt he’ll be able to take anything away from us.” Char smirked as she looked at the blanket.

Terry unwrapped the bundle that was the buffalo hide 

“That thing stinks!” Char wrinkled her nose. They’d used her blanket to wrap the smoked meat and it was ruined for sleeping. 

Char sat on the ground and leaned against her saddle. Terry leaned against his, unhappy that he couldn’t get close to his wife. He was used to the heat she generated. She was unhappy, too, because they were newlyweds and Terry’s efforts to make up for the lost two years weren’t just admirable, they were exceptional. 

“My mate,” she whispered. Terry wriggled across the space between and they laid, side by side, on the ground. 

Kaeden started to fuss, so Char picked him up and put the small boy between them, still wrapped in the blanket. “He had to be terrified, every time he slept.” 

Terry watched the boy as he calmed and went back to sleep, and Char watched Terry, seeing the concern in his eyes.

Saving the world one life at a time, after having ended six others. It was not a banner day, and that was all Terry could think about.  

*** 

Sue sat in the office, cleaning up her notes from the inventory, when the lights blinked and went out. Billy had both a refrigerator and a freezer. The two appliances stood in the kitchen, eerily quiet. Sue walked through the house to make sure that it wasn’t a circuit breaker within.

It wasn’t. It was early afternoon and the street lights hadn’t been switched on. She went outside and listened carefully, letting her Werewolf senses take over. There were no sounds from the plant.

It had died for the last time, as Shonna and Merrit had been saying it would for weeks now. They needed the extra food because they were working their asses off to milk the last few days of power from the old girl. 

Billy and Felicity had been there when it happened. She wondered if he did something, but she’d find out later. Sue hoped the loss of power would make the great freezer raid a moot point. 

They needed to move everything from the freezers and start parceling it out. Fresh stuff would be smoked. They had a whole plan of attack to prepare for the walk to Chicago. 

Sue accepted that the work needed to be done, because the alternative was to die of thirst as the Wastelands crept in and claimed New Boulder. 

***

Ted wasn’t happy seeing the split hoof, but that was nothing compared to how Gerry felt. 

The young man was torn, because the animal’s injury had helped him take the step that he was unable to take on his own. Although Kiwi was quiet on the return walk to the area where they were keeping the horses, she kept sneaking glances at him. 

He caught her more than once.

He couldn’t tell if she liked him or not, but as a private in the FDG, he had a role to fill and a mission to carry out. 

Ted looked at the hoof and then to Gerry. “I’m afraid I have no idea. I know wolves, and I know nuclear reactors and their power generation systems, but I don’t know anything about horses.” Ted shrugged.

He’d assumed that Ted had a link with animals since he was a Werewolf. It was a letdown to find that wasn’t true. 

“It’s up to you two, if this animal is to recover. Otherwise, we need to put her out of her misery,” Ted said, tapping a hammer that he carried with him while working in the power plant. 

“No!” Gerry exclaimed as Kiwi joined him in bristling at the thought. “We’ll take care of her.” Kiwi wrapped an arm around Gerry’s waist as they continued to look at the hoof. 

“We need wire, something that can be used as a staple, and a new horseshoe,” Gerry told Ted. The older man nodded and walked away.

Kiwi gathered a few hands full of grass and offered them to the horse. The mare munched slowly as they waited for Ted to return.

    While they waited, their hands found their way onto each other’s body, caressing and rubbing. They both looked away as if they weren’t doing anything.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




In the morning, Terry got up first. He didn’t have to wake up as he hadn’t slept. He took his clothes off and waded into the lake, using the bar of lye soap that Char had produced the day prior. 

He cleaned himself in the near darkness of the false dawn, scrubbing harder than required because he felt the need to punish himself. 

He tried to reason how he could have gotten the boys to surrender, but they were armed and storing explosives. Did he need to burn it at all? They had rifles. He had no way of guaranteeing he and Char could get away before the rifles barked at him.

They could have dropped the dead horse on the door, but if that was the only way out, they would have killed the boys slowly. 

The boys had made their decision when they continued to shoot at Terry and Char. He wouldn’t risk her life no matter what. 

No, there was nothing they could do, besides save one of them. 

But the boys were only trying to defend themselves.

One of them had shot the horse out from under Terry and then summarily executed the animal with a second shot. 

But they were only hungry!

He and Char had hundreds of pounds of meat with them. 

When an enemy shoots, there’s no time to do an ID card check to see if they’re old enough to make war. Their fate was sealed when they shot at Terry. And kept shooting.

But bad men had taken the girls. Those men could have looked just like TH.

Their fate was sealed when their parents died, leaving them to fend for themselves.  He wondered what the parents died of that the children found themselves immune to. 

Was the newest generation resistant to radiation? He wondered. 

***

“I still need to know who stole from me!” Billy demanded.

“This is food we’re talking about,” Felicity drawled, rolling her eyes as she continued to argue. “Why do you think it was yours? Was that your power of life and death over the people?” 

“It was everyone’s food, but it was my responsibility to store it for them.” Billy continued to stomp around the room while Marcie cried. Felicity tried bouncing her but gave up. She blocked Billy’s way and held the baby at arm’s length. 

“Then no one stole from you. They stole from themselves, and they hurt your ego.” Felicity turned to Sue. “What did Mark say again?” 

Sue was trying to make herself invisible by not moving, but it hadn’t worked. 

“ENOUGH!” Sue screamed and pounded both fists on the table. “Werewolves! We eat twice as much as an average human and you are working us to the fucking bone! So we took it and we ate it so we could keep up the God damned pace. How in the ball-twisting ninth level of Hell did you think they kept that plant running as long as they did, Billy? Every fucking thing on this planet comes at a cost.” 

Sue’s eyes blazed as she leaned over the table and glared at Billy Spires, Mayor of New Boulder.

“Why didn’t you just ask?” Billy said softly.

“Because we don’t ask humans for food. We’re not your fucking pets. We answer to the alpha and the alpha only. If you’ll excuse me, I need some fresh air.” Sue stormed out. She wanted to body-slam Billy against the wall so he understood his place in the big picture, but he was holding his daughter and Sue liked the little girl. 

“Come on, Clyde!” Sue huffed on her way past. The dog followed, tail down as he knew his master was angry. 

Billy looked to Felicity for support, but she glared at him, too. “I told you to let it go. Sometimes, Billy, you are the smartest man I know and then there’s the rest of the time where you’re dumber than a box of rocks.” 

She stormed off, heading out the door after Sue.

Billy looked at Marcie, whose face was scrunched up as she prepared to cry. He bounced her, smiled at her, and cooed. “There was a day when I was a king and such beautiful women were at my beck and call. Sue said it. Everything comes at a price, and I’m paying.” 

Marcie didn’t cry and started to giggle. He smiled at her and chuckled, looking around to make sure no one could hear. “Yes, little sweetheart, although it’s been chewed on, daddy still has his ass!”

***

It took three days of easy riding along the Missouri River before Terry, Char, and Kaeden arrived at the native settlement. As they approached, they were met by one of the middle-aged men who’d helped Black Feather last time.

“Please follow me,” he said cordially after they greeted one another.

Char held the young boy’s hand as they walked behind the men. The boy’s eyes were wide with wonder at the size of the town. The bustle of activity mesmerized him. 

The roar of the nearby river was a constant reminder of nature’s power.

Nothing was out of place. It was business as usual.

The man held a tent flap aside for Terry, but he waited, letting Char and Kaeden go first. He followed them in, coughing when a cloud of incense hit him. 

The old man was bundled into his blanket, his head propped up, his wife by his side. Both looked feeble. A younger woman was behind, sitting on her knees and watching. She nodded respectfully to the visitors.

Char took a knee at the chief’s side. Terry joined her while Kaeden stood next to him. 

“You look great,” Char lied, but she tempered it with a big smile. 

“Welcome back,” the old man croaked, breathing heavily from the effort. 

“Kiwidinok is a gem. She has earned her place in building our future,” Terry said softly.

“I am happy,” the chief said raggedly. A racking cough seized him. The old woman helped him sit upright as he worked through it. He looked pale at the end as he collapsed into his bed. 

“One earth,” he managed to whisper. And with his last breath, he said, “One people.” 

The old woman started to cry. 

The man who’d escorted them into the village entered the tent when he heard his mother crying. He put a hand on her shoulder, then took the chief’s headdress from a stand nearby. He put it on his head and adjusted it. 

The man stood tall and proud. Terry and Char didn’t know what to do, after they’d stammered their condolences. “Please give us time to honor our departed chief,” Foxtail said as he motioned toward the flap.

The three of them left. A keening cry came from within the tent. The ululations were picked up by other women from the village. Foxtail shouted and called to Mother Earth. The men in the village echoed the call.

Kaeden wedged himself between Terry and Char as they wrapped protective arms around the boy. 

They watched as the bustle of activity ground to a halt and the mourning began. Men started carrying firewood toward the river. Terry and Char couldn’t stand around and do nothing, so they joined the men, with Kaeden carrying three small logs as well. 

In a short amount of time, the funeral pyre had been built. The men stood around and waited. The women stood at intervals from the chief’s tent to the pyre, creating an avenue for the funeral procession. 

In the before time, the chief would have laid in state for a full day before the pyre, but times had changed and disease had claimed many when the deaths overwhelmed the living. They’d changed their tradition and surrendered the dead to the flames as soon as possible. 

Two men and two women emerged from the tent carrying Black Feather’s small form. They walked slowly, solemnly forward, looking nowhere but at the funeral pyre.

Foxtail wore the headdress of the chief. He stood tall and walked confidently beside the body of his father. 

When they reached the wood stack, they carefully arranged the chief on top. One young brave chipped at a flint, sending sparks into the kindling. The fire started quickly and worked its way through the logs.

The entire village formed a semi-circle around their former chief. On the earth he rested as fire carried him to the sky, and water surged in the background, ready to take over if the other elements failed.

It took nearly an hour for the fire to burn itself out, but everyone stayed. Some of the children grew anxious, but parents reined them in. Kaeden watched the other youngsters closely. He’d lost some of his childhood, but there was no need to lose it all. 

Chief Foxtail declared the mourning over and gave a whoop of joy. The other villagers joined him for a brief celebration in song and dance. Five minutes later, people drifted back to their lives.

Terry and Char headed for those with children and introduced Kaeden. The youngsters ran off to play a game of tag. Terry looked at the horses, tied to a hitching post, but still wearing their saddles and carrying the bundles of buffalo. 

Terry found his way to the new chief and got in line behind others who sought a moment or two of the man’s time. When he reached him, the new chief spoke first.

“Black Feather had a great deal of respect for you, and I, Chief Foxtail, will continue his wishes that we share our lives, because our futures are intertwined.”

Char unsaddled the two horses, putting their loads carefully on the ground, and started to brush them.

When Terry got his chance, he didn’t waste any time. “We have a couple hundred pounds of buffalo that we would like to give to the people of your settlement.”

***

“Jack fucking dickless shitbag ass blasting fuck!” Timmons yelled. He reared back and started beating on a valve housing. The observers weren’t sure which would give first: the hammer, the valve, or Timmons. 

Ted looked at James and Lacy. “Two to one that the hammer breaks first,” he offered. 

“I say Timmons gives up first and throws the hammer,” Lacy replied, watching the man swing his hammer at Werewolf speed.

“I think that I don’t want to be here when he picks his next target,” James suggested.

Timmons gave in more quickly than Ted imagined. He tucked the hammer under the arm ending in a stump and wiped his brow with his good hand. When he saw that he was being watched, the yellow in his eyes seemed to flare. James had been right. 

“You ball grabbing sons of whores! Get the fuck up here!” 

Lacy held out her hands, smiled, turned, and walked out as if she were stepping on eggshells. 

“You think he means us?” Ted asked with a shrug as he took one step forward.

“FUCK!” Timmons roared from the catwalk. 

“I’ve been called worse,” James said, dashing toward the stairs. 

***

Sue, Felicity, and Clyde returned together. They walked in the door with their arms crossed, and together, they glared at Billy. 

“What did I do now?” he asked. They started to laugh. “I’m in Hell. The Wastelands are already here, and I live in Hell.”

“Stand up, Billy,” Felicity drawled.

“Please don’t kick me in the balls,” Billy begged, moving his chair at glacial speed. Felicity tapped her foot. Sue called for Clyde and left.

“What are you going to do?” Billy asked, still not standing.

“We’re going to go outside. There are people waiting.” Felicity jumped toward Billy and he almost fell backward out of his chair. 

“For fuck’s sake, what have I become!” He surged to his feet and strode out, looking down his nose at Felicity as he passed, while keeping one hand over his twig and berries.

Just in case.

She giggled and followed him into the street where half the town waited. When Billy showed, they started cheering. Sue waved him toward the crowd, where they greeted him as if he were a rock star. 

When he looked back, Felicity was holding Marcie and both were smiling at him.

    All is not lost, he thought. Maybe it’s the opposite.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




The evening meal was buffalo in honor of the new chief. Terry and Char had had enough buffalo, but the tribe’s cooks prepared it differently enough to make it unique. They were going to eat it anyway. Kaeden couldn’t seem to get enough. He curled his lip at the vegetables, but Char gave him no choice in the matter.

“Eat them, as a sign of respect for our hosts, and they’ll help you grow up to be big and strong. Look what vegetables did for him!” Char pointed at Terry. 

The boy smirked.

At least he was unconscious for Terry’s tirade that ended with the burning of the prairie, otherwise the boy could have been scarred for life. 

The Wastelands were the embodiment of a harsh new world. Shooting the horse out from under Terry Henry Walton was not the best way to live a long life. 

The worst part was having no one to blame. It wasn’t easy to look at what happened and not feel guilty. Maybe it was those who pushed the big red button, sending devastation across the globe. 

Terry didn’t know and neither did Char. In the end, it didn’t matter. It was a crappy situation and more people would die before the survivors felt safe.

The new chief joined them, offering a small sweet to Kaeden before he sat. 

“I’m sorry. Last time I didn’t see that you had a son,” he apologized.

“Adopted, circumstances left him in our care,” Char smoothly replied. The chief nodded.

“One earth, one people, Black Feather told you. What do you think it means?” Foxtail leaned close to better hear their answer.

Char shook her head. Terry had thought about it, but hadn’t talked with Char. 

“I think, just my opinion, that he was talking about the rebuilding of civilization. We are all in it together. Everyone gets a seat at the big table, a chance to make decisions in the best interest of all,” Terry offered, his perspective that of an executive. 

He’d grown used to making all the decisions over the years. Char was still trying to break him of that. He smiled thinking of their throw-downs, then frowned, wondering when they’d next be able to couple. He didn’t see it happening any time soon. Char poked him in the leg and looked angrily at him.

He came back to the present. 

The new chief was as astute as Black Feather. He sat and patiently waited until he had Terry’s attention. 

“How do we do that if we live out here?” Foxtail asked. Terry sat still, unwilling to reply. The answer was obvious to him. Rome didn’t go to Caesar. 

“I know, Terry Henry Walton, that it is not an easy question. You will return this way with the people from your village?” Foxtail asked, but he already knew the answer to that one, as well.

“Yes, I see that you will be back,” the chief snickered to himself as he tried to settle in to his new role, use his gifts as wisely as the old man. “We will send a delegation with you at that time, blaze the trail to your new home, then return to us so we may discuss the matter of our future. They will represent us, while working to make the community strong.” 

“We could ask for nothing better from you and your people, Chief Foxtail,” Char said, bowing slightly. Evening had settled and Kaeden looked tired. It was time to put the boy to bed, but they were lacking something. 

“We have a buffalo skin that we are willing to trade for two blankets. We lost one on the road in an unfortunate attack.” Terry looked at the chief hopefully. Foxtail stood, then Terry, then Char. The chief waved his mother to them. When she arrived, he whispered something to her in Cheyenne. The old woman shuffled away. 

“Peace on your journey,” Foxtail told them, holding his fist over his heart. He walked away, finding another group of well-wishers. He walked from one group to the next, sharing a few words with each. 

The old woman returned with a stack of blankets. “But we only wanted two,” Terry said.

“You only get two. The deal was two blankets for one buffalo skin. Choose which two,” she said, pointing. 

Terry felt like an idiot, but Char didn’t. She’d been thinking the same thing and was happy that Terry had spoken first. 

Terry didn’t care about the colors. He wanted a blanket. Char relieved him of the responsibility of picking poorly by gently pushing him out of the way. He didn’t understand, but the women had a good laugh at his expense. So he kneeled down to be more at eye level with Kaeden.

“This is a life lesson, little man. Learn it well,” Terry said cryptically. Kaeden had no idea what he was watching. He only wanted to go to sleep, so Terry found a place on a gentle slope not far from the horses. He moved the saddles and the saddle bags, the remaining mountain of buffalo, and set up a small camp. Kaeden curled up, but his eyes were wide open. Terry laid down next to the boy and pulled him into the crook of his arm. 

He closed his eyes and was soon asleep. 

It hadn’t been that long ago that the boy was alone with other boys. They had probably huddled together at night, afraid of the dark, afraid of everything. He didn’t have to be afraid anymore. 

The boy didn’t know that the two adults who swore to protect him were two of the most dangerous people in all the world. Kaeden was safer than he could have ever imagined. 

***

“I don’t get her,” Gerry complained to James. 

“What don’t you get?” James tried to sound like a sage old man, but he didn’t understand women any better than Gerry.

“She’ll kiss me, then she stomps on my foot or punches me or something like that. Why can’t she just like me?”

“She does like you, maybe she doesn’t know what men like? Look at Lacy. Look at the major. Women with spunk, my man. That’s where it’s at. You’ve watched the ass-whoopings those two give each other. Is there any doubt that they were meant to be together? There’s a lot to be said for a good wrestling match,” James said, raising his eyebrows and nodding. 

He walked away smiling. 

Gerry was confused, but he’d give it a whirl. He’d confine it to wrestling. He had no intention of punching Kiwi’s beautiful face. 

He headed for the last place he saw her, which was the small field where the horses were kept. She was there, brushing one of the mares. 

He strode boldly up to her, grabbed her, and pulled her to him for a kiss. She tried to knee him in the groin, but he dodged and jumped to the side. She looked angry.

“I’m sorry,” he started to stutter, but she was on him, dragging him to the ground while twisting his arm. He kicked out a leg and pushed, rolling her away from him. 

She hit the ground and was back up in an instant with a flying roundhouse kick. Gerry had seen her use it before, and he was ready. He dodged underneath and rushed her, hitting her mid-thigh in her supporting leg. She went to the ground hard, momentarily stunned by getting the air knocked out of her. 

Gerry crawled on top and straddled her waist, holding her wrists in his hands. She relaxed fully, and he let go.

She rabbit punched him in the throat. He gagged and rolled to the side, all sense of fighting back forgotten as he gasped for air. He fell on the ground and she was there, cradling his head and rubbing his neck. 

When he was able to take a breath, he whispered, “Please don’t do that again.” 

***

Mrs. Grimes and Margie Rose weren’t too keen about being the police force for New Boulder, but Mark and Billy kept after them. Mark carved a walking stick that looked like a wooden spoon and gave it to Mrs. Grimes. After that, Margie Rose wanted one too, all the while lamenting the sacrifices she was making for the greater good. 

They recruited a few other matriarchs, like Claire Weathers and Maria. Mark was adamant about not including Maria since she tried to cave in his skull with a rock, but Billy overruled him. If the little old woman could take on a Force de Guerre sergeant, then there was no one in town bad enough to challenge her. 

They called her the enforcer. 

Mark didn’t see the humor in it. 

But the walks went a whole lot smoother with the older women strategically placed. 

Billy and Felicity seemed happier than ever. Shonna, Merrit, Adams, Xandrie, and Sue blended in with the town’s people, spreading out and regaling them with stories from their past. 

The townsfolk didn’t know if the stories were made up or not. To them, this group was far too young to have lived in New York City during its heyday, but they didn’t care. The stories helped the time pass more quickly.

The town’s people were up to ten miles a day. Mark wanted one push where they would walk twenty-five to show them what they were capable of. The colonel had said something about twenty-five miles as the gold standard for a one-day hike, and Mark felt like he had to reach that goal.

When the colonel returned, Mark had to have the town ready to go. The power plant was dead and within a year, most of the town would be, too. 

Mark never contemplated that the colonel would fail. He didn’t consider it possible, especially not since Akio’s appearance. One call and an angel would swoop down to save them. That was how Mark saw it. 

***

Kaeden rode with Char most of the time, but occasionally, he would ride with Terry. Char would glare at her husband until he’d start talking with the boy, about everything and nothing. 

“You love Harry Potter so much, why don’t you read it to him?” Char suggested one day. 

Terry remembered every word he’d ever read. It was a gift and a curse. He thought about it for a second and then started. “Mr. and Mrs. Dursley of number four, Privet Drive…”

After that, the boy rode only with Terry. 

Although he recited J.K. Rowling’s books, in the back of his mind, he was thinking about a return trip through Sheridan, where they’d met the creepy people and their tasty-looking longhorn cattle. 

Terry wanted to catch a few rainbow trout to get a break from their steady diet of buffalo.

The boy didn’t care either way. He was being fed better than ever and he had to do very little. He didn’t say thank you, but he carried firewood and he was learning what it was like to contribute to the family. Everyone worked within their abilities. His were improving day by day, thanks to getting enough to eat.

He understood and appreciated that he was being taken care of. Char was worried about the amount of trauma he had been subjected to. He lost his parents, then he lost the girls of the families, and finally, he lost the other boys. 

She worked with him when they stopped for the evening, easing the strains on his mind. Char was helping him build a wall between his past and his future, where Terry and Char were there to protect him, teach him. In other words, they had to become his parents. 

At least we aren’t brother and sister, Char thought, shivering in revulsion at the thought. 

They rode from the river bed and into the outskirts of the ruined town of Sheridan, Wyoming. 

Char’s lip curled as she looked at Terry. “They’re here.”

***

Timmons had been frustrated because of the amount of pressure he put on himself. He wanted the plant up and running yesterday, but was hindered at every turn, if not by his lack of a hand, then by the amount of work that needed to be done to bring the plant back to life. 

Most of the electronics he checked were fried. Timmons knew that he’d have to build a system that could be operated manually, but he wasn’t sure if that was possible. 

He wanted a source of electricity so he could run further checks on the systems, rehabilitate some power tools, and do those things that needed done to bring the behemoth to life. 

Terry said that he thought he knew where there was a nuclear reactor. He had also suggested that the design was shielded from the electro-magnetic pulse, the EMP, as modern, military-grade systems were. It didn’t take much. A thin layer of lead surrounding a housing. 

No one expected war, but that didn’t mean people were unprepared for it. Contractors had charged a paranoid government a fortune to build the systems.

Timmons sat with his elbows on his knees, leaning his head on his one hand. The Waukegan Power Plant was not one of those systems. Military bases could be found in almost every state, but the big ones were nowhere near the north side of Chicago. 

Then again, Terry had told them that Great Lakes Naval Station was right next door. He cautioned the human members of the FDG against going there without a Werewolf, to limit surprises, but it was close enough that they could sense the entire abandoned facility.

“Ted!” Timmons called out, wiping his hand on his pants. He stood and headed for the main floor where Timmons was working with the boilers to determine which one would be best to revive. 

“Road trip!” Timmons yelled when he saw the other man. Ted threw his hands up and shook his head.

“Who has time for a road trip?” Ted replied, leaving a partially dismantled junction box in complete disarray. It looked like he’d yanked all the wires out. He wouldn’t admit that that was exactly what he’d done. 

“We do. If we can find some circuitry that isn’t fried, we save ourselves a lot of grief,” Timmons said

“And time,” Ted added. “Ok, I’m with you, boss. When do we leave?” 

Timmons looked for the others. “Corporal James!” he bellowed. They waited but didn’t hear a reply. They went outside to check the ad hoc enclosure where Gerry kept the horses. The mare with the repaired hoof was standing there by itself. The other three were gone. 

“I guess we wait,” Timmons conceded. Since losing a hand, he found that being a Werewolf didn’t offer a respite. Running on three legs sucked. Plus, they’d have to walk back if they found anything they needed to carry. 

Which reminded him that he wanted to talk with Gerry about fashioning a cart of some sort. They would have to scavenge anything that remained from the before time. Although much had been picked clean, there was a great deal that had not been. 

They needed a truck, but there were no trucks, not that they knew of, and no fuel. They had horses, which meant a horse-drawn cart or a wagon, since the roadways were in decent shape. Dead cars were scattered throughout, but at some point someone had driven a bulldozer down the road and plowed the vehicles to the side. 

    Timmons silently thanked whoever had done that and hoped to find that heavy equipment someday. He knew that he could make a biodiesel substitute if he could only generate a small amount of electricity first.




















CHAPTER NINE




Mark, Jim, Boris, and Blackbeard stood to the side of the formation.

After Mark pummeled Boris into submission, he’d been far more accepting of orders. Mark didn’t trust him, not fully, but Boris was both a good leader and a gifted fighter. Mark needed him to help train the others in hand-to-hand combat. 

The colonel always told them that it was the leader’s responsibility to carry the unit to the goal; that once the order was given, it was to be carried out with fanatical dedication. It had been the way of the Marine Corps and would be embraced by the Force de Guerre.

That was Mark’s interpretation of what the colonel had said based on what Mark could remember, but the colonel and major had been gone for a long time. They’d been in New Boulder for maybe a month total out of the last year. 

The colonel’s words were starting to fade. 

And Mark was starting to lose faith. He put on a positive and supportive front every single minute when he was in front of the others, but the anxiety he carried within was starting to burn a hole in his stomach. It ate away at him because he didn’t want to fail.

But he didn’t have enough tools to guarantee success.

He could sympathize with Billy Spires and why he would run away. Colonel Walton set a standard that your average person couldn’t hope to meet. The colonel didn’t demand that of those in his charge, but the good people he’d taken under his wing didn’t want to let him down.

Like Mark. He’d been trusted with the security of the town and to prepare the town’s people for a two-thousand-mile trip. 

All he could see was the disappointment on Terry’s and Char’s faces when they returned. 

And the weight on his shoulders seemed heavier with each day. He felt it as they walked, felt it crushing him into the pavement.

***

“Where?” Terry asked. Kaeden looked questioningly at the two adults. He had no idea what they were talking about, but his story with Dobby had gotten interrupted and they seemed upset.

“Right where we want to go fishing,” Char answered in disgust. 

Terry took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and slowly shook his head. “I think we should go say hi, and let them know we’re back.” 

Char pointed with her elbow at the small boy. Terry understood. 

“Can you do something for us, Kaeden?” Terry asked. The boy looked at him and shrugged. “Can you hold our horses while we go talk with some people? It could be dangerous and we want you to be safe. We can best protect you by keeping you away from it.”

“Protect me from who? I don’t see anybody,” the boy said in his small voice. 

“Char is special. She can sense things that you and I cannot. Right over there—” Terry pointed to a row of houses. “—is a nice green park and a stream filled with fish. There’s also eleven people and eighteen longhorn steers. They weren’t very friendly the last time we passed through here, so there may be a bit of a scuffle. We’ll need to talk with them alone,” Terry explained.

“No!” Kaeden yelled in an ear-splitting scream. Terry clapped his hand over the boy’s mouth and got bitten for his trouble. Kae yelled, “Don’t leave me!” 

“We won’t leave you. We won’t leave you,” Terry chanted, trying to calm the boy. Terry rolled his eyes at Char. 

“New plan,” she said.

***

Sue’s duties had deteriorated into the distribution of food, but that was the entirety of the logistics effort besides telling people what they couldn’t bring. She told Billy that was his job. She refused to be the nope-master, delivering the word ‘no’ like snowflakes in a blizzard. 

Adams and Xandrie spent days at a time in the mountains hunting. The deer were getting scarce, having gone to higher and higher elevations. Elk were already above ten thousand feet.

So that was where they went, higher and deeper into the Rocky Mountains. Days to get there. Days to get back. They’d deliver the game, turn around, and head right back into the mountains. They stopped shooting deer as a waste of ammunition. They needed the bigger elk to feed the populace. 

Being out in the wilderness offered them the opportunity to hunt in Were form. They stopped reporting their ammunition usage to Billy. He suspected they were hunting as Werewolves, but hadn’t asked. The town needed the food as they stocked supplies for the trip. Billy didn’t care how they brought it in.

***

Terry, Char, and Kaeden led the two horses toward the park. With the boy’s outburst, it was obvious the family knew that someone was coming. They had arrayed themselves in a line between the cattle and the visitors. 

Terry leaned as he rounded the corner to be the first to see the group. Kaeden looked at the children and waved. They didn’t wave back. When Char reached the corner, the men focused on her. 

Eli stood behind the cattle, leaning heavily on his walking stick. “Kill him. Take the girl,” Eli ordered.

The men moved forward, brandishing their staffs. 

“Isn’t this cute?” Char asked, handing the reins of her horse to Terry. He took them and leaned down so he could talk with Kaeden. The boy had started to shiver as if a cold wind was blowing. 

Terry put a hand on his small back. “Watch carefully, son. Char is better than all of them put together and on their best day.” Terry lifted his chin and called out, “Tell me when you’re done, honey, so I can start dinner.”

Eli fumed in the back. His three sons and two daughters marched forward, trying to spread out to surround Terry, not expecting that Char would block their way.

“Move, woman,” one of the men ordered.

“Whip, please,” Char asked, holding a hand out but not taking her eyes off the five siblings.

Terry scooped the boy into one arm and pulled his whip with the other. He ran forward the five steps, put the snakeskin-wrapped handle against her palm, and jogged backwards to re-grab the horses’ reins. 

Char tested the whip a couple times, snapping it in front of the strangers. 

“Remember that we didn’t start this, you creepy fucks, but as with every fight we’ve ever been in, we will finish it,” Char snarled, baring her teeth and flexing her legs as she prepared to call down the thunder.

The siblings must have been used to bravado, because they didn’t flinch. 

Char waded into the middle of their half-circle, assessing which of the five needed to go first. The one directly in front of her leered while slapping his staff into the palm of his off hand. The others were dancing back and forth, as if getting ready to charge.

She couldn’t have that, so Char went first. With a kick of Werewolf speed, she launched at the man in the middle, jumping and twisting to increase the speed as she drove her fist toward his face. 

He started to lean backwards, started to raise his staff, started to lift a hand to block the punch. He started a lot of things, but ended none of them before the power of Char’s blow exploded his face. 

The man dropped to the ground and flopped uncontrollably in his death throes. The closest looked at their brother in disbelief, before screaming in rage and charging. 

Char ran to her right, body-blocking the closest person, the woman called Cassandra. Char drove her backwards into her brother and knocked both of them to the ground, but that stopped her momentum. 

She danced away and used the whip to hold the other two off. She inched in and kicked the prone man in the head as he was struggling to his feet. He toppled and was still. 

Cassandra snarled as she fought her way from under her brother. “I’m going to rip out your throat, bitch!” 

“Why do you have to use such hurtful words?” Char asked pleasantly. 

The other two hesitated. The man pointed his staff at Terry and took two steps toward him.

“Come on over here, meat. I got a big bucket of ‘blow me” with your name on it,” Terry said with a smile, stepping in front of Kaeden and holding one hand backwards as he had no intention of letting go of the boy’s hand. If the man approached, Terry had every intention of killing him with one arm held behind his back. 

Cassandra screamed as she threw herself at her enemy. Char’s eyes glowed purple as she let the rage quicken her actions. With a step forward, she caught the woman by the throat and lifted her into the air, shaking her until the woman stopped kicking. 

Char threw the body to the side. The man on the ground made the mistake of grabbing her leg. She jumped straight in the air and spun, ripping her foot from his grasp and kicking him in the face with the other, shattering his cheekbone. He grunted and rolled to his back, holding his face in his hands.

The other two charged, taking aim and swinging their staffs to hit her at the same time. She dropped the whip and caught one staff in each hand. She pulled the people forward, using their momentum against them. 

Char let go of the staffs and stepped into the blows as she used her arms like baseball bats, hitting both of her attackers mid-chest. They doubled over backwards and fell to the ground. 

The man with the shattered face reached for one of the dropped staffs. 

Char pulled a pistol and calmly shot him in the head. 

“Anyone else?” she asked.

The old man fumed, gasping for air as he contemplated the deaths of his children. One of the older kids ran at Char. She caught him and spun around, lifting the teenager and throwing him at Eli. The human projectile hit the old man in the chest and both tumbled to the ground. The young man scrambled to his feet and ran into the stream, across it, and kept going.

The old man gasped more and more, unable to get enough air to pull himself to his feet. Char casually approached him, stopped, and placed one foot on his chest. She put more and more weight on it until Eli started to turn blue. The old man panicked, flailing with his aged and weak arms, unable to move Char’s foot from his chest.

He jerked a few more times as his eyes finally glazed over and the wheezing stopped after the old man had taken his last breath.

The two adult survivors sat on the ground, rubbing their chests where Char’s single sledgehammer blows had taken them down. The fire behind their eyes was gone and they degenerated into two sad-looking people. 

“Take the kids and the cattle and leave the park to us. When we next come this way, you can join us. Your cattle would be most welcome and you too, if you can act like decent human beings. If not? Well, then you can fuck off,” Char told them. The remaining four children started to cry. The two adults stood tentatively, carefully picking up their walking sticks and working their way behind the cattle. 

Terry moved the horses away from the egress where the cattle’s impressive horns wouldn’t be such a threat as they passed. 

With a great deal of mooing and shuffling, the group finally departed, leaving behind four dead bodies and cow pies that covered nearly every square inch of the park. 

Terry removed the horses’ saddles and packs, then turned them loose. “Do you know how to fish?” he asked Kaeden.

***

Three horses with four riders left in the early morning fog that had rolled in from the lake. Thick as pea soup, they used to say. No one said anything anymore. They were happy not to be roasting alive, the life they had been condemned to on the border of the Wastelands, the Fallen Lands. 

Ten wolves loped in front of the group, setting a slow pace as they hunted small game. 

James and Lacy doubled up while Ted and Timmons each rode alone. Gerry and Kiwi stayed behind, ostensibly to watch over the plant. The loss of one horse held them back.

And that made scoring a wagon even more important. Sometimes you just needed to haul a lot of stuff, which was what Timmons cared about, but to James, keeping the group together when exploring strange areas was more important. 

The ride to Great Lakes was uneventful as it took a sum total of eleven minutes and when they had made it, they found that they weren’t the only ones who considered the military base to be a refuge.

It looked like the military had put up a staunch defense, erecting barriers in front of the fences, but that it hadn’t survived the onslaught. 

What gave Timmons hope was seeing signs that the military had used heavy equipment and that the naval station had remained functional well after the people panicked, which meant that it was operational after the WWDE and the EMP that had wrought devastation with the precision of a supernova.

It wasn’t difficult to find a way in because the bulldozer that had been used to clear the roadway had been used to plow a route through the main gate. 

“I want that dozer!” Timmons told them.

“What for?” Ted asked. 

Timmons couldn’t articulate why, so he gave Ted the finger. It had more impact since Timmons only had one hand. Ted bristled and replied with a two-handed ‘up yours,’ New York style. 

James and Lacy watched, unsure of what was going on. Neither could visualize a bulldozer since they’d never seen one.

Timmons stopped, looked around, and nodded. “Nobody within miles of us. There’s some animal life, but nothing to worry about. There is a dog pack nearby. I expect our shaggy friends will remedy that situation.” 

Ted nodded and called the pack to talk with them. After a few moments, the old alpha led them in the direction that Ted indicated. The injured wolf was limping along happily in the middle of the others, head and tail held high.

“Where do we start?” James asked.

“I suggest we start by the lakeshore. That’s where the power plant was, if I remember correctly. It was a long time ago when I was here,” Ted stated, studying the buildings as he tried to get his bearings.

“What the fuck?” Timmons exclaimed. “You were stationed here and never bothered to mention that before now? What the hell else aren’t you telling us, dickhead?”

“I’m not telling you all kinds of things, but I’m not sure they’re all relevant. I went to Catholic elementary school in the Bronx, but that was an awful long time ago, I’m afraid. Sister Mary Anna Mae was an old battle-axe. She spanked me one time, not because I’d done anything wrong but she suspected I might, so she lined up four of us and wailed away. I have to say that I’m still a bit put out about that. And then…” Ted droned.

“STOP!” Timmons howled. James and Lacy snickered. Ted took things literally and one had to be careful with the questions asked. 

Ted looked distraught.

“I get it, Ted. Let me rephrase that. Is there anything relevant that you haven’t told us, very specifically as it relates to our dilemma here?” Timmons clarified.

“I’m not sure what dilemma you’re talking about?” Ted’s ears perked up as the wolf pack expressed its displeasure with the dog pack. There was some barking and squealing. Ted expected that the pack would kill the males and fold the females into the pack, although he hadn’t ordered that. 

Sometimes one had to leave wolves to do what wolves did. 

“No power, Ted. We need power and we need electronics that haven’t been fried. That’s our dilemma. I want electricity, because I need that to make more electricity, bring the city back to life.”

“Ahh,” Ted sighed, nodding. “To the lake!” 

“Hang on, fuckstick,” Timmons interrupted. “Split up. Ted and I will go to the lake. You two start checking these buildings, see what’s left. We’re looking for anything we’ll need to support the people of New Boulder. Plus, keep your eyes out for any electronics, heavy piping in good condition, and tools—you know, stuff like that. Meet back here at high noon.” 

James gave him the thumbs up, before turning the horse and riding toward an open field beyond the small museum by the entrance gate. 

    Timmons motioned for Ted to take the lead and they headed into an area that had once been majestic.




















CHAPTER TEN




Kaeden didn’t have Terry’s enhanced vision, but once he understood how to position his shadow, he could see into the shallows of the stream. The boy’s eye-hand coordination needed work, but all that took was practice. 

Terry encouraged him to stick with it. After Kaeden speared his first, he claimed that he was tired. Terry wouldn’t let him stop, then the tears started, Char waded in and all three of them ended up fishing together. 

Terry was getting used to seeing the stink-eye. He’d been earning them at a cyclic rate of speed. 

“But we’re still newlyweds,” he blurted. 

“Come on, TH, what about our relationship would you ever consider normal?” Char prompted, putting her spear down while Kaeden continued to watch the water. 

“Nothing, but we’re responsible adults now,” Terry answered. “I thought I had two years to make up for.” 

More stink-eye.

“I relieve you of that burden, because I can’t have my husband fixated on his dangling dino o’ doom,” Char taunted. 

To Terry, it didn’t sound like she was joking. He was sixty-five and should have stopped being fixated on sex decades ago.

But look at her! he told himself. He must have been ogling more than normal, because Char had to wave her hands to get his attention.

“We’re parents now, and you better start acting like one!” 

Kaeden started to squirm. For a boy raised in a time of conflict, of humanity fighting nature for survival, he didn’t like arguments. Whenever Terry and Char had a spirited debate, he’d crawl into a shell. 

“I’m sorry, Kaeden,” Terry started, then took a knee in the stream. The cool water bubbled and swirled where it struggled to get past the human dam. “I can’t describe how much I love her. I’m not good with those kinds of words, even though I’ve read plenty that I could quote. In my own words, though, I’ll say that I would readily die to save her life. And yours too, little man. That’s how important both of you are to me, so why don’t you go dry off. I’ll finish up here and we’ll have a good dinner, somewhere else, because I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to sit in cow shit, sorry, cow pies.” 

The boy giggled. Char took Kaeden’s hand, purple eyes sparkling at Terry as she led the boy away. 

***

“We were at the wrong power plant!” Timmons cried in joy. “Look at you, my precious!” 

Timmons was running around inside the plant. Everything that wasn’t nailed down had been removed, but the plant itself had been shut down systematically. It hadn’t been taken out of service because its systems were destroyed by the EMP. 

And Timmons was ecstatic. They only needed fuel oil to fire the plant, which he considered to be far easier than trying to build a manual system on a plant that had died an ugly death. 

Like Frankenstein, it could be resurrected, but only if he had power. The best of both worlds stood before him. 

All he needed was fuel oil or something that looked like it.

“Tanker cars, Ted. We need to find us a sealed tanker car and drag that bitch up here.” Timmons continued to look at the small plant like Alexander standing astride all the worlds he’d conquered.

Ted liked what he saw. Not that Ted was lazy, but he hated doing more work than he had to. 

“And maybe when we’re looking for tanker cars, we can look for the Mini Cooper?” he suggested. Ted wanted nuclear power, because he found it most mentally engaging. He didn’t care about too much besides his animal friends and nuclear engineering. Every other thing in the world was secondary, even the She-Wolf Sue, his mate. She knew that and wasn’t bothered by it, because he left her alone to do whatever she wanted. It had been that way back in New York City and had never changed.

Geniuses were like that.

“Char told us to wait for them,” Timmons said flatly, but he wanted the reactor as well and wasn’t keen on waiting.

“How much fuel oil do you think is still in these pipes?” Timmons asked, looking at the pipe racks that ran into the back of the plant. 

Ted shook his head impatiently. “Simple calculation, radius of the pipe squared times pi times the length of the pipe. Probably make two calculations, one for the pipe at one hundred percent capacity and one for the pipe at twenty-five percent. We’ll assume that the off-base pipes lost their pumping power before the plant lost its capabilities. There would be oil in the pipe. The rack holds four pipes…” 

Ted’s conversation with himself tapered off as he ran through a laundry list of variables for his simple calculation. In the end, he threw up his hands and demanded more data before he would put pencil to paper to calculate anything.

“And what about the tanks we saw as we rode up?” Timmons instigated. He expected those would be empty, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. 

Simple rapping using the butt of his knife confirmed that the one closest to the plant was empty, but another fifty yards down the road was a much bigger storage tank. Timmons knocked on it, but he couldn’t be sure. They climbed to the top of the tank, finding the cap locked with an industrial strength padlock. 

Rust had done its work on a heavy chain holding everything together. The orange stains suggested it hadn’t moved in a very long time. Ted put his ear to the top of the tank and tapped it with his knife. 

The smile that split his face told Timmons everything he needed to know.

*** 

Terry, Char, and Kaeden mounted their horses after remaining overnight in Sheridan. They dashed across the area where the dust storm had left its mark and rode straight to the hillside where they knew the spring flowed. 

At each point, they refilled flasks and prepared for their next run. Besides the blankets, Foxtail had supplied them with four more flasks made from animal bladders, contained within deerskin covers. It gave them the edge they needed to continue along the border of the encroaching Wastelands. 

Although Terry was wary, Char assured him there were no bears in the area, or threats of any other kind. The spring and hillside looked far different than the last time, because they weren’t there in a deluge. It looked like a nice retreat, somewhere people used to go on vacation.

They found the bridge abutment where they had sheltered from the dust storm. A trickle of water was working its way from the mountains down the old riverbed, and was already carving a channel. They stopped, drank, and refilled again. 

From there they found themselves in unknown territory. They had no idea what the dust storm had done to the world between the abutment and New Boulder. 

But they were close to home. They could feel it, as if it were the next exit off the interstate. 

They pushed on, finding that the dust storm had left its mark. It created a broad, flat waste of dirt that was as hard as concrete. The only breaks came from the streams that had powered through the mud, cutting new beds from west to east. 

Even the worst that humanity could do to the planet couldn’t change the continental divide. 

They pressed ahead for three long days of riding, because they wanted to be home, sleep in a bed. Eat something more than buffalo or weeds that they thought were edible. 

They pushed the horses hard into the evening, surprised to arrive in the early darkness. The streetlights were out and the town of New Boulder sat in warm silence. 

“This can’t be good,” Terry said. Char sighed in reply. “We better stop and see Billy on the way home.”

***

Conveniently located within spitting distance of the power plant was the base guest quarters, which were in disrepair but that didn’t dissuade Timmons.

He’d been put in charge and was taking charge. 

“We’re moving here. We’re going to set up shop in the plant and we’ll live right in the guest quarters. We need to clean it up, but we have everything we need to fumigate that place, get rid of the creepies.” Timmons looked smug. The others wondered what he was talking about. 

Ted knew.

“Right next door is an old pharmaceutical manufacturer. They’ll have the most toxic crap you can imagine. Only Ted and I will be able to go in there and recover some of it. Even twenty years later, it could do a number on your human bodies.” 

“It’ll be nice sleeping someplace other than the floor of the plant or on the ground outside. I wake up every morning and I’m soaked from the fog,” Lacy complained. No one disagreed. 

“Take the horses back to the old plant and get our stuff. We will stay here and search for the chemicals we need,” Timmons said.

The others prepared to go, but Kiwidinok started talking to herself while pacing. 

Gerry stopped and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“They can’t go in there,” she replied, shaking her head. Everyone stopped what they were doing and watched.

“We’ll be fine,” Timmons said with his hand out, palm down, trying to soothe her. 

She wasn’t having it. 

“No!” she insisted, spreading her arms wide as if to block them from getting past her. The Werewolves far outweighed her and despite her intent, she could not have physically stopped them.

Ted shrugged. He inherently trusted the innocent, which is what he considered Kiwi to be. “I guess we don’t go, then.” 

Timmons looked surprised. “But we need what’s in there,” he stated matter-of-factly as if that would end the discussion. “We regenerate if we’re hurt. We’ll be okay.”

Kiwi put her arms down and stepped close to Timmons. “Not from this you won’t. We can’t lose you, Timmons,” she turned her head, “or you, Ted. We can’t lose any of us. Mother Earth has condemned that place. Please let it be. Can’t we find what you want somewhere else?”

Stalemate.

Ted joined Kiwi and faced Timmons. “I don’t have a good feeling about this, Timmons. An acid bath would do us in. We can’t recover if we can’t get out.”

“God damn it!” Timmons yelled, shaking his fist at the sky.

***

A candle in the upstairs window suggested that Billy and Felicity were still awake. “Billy Spires!” Terry yelled, hands cupped around his mouth. 

A familiar face appeared in the window. Billy waved at them, then disappeared. The door was thrown open a few seconds later and Billy strolled out, Felicity behind him carrying the baby.

“What’s the word, TH?” Billy asked nonchalantly, but he was relieved to see the man. His fears and burdens seemed to fade away. It took two seconds before Billy couldn’t contain himself and grinned, reaching for Terry’s hand to pump it almost uncontrollably.

Kaeden crouched behind Char, firmly holding her hand in both of his. She kneeled and pointed to the two people he didn’t know. “This is Billy Spires and his wife, Felicity. They are responsible for all the people here. The little baby is Marcie. Please say hello, Kaeden. These are good people who will watch out for you, just like we are.” 

“No, don’t leave me!” the boy cried, wrapping two arms around Char’s neck. She picked him up as he pulled himself close.

“We’re parents now,” she said simply. “And someone is tired, so we’ll be going home.” 

Terry hadn’t asked any of the questions he wanted to ask, but Char tipped her chin toward the horses.

“Here’s the twenty-second summary,” Terry started, while slowly backing up. Then he blurted everything in a single stream of consciousness. “Found a great place, North Chicago. We have a trail and need to leave soon. Rivers are good. There’s food. And we need to run south and take a look at something. Taking the FDG with us, but won’t be gone long. Why no lights? Are the people ready to go? Hi, Marcie! Where’s my dog?” 

 “I’m sorry to say that the power plant died, along with the engineer and the mechanic,” Billy said, hanging his head. Terry and Char stopped what they were doing.

“Damn! I’m sorry, Billy. We liked those guys. An accident?” Terry asked.

Billy looked to Felicity, then to Terry. “Old age. The plant was too much work. Shonna and Merrit did great to keep it going as long as they did. It crapped out not too long ago and yes, we’re ready to go. Sue’s dog Clyde is becoming a well-behaved friend of the family. You suck at training dogs, TH.” 

“Wow, Billy. Just wow. You know how to hurt a guy,” Terry said, throwing his hands down. “I love that dog.” 

Char snickered. Kaeden was interested, because he’d never had a dog. 

“Looks like you got your hands full, so we’ll let you go. I’m sure Margie Rose will be happy to see you and the new addition to the family. She and Mrs. Grimes are the town’s sheriffs, by the way. But that’s a story for a different day. I’m glad you’re home, TH, and we’re happy to meet you, Kaeden,” Billy said. He waved, wrapped an arm around Felicity, and together, they went back into the house. 

Terry, Char, and Kaeden climbed back into the saddle for the short ride to Margie Rose’s house. Compared to the ride they’d just taken, another fifteen minutes in the saddle didn’t seem like anything. 

They rode up to the old house and smelled something wafting through a kitchen window cracked slightly open. Margie Rose had been baking. Where did she find cinnamon? Terry wondered. 

They removed the horses’ saddles and brought the buffalo inside along with their saddlebags. “Time for bed, Kae. You have your own room, but we’ll be just down the hall.” 

“No!” he yelled, but Char looked at him sternly. 

“This house is a sanctuary. It and everything in it is under our protection. You are safe. There’s a very nice bed in that room. I know, I used to sleep there.” Char hugged the boy. 

“Terry? Char?” the old woman called down the stairs. Terry used his flint to bring a smoky candle to life. 

“We’re home, Margie Rose, and we brought company.” Terry spoke loudly so she could hear. 

She hurried downstairs and ran to hug both the adults before standing back and assessing the young boy. “What’s your name?” she asked. 

“Kaeden,” he replied, looking back with his head held high. 

“I’m Margie Rose. Pleased to meet you.” She smiled and hugged the boy. He resisted for only a second. Margie Rose looked questioningly at Terry and Char.

“We’re his adopted parents. Kae is with us now,” Char told her.

“Well, then, Kae, you can call me Grandma!” The old lady beamed. Terry rolled his eyes, earning himself a slap in the arm. 

“Everyone to bed, shoo! Upstairs with all of you,” Margie Rose ordered. Char and Margie Rose settled Kaeden into his room, although he was anxious. Char would not compromise on the issue, despite his pouting. 

They left his door open, while going to their rooms. Margie Rose left her door open, too. 

    Char joined Terry, closing the door behind her and locking it. By the time she turned back, Terry was already naked.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Mark stood in front of the formation as usual. They started each day with PT, physical training. They were warming up their muscles for another day of labor in the greenhouses and fields. The entire town was converging to milk the last bit from the farms before abandoning them. 

Anyone who could hunt was already in the mountains, running snare lines and shooting anything that moved. 

It was almost like a scorched earth retrograde, something Terry described to the FDG during one of the classroom training sessions.

The sound of horses drew Mark’s attention. When he saw who it was, he called the platoon to attention. With a wide grin, he saluted the colonel and the major. “All present,” he reported.

Terry saluted crisply from the saddle. Mark motioned for two privates from the formation to take the horses. Terry and Char climbed down, then Terry helped a young boy to the ground. 

The bellow from the grizzly made Kaeden jump. Blackie walked out from behind the formation, the bear cub at his side. Terry thought the beast had doubled in size. Neither he nor Char could keep from rolling their eyes. 

Kaeden froze at the sight of the animal. Terry picked him up. 

“This is our boy, Kaeden. Adopted. We’ll share the story when we’re on the road,” Terry told the formation. He shifted the boy to his left arm and walked up to Mark, offering his hand. 

In that one moment in time, Mark was at peace. The smile on the colonel’s face told him that he was okay. The FDG had measured up. 

“Sit down, Hank! You big goof,” Blackie yelled. The bear sat, almost rolling over backwards before catching himself. “Do you want to say hi to Hank?” 

Blackbeard held out his hands, but Terry shook his head and carried the boy over. After petting the rough fur of the bear’s head, Kae dangled from Terry’s arms until he was sitting on the bear. Hank bucked once, but the boy held on. Terry stepped back.

“You make sure he doesn’t get hurt or I’ll have your ass, Corporal,” Terry cautioned. He turned to face the platoon. All eyes were riveted on him. 

“Bring it in,” he told them. He knew that he should have put them back at the position of attention and given the command to fall out, but it was a new world where he needed a different kind of discipline. Plus, it gave him the opportunity to keep a hand on Hank’s neck, just in case.

“The rest of the Force is currently in North Chicago working to bring a power plant online.” Terry smiled and nodded as he spoke. They needed to believe that the grass was greener on the other side, because in this case, it was true. “There’s fresh water, food, and infrastructure. It is everything we were hoping for. The major and I returned as soon as we could, and I’ll tell you, we are both tired of being in the saddle.” 

Many in the platoon nodded knowingly. Others listened, trying to catch every word. 

“We met with Billy last night, briefly, to let him know that we need to leave as soon as possible, get everyone on the road north. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get there.” Terry stopped. There was so much to tell them, but now wasn’t the time. He’d work with them on the road where they would be bored out of their minds. 

“But first, we need to make a run to the south. We have a lead on a place that might have the military stash I’ve been looking for. You old timers know what I’m talking about, but for the new ones, here’s the deal. I used to be in the Marine Corps and if our base was ever compromised, we would have stashed our gear and bolted. We don’t kill civilians, unless it’s a last resort. I want to think that others believed the same thing. And that means, somewhere out there, someone has stashed weapons, ammunition, hell, could be anything. And I want it because the FDG needs to be the deadliest force on this planet. It is up to us to keep the peace and we’ll have a hard time doing that if someone shows up with more firepower.”

The platoon gave a round of hearty ‘oorahs’ as they high-fived each other. Mark’s face dropped, and Terry knew why. He clapped Mark on the back. “We are all going on this mission. Every single one of us and we’re walking, my pretties, and that doesn’t mean we’re lolly-gagging. This is going to be a power hike of something like one hundred miles. We’re going to make it down there in three days and back in four. Do you understand me?” Terry finished with a yell and a fist in the air. 

Mark brightened and howled with the others. 

“When do we leave, sir?” Mark asked. 

“Tomorrow morning, daybreak. Full kit, four mags each, food for three days per person. We’ll take all the horses to haul extra gear. Is this thing coming along, too?” Terry pointed at Hank’s head. 

Mark and Blackie both nodded. 

“Make sure he keeps up. We’ve got places to go, people to see. Take charge, Sergeant, and carry out the plan of the day!” 

Mark saluted smartly, grinning from ear to ear. 

***

Timmons waited for the others to leave. James and Lacy were riding north while Gerry and Kiwi continued their time-consuming search of the buildings on the base. 

“Let’s go,” Timmons told Ted. 

“Where?”

“The pharmaceutical plant, of course.” Timmons had no intention of letting a little girl tell him what he could or could not do. 

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Ted countered, not moving as Timmons walked away. 

“It’s the only idea I have, so get up here.” Timmons waved impatiently and turned. If Ted didn’t join him, he’d go by himself, but it would be easier having someone with two hands along. 

“I don’t think we should,” Ted argued, walking reluctantly behind Timmons. If he didn’t go and something happened, Ted wouldn’t be able to live with himself. He determined to go for the sole reason of looking out for his pack-mate.

The wolves joined them, loping alongside as Timmons walked briskly. He looked around, angling to walk in the shadows. Ted wasn’t pleased.

“If you have to hide what you’re doing, you probably shouldn’t be doing it!” Ted yelled. Timmons shushed him, but it drove Ted’s point home. Timmons stopped. 

“How about a compromise?” Timmons offered, but Ted continued to shake his head. “Fuck it. Where can we find the chemicals we need, then, asshat?”

Ted brightened. “The hospital!” he said. Timmons wrapped an arm over the other man’s shoulder and grasped his neck. 

“Sometimes, Ted, I want to choke the life out of you!” Timmons scowled.

“What did I do?” Ted wondered.

“Nothing different than always. You are the same Werewolf that we knew in New York. At least we know what we’re going to get, huh? And I need to talk with that Indian girl and find out what the hell has her so spooked about that place.” Timmons looked up and saw Gerry and Kiwi riding toward them.

When they got close enough, Kiwidinok stared into Timmons’ yellow eyes. “Thank you,” she finally said.

“What the fuck, little girl?” Timmons said in his most abrasive tone. 

Defiance contorted her face as she slowly raised one hand and dialed up her middle finger, shaking it at the Werewolf. His yellow eyes blazed.

“Death, that’s what the fuck, butthole!” 

Ted snickered.

“Let’s go there and I’ll show your dumb ass,” she yelled and stalked back to the horse, where Gerry offered her an arm to pull herself up and behind him. She glared at Timmons the entire time. 

“Come on, Ted, let’s see what this is all about. Lead on, ma’am,” Timmons replied sarcastically. 

He stormed away, followed by Gerry and Kiwi on their horse. Ted jogged after the group, waving at the wolf pack to follow.

***

Terry sat backwards in the chair as he always did. Kae sat on the floor and played with the baby. He couldn’t remember seeing a baby before and found the little girl to be fascinating, but also, there were real toys to play with. Felicity sat between them and watched Kaeden stack blocks into a variety of shapes, then take them down and restack them, almost as if he was telling a story. 

“Mark has been working their asses off,” Billy said. “He’s been walking them every day, farther and farther. And you should have seen him!” 

Billy and Felicity started to laugh. “Pepe and Ernie got into it, I mean they were throwing down, then the brawl starts as people take sides, so Mark wades into the middle of it all, throwing people around. He finally gets to the two who started it and picks them both up by their collars. I was impressed, but then Maria sneaks up behind him and bashes him over the head with a rock, knocking him cold.” 

Terry wondered where Mark’s partner was. No one should have waded into a bar fight without backup. 

“That ended the fight, then everyone felt bad. So Mark accomplished exactly what he intended, at great personal sacrifice. It took three weeks for the lump on his head to go down.” Billy chuckled to himself thinking about it. 

Terry heard Billy’s car start. The sound was impossible to miss. Terry pointed to the window.

“That’ll be Shonna and Merrit running the car to give the freezers a little juice so we can keep our stuff frozen for a little while longer. I guess now that you’re back, we can start defrosting and finish off the frozen stuff. I thought it would all thaw, but they found what was wrong with my car in about two minutes. Fuel filter was plugged, or so Shonna said. We hit the freezers for about thirty minutes each, every day.” 

Clyde was under the table, leaning against Sue’s leg. Terry was deliberately trying to avoid thinking about his dog, but he could smell him and finally it was too much.

With a sorrowful look in his eye, he turned to Char. “My dog…” 

Sue hung her head. 

“Let’s go outside and play with the dog, but at the end of the day, he’s going home with Sue.” Char put her foot down. She made eye contact with Sue. “I already have two little boys to care for.” 

Terry sighed and stood up, spinning his chair around. “Come on, boy, let’s go outside.” Clyde’s nails scratched the floor as he ran after Terry. 

“Meeting adjourned?” Char suggested. Billy didn’t think so, but had no choice since Terry was already gone. 

“Come on, Kae,” Char called. The boy jumped up and ran after Char, grabbing her offered hand on their way out. Billy helped Felicity before picking Marcie up and carrying her as they hurried to join the others.

Terry was throwing a stick that Clyde was running down and bringing back. Kae was trying to keep up with the dog and failing miserably, but as long as Terry and Char were watching, he was happy. 

Billy sidled up next to Terry. “A family man, huh?” 

“Whether we wanted it or not,” Terry replied. 

“It suits you,” the mayor told him as he bounced his daughter on his hip. “What are our chances?” 

“It’s not a bad route, Billy. There was enough water. That was the main thing I worried about. There’s a native village, probably the same size as New Boulder. They’ll be hospitable. They’re good people and some of them will join us on the trip. Hell, we already have an Indian girl with us. The chief gave us his granddaughter as Geronimo’s bride.” 

“What does she look like?” Billy asked, earning himself a glare from both women and a disgusted look from Terry. “Whatever!”

“We’re heading out first thing in the morning, going to Cheyenne Mountain, take a look around. I have a feeling…” Terry drifted off. 

“You have more than a feeling, TH! We’re getting ready to walk two thousand miles, but the desire to go a couple hundred extra appealed to you for some ungodly reason. You don’t do shit without a reason, so don’t lie to me, bitch.” Billy tried to look large and in charge, but bouncing the baby ruined his moment. And Felicity slapping him in the back of the head undid any other pretense of being The Man. 

But he’d made his point.

    “We will see.” Terry grinned.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




They stood outside the massive complex. Timmons wanted to start in the back, in a place with the most piping and tanks. Ted agreed that was where they’d probably find chemical storage tanks. 

Kiwi was so upset she was shaking. Gerry tied the horse to a tree and hugged her. He glared at Timmons. “Why are you doing this?” he asked.

Timmons looked confused. “We need certain chemicals to help us restart the plant. We need to clean some elements and it takes a more delicate touch than elbow grease. That’s why. I won’t risk breaking anything if there’s a different way.” He stepped aside and waved to the pharmaceutical plant. “And here is a different way.” 

He stormed away. Ted ran after him. 

“Rope!” Kiwi yelled. Gerry pulled the coil that he carried in his saddle bag. They ran after the two Werewolves. The wolf pack got excited, but they stayed as far from the buildings as they could get.

“Here,” Timmons said as he examined the piping entering a brick building. He sniffed. Twenty years had not been enough for nature to reclaim the toxic waste that man had created. The place reeked of man-made chemicals.

The door was closed, which made it an oddity in an area where decades of scavenging had left a mark. 

 Timmons seized the heavy handle and yanked with all his Werewolf strength. The door screeched for just a moment, then stopped. Ted joined in and between the two of them and their three hands, they yanked the door free. 

Ted immediately dove out of the way while Timmons watched him. Nothing happened. Timmons waved him off and strode boldly inside. 

The sound started as a low groan, then turned into a rumble that turned into a screech. They heard Timmons yell from inside the building. There was a huge crash and a wave of noxious chemicals poured through the open door. 

“TIMMONS!” Ted screamed. The wolf pack bolted for somewhere else. Gerry and Kiwi danced away from the liquid run-off. Ted took two steps into the chemicals and his shoes started to smoke. 

“Ted!” Gerry called and threw the end of the rope at him. He caught it and ran inside, coughing and gasping as soon as he made it through the door. Two seconds later, he stumbled back outside and waved at them to pull the rope. Gerry and Kiwi pulled, hand over hand, feeling the resistance as they dragged Timmons out. 

He fell through the door. The flesh on his lower legs was eaten mostly away. His stump was only a bone. He gagged and spit blood. 

Gerry and Kiwi stayed back. Ted grabbed him with one arm and staggered out of the chemical puddles littering the ground outside the door. When he was clear of them, they both fell. Ted wheezed, while Timmons was barely breathing. The wounds to his body were horrific. 

Kiwi leaned aside and started throwing up. Gerry retrieved a blanket and their water flasks to rinse the wounds and cover Timmons. Gerry had no idea what else he could do.

Ted moaned softly until he passed out. 

***

Terry and Char rode their horses to the barracks in what felt like the dark of night. Kaeden was sleeping while Terry held him. There was no way they could have left the boy behind, although Margie Rose was willing to watch him. 

So they brought him along. Terry didn’t expect any tactical actions, although they’d exercise various formations as they traveled since everyone would be walking. They brought the horses just in case. 

And the bear.  A fucking bear, because one never knew when a grizzly would come in handy. Terry wasn’t amused. 

The platoon was forming as they arrived, so Terry didn’t wait. He climbed from the horse and directed Mark to establish seven people to pull the seven horses loaded with food and water. 

Adams and Xandrie strolled out of the shadows. “Mind if we tag along?” Adams asked. 

“You’re more than welcome,” Char answered, shaking hands with the man and hugging the She-Wolf. She directed them to bring up the rear.

Terry carried Kae in his arms and without further ado, they headed out. A trick he’d learned in the Corps was to hike for ten or fifteen minutes, then stop to let the people fix socks or pack straps or whatever could chafe or blister. Then they were back on the road. Two hours on and thirty off. The day passed quickly and after twelve hours, Terry knew they’d gone thirty-five miles. That was a great day walking, no matter who you were. 

The platoon was dogged when they settled in for the evening. Hank was in a bad mood, but he’d made it the whole way. Blackie was completely exhausted from chasing the bear. 

So Terry took no pity on them. “Sergeant! Establish a watch, four on at a time. Set the perimeter. Corporals will check everyone on and off watch, but they won’t stand it themselves. Do you understand?” Mark said that he did.

Char wondered what Terry was up to. 

He leaned toward her and whispered, “We’ll see how they set it up. Two hour shifts which would benefit the corporals or one hour shifts to better take care of the platoon. We shall see.” 

“Why?” she asked. “Sergeant!” Mark had gathered the corporals. He ran to the major. She waved the others over.

“One hour shifts, a different corporal will check the new watch into duty. Three corporals, you only get woken twice and the platoon members only have to stay awake for an hour at a time,” she instructed them. Mark nodded and gave a thumbs up, then saluted and turned back to the corporals. 

Char expected to see Terry pouting, but he was smiling. He’d have to test them in some other way. 

Char sat up and looked toward the Wastelands. Terry knew the look. “Game?”

“I think a small pack of javelina,” she whispered. “A single Werewolf can probably kill them all.” 

Terry nodded and Char motioned for Adams and Xandrie to join her, then the three disappeared into the night. Kae curled up against Terry and went to sleep. The boy had walked a few miles on his own, riding the rest of the time, and he was exhausted.

Mark stopped by to report that the watch had been established. Terry told him that three people were out hunting and that the watch shouldn’t shoot them. He called for weapons tight until they were back and dismissed the sergeant, who ran off to make sure the watch received their new orders.

Terry didn’t remember falling asleep, but when he woke up, Char was asleep on the other side of Kaeden, and she was holding Terry’s hand. 

A small fire crackled not far away. Terry could smell roast pork. He closed his eyes and dreamed of breakfast.

***

They decided to carry the two men back to the base, taking Timmons first. They hated to leave Ted behind, but the wolf pack had returned. 

“You watch over him until we come back,” Kiwi told them. She didn’t know if they understood. The two youngsters wrapped Timmons’s legs in the blanket and with Gerry holding him under his arms, Kiwi lifted the blanketed legs and they started walking toward the gate and further to where they were staying. Timmons was heavy, but Gerry didn’t complain. Kiwi held up her end, but was sweating profusely and panting when they finally arrived and lay Timmons on a halfway decent mattress that occupied the floor of his room. 

They dribbled a little water into his mouth, but he was still out cold. His features were ashen and he was cold and clammy. They all knew that Werewolves should feel hot to the touch. 

Kiwi held her head in her hands. “I didn’t try hard enough to stop them!” she bawled. Gerry held her as she sobbed. 

“Timmons was in charge. It was his call. It was always his call, and he made it, despite what you told him. By the way, how did you know?” Gerry pushed her to arm’s length so he could see her face. Her eyes were red and puffy. 

She looked almost like a little girl. It tore at Gerry to see her like that.

“Mother Earth showed me through Mateguas, the ghost rabbit. He shows up in places that lead to death. Water that’s not safe to drink, I’ll see her sitting at the water’s edge. The rabbit leads us to safety by showing us where the danger is,” she explained, wiping the tears from her face. “I don’t know how or why. Many of my people share the same bond with Mother Earth. It’s our gift, or like this, it’s a curse. I could see it all, the ghost rabbit warning us. Timmons walked into the blackness, and I stood there and watched.” 

She broke down again and cried more. Gerry held her through it, but he was getting anxious. Ted was still out there. 

“We need to go get Ted,” he whispered into her ear as he rubbed his cheek on her head. Gerry let go, and dribbled more water into Timmons’ mouth before they walked out the door. Halfway across the open area in front of their building, they saw Ted walking slowly toward them, surrounded by the wolf pack. 

They hurried to help him. 

He was no longer wheezing. Kiwi felt his head and he was hot, as a Werewolf should be. She breathed a sigh of relief. 

“I need to see Timmons,” he said softly. 

***

The second day walking was much like the first, with more antics from Hank, the grizzly bear. Terry refused to slow the formation to let Hank and Blackie catch up, so they never took a break. Every two hours, they’d rest for thirty minutes. Inevitably, Blackie and Hank would roll in as they were gearing up to continue. 

Terry only cared that they caught up. 

“You won’t be able to do that with the civilians,” Char said. Terry knew that, but he’d need a reminder because stragglers would make him furious. 

“You know me so well.” Kae was sitting on Terry’s shoulders with his hands on the man’s head, watching and taking it all in.

Adams and Xandrie were engaged in friendly banter with one of the squads regarding how to properly run down and kill an elk. Char looked oddly at them, because sometime while they were gone, it had become common knowledge among the platoon that the newcomers were Werewolves. 

The young men continued to ask Xandrie to turn into a Werewolf, but Char suspected the only reason they wanted that was to see her naked, so Char intervened. 

“That’s enough, gentlemen. She will not dance for your entertainment,” Char growled. One smart-ass waved at Char to go away while he continued to ogle the beautiful Xandrie. 

Char didn’t hesitate. She lunged forward, grabbed the young man by the throat, and with one arm, lifted him off the ground. “I think I gave you an order, Private,” Char reiterated. He looked at her in terror, unable to speak. 

She tossed him to the side where he landed in a pile. The young man rolled to his back, rubbed his neck, and backpedaled along the ground to get away from the major, his fascination with Xandrie forgotten. 

“Get your shit together,” Char snarled at Adams and Xandrie. The two Werewolves stood, mumbled an apology, and retreated, putting distance between themselves and the humans. 

When Char returned to Terry, he shrugged. The Werewolves were a distraction for the young men. The FDG didn’t have a dance bar just outside the base gates, something he had to deal with when he served back in the old days. 

During his time in the Marine Corps, Terry considered those places to be a blight on humanity. Now? He was starting to reconsider his opinion on the matter. 

“Are they afraid of me enough?” Char asked.

“What do you mean, something like they’re being chased by a rhino down a narrow street afraid, or ooh, that might hurt afraid?” Terry sought clarification. 

“Chased by a rhino? Is that a real thing?” Char wondered.

“I can neither confirm nor deny…” Terry started and then let it linger.

“Let me guess, a macho Marine effort to do it better than running with the bulls, because that wasn’t manly enough,” Char suggested.

They’d been together for over two years and Terry hadn’t narrated his life story to her. There was a great deal she didn’t know about him, as he didn’t know about her. Much of their lives from the before time didn’t matter, experiences helped them become the people they were. The future was in front of them, not behind.

Terry wasn’t surprised that she’d guessed one of his many secrets, almost as if she was in his head. 

She was always on his mind, as he thought about it, so the idea of her opening the curtains of his brain and taking a peek inside wasn’t alarming. She said she couldn’t read minds, but then again, she knew things that she shouldn’t have. He’d continue to have his suspicions, but in the end, it didn’t matter. If she asked, he would tell her everything.

That was how partnerships worked. 

“Those fuckers are faster than they look,” Terry said in a low voice, angled away from Kae so the boy wouldn’t hear. 

Char snorted. “What if he does something like that?” Char tipped her head toward the boy.

“The cold water of reality suggests that the stuff I didn’t tell my parents was in their best interest.”

“Any other death-defying moron moments you care to share?” 

“Well, you need to sit down, this will take a while, but hey, look at that,” Terry said, picking Kaeden up and standing. “Mark has us heading out for one more leg on today’s hike. That means we’ll get there tomorrow or first thing the next day.”

    “What if we can’t get in?” Char asked, dampening his glory moment.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Timmons didn’t wake up for two days. During that time, the humans were amazed at how his legs were healing, but then everything stopped. They carried him to the lake and washed his wounds twice a day. Even Ted found comfort in the lake’s waters and his skin had barely been touched. 

Ted and Timmons both lost their shoes to the toxic waste. In a world nearly twenty-three years after the fall, footwear was a considerable concern. Once you had shoes that fit, you took good care of them.

The group outlined the Werewolves’ human feet on paper and each person—James, Lacy, Gerry, and Kiwi—carried that template with them to size footwear they ran across in their seemingly never-ending search of the base.

On the third day, Timmons woke up and was ravenously hungry. Ted had told them to expect that, so they were ready. James and Lacy had traveled half a day away to find game as the wolf pack widened and expanded their hunting grounds. 

The roe deer provided a good meal for Timmons. He ate all the meat and then changed into Were form so he could crack the bones and clean them out, too. Lacy and Kiwi made themselves scarce for when he changed back to human form.  

He changed back and put on the clothes they’d found for him. The healing process started again, more rapidly this time. He thanked them all for their help and called for Kiwi.

When she arrived, he took a deep breath. “You haven’t known me long, but for those who have, I don’t apologize, because I do what I want to do, within the loose guidance that the alpha has given me. But this time, Kiwidinok, I am sorry that I didn’t listen to you. Tell me more about how you knew, because my Were senses couldn’t detect danger. I’m in charge and that means that I have to make decisions that are best for all of us. Better information means better decisions. You have earned my full trust, all of you, and that’s something I do not readily give.” 

The others nodded. Kiwi stepped closer to Timmons and took a seat on the floor, cross-legged so she could talk with him about Mother Earth. She started with one of her favorite sayings. 

“Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound together. All things connect. That’s a quote from Chief Seattle. I don’t know which tribe, but that doesn’t matter. We are all children of Mother Earth, each of us a single thread…” Kiwi looked older than her sixteen years as Timmons listened intently.

The others would have liked to stay, but Ted led them out because there was an endless list of things they needed to do in preparation for the arrival of the people from New Boulder. 

“Time to get to work,” Ted said happily, back to his old self. They watched as he headed toward the small power plant, not surprised that he was on his own mission without giving them any guidance. 

James was ready, as usual. “Family billeting for us.” He pointed to Lacy. “We’ll need what, a hundred units ready by the time people get here? And Gerry, you keep working the barracks for singles.”

“A question, Corporal,” Gerry said, raising a hand. James nodded. “When is this going to suck less?’

Lacy chuckled, and James smiled. “I’m with you. Cleaning out these shit-holes isn’t my idea of FDG work but that’s what the colonel left us here for. We clear two units a day, then we’ll be ready in two months. Every sixth day we take a day off. I’ll run it by Timmons.”

“To the salt mines!” Gerry called as he turned and walked toward the barracks he’d been working in. 

“You ever work in a salt mine?” James asked.

“I don’t know what one is, but that’s something the colonel always said when we started doing grunt work,” Geronimo answered over his shoulder, continuing his hike to the barracks. 

The salt mines called.

***

According to Terry’s mental map, they were four miles short of Cheyenne Mountain when they stopped. The men were holding up, but tiring. They couldn’t have kept that pace much longer, but it gave him little hope for twenty-five miles a day for those who weren’t as well-conditioned as the FDG. 

The Werewolves seemed unaffected, shrugging off the hike as if it were a day in the park. 

The natural growth in the area suggested that radiation was no longer toxic, at least not at that distance. 

Terry absentmindedly stroked the ever present communication device in his pocket. He doubted they’d be able to get inside without Akio’s help, assuming that General Reynolds had shared the information with the advanced computer system he knew as ADAM. Assuming the general had a code since he was a base commander at a different base in the area and that code hadn’t changed, which it probably did twenty times between the general’s departure and the WWDE. 

All of a sudden, Terry wasn’t so enamored of his plan. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck,” he said under his breath, eliciting raised eyebrows from his wife. 

“What if they changed the code?” 

“You are just now thinking of that? By all that’s holy, TH, you have got to be shitting me.” Char rolled her eyes and shook her head. 

“The EI should be able to access it in any case, right?” Terry said hopefully. 

“What if Akio doesn’t want to talk to you?” 

“Then I shall embrace my most creative expletive-laden tirade ever!” Terry claimed, standing tall with his fists on his hips, chest puffed out. “It will be epic,” 

“Already planning that, are you? Planning for failure or are you holding out hope that you can get in?” Char challenged him. Kae was riding on Hank with Blackie keeping a close eye. 

“Hank seems to like the boy,” Terry said, pointing. 

“Oh no you don’t, mister. Hope is your plan, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” she pressed him. 

“There was a little bit of hope sprinkled on top, but I suspected ADAM would have the code, because he knows everything, or so I’ve heard.” Terry sat down. So close, yet if they couldn’t get the door open, there was no other way in. 

Despite what people watched on StarGate SG1, there wasn’t an air vent with a flimsy lock that hid a ladder into the bowels of the mountain. They had to go through a massive door covering the roadway in.

When it turned dark, the sergeant established the watch. Terry asked Blackbeard to watch Kaeden for a while. The boy was comfortable with Blackie and even curled up against the grizzly cub to sleep. 

Terry, Char, Adams, and Xandrie headed out for a quick run to the mountain, to get the lay of the land. 

Terry couldn’t wait until the morning. He had to know that evening whether the trip had been wasted, whether he’d been wrong to push the effort to find his white whale.

It rushed to the front of his mind that it hadn’t turned out well for Ahab. 

They ran at a dangerous pace for Terry. The Werewolves could see better in the dark, so the other three changed into Were form. Terry ran with a backpack stuffed with the Weres’ clothes and boots, sprinting nearly the entire time. When he arrived, he stumbled into the clearing in front of the entrance, out of breath. They’d been running for less than fifteen minutes. The others were lounging as they waited for him. He always found their endurance disconcerting. 

He wasn’t a prude, but maybe he was. Seeing beautiful people naked should have been like walking through an art gallery. 

It wasn’t. They were just naked. “Here’s your clothes,” he managed to say as he removed the backpack, avoiding looking at Adams or Xandrie. Char laughed at his efforts as she flaunted her nakedness before him. 

“Come on now, clothes on. Places to go, people to see.” Terry clapped his hands. The sound echoed from the face of the mountain. The growth was all new, from within the past twenty years. No old trees stood in the area. Weeds cracked through the pavement as they fought for life. In another twenty years, the whole area would be overgrown and the entrance to the mountain hidden. 

Once changed, they walked through the tangle that had been a fence and found where the road disappeared under a pile of rubble. Part of the mountain had come down and filled the cave mouth. 

Terry walked from left to right, back left as he examined the landslide’s remnants. He looked up the mountain, but couldn’t see well enough to determine how much rock had been dislodged.

He asked Char, but she couldn’t guess. 

Between two large boulders, Terry started pulling out rocks and throwing them to the rear as he cleared a path. The others joined him and soon, they’d carved a tunnel that led to open space beyond. He peered into the darkness but couldn’t see through the pitch black. Char led the way, holding his hand as she guided him through rubble that had been thrown into the tunnel’s mouth. 

“I see a light,” Terry said. A faint glow outlined a square on the wall. When they reached it, Char pulled it open. Adams and Xandrie leaned around to see what they found.

A key pad that had power to it. 

***

With more than enough food and unlimited water, Timmons healed at an incredible rate. From an injury that had chemically burned him to the bone from his knees down, in addition to the stump of his arm, his skin and muscle had grown back.

An odd thing happened as well—Timmons’s hand was growing back. He watched it in wonder. Ted seemed unsurprised.

“The toxic waste dissolved the silver that barred the healing process. I didn’t care to test my theory out, but I’m pleased that it worked out for you,” Ted stated matter-of-factly.

“I’m pleased, you say?” Timmons never could figure out Ted’s thought process. “This means that we’ll be able to get twice the amount of work done, my friend. Next up, the pipe. Let’s find us a pig to send through there, to drive any remaining fuel oil into that tank. Give us a working reserve until we can find that Mini Cooper.”

A pig was the term used for a device sent through a pipe to clean it or flush it. Timmons wanted to send one through the end as far away from the plant as they could find, to drive any residual fuel oil to the plant. Ted had calculated a quantity in excess of a thousand gallons within the pipe that fed the plant. 

That would get it started and keep it running for a little while. With a little work, they could convert the burners to use biodiesel, but they needed the plant to run to set up the conversion process. 

It took power to make power.

Timmons didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to depend on a source of energy that was difficult to maintain with the limited manpower they had available. It would take a small army to ensure a continuous supply of biomass from which to brew the biodiesel. 

Ted watched Timmons flex his fledgling fingers as they stretched and grew.

“Would you leave them alone?” Ted demanded.

“Why? Will I go blind if I keep playing with them?” Timmons joked, before turning serious. “You don’t know what it was like, missing a hand. I had to fight to tie my own God damn shoes! Take it from me, Ted. You don’t ever want to lose a hand.”

With his jaw set and a new determination, Timmons strode proudly to the plant. He felt like a new Werewolf. His alpha had a mission for him, and he didn’t want to let her down. 

***

“No!” Char insisted as Terry gripped his communication device, ready to activate it. 

“I want to see if they have the code. Isn’t that what we came for?” Terry asked, convinced he was right—that they should try the door right then and there.

“If the door opens, you’ll go in and we won’t return to the platoon. They deserve to be here for the big moment, and if the door doesn’t open, it’s only four miles, we’ll be on the road home before noon. Either way, they should be here. Protocol. The officers shouldn’t go alone into new territory,” Char said, pursing her lips and nodding.

“We always go ahead without the platoon,” Terry argued.

“But we shouldn’t. Sorry, Colonel, overruling you on this one.” Char put her foot down. “Excuse me, Adams, Xandrie, if you could give us some privacy to discuss this, I’d appreciate it.” 

Terry was getting angry. He jammed the communication device in his pocket and watched the other two Werewolves fade away from the glow of the keypad as they left the tunnel. 

With her inhuman strength, Char picked Terry up and slammed him against the heavy door. With a grunt, he reached around her head and grabbed her hair, but she already had his neck in her teeth, rolling the flesh playfully, painfully. 

She let him slide down the door until he was standing. He winced and slapped a hand to his neck. He felt the sting and the wet. He was bleeding. 

    “Your mate is hungry,” she teased. 




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Ted stood in the open field that used to be a parade deck. It reminded him of the open area at the Air Force Academy where they’d found such fertile hunting ground. The wolf pack was running in circles around him, chasing each other and acting like puppies. 

His mood was carrying over to them. Things were starting to go right for the group. Timmons had his hand back and was his happy self from a long, long time ago. The plant was in good shape and with the last systems check, they figured they could have it running inside a month. 

The humans were systematically cleaning out rooms and houses, scavenging the things they needed to keep moving forward. Ted looked down at his combat boots, which had been hidden above a ceiling panel in the barracks. They had been stiff, but he rubbed a little animal fat into them and they softened up nicely. 

Timmons had a pair of old tennis shoes that were cracked, but they would cover his feet until the searchers found something else. 

They hunted every other day, simultaneously scrounging for any kind of vegetable or leafy green that could be eaten. The problem was that winter was coming. There were no greenhouses with a winter crop started like they had back in New Boulder. 

The group had high hopes that the colonel would return with the town’s people before next winter, so they could get things planted, start living, start growing. 

Timmons wanted the people to have power by then, unlimited power. He walked up behind Ted, but Weres weren’t surprised by things like that. 

“We need to go to that railroad yard, all of us, and look for the Mini Cooper,” Timmons said, sounding more desperate than he intended. He felt hopeful. He wanted his luck to hold. He’d ask Kiwi to ride up front, to sense the things that the Werewolves could not. 

“I like these humans,” Timmons said in a low voice. 

“Of course, because they saved our lives, even though they could have left us to die, maybe they should have. They’ve never been anything but kind, but they fight like devils. No worse enemy, no greater friend. They remind me of the Marines.” Ted looked contemplative as he spoke. While in the Navy, his dealings with the Marines had always been professional. 

He’d recognized Terry as one the second they walked up on the fateful day the pack returned to find Char. Are we there yet, Ted had asked for the umpteenth time. And they weren’t until they were here, at Great Lakes. Ted finally felt at home. With a nuclear reactor to run?

He would be home. 

Timmons had said something, but Ted was oblivious. He’d retreated into his own mind, so Timmons waited and then repeated himself.

“We’ll talk with James and the others tonight, head out tomorrow, hunt on the way, find what we need to find. Do you think you and I can pull a train car twenty miles?” Timmons asked.

“We have horses, too, you know,” Ted reminded him. 

“Indeed,” Timmons answered. “Indeed we do and things are looking up, Ted. Things are definitely looking up!” Timmons flexed the fingers of his regrown hand, reveling in its feel and savoring what that one hand was capable of when matched with its right-handed partner. 

Gerry and Kiwi were riding together on the horse. They slowed to a walk when they reached the parade deck.

“Are they doing the mambo?” Timmons asked.

Ted looked at him like he’d grown a third head.

“I guess it doesn’t matter, but I think they are.” 

Ted called the pack to him and settled them down so they wouldn’t spook the horses.

***

Adams and Xandrie got tired of waiting and returned to the platoon on their own. They stayed in human form and walked easily. As they approached the camp, Terry and Char caught up to them, out of breath and laughing. 

Xandrie wasn’t amused. “You wanted us to stand around while you two played hide the salami?” 

“Wow. You make it sound so…dirty,” Char emphasized the word, ‘dirty,’ but seeing the look on Xandrie’s face, she decided not to toy with her any further. “We go first thing in the morning and that’s when Terry will call Akio and see if there’s any magical fairy dust they can sprinkle on us from wherever the hell they are. Go get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day, no matter what happens.” 

Adams and Xandrie departed. There was a brief period of shouting as the two encountered the night watch. 

Ivan. It was Nightwatch himself standing guard.

They passed the gauntlet and Terry and Char followed, presenting the appropriate challenge to enter the camp without issue.

“I guess I should have told them how to do it,” Terry said, looking away. 

“So what if they got shot? They’ll heal and they’ll have learned an important lesson about messing with the FDG,” Char suspected.

“Something like that,” Terry answered. “Did you sense anything back there?” 

“Nothing. The mountain is shielded in ways that nothing came through. So, that was another reason for my diversion. I couldn’t tell you what was behind that door, and it bothered me.” 

Terry reached to his neck, feeling the spot where Char had drawn blood. It had healed already, but the memory of the painful pleasure remained. 

And she had been right. The FDG needed to share in the victory or the failure. He needed to include them on his adventures. He needed to include Mark and make him a true lieutenant, not just a caretaker for the times Terry was gone. 

That was what the morning would bring.

***

“Twenty miles?” Ted asked. 

“Twenty miles. That’s what the colonel said. We’ll follow the tracks that swing inland. We don’t care about O’Hare. The railroad classification yard is next to it, and that’s what we’re looking for, people.” Timmons sounded confident.

James and Lacy rode their horses and Gerry and Kiwi were doubled up as usual. Ted and Timmons decided that they’d run as Werewolves and would run with the pack. Kiwi and Lacy turned away as the two men stripped and handed their clothes to James. 

A moment later, two Werewolves stood surveying the area. With a single leap, both were off, loping toward the front gate and the railroad tracks beyond. The horses trotted after them. 

They’d worked out a way to communicate while Ted and Timmons were in Were form. If the two sensed any humans, they’d stop and point, then tap a paw on the ground for how many. If they found game that needed hunting, they’d stop and point, then take the pack and go. 

The humans trusted them. Conversely, if Kiwi sensed anything, James would whistle to get their attention. Then she’d tell them what she felt or if the ghost rabbit was near.

And so it went for the first ten miles—no interruptions, nothing to hunt, no humans to threaten them. 

They’d slowed to a steady pace, but Timmons was in a hurry. He was determined to get there early to give them more time to search. According to Terry Henry, the yard was massive and could contain thousands of rail cars. 

The group brought their usual kit, enough to remain overnight wherever they happened to find themselves. James was committed to a final determination on the existence of the Mini Cooper. 

It was mile fifteen where the massive structures of the city dominated the horizon. They stood as silent monuments to a time that was and maybe never would be again, unless you trusted Terry Henry Walton, and he seemed confident that it could all be brought back. 

Seeing the crush of buildings, James wasn’t sure he wanted it back. He preferred open spaces and fewer people. 

Timmons and Ted stopped up ahead. One of the wolf pack started to howl. Timmons ran back, spooking the horses. He changed into human form as he approached and told James to join them while the others needed to wait. 

James was intrigued, but Lacy dismounted. 

“You stay,” he told her. 

“Why?” she demanded. 

To James it was simple.

“Because the warrant officer is in charge and he said so. I’ll tell you as soon as I know. Please.” He held out his hands to demonstrate his sincerity. Timmons told him to get up there.

The corporal jogged away, happy that Lacy stayed behind. Good order and discipline, the colonel always preached. Sometimes, just follow orders. Trust the leadership to make good decisions.

James found the two naked men studying a body on the ground. He’d seen thousands of dead bodies. He didn’t think much about them anymore. Why? 

“Look here.” Timmons pointed to the man’s neck. 

“Puncture wounds in a shriveled neck. So what?” James asked, leaning closer, thinking that he was missing something.

“This body’s freshly killed,” Ted said barely above a whisper.

“Fuck off!” James exclaimed. 

“Ever hear of the Forsaken?” Timmons asked, standing and sniffing the air before turning to face James.

He always found it uncomfortable to talk with the Werewolves when they were in the buff. They didn’t care about being naked, but James did. 

“No. I have no idea what a Forsaken is,” James replied.

“Vampires, the kind that suck blood because that’s how they feed. This was done by a vamp and not too long ago. I don’t sense anything nearby, but it might not be a daywalker. That’s to our advantage and disadvantage.” Ted and Timmons scanned the horizon, eyes unfocused as they reached out with their senses. 

“Everyone needs to know this. Are we safe right now?” James asked. Timmons nodded, not looking away from the horizon. 

James waved the others to join them. They dismounted and walked ahead, studying the body as they approached. Lacy had seen Ted and Timmons a number of times, but not Kiwi. She tried not to stare, but failed miserably.

“Kiwi, any ghost rabbits out and about?” James wondered.

She smirked at him. “I would have told you already if there were. I don’t see anything except clouds in the sky, a ruined city, and a dead guy.” 

James pursed his lips. Timmons repeated what he’d said about the Forsaken. Kiwi became visibly shaken.

“Abominations. They insult Mother Earth.” Fear gripped her as she stumbled through the words. She closed her eyes and started chanting. 

“What the fuck do we do now?” Lacy asked, fingering the selector lever on her rifle as she looked around as if expecting the boogeyman to jump out of the nearest bushes.

***

Terry pushed the FDG, getting them up before dawn and moving out at daybreak at a brisk pace that forced those with shorter legs to jog. They made quick work of the four miles to Cheyenne Mountain.

Once there, Terry ordered Mark to establish a perimeter with one squad, even though the Werewolves confirmed that they were alone. 

One squad would breach the opening and move in, weapons aimed as they prepared to engage a dug-in enemy. The third squad was placed in reserve, weapons tight and ready to go where ordered, exploit a gap or heaven forbid, cover a retreat.

They lined the tunnel entrance with candles and moved into position. Terry put Mark up front. “This is where the rubber meets the road, Sergeant. All the training you’ve done over the past two years was for this moment. Remember your training!” the colonel yelled. The squad responded with a hearty ‘Oorah.’

Char lifted the covering on the panel as Terry keyed his communicator. 

“Good morning, Colonel Walton,” Akio answered formally. There was no static, nothing to indicate that the connection had gone through. Terry was taken aback, but only for an instant. 

“Akio, my sincere apologies for the interruption. We are at the entrance to Cheyenne Mountain and there is a digital keypad. I was hoping that ADAM would be able to share the code with me.” Terry kept it simple.

“ADAM is not here,” Akio replied. Terry had no answer to that. “But we have someone who may be able to help. I will ask Eve if she knows.”

Terry let out the breath he’d been holding for too long. Char joined him in exhaling. 

She thought they’d made the trip for nothing.

“Good morning, Colonel Walton, Akio has asked me to help you. I believe I have the information you seek,” a pleasant female voice spoke over the small device that Terry held in his hand. He gave it to Char to hold up while he focused his attention on the keypad. 

“Shoot,” he told her.

“Are you in trouble?” she asked quickly.

“What? No, not at all. I’m ready to enter the code,” Terry replied.

“Yes, fifteen digits, try these…” Terry entered the digits. He nodded to Mark as he prepared to press the last number. When he did so, the panel flashed red once and returned to its former green glow. 

The squad looked at each other, not understanding.

“That didn’t work. It flashed red after the last digit,” Terry said into the device.

“I was afraid of that. That was the last code on file. It had been changed after I received the information. The operators of this system changed the code using a random number generator, but in the computer world, nothing is really random, now is it?” They thought they heard the Entity Intelligence, the EI, giggle. “I have a list of possibilities based on the equations derived from the last seventy-four codes…”

Two hours later, Terry’s back was hunched and he was convinced that he’d worn his fingerprint off by punching numbers on the key pad. He and Char started taking turns holding the communication device as they punched the nearly endless string of fifteen digit codes into the keypad. 

Red flash, start over. Half the breaching squad was asleep. Mark was fighting it by standing and jumping in place, but his eyes were half rolled back into his head. 

    “You suck, TH,” Char whispered. He couldn’t argue with that.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




“He’s not nearby,” Timmons and Ted finally agreed. “Stay on mission. To the railyard.” 

The two men changed into Were form, rallied the wolf pack, and started running, much faster than before. 

Fear drove them. They’d run thousands of miles to escape the last Forsaken they had the misfortune to sense and they didn’t even see that one, having used the daylight to cover their retreat. 

This one was in Chicago. They were in Chicago. Timmons’s mind raced. The vampires would have to make peace with the locals, but would the humans be willing to sacrifice their own to keep the Forsaken fed? 

Timmons was willing because he didn’t want to die, but he knew that Terry and Char would have none of that. He suspected that those two would go to war with all Vampires rather than serve up a human. 

The Werewolf stopped and looked at the humans accompanying him. Which one of them would he hand over? 

He growled as he realized he wouldn’t be able to do it. They needed to be ready to fight. Timmons had gotten his ass kicked by a human and by another Werewolf. If he had to fight the Forsaken, he’d die. That was his attitude, defeatist but realistic. 

It was also the worst attitude to have. 

Timmons stopped and looked around. Ted hesitated and brought the wolf pack to him. Timmons changed from a shaggy gray Werewolf into human form. His shoulders were hunched and his head hung as he walked to those on horseback. 

“I can’t take him,” Timmons confided. Ted wondered what he was talking about.

Timmons was a magnificent specimen as a man. Tall, well built, but not overly muscular. He was lean and chiseled. Ted looked less cut, but still appeared like the underwear models of old. 

“If we run across a Forsaken, I can’t take him. He’ll kill me and then he’ll kill you all, one by one.” Timmons appeared to be talking to the ground.

“Bullshit, Mr. Ass-slappy McFuckface!” Lacy bellowed. James looked at her, wondering about her new fascination with creative cursing. “What are we going to do with these while all this is going on?” 

Lacy held her rifle in the air. She pulled out two extra magazines and waved them with her other hand.

“We’re going to be pouring so much ammo downrange, he’s going to think he’s been run over by a buffalo. And what about them?” she asked, pointing at the pack lounging nearby. “I expect they’ll be right in the mix, too. And what about you?” 

Lacy pointed an accusing finger at Ted. He froze, unwilling to move and incur any more of the young woman’s wrath. “Like I said, bullshit. If that lame-ass shlong-lapping night crawler comes around here, he’s not walking away. One for all, all for one, right?” 

Terry had used that expression during training often to reinforce why they never left a person behind. Every single member of the Force needed to know that they wouldn’t be abandoned. 

“I guess Lacy told us how it is, so Gunner McFuckface, shall we continue, on mission, as you suggested?” James interjected. He turned to Lacy, “Nicely done, babe.”

“Thanks, babe.”

Ted chuckled. “Gunner McFuckface…” 

***

Char pressed the numbers that Eve called out, and when the panel light flashed green instead of the expected red, Char jumped backwards. Terry almost dropped the communication device. 

The grind and squeal of oversized but rusty gears echoed through the oversized door. 

“It’s opening! Get up, you bastards, and stand to!” Terry yelled. Mark was instantly alert and dropped to a knee, aiming at the overlap of the two doors, where he expected to see it crack apart. The others behind him fell in line, shaking the cobwebs from their minds. 

With a hideous screech and loud bang, the doors popped and one side started sliding outward.

Adams and Xandrie stood easy behind the squad. They had no expectations for what was inside. Char waited impatiently for the door to grind open. At least they were on the side away from the opening door, until the one closest started grinding its way through the dirt. They stepped back.

The cloud of air ejected from the inside carried a stench that most wouldn’t recognize.

Adams and Xandrie ripped their clothes off at Werewolf speed and changed into Were form, growling and snapping at the darkness beyond the door. 

Char pulled her pistols and stepped backwards. 

“What do you sense? What’s in there?” Terry asked urgently.

“Death,” she whispered. 

“I smell that, but how?” 

“The Forsaken. They’re in there and very much alive,”

“Thanks, Akio, gotta go,” Terry called into the communicator before shutting it off and stuffing it into his pocket.

***

Akio looked at the screen in front of him. He stood in a secret stronghold in Japan. His pod was hidden in a small valley nearby along with three Black Eagles, the X-Wing style fighter that Bethany Anne had left behind for Akio’s use.

The screens in the remote command center carried images from all over the planet. Terry Henry Walton was not the only effort to consolidate survivors and recover. His wasn’t even the most advanced, but his was the only one that Akio trusted was being done on behalf of humanity and not solely for the individuals in power. 

Europe had several factions setting up. Asia was far and away the largest. Chinese farms bordering mountain ranges were mostly untouched and accounted for the majority of the world’s population. The cities were devastated, but those in the most rural areas had stayed out of the eye of the WWDE storm. 

The electromagnetic pulse had no effect on them. They continued living their lives as they had for millennia. 

In nearly every enclave, a Were could be found. They were blending in as they’d always done. But the Forsaken, with the reduction in the human population, their feeding grounds had shrunk. When ten people out of twenty-five million died, no one noticed, but when ten people out of a thousand were sucked dry, people became afraid. 

Yuko looked at him, ready to wish him well. The android, Eve, stood next to Yuko. Eve’s skin seamlessly flowed as she moved. She was built by ADAM using a combination of alloys and Yollin technology. It had taken a year, but ADAM had built her specifically to ensure a long and healthy life for Yuko.

She was to remain unseen and manage the Unknown World, the survivors who would be loyal to Bethany Anne, and be ready for Michael’s return to Earth, whenever that would be. 

Akio’s job was to handle the Forsaken. He was slightly put out that Terry Henry would close the channel without asking for his help. There was no way Akio could monitor them within Cheyenne Mountain. He’d have to wait, unless he went on his own.

Akio never expected that the Forsaken would all die, but had they built a stronghold within a modern fortress? He wondered. 

He couldn’t fathom. 

“Please, prepare the pod, just in case,” he asked Eve, before sitting on his cushion to meditate. Akio had told Terry to be judicious in asking for his help. 

With Eve’s assistance, Akio had planted the seeds in Terry’s mind regarding the Cooper Mini Modular Reactor and the equipment within NORAD. He hadn’t known that Forsaken were in the mountain with the convoy. 

Had he helped Terry Henry Walton, his partner Charumati, and the rest of the Force de Guerre or had he condemned them?

If the human took on the Forsaken, could he win or would he call back to summon Akio? 

Akio had to be ready in either case.

***

Terry uncoiled his bullwhip and took a position in the middle of the squad. Char stood next to him. He’d only seen her this tense once before and that was the night Marcus raced across the Wastelands toward them. She had thought she was going to die that night.

This time, she was afraid she wasn’t going to see the sunset. The Forsaken had a way of dealing with intruders on their lives that didn’t end well for the intruders.

“Sergeant, the Forsaken can be held up by a certain volume of fire. You shoot them with everything the squad has to offer, and we’ll finish him,” Terry said calmly. “Spare magazines?” 

The squad responded instantly, slapping pockets and pouches, wherever they carried their spares. 

“Finish them,” Char corrected. Terry’s shoulders hunched, his body language not signaling defeat, but not as confident as it was seconds prior.

“How many?” 

“Four, I think.” She turned back to the two Werewolves snarling behind the squad. They nodded. 

Four and a number of humans, a big number. 

“How do we tell them apart? We can’t just kill the humans,” Terry retorted, angry at the situation, not the information or the person who delivered it.

“You’ll be able to tell them apart. The humans will look sickly, frail. The Forsaken will look young and strong.” Char continued to stare into the tunnel.

“We save as many of the humans as we can. The Forsaken all need to die. How can we kill them?” 

“Wood stakes through the heart,” Char replied.

“Really?” He shook it off, before yelling over his shoulder. “Third squad! Sharpened sticks, at least twenty, thick as my thumb, you have two minutes to get them in here. Move!” 

As they stood there peering into the darkness, two minutes seemed like an eternity. Terry was counting in his head. When he reached one hundred and twenty, he yelled again. “Where are my vampire-killing stakes?” 

There was a great deal of shuffling and cursing outside the entrance and Blackie burst in as Hank wedged himself into the opening. Someone handed a bunch of hastily sharpened sticks over the bear and Blackbeard passed them out, three per person with extras going to the colonel and the major. 

“Bring the bear,” Terry said. Hank sniffed at Adams and Xandrie, who sniffed back and bared their teeth. Hank stood on his back legs and roared his disapproval of the shaggy beasts in front of him. 

Char walked back and grabbed the two Werewolves by the scruff of their necks and dragged them away, putting them in the middle. The sergeant, Jim, and Charlie were up front. Four squad members were between the Weres and Hank. 

Terry shook his head, “I think we’ve lost our element of surprise,” he said matter-of-factly.

“That happened the moment those big bastards started squealing,” Char said, nodding toward the massive doors. These weren’t even the vault door. These were there to keep out most of the bad guys, but anyone with the right type of explosives could have taken the big doors down. It had taken them two hours to get through, and it was the easy one. 

Mark moved forward, ultra-cautiously. Terry wanted him to speed up, but as his first action, Mark needed to learn as he went. That gave Terry and Char time to look around. On the wall of the tunnel, there was a junction box that looked like a light switch. 

Light would make their lives a whole lot easier.

Char tried it and with clunks and bangs, the lights came to life, sequentially, from where they stood downwards. The roadway into the mountain was wide, with sidewalks on either side. In one lane, it looked like a convoy had parked. The vehicles looked fresh, as if they would drive away at any moment. 

“There’s no one in or around the vehicles,” Char called out as Mark had started to issue orders to search and clear the trucks. 

Terry climbed into the back of the closest vehicle. The five-ton truck was facing downhill, as if someone drove the convoy in and locked the mountain doors behind themselves. 

He threw the flap open, revealing a stack of crates. AT-4s. Shoulder-fired anti-tank rockets. He used his knife to pop the top and look inside one of the olive drab wood crates, pulling out a sealed plastic case that said it contained one fully capable AT-4. 

He wore a big smile on his face as he looked at Char. “Bingo,” he told her, but her mind was elsewhere. 

With well-practiced hands, he opened the case, took the rocket out, did a quick check, and slung it over his shoulder. 

Terry knew that the Forsaken were inhumanly fast. He’d never be able to hit one with the slow moving rocket, but in case he needed to blow a door open, the AT-4 would come in handy, while also doing a number on anyone hiding inside a room breached by an AT-4 warhead. 

A total of twenty five-ton trucks, four HMMWV with turret guns, and a tanker sat in the silent convoy. The tanker was filled with diesel fuel. 

Terry had found his white whale, but just like Moby Dick, carrying his spoils away wasn’t going to be easy. 

***

Timmons stopped and stood on his back feet, trying to see out over the mass of confusion that was the classification yard, a place where trains were configured for movement elsewhere. On the WWDE, they must have been full and every other train in Chicago tried to squeeze in on top of them. It was a spaghetti mess of train cars. 

Or maybe this was business as usual for a busy classification yard. On the WWDE, when the EMP hit, everything not shielded stopped where it was. 

Did that mean the diesel engines were unaffected and kept the trains traveling? 

Ted and Timmons got dressed as the wolves spread out and started hunting rats. 

“Holy shit! Tanks,” Timmons said, pointing. Fourteen above ground storage tanks sat at the far end of the railyard. “I wonder what’s in there.” 

They turned the horses loose in a grassy area. To the north of them, there was open ground that had been O’Hare International Airport. The runways were now partially overgrown. The tails of aircraft stood at the long-abandoned terminal. One of the busiest airports in the world was empty and graveyard quiet. 

Timmons didn’t care about the airport. Those planes wouldn’t fly again. But the trains. He did some quick calculations in his head. Fifty tracks wide for a mile and guesstimated one hundred cars per mile, that was five thousand cars packed into the yard. 

Ted verbalized what Timmons felt. “That is one fuck-ton of trains.” 

“Okay, people, we start at one end, label the track with chalk or charcoal. We’re looking for what we call a Mini Cooper, a nuclear reactor that looks like a grossly oversized tanker car. It should be shiny silver, but they may have painted over it to hide it. So, you’re looking for an oversized tanker car.” Timmons started to point out where they should start with one person going down every other row, meeting at the far end, then doing it again until they were finished. 

Kiwi raised her hand. “What’s a tanker car?” 

Timmons took a deep breath. “Kids nowadays,” he said with a chuckle. He looked down the first couple lines and saw only cars carrying standard forty-foot shipping containers. Many had been broken into. By the fourth line, a series of tanker cars were lined up. 

“Here we go. This is a tanker car, made to carry liquids of all types. Here are the basic components to look for and the Mini Cooper won’t have things like this.” Timmons pointed to the top fittings and bottom fittings. “They have to have a way to fill the tank and then empty the tank. If you see things designed specifically for fluids, move on. Questions?” 

They looked at the tanker car for a while longer, gauging its size. 

“We start at this end and meet on the other end. Then do it all over again. Keep your eyes peeled, people,” Timmons cautioned.

They lined up and started down the rows. Ted and Timmons jogged as they knew what they were looking for. Kiwi and Gerry took longer because they weren’t sure. 

One mile and it took nearly an hour for the younger people to finish. Timmons was beside himself and insisted that the humans check out the surrounding area and that Ted and Timmons would run through the yard. 

So they took off at Werewolf speed, while James, Lacy, Gerry, and Kiwi looked for something else to do. “Check the tanks?” James asked.

    No one disagreed, so that was where they went.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




After a quick check of the vehicles, Terry wondered what they could take with them, happy to have the challenge of too much modern firepower. He shook his head and gritted his teeth. If he wasn’t careful, he’d be buried in the bowels of the earth with his nanocytes coursing through some Forsaken’s body after it fed on him. 

He wondered if his nanocytes would make it stronger. He decided it was best to keep his nanocytes to himself, sharing with Char as far as he’d go. 

Char heard the footsteps first, small ones coming from behind them. “Don’t leave me,” Kaeden called. Terry turned and hurried back, fury raged within him. 

“Kae, we are not leaving you, but you can’t be here with us. Blackbeard, you cover our six. Anyone gets past us, you kill them. Keep him with you.” Terry pulled one of his knives, flipped it over to hold it by the blade. He handed it to the boy. 

“You know how to use this?” he asked. The boy nodded. “Your job is to protect Hank. Anyone tries to hurt him, you stop them, do you understand?” 

Terry didn’t wait for the boy’s answer as echoes of a rifle’s report cascaded up the tunnel. Then more shots from multiple weapons as the squad fired en masse.  

 Terry ran past the trucks as Char yelled to cease fire. 

Mark and the front members of first squad were kneeling, still holding their aim. A body was on the roadway ahead. Adams and Xandrie’s shaggy fur bounced as they ran past Char. They stopped to sniff at the man, then jogged ahead as if sensing game. Char started to run. 

Terry didn’t know what was going on, so he ran too, unsure of what he was running for or where.

The body he passed was riddled with bullet holes. A man of indeterminate age, features sunken as if he hadn’t eaten in months. His body was mostly shriveled. The telltale sign of Vampire bites on his neck suggested they’d fed on him repeatedly. 

Not enough to kill him, but keep him in a state of living death. 

Terry ran faster. The Forsaken. The enemy of all mankind. 

They needed to die. 

Xandrie yipped as something blazed in from a side passage and chopped into her body. Adams barked and leapt, but the creature was already gone. Xandrie bolted in panic down a different passage. 

“Adams!” Char yelled, but he was gone, heading down the passage to the right after his mate. 

Char fired the pistol into the darkness to the left. A figure burst into the open, moving beyond Werewolf speed and diving directly for Char. 

Terry took a half-step and swung with all the power in his body. He stopped the creature cold, but it felt as if he’d punched a rock wall. The Forsaken grunted and dropped to the pavement. Char stomped his knee and then danced aside.

He flipped backwards and flexed his shoulders as he raised his fists. Terry lunged forward, moving to maintain his balance over the balls of his feet. The creature’s eyes blazed red, Char’s glowed purple in the shadows of the side passage, and Terry’s glowed a faint red, getting stronger the deeper he backed the Forsaken into the side passage. 

“What the fuck are you?” the Vampire asked. 

“Are we alone?” Terry asked. 

“Yes,” Char answered. 

Terry pulled the rocket launcher from his shoulder, but the Vampire ran forward and grabbed it with both hands. Terry leaned back to hold the creature in place as he drove the silvered blade of his small knife into the rib cage of the Forsaken.

The creature let go of the rocket and jumped on Terry, but the colonel twisted and spun, throwing his enemy into the wall. Terry moved to one side and Char moved to the other, trapping the Forsaken between them. 

“You’re going to take us to the others,” Terry growled. 

“I think not,” the man said, looking at his hands where vicious claws stood from the end of his fingers. He flexed his hands, not bothering to look at Char. 

“Since when have Werewolves grown so bold? You will die as your reward for freeing us from this prison.” 

Terry’s white whale was going to come at a steep price. 

***

The tank farm was mostly untouched. One tank had burned, probably decades earlier. They avoided that one, but the fire hadn’t reached the others. They climbed the stairs leading upward and at the top was a locked system that they couldn’t get into to see or smell what was inside. 

But they did have a great view and used it to look over the railyard at the airport. So much to see that they hadn’t seen before. 

Kiwi pointed toward the towers of Chicago. Black smoke drifted skyward. They couldn’t tell how far away it was, but Timmons needed to know. 

They hurried down the stairs circling the tank and ran into the railyard. They jogged along one side, looking between the lines of cars until they spotted the two men. James whistled, but Timmons motioned at them to join him and Ted.

They jogged down the row where the two Werewolves stood leaning against a box car. They pointed to a tarpaulin-covered car that crowded over the space between the tracks. 

“Is that what I think it is?” James smiled. Two decades of sitting in the weather made the tarp frail. James and Lacy climbed the ladders to get atop the thing. Although they were ready to use their knives, it took little effort to rip the tarp free. 

Underneath was a shiny car, bulbous at the sides and standing far taller than the other cars of the train. It looked like a tanker but didn’t have any fittings. Everything on it looked to be stainless or higher grade steel. There was no rust on it. It looked pristine. 

Ted was all smiles. 

“There’s a fire.” James remembered as he stood near the top of the Mini Cooper. He pointed toward the city. Ted and Timmons climbed the reactor and looked eastward.

“Time to go, humans,” Timmons called as they hurried from the car. Ted stroked the Mini Cooper’s sides lovingly as he walked next to it. Timmons started to run, in the direction opposite the fire. “Get the horses!” he yelled over his shoulder as they cleared the last of the rail cars and crawled under a pair that were wedged into a bottleneck with the other half of the yard. 

Ted looked dismayed. “We’re not going to make it,” he sighed and sat down. Timmons closed his eyes. 

“Nope,” Timmons agreed. “He knows we’re here and he’s coming. A daywalker, might not be too powerful.” 

They started running again, to get free of the tracks and into the open, as a figure appeared not far away. He wore all black, long sleeves, long pants, and a wide-brimmed hat. The young humans hadn’t seen anything like it. 

Timmons and Ted had. 

The Vampires preferred the all black leather look to keep the sun off themselves. Even a few daywalkers had adopted the look so they didn’t appear as fourth or fifth generation Vamps. 

They wanted the mystique, but some of them were weak, weaker than a well-trained human. Some vampires could read minds. That would give him a distinct advantage over humans, no matter how well trained.

Timmons turned to the four people. “I need you to think about sex, the best sex you’ve ever had, and keep thinking about it. Help each other out for fuck’s sake. It’s not hard. Haha! Maybe it should be, eh, Ted? We’ll take care of this joker,” Timmons said with false bravado as he joined Ted to stand between the Forsaken and the members of the FDG.

James and Lacy were surprised at the order, but their minds instantly disappeared into their past. James couldn’t help it, even though he wanted to watch what was going on with the newcomer that they’d called the Forsaken. 

Gerry and Kiwi didn’t have any memories of sex. They both looked at each wondering what to do. Gerry pulled her to him and kissed her hard, then she pulled him away to a spot in the shade behind a boxcar. 

The wolf pack took their place at Ted’s side and everyone was ready.

*** 

Xandrie was injured. The Forsaken had clawed her side, and it hurt like liquid fire had been poured into her chest. She’d raced down passage after passage, twisting and turning as she fled in pained terror. She couldn’t hear Adams anymore. 

She found a nook and crawled into it, licking her side before giving up and changing into human form where she could try to clean out the wound with her more agile human hands. 

“What brings you here, my pretty?” a cold voice spoke from the darkness. 

She tried to reach out, but the pain was messing with her senses. “Who’s there? Show yourself, pussy!” 

A young man appeared in the corridor, blocking her into the small room. She could barely discern his outline even with her Werewolf vision. To a human, it would look pitch black. 

“I have to thank you, sister, for what you and your comrades have done for us.” He let the remark hang. Xandrie changed back into Were form, wincing as she put weight on her front paw. 

In that moment he was on her, his claws jabbing against her throat. She struggled weakly. “Change back to human form or I’ll slice your head off right now.” His voice was soft, almost dainty, but the command wasn’t. 

Xandrie reverted to human form and hung limply in his arms as she summoned her courage and her strength. From far off she heard the footfalls of a Werewolf’s pads. 

“Adams!” she yelled before the claws clamped down and stopped her air. 

“As you wish,” he said, turning her around as he ducked and bit deeply into her neck while his claws sunk finger deep into her naked stomach. She gasped as he drained the life from her. 

She fell to the floor as he disappeared into the darkness.

***

The Forsaken looked at his claws, smiled at Char, and then winced as a spasm from the wound that Terry had given him announced that it shouldn’t be forgotten. Char felt the impact through the etheric, too. 

“Xandrie’s dead,” she told Terry. He clenched his jaws. He thought of saying something witty, but decided that killing these things was in everyone’s best interest. 

“A Werewolf, pregnant with a strange human’s baby,” the Forsaken said. 

Terry was done talking, no matter the subject. He feinted with his left hand in a move too fast for the eye to follow. The Vamp’s hand raised defensively to block the attack. Terry’s second hand followed, slashing the fingers from the Forsaken’s hand. 

The creature jumped back against the tunnel wall. Terry’s spin kick caught him in the mid-section and crunched him against the stone. Char’s roundhouse caught him in the side of the head and knocked him down. 

Terry stepped back and cracked the whip tip into the Forsaken’s neck. He howled when the silver from Margie Rose’s old necklace burned him. Char leapt and drove her wooden stake under his rib cage and pounded it toward his heart. He jerked away before it went deep enough.

Terry whipped him again and again, until he curled into a fetal position and rolled over. Char drove her last stake under the creature’s shoulder blade and into its heart. 

It shivered and jerked, unable to get the stake free, but it was already too late. Its death throes continued for another few seconds before it collapsed into itself, a dead shell of what it had been. 

It needed energy, and the pitiful state it was in allowed even a piece of wood to do it in.

Terry breathed heavily. “How many are left?” he asked. 

“Three. This way.” She walked with a purpose. 

“Where’s Adams?” 

“That way,” she pointed. 

“Adams!” Terry bellowed in his best Marine voice. The rifle fire started from up ahead. Char pulled her pistols and ran with Terry hot on her heels. 

***

“How you doin’?” Timmons called in his hardest New York accent. 

The creature remained unmoving, watching them from under the shadow of his hat. 

“What a fuckstick,” Timmons said, working the adrenaline. He had both his hands and wasn’t as weak as he had been. Ted was at his side with his pack. Timmons knew Lacy was right. 

This wasn’t a one-wolf fight. 

The Forsaken started to walk toward them. He’d recently fed, so he shouldn’t have been looking for a quick meal. They had that small advantage. 

A hungry Vampire would have been far more dangerous. 

The Forsaken stopped before them. “My name is Joseph,” he said as if they should have already known. “What brings you to my town?”

Ted stared at the man, showing no fear and no remorse. Timmons looked closely, wondering if Ted was catatonic.

“Scavenging. We’re playing with a power plant not far from here, seeing if we can bring it back up,” Timmons said, expecting that his feeble efforts to shield his mind weren’t successful.

“A Mini Cooper? Right here for all these years? No matter, I have no idea how to make it work and neither do you, but he does.” Joseph pointed to Ted. 

“What are you thinking, little man?” Joseph leaned close, but Ted’s eyes remained unfocused. Timmons had given him away. 

The Werewolf growled at the Forsaken. 

“Dogs, how apropos,” Joseph sneered before continuing. “Civilization? Yes. I’m all for bringing it back. Give me one of them and I’ll leave you alone to accomplish your mission.” The Forsaken looked at James and Lacy as they held hands and looked at each other. 

“No can do, boss,” Timmons said, nudging Ted to break him from his self-induced trance or whatever he was doing to shield his mind from the Vampire. 

The pack started to spread out. 

“Corporal!” Timmons shouted. “Your rifles would come in handy about now.” 

James and Lacy unslung their AK-47s and moved to better firing positions. 

Joseph watched them with little concern, unable to see anything worthwhile in their minds. The two humans had no time to think. They went from sex to executing, according to their training. Good sight picture, good sight alignment, clear the field of fire, then repeating that over and over as they prepared to shoot.

“Well trained minds, all except you,” he taunted Timmons. 

The Forsaken backed away after seeing in Timmons’s mind the engagement fought by Terry and his people against the crazies in Waukegan. Then Timmons’s mind went to the day that he foolishly challenged Terry to be the alpha, the spark of red in his eyes, getting body-slammed at the speed of light. His mate, every bit as strong. 

“How interesting. The alpha of your pack and his mate. You don’t know what he is, do you?” Joseph said, narrowing his eyes in concentration and giving up when he realized that he couldn’t kill them all and that these people worked for someone who was stronger and faster than him, considerably so if Timmons’s thoughts were to be believed. 

“Two greater than the whole,” Joseph suggested. “I can’t wait to meet them. For now, tata, Were folk. Until the next time our paths cross. Take the Cooper if you wish. I look forward to visiting when the lights are on.” 

He walked backwards to be sure he wasn’t going to get attacked until he was far enough away to turn. He looked like he wanted to say something, but held his tongue. 

    Joseph walked away, quickly disappearing into the distance. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Terry’s mind was twisting in different directions. Char was pregnant? And they had three Forsaken they needed to keep from escaping. Xandrie was already dead and Adams was running around somewhere in the tunnels. And his people were firing at someone or something. 

When they reached the main tunnel, they stopped. Bullets were ricocheting past them and further down the slope. 

Terry was not a patient man, but he had no intention of running into a hail storm of bullets. 

“Cease fire! This is Colonel Walton and I said cease fire!” he commanded. The firing stopped. “We’re coming out!” He stepped out where they could see him. 

“What the hell were you shooting at?” 

Mark pointed at something past Terry and Char, farther down the road into the mountain. Terry turned and crouched. The AT-4 swung off his shoulder with the quick motion. He caught it before it hit the ground and threw it back over his shoulder. 

He couldn’t see anything. “I see you, fucker!” Char screamed and bolted. Terry tore after her. The Forsaken had staked his ground, but seeing the two coming his way, he started to backpedal. Char picked up speed and Terry gave it all he had to keep up.

She ran past the Forsaken and slid to a stop. She knew Terry was behind her and wanted to bracket this one just like they did the last one. 

Terry’s eyes started glowing again, faintly, but he was skylined against the lights behind him. The Forsaken stayed in the shadows. 

“My brother has died at your hand, a Werewolf and a scum-sucking human,” a gravelly voice said. Terry threw the AT-4 to the side. It had been a stupid idea to carry that thing around. 

He uncoiled his whip.

A scream sounded from nearby. Adams. Terry flicked his arm, sending the silvered tip of the whip licking across the Forsaken’s chest. 

The Vampire grunted as he leapt toward Char. They met mid-air with a crash, a flurry of blows, and they both fell separate ways, with Char between Terry and the Forsaken.

He dodged around, but the Vamp had sprinted away. Char fired into the darkness until both pistols were empty. She carefully ejected each magazine, catching the empty ones and pocketing them after the full mags were in place. Terry fired where he thought Char had been aiming, but stopped when he heard a human groan after his bullet went through an innocent’s body. 

“Dammit!” he snarled as he ran downhill. Char was coming after him. The claw mark across her cheek was already starting to heal. 

She fired past Terry and he dodged left. She was a good shot, but the bullet had whizzed too close to his head for comfort. His eyes were still recovering from going from the light to the darkness, when Mark and the FDG started firing again. A few bullets ricocheted down the tunnel past them. He dodged into a side tunnel as Char jumped the other way.

Claws raked across his back and he felt as if he’d been napalmed. Attack into the ambush was what he’d always been taught. 

So he powered backwards, trying to pin his attacker against the wall. That earned him claws across his arm and slamming into the wall without pinning the Forsaken there. It was too dark for Terry to see anything beyond shadows. He crouched and drew a figure eight in the air before him with his silvered blade as he rallied himself through the pain. 

The Vampire casually stepped back. Terry howled in rage. His eyes glowed more fiercely, lighting the area in front of him and highlighting his enemy. Terry slashed his whip left-handed while keeping his knife poised and ready to strike.

The first touch of the silvered end of the whip shook the Forsaken’s confidence. He mistakenly thought the red glow was a reflection of his own eyes. He backed away. “No human can stand up to us,” the creature intoned, as if forcing his propaganda on Terry would get him to yield. 

Terry was done talking. He cracked the whip to the left of the creature, stepped right and buried his silvered blade in the thing’s neck. Terry picked the Forsaken up and drove him into the wall, where he continued to twist the knife. 

The Forsaken gurgled through his destroyed throat. Terry spun the creature around and started hacking through its neck with his blade. It caught on the spinal column, but that didn’t stop him. He reared back and plunged the blade into the creature’s chest. 

It spasmed and rocked back and forth. Terry left the blade in its chest as he fumbled for the stick he’d tucked through the belt loops in the back of his pants. 

It was gone. 

“I guess we do it the hard way,” he grumbled as he picked up the Forsaken by its head and started spinning around until he slammed it into the rock wall. When it hit, he twisted it until the neck broke and the head came free. He jammed the knife in through the back of the skull, scrambling its brains with his silvered blade. 

“Eat a bag of dicks,” Terry told the head as he dropped it to the ground and kicked it soccer style into the darkness. The scratches hurt, but he was still riding an adrenaline high. The shining knight within insisted that he find his pregnant wife. 

***

“What did you tell him?” Ted demanded. 

“I didn’t tell him jack shit! He was in my mind,” Timmons argued.

“Your undisciplined mind. He wasn’t in their heads!” Ted pointed an elbow at James and Lacy. “Couldn’t you think of sex or something?”

“What the hell were you thinking of? You looked like a stoner!” 

“Nuclear calculations. I was running through the fuel we’ll need to start the reaction in the Mini Cooper. All kinds of stuff needs calculated, why not take the time when we have it?” Ted stated logically.

“But a Forsaken was standing right in front of you. How could you ignore that?” 

“Easy. I was too busy to be bothered,” Ted said dismissively. 

“Talk about bothered, how are we going to move that damn railcar?” 

“Steam.” The answer was simple for Ted. 

“A steam engine. EMP wouldn’t affect that. Good call, Ted. Where do we find one of those?” Timmons pressed.

“I don’t know.” Ted shook his head emphatically. 

“That’s round two. We finished round one by finding it, right where Terry said it would be. Round two is finding us a damn steam locomotive. Let’s head back. There’s a lot to think about.” 

James didn’t see Gerry or Kiwi and was worried. He ran around the train car and found them both naked and going at it pretty vigorously, so he backed away, trying not to make any noise. Lacy was following him, but he stopped her. Then he made a motion with his hand and finger. Lacy nodded knowingly and tiptoed away. 

They collected the horses and groomed them while they waited. Finally, Timmons was out of patience. “Time to go!” he bellowed. 

It took two more minutes for the love birds to show up, flushed and out of breath. 

“Well, you suggested it,” Gerry said as he helped Kiwi to the front of the saddle and he sat behind her. 

Ted and Timmons started undressing and soon, two Werewolves were running at the front of the pack, with three horses carrying four people trotting to keep up. 

***

Adams staggered along a corridor. Char was calling his name, but he couldn’t yell back. A slash across his throat left him unable to howl. He thought that if he changed back into human form, he’d die. His wolf fur was holding his shattered body together. The Forsaken had left him for dead when the second of their kind had died. 

You go, Terry and Char, kill all those evil fuckers, he thought. He staggered two more steps and flopped to the ground. The cool stone felt good. If I can only sleep for a while. 

“Adams!” Char called as she strode boldly from one corridor to the next. 

“Char!” came a call from behind her. She could sense Terry coming after her. He had taken a wrong turn.

“Not that one, to the left,” she yelled back, while feeling her way. Two Forsaken left, but she couldn’t pin down where they were. Humans were starting to appear from the lower levels of the complex and the mass of humanity was cluttering things. 

Terry backtracked and hurried down the corridor to find Char. He was relieved when he saw her and she seemed uninjured. His adrenaline rush was fading away and he was having a hard time seeing again. 

Char’s eyes glowed purple in the darkness. “Got you good, didn’t he?” she asked. 

“Just a flesh wound,” he said in his best Monty Python imitation. “Adams?”

“Up ahead. He’s still alive.” She walked away. Terry followed her more with his hearing than with his eyes. We need to turn on the lights throughout the complex to help the less gifted among those of us trying to kill each other, Terry thought. He stayed on Char’s heels until she whispered into the darkness. “Adams.”

They heard the scrape of wolf’s paw on the stone. Char crouched, finding him on the floor, tragically injured. 

“We carry him.” There was no room for discussion. Terry felt his way around the Werewolf and tried to decide how he would pick the beast up. 

She started to lift Adams around his chest. Terry ran a hand under his narrow waist and lifted there. He used his off-hand to cradle Adams’ legs, making it awkward to walk. 

“We need to hurry. They’re flooding the corridors with people. The platoon will be overwhelmed and then they’ll escape. I can’t have that,” Char stated coldly. 

Terry shuffled while twisting and lifting awkwardly. Char hurried forward, pulling Terry along. He kept up by gripping hands full of fur to keep from dropping Adams. 

As they approached the main tunnel, light provided a respite so Terry could see what he was doing to improve his grip. 

Char yelled that they were coming out and to hold fire. She turned left as soon as she made it into the tunnel and hurried up the ramp. They were relieved to make it past the front line with the men aiming their rifles down the hill. 

“Corporal, call up the reserve and get the security squad in here, too. The threat is in here, not out there,” Terry ordered. Blackie ran off with Hank running close behind. Char grabbed Kaeden’s arm to keep him from running, too. 

“Just wait here, Kae, he’ll be back,” Char said soothingly. 

“What happened to everyone?” Kae asked innocently. Terry couldn’t see himself, but Char gritted her teeth when she looked at him. Adams was in a terrible state as he lay on the roadway, barely breathing. Blood was caked heavily in his fur. Terry was covered in his own blood, the Vampire’s blood, and Adams’s blood. 

Terry jogged to the front line of riflemen. “Sergeant,” he said to get Mark’s attention. “There are two Vampires left down there and they’re driving a bunch of people in front of them to confuse us so they can escape. No one gets past you. Don’t kill any of the people, but don’t let them pass you by until we say it’s okay. We’ll set something up farther down the ramp to give us room, multiple kill zones if necessary.” 

Second and third squads rolled into the tunnel following Blackie and Hank. 

“Third squad, remain here. No one gets past you,” Terry directed, pointing where he wanted them to set up across the entrance. “Stage the survivors in front of you. Have them sit down cross-legged and wait. No one leaves the tunnel.” 

Corporal Blackbeard settled his squad into a line of four up front, two behind. He and Hank were to the side to intimidate people into obeying. Kae was just behind them. 

Char looked at the setup, wondering how she had brought her adopted son into a life and death fight. 

She’d have to rethink her parenting strategy. 

Terry moved second squad into position where first squad had been. He ordered Mark to move the squad down the hill and set up a blocking position at the first intersection to keep the refugees and remaining enemy from getting behind them until after they’d been vetted by Char.

“Listen up, people!” Terry called as he walked back and forth across the roadway behind Mark’s squad. “Be kind and courteous to every single person who comes up this ramp, and you better have a plan to kill every one of them, too. This is a battle at the far end of sanity. You will have non-combatants thrust into the middle of it all, being used as human shields. I would rather see you throw that person to the ground than let a Forsaken get past you. Now get ready! Trigger discipline, gentlemen.” 

Terry coiled and uncoiled his whip. He worked his way through the front line and walked downhill to recover the AT-4. No sense giving the bad guys ammunition to kill members of the Force. 

He saw the first people struggling up the slope, barely more than ghosts, shriveled and wearing dirty clothes. 

“Hold up, people. We’re going to take you out of here, get you away from the leeches. Just point them out to us and we’ll take care of the rest.” 

The refugees were unresponsive. They shuffled along, even while Terry tried to hold them up, almost as if they were automatons. Char bumped him as she took her place at his side. The fury started to grow within him again. Once proud people had their minds ripped from them as they became the personal buffet for four Vampires. 

    Char tapped Terry’s arm. “Showtime.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




“Do you remember seeing a phone book anywhere?” Timmons asked the four humans. In unison, they shrugged. 

“You don’t know what a phone book is, do you?” They shook their heads. If he had one to show them, then he wouldn’t need them to find one. 

“Anything that could be burned was used as kindling a long time ago, Gunner,” James offered. “Paper? That stuff’s mostly gone. We’ve found scraps here or there, but no books. It’s easier to find shoes and boots.” 

“Maybe the people up north might have one?” Timmons was grasping at straws.

“They’ve taken stuff we’ve left behind, but we’re no closer to talking with them. It’s only been two months of near daily excursions, what do you expect?” James said sarcastically. He was getting tired of all the overtures without making any progress. 

It would only take one to break the ice, but they hadn’t found that one person yet.

“I recommend we back down to once every three or four days to go up there. That will still give us exposure and show commitment. Maybe absence will make the heart grow fonder and all that,” James suggested. 

“That’s fine,” Timmons agreed. 

“O’Hare should have a big old map in there somewhere, baggage claim by the taxi stand?” Ted asked.

“We’ll need the map after we know where we’re going,” Timmons replied. “I just want the yellow pages, man, to look up a steam locomotive and see if we can find one. The alternative is we follow railroad tracks in all directions and look for one, but that would be pretty inefficient, don’t you think, Ted?”

The smaller man agreed. 

“But, without a phone book, I fear that we’ll have to do just that.” Timmons leaned back and sighed. The wolf pack was lounging around. The evening was cool with a nice breeze blowing in from the lake. The sky was blue and the air clear. 

It isn’t such a bad place, Timmons thought. But it would be so much better with a little power.

Every day they seemed to get closer, while at the same time getting farther away. Timmons looked at his left hand, fully regrown, fully functional. Don’t take shit for granted, he told himself.

“We need to stop fucking around and bring that plant online, Ted. We bring it up on fuel oil to make sure it works. Then we start checking the grid, blocking sections that short out. First order, some power, then we start working on better power.”

“The tanks at the railyard seemed full,” James offered, having forgotten about them after the encounter with the Vampire. 

“Ted?” Timmons asked.

“Diesel for the locomotives, maybe jet fuel, not sure where the piping went from the tanks. We’ll have to go back and take a look. But that puts us back in the position of having to move tanker cars. We need that steam engine.” 

Timmons threw his hands up in surrender. “In due time, Ted. Everything will happen in due time.” 

***

“Get out of the way,” Terry hissed. The survivors were unperturbed and continued shuffling. Terry started grabbing the people and throwing them out of the way, but gently. He sympathized, but if he was to liberate them, he needed them to be somewhere else. Char stayed behind him as they waded through the crush of bodies.

The Vampire gave up trying to hide behind the too thin forms of the refugees and launched himself through a gap. Terry had seen it coming and was braced. He rotated at the waist, building extra power for a right cross that caught the Forsaken in the side of its head and drove the creature to its knees.

Terry stepped forward, ramming his knee into the Forsaken’s face and snapping its head backwards. It looked up through dazed eyes, earning it another flurry of punches as Terry used his enhanced speed and strength to wail on the creature. 

Char watched for a moment or two, feeling satisfaction in the merciless pummeling that Terry was giving the Forsaken. This one seemed weak, but one of these last two had killed Xandrie and injured Adams. Her money was on the other one. 

“Finish him, TH. It’s the other one we want.” Char looked through the crowd. He was close. 

“Give me a stake,” Terry asked, but Char didn’t have one. 

“Okay, the hard way,” Terry said once more as he wrapped the end of the whip around the Vampire’s neck and pulled it tightly. The silver started to cut deep into the creature’s flesh. It started bleeding profusely and the Forsaken started to scream. 

Char moved to the opposite side of the tunnel to get away from the commotion Terry was causing. 

A hand reached between two people and grabbed Char by the throat, the long claws digging deep into her shapely neck.

She tried to cry out, but couldn’t get any air, so she used an attack that Terry had taught her, charge forward. 

The bull rush. The attacker gets far more than they bargained for. 

Char pushed off and plowed two shriveled humans out of the way as she continued forward, catching the Forsaken by surprise. He stumbled backwards, down the hill as she bore down on him. He went down, and Char fell on top of him, ramming her knee into his groin when they hit the ground.

Terry saw what was going on. “Fuck it,” he said, yanking his whip free from the Forsaken’s throat. He took two steps and dove, catching the arm of the creature that Char was fighting before it could dig its claws into her back. 

He rolled, holding the hand tightly and keeping his elbows tucked in close. The creature was pulled sideways, giving Char leverage to free herself. She gripped the Vampire’s other hand and they pulled it to its feet. 

It tried to kick, but Terry avoided it, then followed with a series of vicious roundhouses to the Vampire’s lower back until something gave and the Forsaken lost control of its legs. 

Together, they slammed it face first into the roadway. They looked at each other, nodded, then picked it up and slammed it again. Terry pulled his silvered blade and started hacking away at the thing’s neck. Blood spurted, but soon slowed. 

Char was leaning against the wall when the first Forsaken recovered enough of its strength to get up and run. Char bolted after it while Terry struggled with a dull knife. 

Char ran the injured creature down and tackled in from behind. She pinned it to the ground, pulled her pistol, and emptied a magazine into its head. 

She holstered it and reached for the second pistol, when a hand stayed her. Terry tossed the Vampire head on the ground, in front of the last one’s face. “My knife can’t cut butter,” he told her.

“Somebody bring me a fucking stake!” Terry bellowed up the tunnel. Mark wasn’t far away, but had to fight his way through the human beings who were little more than vegetables. 

With a stake in hand, Terry made quick work of the last Forsaken. He leaned back against the tunnel wall, watching the creature shrivel as its body died. 

“Smoke if you got ‘em,” he said aloud. 

There was no time to relax, or as Terry saw it, no rest for the weary. A hundred walking dead were crowded into the tunnel. 

***

“No. NO! No, no, no,” Billy repeated. Ernie was adamant about taking his favorite chair. He said he had to have it because that was where he did his best thinking. 

Billy was shaking, he was so angry. Felicity guided him outside. She didn’t want to watch him kill another man, not because it bothered her, but because it bothered him. 

He cared about these people more than he would admit. 

He also wanted them to be more helpful as he tried to save their lives. They resisted the second notion, and that got under his skin.

“Maybe Sue can talk with them? With that blonde hair and beaming smile, she can convince them that traveling light is in everyone’s best interest,” Felicity drawled casually. 

“What if they decide to stay? What if the whole town decides to stay?” Billy asked, furrowing his brow as he adjusted the blanket to cover the baby’s head and protect her from the sun.

“Most of them will go, Billy. The rest will have a hard life here, a very hard life. In the end, they’ll realize that you were right. You can’t force them to go.” Felicity laughed to herself. “Who has the energy for that?” 

Billy Spires, Mayor of New Boulder, took a deep breath and smiled. “Exactly.” He kissed Marcie on the head and walked back in to the greenhouse. 

Ernie stood defiantly with his fists on his hips. 

“I’m not going to fight with you, Ernie. Here’s the deal. We can’t take the chair. Your alternative is that you can stay here. I’m not forcing anyone to go,” Billy said calmly and evenly.

“Who’s going to hunt? Who’s going to fix the pump? Who’s going to help me work the fields?” Ernie asked in a panic. 

“My problem, Ernie, is getting people across two thousand miles of the Wastelands. To do that, we travel light. If you stay, then those things are your problems. Maybe you can see a little bit of what I have to deal with.” Billy slapped the man on the shoulder and left. 

“All I can do is create the conditions for them to survive. Isn’t that what TH is always telling us? There ain’t no such thing as a free lunch, right? We don’t need Sue to woo them into playing nice. I’ll give them the option, do the right thing or stay. Their choice. Thanks, beautiful,” Billy said happily, kissing her fully, before strolling to the next greenhouse and delivering the same speech he’d already given three times.

***

Timmons worked like a man possessed. He looked at every day as gravy, a day that he probably had no right to enjoy. He had been as close to death as he’d ever been, and the humans had saved him. In doing so, he’d also gotten his hand back. He didn’t believe in a deity, or so he said, but when he was alone, he thanked God for giving him his third chance. 

He didn’t want to waste it. It was important to Terry Henry Walton and Charumati that they had power. He wanted the lights on to welcome them home. 

That meant signs, too. He remembered that he wanted to post something at the old power plant to direct the people to their new homes. They’d roll in exhausted. Timmons and the others had talked that they wanted a welcome celebration that would show the town’s people that their sacrifice in moving had not been in vain. 

Since the plant had been sequentially powered down, it didn’t require any repairs to bring it back to life. What it needed was dismantling to check gaskets, fittings, and buildup within the systems that had existed prior to the power down. It was time-consuming but not overwhelming. 

Timmons and Ted had yet to find a broken part that needed to be replaced beyond new gaskets, which they were making from certain roofing shingles and only the part of the shingle that had not been exposed to the sun. Other gaskets were being fabricated from soft metals. It was a laborious process, but one that the others in the group could help with. Two hours every day were dedicated to gasket fabrication. 

It wasn’t sexy work at all, not like hunting or scavenging. And then there was boating. 

Ted had recovered a small sailing boat from the Navy’s dock. He’d pulled it ashore, scraped the hull clean, and lathered deer fat onto the sail and ropes, to give them new life. It smelled a little gamey from the deer fat, but beggars can’t be choosers. He’d been puttering around with it since they moved to the naval station. 

One day as they sat around the evening fire, Ted announced that the boat was ready for a test sail. 

James, Lacy, and Gerry weren’t interested. They’d all been raised on the border of the Wastelands where water was at a premium. The lake scared them. Kiwi wanted to go as a way to fight her fear of the water. 

She’d been raised to respect nature, no matter which form it took. 

First thing in the morning, if the winds were fairly calm, they’d head out. Even Timmons couldn’t argue with that. There was work to do, but sometimes you had to take a break, and the small boat would give them a completely different look at what used to be Chicago. 

    They could even catch a few fish. Timmons had gained a taste for fish during the trip to Chicago, as had the wolf pack. They hadn’t had any since they arrived, and with a good catch, everyone could win. 




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Blackie had had to take Hank outside and a ways away. The grizzly wasn’t too keen on having all the people who smelled of death wedge in around him. 

Char looked exhausted from carrying Kae around, watching over Adams, and trying to keep things moving.

With the Forsaken out of the picture, Terry instructed the platoon to move the refugees outside. The walking dead, as Terry referred to them, went where they were told, but they had no purpose outside of the simplest of instructions. 

Once outside, they shielded their eyes from the sun and stood wherever they happened to be when they stopped walking. It was heart-wrenching and taking its toll on the platoon members. 

Mark was holding it together, but many of the others sat with their heads in their hands. 

Terry suffered through watching for only so long. 

“Sergeant, what’s the total count of refugees?”

Mark was ready. “One hundred, thirty-seven, sir.” 

Terry whistled. He had a hard decision to make. Taking them along meant drastically changing the plan. 

“Bring the platoon together, all of them, inside the tunnel. We have some work to do before we have to make any decisions.” Terry felt tired, too. He didn’t think there was any adrenaline left in his body. His nanocytes were busy repairing damage and not boosting him in other areas. 

And it was still the morning. Not enough sleep, too many fights, and for some ungodly reason, he was craving a doughnut. He looked back to Char. So many things to do and none of them as important as what he needed to prioritize as number one.

He joined Char as they walked back toward the big doors that led to the tunnel. “Was the Forsaken right? Are you pregnant?” Terry asked. 

“I’m over a hundred years old and I’ve never been pregnant before, but I think so, yes.” She forced a smile through her tired expression.

“How long?” Terry felt put out that she hadn’t shared anything with him. He put his hand on her abdomen, but couldn’t feel any difference. 

“I think one day,” she replied in a whisper. He didn’t argue, not understanding how she could know that soon, but it brought back vivid images. He pointed to a spot against the wall not five feet from where they stood. There was a faint trace of blood from where Terry had touched Char’s bite on his neck and then the wall, the place they’d made love the night before.

Kae looked at them, not following the conversation. Terry picked him up. “We think you’re going to be a big brother, so there’s a lot to talk about, but later, when we’re on the road to Chicago. We’ll have plenty of time, little man.” 

Kaeden nodded and tried to twist out of Terry’s grip when he saw Blackie and Hank. He let the boy run to his new friends. Terry took a moment to hug his wife and be mesmerized by her sparkling purple eyes.

She looked around at the people, but asked him out of the corner of her mouth, “You know stakes don’t kill vampires, right?” 

Terry nodded, slightly, “Yes, but when fighting those fuckers, you have to give everyone a totem, something to believe in.  If the vampire is mostly dead, the stake will kill them.” He admitted, before adding, “Just like ripping off an arm, or their head.” He shrugged, “The nanocytes can’t heal it.”

She put a hand on his arm and he cradled it with his own a moment before returning to life’s duties. At least she was always with him and that was the big difference between now and before the fall. 

Melissa had stayed home. Char had no intention of ever staying home. They fought Forsaken within sight of Kae and that was how they protected him, by showing him that the real world was a hard place and his parents would fight for him. 

And that reminded Terry that he needed to sharpen his silvered blade. Sawing like a mad man at the Vamp’s neck couldn’t have impressed anyone.

Terry and Char joined the platoon. The colonel waved the group to silence.

“I’ll start by saying that these people are the worst thing that you’ll ever see. It’s like when the concentration camps were liberated in World War Two. People, barely alive after having survived horrific torture. Keep your heads up, these people need your strength and empathy, not your sympathy. ‘Oh woe is me’ won’t bring them back. ‘That sucks but here’s what we have to do to move forward’ is the approach we’ll take. Because we have no other option.” 

Terry looked at the men. They were still torn. “First, we need to check this place. We have us a convoy right here if these vehicles are functional. Need to check that, too. How in the hell do they have power? We need to find the source and see if there’s anything we can use, and most importantly, we need to turn on every light in this God damn stink hole!” 

“Yeah!” Mark yelled. The others looked at him. 

“Sergeant, Corporals, send everyone out in teams of two, partition each level and work your way down. If you can’t turn on the lights in an area, don’t go there, understood? Report back every hour, but if that slows things too much, then every two hours. Questions?” 

“Are there any more of those creatures down there?” Boris asked.

“There are no more Forsaken, that is, no more bad Vampires. The major can sense them. There shouldn’t be anything alive at all down there.” 

“Nothing left down there at all,” Char confirmed. Then choked up, a tear wiped away a moment later. Xandrie’s body was down there and they needed to recover what was left of her.

“Any more questions?”  

“There are good Vampires?” someone asked. Terry didn’t see who it was. 

“Yes. Bethany Anne and Akio are examples of good Vampires. They don’t get in your business and they absolutely don’t do to people what was done here. This is unconscionable. Those people were trapped in here for over twenty years with four bloodsuckers for company. No wonder they look like they’re dead.” Terry took a deep breath. 

Thinking about it gave him the willies. He couldn’t imagine. “Most likely it was one, maybe two, but ended up creating more over the years.”

Terry looked around, “The sooner we start, the sooner we finish. Sergeant, give me two people to watch our refugees, please.” 

Mark detailed Ivan and Boris to the colonel, before leading the platoon into the depths of the mountain. 

Terry and Char checked on Adams to make sure he was healing. Kaeden wanted to follow Blackie and Hank, but they wouldn’t let him. He started to cry, but Terry put his foot down. “We take care of our injured. This is Adams, in his Were form. Just like your adopted mom. She can change into a Werewolf, too.” 

Char hadn’t decided to tell the boy yet and was not pleased that Terry took that decision away from her, but they had misjudged how much the boy saw. 

“I know, but Blackie and Hank are my friends,” Kae said, looking up at Terry and Char. 

“And they’ll be back, honey. We need to make sure Adams is warm, has water and food. That way he’ll be able to heal more quickly.” 

Kae looked at Terry as if he wanted to ask a question, but decided against it. He sat down and started playing with Adams’ tail. They took food and water from their staged backpacks and provided it to the injured Werewolf. He opened his eyes as they dribbled water into his mouth. A few pieces of jerky later and he changed into human form, surprising Kaeden as the tail in his hands suddenly disappeared. 

Terry left the tunnel to find Adams’s clothes. Some of the refugees were sitting down. Others were talking quietly, still shielding their faces from the sun. 

One man noticed Terry and shuffled slowly toward him. The man’s neck was horribly scarred from the repeated feedings he’d been subjected to. Terry held out a hand. “I’m Terry. What’s your name?” 

“Blevin,” the man finally uttered in a raspy voice. 

“Those four are dead. You’re free, Blevin, free to start living,” Terry said, trying to sound encouraging. 

“Probably too late for most of us. We were here back then, when the world ended. We brought that convoy into the mountain, joined others who had holed up here. There was almost a thousand of us back then,” the man managed to say after stopping twice because of a racking cough. 

Terry saw his opportunity. “We want to take that convoy out of here. Who can help us do that?”

“We’ve been doing maintenance on them since we arrived. They’ll start right up. You could back them out, except for those rocks there, but hell, just use the dozer to clear the way.” Another racking cough. 

“I didn’t see a bulldozer,” Terry wondered.

“Down the hill, left turn at the bottom. That’s where the garage is located.” 

“What?” Terry’s ears perked up. “You mean there’s more equipment?”

The man looked sideways at Terry, before snorting once, which probably passed for a laugh among the walking dead. “That stuff on the ramp is what wouldn’t fit in the garage.”

***

Pepe looked at Billy. Billy and Felicity looked back. Maria stood to the side watching. 

“Do you want the bun or not?” Pepe asked, holding it in front of him. 

Billy continued the stare. 

Pepe slowly raised the bun to his lips. Billy’s eyes burned. Pepe stayed strong, but the smell of the bun was too much. 

He blinked. 

“Mine!” Billy called triumphantly, ripping the bun from Pepe’s hand and stuffing half of it into his mouth. He gave the other half to Felicity. 

“I thought I had you this time,” Pepe laughed. He turned to the greenhouse. It was winter and the weather was congenial. He’d planted a few things, just in case they were held up, but he had his seed boxes packed full and ready to go. “Only a few more days, and we leave all this behind.”

“Without your help, we wouldn’t have made it this far,” Billy replied, gripping the man’s arm. Tears were running down Maria’s face. “As soon as Terry returns, we go, while the weather is cooler. It’s going to be a long walk, but thanks to everyone, I think we have enough food. Terry and Char said that we might be able to find buffalo on the way. We’re going to need to keep up our strength and for anyone who’s gained extra weight? Well, they’re going to lose it.” 

Pepe didn’t have that problem. He and Maria were both thin as most survivors were. Food was rarely in excess, but the previous two years had been kind, despite the increase in heat. 

They shook and Billy and Felicity left. Once outside, a big coonhound came running at them. Billy tried to dodge, but Clyde mowed him down. Sue ran up after him. 

“You could have called him off in time!” Billy cried as he pushed the dog off and crawled to his feet. 

“I know,” Sue said as she slowed and called Clyde to her. He joined her, tail wagging furiously. “Go on, find yourself a rabbit.” 

Clyde loped toward the nearest brush, then made a big loop and headed for the field. 

“Pepe doesn’t like that dog in his field,” Billy told her.

“At this point, Billy, what does it matter?” Sue asked.

The mayor agreed, but somehow, that statement rubbed him the wrong way. Sometimes, things just mattered. 

“You’ve been taking the pulse of the town, so what does it tell you?” Sue asked. 

“That they are ready to get on with it. But there will be those who stay behind, because I’m not forcing anyone. If they want to take their chances here, more power to them and I wish them well. I don’t want to drag dead weight. I’m pretty sure the people won’t be able to get their heads wrapped around how much this sucks until day three, when they realize that we only have six more months of exactly that in front of us.”

“Since you put it that way…” Sue shook her head. “Head up, Billy. You need to be the positive and supportive guy. Me? I’m going to change into Were form and run that shit in a week. Then it’s beach chairs and martinis while I wait for the rest of you.”

It was Felicity’s turn to shake her head. “Clyde is going to run that with you? As you said, what does it matter if he can’t keep up?” 

“Point to the short girl,” Sue said. “Okay, I’m stuck with you people so you better be walking with a smile and something nice to say!” 

“You mean, something like, walking a thousand miles has done wonders for your ass?” Billy asked. 

He danced out of the way as Felicity took a swing at him. 

    “Of course that’s what I meant, Billy, you putz,” Sue said, looking at him. She knew that he said it to get a rise out of Felicity. He had a quick wit, but few people were privileged to see it. He needed that if they were to survive the trip with their marbles intact.




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Terry knew about the complex, but it was far larger than he fathomed. They spent the rest of the day going from room to room, disgusted by much of it, but surprised by the advanced hydroponics section that supplied much of the food the refugees were consuming, along with a warehouse of dehydrated meals that was close to empty. 

There was much that they could have taken, so Char was the one who told Terry no. He decided that they’d maintain the place as their storehouse. 

He didn’t need surface-to-air missiles, but some day he may. 

He knew where they were and the code to get in the door. 

Blevin wasn’t kidding when he said all they had to do was start them up. The vehicles came to life readily. The ones that were dead were clearly marked. In the garage, Terry ran from one vehicle to the next. He stopped in front of the lone M1A2 Abrams main battle tank. 

“Fuck no!” Char shouted at him, her eye aghast. 

“But, sweetheart, look at it!” Terry swept his arm in front of it. Pristine, a cap over the barrel. The massive beast loomed over them. “Just look at it.”

“That’s some serious bullshit right there, Terry Henry Walton. A fucking tank? You’re not taking the tank. Put it back in your pants and zip up tightly, because you’re not getting to drive a sixty ton phallic symbol.” 

“But…” he stammered. She crossed her arms and tapped one toe. Her lips were white from clenching. “Fine.” 

He pouted, but only until he saw the next vehicle—a Special Forces dune buggy. It mounted a fifty caliber machinegun and was a two-seater with a netted area for a small amount of cargo. 

“If you want that one, you can have that one, but that is the last toy just for you,” Char said as if she were talking to an infant. 

He mumbled to himself as he slid off the Abrams, “Who wants a stinky old tank anyway?” Terry climbed into the driver’s seat of the buggy, caressing the steering wheel before firing up the engine. He looked at the high-tech no-air tires. 

It would make for a rougher ride, but they’d never fail unless the terrain tore them up. Most of the trucks had the same tires. Someone in the service had been prescient regarding the storage time for the vehicles. 

Normal tires would have been nearly useless after twenty years of sitting, like with Billy’s car. Those pneumatic tires were on their last leg. 

Terry sat behind the wheel, beaming. He reached up and stroked the oiled barrel of the mod deuce fifty cal. Two crates of ammunition were tucked into the cargo area. He noted that a limited load of ammunition was pre-staged with each vehicle that mounted a weapon.

It was better than showing up at a motor pool and filling out a request for a ride. 

Terry used a chalk stick to tag a variety of vehicles. Char and Kae simply watched, although the boy seemed to most enjoy the dune buggy that Terry had picked out as their ride, as Char assumed they would be riding with Terry. 

There was a semi-tractor to tow one of the two tankers of fuel. “Quick math, how much fuel do we need?” Terry asked Char. 

“A lot?” she ventured.

“Think twenty-five hundred miles, four miles a gallon per vehicle, that’s six hundred, twenty-five gallons per truck. The tanker holds eleven thousand, six hundred gallons. That means we can use eighteen vehicles, maybe twenty if we assume at least one will break down, using the two buses down here. That reduces our personnel carrying requirements, so the trucks carry equipment, buses get better gas mileage, two for the price of one…” Terry continued with a stream of consciousness as he worked the calculations in his head.

“Both buses, both dune buggies, the tanker truck and fifteen five-ton trucks. And we should have extra fuel for when we arrive,” Terry said confidently.

“What if each truck carried a couple hundred gallons extra using the barrels we saw next door?” Char asked. 

“Son of a glitch!” He raised his eyes to the ceiling, “Terry Henry, you dumbass!” 

Terry started running back through his calculations.

“I can’t watch this,” Char said as she took Kae’s small hand and walked out of the garage. The smell of death lingered throughout, despite the powered air handling system.

They’d found that the mountain complex was powered by a geothermal system. With little maintenance, it would have provided energy for an eternity, the amount of time that the people would have suffered. 

Char couldn’t get out of there quickly enough. 

She wasn’t surprised when she heard the massive turbo diesel driving metal tracks climbing the ramp behind her. Terry was at the controls of the bulldozer wearing a stupid smile. 

They hadn’t let anyone know that someone was going to try and bring half the mountain down. Char stopped in the middle of the road and glared at her husband. He ground the dozer to a halt, settled the blade on the pavement, and shut the engine down. 

She crooked a finger at him. He rolled his eyes as he climbed down. 

“Not used to answering to people, Colonel?” she started pointedly. He pointed to himself and tried to look innocent. “Who the hell were you going to tell before you rammed that thing through the doors and brought half the mountain down on yourself?” 

“I was going to do exactly as I’m doing. Stop before going outside and chasing the people to a safe distance. Survey the rock and move it a little at a time, control that slide as much as I can. That’s what I was going to do, but that wasn’t your real question, was it?” He waited until she threw her hands up, shaking her head in ignorance.

“You don’t want me to get hurt,” he said. She narrowed her eyes as she looked at him. 

“My husband is very astute,” she conceded. 

“And my wife is beautiful and with our child. There’s no fucking way I’m going to kill myself now. Way too much to live for.” Terry looked at her as he usually did, amazed at the wonder of the universe that put her into his life. “If I get stuck, I’ll need you in here to help dig me out. Deal?” 

“Deal.” She held out a hand so they could shake on it. He squeezed a little tighter than she did, so she responded, until they were both grimacing as they tried to out-power grip the other. A casual observer never would have suspected that this amounted to foreplay.

Terry let go first and Char beamed in triumph, turning without noticing that he had winked at her. She told him to wait as she walked up the ramp and went outside. 

She chased people away from the area in front of the mountain, moving the walking dead away from anywhere a rolling boulder could come at them. When she returned, she circled a finger in the air, signaling Terry to fire it up. 

He laughed as the engine coughed to life, sending a cloud of diesel smoke into an air vent in the roof. 

Terry rolled forward, taking the greatest care going through the doors. They hadn’t opened the whole way. He didn’t want to twist one of them where they couldn’t get it closed again. His long-term storage plan required that they lock the mountain down before leaving. 

The dozer blade impacted the main blockage, but the boulders wouldn’t move. Terry gunned it, to no avail. He backed up and tried to clean the smaller blockage to one side. He found relief, going slowly as a small part of the mountainside moved. He waited for the boulders to finish rolling and the dust to settle, before he backed up and hit it again. 

Each time he attacked the fall, more rocks dislodged. It took an hour, which in the big scheme of life wasn’t a long time, before the dozer broke fully into the daylight. Terry continued forward, clearing the road away from Cheyenne Mountain.  

Blevin waved to Terry after he parked the dozer to the side. 

“What’s your plan, Colonel?” the withered older man asked.

Terry hadn’t told any of the refugees his rank or that they were a military force. Blevin must have been talking with the two people Mark sent to watch over them. Coming out of their shell was a good sign, even if it were only a few of them who did so. 

“We plan to take a convoy to North Chicago, where we’re refurbishing a power plant. We have about three hundred and fifty people north of Denver. The convoy will make things much easier, since they were willing to walk the whole way. You’ve been out of the sun for a while, but it’s getting hot out here. The nukes lit the world on fire, at least the middle of it. We call it the Wastelands and it is coming to your doorstep.” 

Terry didn’t know if there was a leader among the group. He assumed that he’d take them all along, but as Char had been teaching him, he shouldn’t assume things. Char peeked over his shoulder almost as a reminder.

“We invite you all to join us. I promise you that if we run across any ass-hugging bloodsuckers, we will fight them with every ounce of our strength. The rest of it is up to you.” 

“I think that’s the best offer we’ve had in two decades. Let me talk with the others, but you can count me in.” The man smiled through a wreck of broken teeth. 

“One thing, Blevin. My people are all too young. They don’t know how to drive. Can you rustle up drivers for about twenty-five vehicles?” Terry asked hopefully.

After he walked away, Char made eye contact. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she said, smiling and eyes sparkling. 

“I can’t help falling in love with you!” he serenaded her. 

“Okay, Elvis.” Char rubbed his arm. “Your white whale, TH. A little better than you imagined, huh?” 

“Pinch me, I must be dreaming. You, children, Akio, all of it. If the Wastelands has a heaven, I get to live there.”

***

As if Akio had heard his name spoken, he watched the monitors in his command center. The appearance of the people and then the bulldozer outside of what used to be NORAD suggested that Terry Henry Walton had been successful.

Akio keyed his communication device. 

Terry answered, “Konnichiwa, Akio-sama.”

“Konnichiwa, Walton-san,” Akio replied. “I take it that you have been successful in dealing with the Forsaken?”

“We have, Akio-sama. It turned out that there were four of them, but they were pretty damned weak. We’ve rescued one hundred, thirty-seven people, but we lost one of our Were folk, the She-Wolf Xandrie,” Terry reported.

“You defeated four Vampires by yourself?” Akio asked politely.

“Charumati and I, yes, but we fought them one at a time,” Terry said. 

Akio thought about that. He needed to pay a visit to Terry Henry Walton and find out more about how one enhanced human and one Werewolf could defeat four Forsaken. From what he heard in Terry’s voice, Akio got the impression that they hadn’t been injured either.

“Thank you, Walton-san. Please do not hesitate to call me in the future,” Akio kindly added, modifying his earlier guidance. 

***

Three people fit in the small boat. If they added a fourth, they would have been cramped. Ted gave Timmons and Kiwi instructions on what to do, whether to tighten the sail, when the boom would snap from one side to the other as the boat crossed the wind to tack. He would man the rudder and do most of the work since the boat was meant to be operated by one person. 

Gerry stood on the shore, well back of the water. Kiwi waved and even blew a kiss. Timmons rolled his eyes while Ted focused on the task at hand.

“Cast off!” he called. Timmons unlooped the mooring line from the rusty cleat bolted to the old dock and threw it aside. 

“In the boat!” Ted said. Timmons sighed as he pulled in the wet line. 

The lake looked smooth, with slight ripples from a gentle breeze. The water was clear and the boat cut an easy V as it sailed slowly from the small man-made harbor. 

Once into the lake, Ted tightened the sail and turned at an angle to the wind to pick up speed. The boat leaned and Kiwi cheered, her knuckles white from the death grip she maintained on the railing. 

The boat slid silently through the water, the sail cracking as it tightened and loosened with the slight changes in the wind direction.

It was the little things in life. 

Ted had enjoyed sailing ever since he learned it while serving in the Navy. Man and nature working together to go somewhere. He looked at the sky in an impromptu weather check. He didn’t want to get lost and have to beach somewhere, possibly damage the boat. 

All good sailors brought their ship home. 

And Ted was a good sailor. It required a certain technical perfection along with something that challenged him, which was the feel of the water and wind against the boat. That was what he found exhilarating. 

He turned the bow to the south and tacked back and forth as he played with the boat, driving it closer to the ruins of a once great city. 

***

It took a full day, but Blevin recruited plenty of the others to drive the vehicles from the mountain. They wanted nothing more than to get away from the place where they had been buried and dead for so long. 

Getting them back inside was shaky. Once they got used to the sun, they wanted to remain in it. Only ten people could keep going after they passed through the doors. Terry didn’t hold it against any of them. He, Char, and Kae walked with the group, doing all the talking as they became silent. 

Terry started singing the Marine Corps hymn. One man chimed in for the first verse and they left it at that.

“Semper fi!” Terry bellowed. 

“Semper fi, sir,” the man replied softly. 

“Name and rank, Marine!” Terry called. 

“Corporal Heitz, sir,” the man said more loudly. 

“Corporal, good to have you on board. What about you, Blevin? Rank and service,” Terry continued.

“First Sergeant Blevin, U.S. Army, Motorpool,” the man answered.

Terry looked at the man like he was an attractive blind date, “You’re my new best friend, First Sergeant.” 

When they arrived, Terry asked Blevin which trucks were in the best shape. He pointed them out and Terry assigned drivers. “You drive the big rig, First Sergeant.”

“It’s been a while, sir,” Blevin answered, getting into the spirit of being back in the military even though by all rights, he was an old man and should have been long retired.

It was a new world, and age no longer limited a person’s service, not in Terry’s mind.

“It’s okay to scrape the paint, Blevin, just don’t break an axle or leave a flaming rig in the tunnel. Ha!” Terry thought it was funny. 

Blevin? Not so much.

Terry headed for the dune buggy, but Char cut him off. “Where are you going?” He was instantly wary. She knew exactly where he was going. He stood there as they looked at each other. 

“Help me out here, Kae. I’m missing something,” Terry asked the boy. 

Char huffed and said, “I’m driving.”

She turned and headed for the driver’s seat while the five-ton trucks turned over and roared to life. The big rig belched smoke and rumbled powerfully. Terry went to the second dune buggy. He was happy to see Kaeden strapped in with a seatbelt in the passenger seat of Char’s ride.

He knew that Billy would be ecstatic to drive one of the Special Forces vehicles. Hell, Terry was like a little kid in the thing. 

Char led the way out. The trucks followed and Terry motioned for Blevin in the big rig hauling the fuel tanker to stay in front of Terry. 

They took the one turn and climbed the ramp slowly. There was some grinding of gears as the drivers re-familiarized themselves with the clutch. The dune buggies were automatics and crawled easily up the steep slope of the road out of the mountain. 

They carefully negotiated the partially blocked exit. Blevin scraped a long line down the side of the tanker. Terry could see his plan unraveling before his eyes. If they lost the tanker, they were done before they started.

After Blevin cleared the entrance, Terry followed, sliding sideways to a stop. Char furled her brows and harumphed. “I married a child,” she mouthed.  

Terry wanted to check the tanker, and he wasn’t the only one. Blevin slowly climbed down and shuffled around the truck to survey the damage. Terry mounted the ladder on the side to get a closer look, but the damage was superficial. 

“Just scratched the paint, boss!” Terry yelled for all to hear. 

Mark was still in the garage putting barrels on trucks and filling them in addition to all the other equipment that Terry had told them to load. They were traveling heavy. 

But oh my God what a white whale! 

He left more behind than he was comfortable with, despite Char’s reassurances that they weren’t going to fight the Chinese Army. Even with the trimmed down supplies, she suspected they’d be able to. 

“You’re like a kid in a candy store, and there’s no one to stop you,” Char complained. 

After everything was outside, Terry looked and then apologized to everyone as he told them to unload three truckloads of gear. The antitank and surface-to-air missiles all needed to stay. He instead gathered clothing from supply, uniforms for fifty people, including blue jeans from those who had been locked in the mountain and died. Their clothing had been consolidated over the years. The Forsaken had given the survivors something to do, anything to do to keep them busy and give them a limited sense of purpose.

With the Forsaken dead, some of the people were coming back to life. Terry and Char declared unlimited rations for the survivors, raiding the final stocks of MREs, Meals Ready to Eat. 

Or as Terry had called them in the Marines, Meals Rejected by Ethiopians. 

He wasn’t proud of it, but some people wouldn’t eat them, even if they were the last thing on earth.

He’d eat the ancient MREs and the survivors could eat his stash of elk and venison, mainly because Terry was glad that he hadn’t been trapped in that mountain like they’d been. 

He would always treat them differently for how they suffered and still managed to survive. 

Just like the Marines who survived Chosin Reservoir. Or the Bataan Death March. He’d read everything he could on those, remembered it all. He’d met a few Marines from the frozen Chosin, the Chosin Few as they were sometimes called. 

Terry, Mark, and Blevin went back into the mountain to shut off the lights. The vault door within stood open. With those stationed in the mountain trapped there, they had opened the door and kept it open. Most of the long-term supplies were outside the vault. 

    They worked their way up the slope until at last, Terry shut down the lights over the main roadway into the mountain. He walked out last, then punched the fifteen digit code into the panel. The doors ground backwards and sealed against each other. The panel remained lit. Terry shut the lid over it and walked away.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“People!” Kiwi told Gerry as Ted pulled the sail down expertly, letting their momentum carry them toward the dock. Gerry leaned down to grab the rope that he tied to the dock’s cleat. Ted held the boat steady while the other two climbed ashore. 

“We saw lots of people, but we didn’t get close enough to talk with them,” Kiwi added. Gerry hugged her tightly as they stood on the dock. 

Ted untied the knot that Gerry had made and wrapped the rope over the cleat in the appropriate nautical fashion. He put the case over the sail, rubbed a dirty spot clean, and climbed out of his new favorite toy. 

It was also their best way to explore the old city without exposing themselves to a different gang of crazies. Would the six of them be able to hold off a mob like the one that attacked when they first arrived? 

“What are you thinking about, Ted?” Timmons asked, not taking the question lightly as Ted didn’t think like normal people. His mind was often elsewhere, maybe even on a different plane of existence.

“I’m not so sure we want to turn on the lights yet,” Ted delivered the conclusion to his internal conversation.

“What is Joseph doing down there?” Timmons pondered. 

“Feeding, but not enough to scare the people away,” Ted replied. 

“We’ll get the plant ready and run it, but not at night. No sense summoning the demon.” Timmons wasn’t amused, but he wasn’t afraid. The wolf pack stayed outside their lodging, watching over them all and keeping them safe. Ted said they were patrolling.

James called it the wolf watch.

***

Everyone else was loaded and ready to go. Seven members of the Force de Guerre rode the horses that they’d brought from New Boulder. 

Adams sat in the passenger’s seat of Terry’s dune buggy, ashen but sitting upright, in human form, wearing clothes recovered from the warehouse. 

They’d recovered Xandrie’s body and to her wishes, they burned her in a small funeral pyre. Adams remained stoic throughout, his injuries causing him physical pain to match his emotional anguish. He needed to leave the mountain behind. He looked forward as he sat there, refusing to look back because he didn’t want to break down, not again. 

Last to get on board was the grizzly cub. Already weighing in at a hundred and fifty pounds, he staunchly refused to get in the truck. They tried to walk him up the steps of the bus, but he wasn’t having any of that either. 

“Leave him!” Terry ordered. Char glared at her husband from the driver’s seat of the second dune buggy. He rubbed his temples to forestall one of those headaches. 

Blackie looked as if Terry had just sentenced his mother to the gallows. 

Kaeden jumped out of the dune buggy and ran the short distance to the bus. He and Blackie talked with the bear, then Kae climbed into the bus, waving the bear to follow. 

Blackie pleaded. Kae pulled a meat stick from his pocket. Terry wondered where he’d gotten it from. Hank lumbered up the stairs and followed Kae in. The bus was filled with survivors, sitting stoically, most looking straight ahead.

With a thumbs up, Blackie climbed aboard and the driver closed the bus door. Char shrugged and motioned for Terry to take the lead. 

He drove to the front of the convoy, stood in his seat, and twirled his arm in the air. “Wagons, ho!” he yelled, sat back down, and took off. They headed out slowly, to get too far ahead of the horses, but the plan was for the horse riders to travel at their own pace. Terry estimated that forty to forty-five miles an hour would yield the best gas mileage, which was far more critical than traveling together. 

Terry knew that his people could protect themselves. 

He focused on the task at hand, making sure the road was clear enough and that he didn’t take them over a bridge that wouldn’t support the weight of the tanker truck. 

He knew one bridge by the native’s village that they couldn’t cross. He wondered how many more there were, hoping that he hadn’t noticed because there was nothing to notice.

Blevin had done a favor for Terry by welding a metal grate onto the front of the semi, in case they needed to push dead vehicles or other refuse out of the way. 

Just like Mad Max, Terry thought as he maneuvered through the streets and ruins of the town. He stayed to the outskirts, where there was less debris, and swung north on the side roads they’d traveled when they engaged Sawyer Brown. 

Terry sped up, letting the dune buggy race ahead on stretches of wide open road. The semi was behind him, then the buses, the five-tons fleshed out the convoy, and Char brought up the rear. 

“Test, test, test,” Char’s voice crackled through the radio. “Tail End Charlie, here. Lead, are you out there, over?”

“Lead here, have you five-by-five, over,” Terry replied. The nomad was on top of the world, leading the only military force left in existence, with equipment as if it had been just delivered from the factory. 

This nomad was supreme. He smiled at the wind in his face. 

“SLOW THE FUCK DOWN!” Char yelled over the radio. 

He instantly took his foot off the gas, realizing that he’d raced far out front of the others. The equipment hadn’t been on the road for over twenty years and there he was at seventy miles an hour. 

He started laughing. He wasn’t even the king in his own castle and here he was leading a convoy that would enable him to make war. That was what the FDG was all about, to annihilate the dictators like Sawyer Brown, like Marcus, like the Vampires who lived in the cave. 

Kansas City? He wondered how they were doing, but didn’t let it bother him. They’d be doing better if they simply talked. Walk softly and carry a big stick. Terry knew how the game was played. The one who carried the most firepower dictated the terms of the conversation. It was what he learned in the Marines, and what he knew from his private security work afterwards. 

The only thing that prevented him from using his authority and weapons for his own purposes was his own moral compass.

And a lady Werewolf. 

“Yes, dear,” he said into the microphone. “All drivers, all drivers, this is Lead. It’s time to do an equipment check. Pull in behind me. Five minutes and then we’re back on the road.”

Terry drove the dune buggy to the side of the road and stopped, an old habit. The others did the same. That gave Char the opportunity to drive to the front. 

She parked and got out. Terry went into survival mode. “I’m sorry, just stretching the old girl’s legs, that’s all. I won’t do it again.” He sounded like he was whining, even to his own ears. So said in a deeper voice, chest puffed out, “I won’t do it again, because that’s what I decided.”

Char rolled her eyes and put a hand on his chest. “Listen here, TH. One of the trucks is leaking oil, another two are belching smoke and running like crap. Bits and pieces of this convoy are going to be scattered between here and Chicago.” 

“Buzz kill!” Terry proclaimed. He stroked his chin. “Well now, that changes the crap out of everything. If only two of the trucks break down, then we’ll have to leave weapons and ammunition on the open road. You’re telling me we might lose three before we get to New Boulder?” His head felt like it was going to explode. He turned to face the Wastelands.

“FUCK!” he screamed. He was going to scream again, but the drivers were watching him. 

He motioned for them to join him. 

“All the trucks aren’t going to make it, are they, Blevin?” he asked up front. 

“No, sir,” the first sergeant answered.

“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, here’s the situation. I can’t leave any of this weaponry out in the open. If a truck breaks down, we spread out its load. We will leave dead trucks behind. When we run out of room to spread out the loads, then we’ll have to leave equipment behind, too. I won’t do that. I won’t leave weapons and ammunition in the Wastelands. We have twenty-two trucks. We need to drop that to fifteen, with only three carrying equipment, supplies. The rest will carry fuel. I’m okay leaving diesel behind if we have to, but nothing else. We need to go back to the mountain and unload.” Terry hung his head, feeling like a complete failure. 

“I think we should take as many trucks as will go. We can use them for parts as they die. We’ll need some spares,” Blevin suggested. 

“Then that’s what we’ll do, people. Unload, reload, and then we’ll try it again.” Terry felt better about his chances. 

The drivers walked back to their vehicles. They were physically weak, exhausted from the trials of their lives. They’d worked hard alongside the platoon to get the convoy ready in a mere three days, but he needed another day from them, and with only half the platoon. 

The men on horseback would continue north. 

Now he’d have to ask his people and the survivors to work hard again. It would be months for many of the old and shriveled people to recover their strength. 

Terry would work harder than any of them, because the mistake was his. He expected Char would be right beside him, taking some of the load from his shoulders. 

It was what she did best.

Because the nomad couldn’t be supreme without his other half. 

“Kid in a candy store and now I’m suffering through a stomachache of titanic proportions,” he told Char. 

She kissed him and looked into his eyes. “It’s how boys learn best.” 

“And men,” Terry corrected.

“I thought that’s what I said,” she toyed with him, looking coquettishly from under a lock of hair. “Terry Henry Walton, you need to get your ears checked.” 

She strolled away with an extra hip swing as she walked

“By who?” he wondered. 

***

The FDG had been gone for nine days. Terry had told Billy that he’d return no sooner than eight days. 

Billy Spires was antsy. The people were ready to go. Once they convinced the town’s people to leave everything behind, the rest was easy. The bad news was that a number were going to remain in New Boulder, even though Billy tried to convince them that the town was dying. 

“Better to die here than on a road to nowhere,” they answered. He was tired of fighting them. Fewer mouths to feed was how he decided to look at it.

Sue had grown more vocal in the planning process. Since Billy had put her in charge of the cart loading, she was quick to say what could go and what couldn’t. 

She wasn’t the most popular person in town at the moment. That didn’t bother her. The people would figure it out rather quickly that the draconian restrictions were for their own good. 

They sat around, waiting, unwilling to start something new, unwilling to do anything. 

Billy’s car was parked out front. He’d thrown a few extra things into it, but those were for the baby. He carried one of the AKs and ammunition. He didn’t have a change of clothes and he’d rolled one blanket to throw over his shoulders for whenever the car died. 

His plan was simple. The waiting was hard. They weren’t getting any closer to their new home by sitting on their asses.

The rumble in the distance sounded like thunder. Billy couldn’t figure it out. The sky was clear. It was hot, too hot for that time of year. 

As the sound grew closer, they all recognized it at the same time. They headed for the door, but Clyde ran between them, hoping to be the first outside. 

“Son of a bitch!” Billy called out as he saw the convoy approach. A couple vehicles were belching smoke. He could hear them missing and coughing. A dune buggy with a machinegun mounted on the top pulled up first. Char stood in her seat and waved for the following vehicles to park behind her. 

A semi, two buses, and a long line of military trucks ground to a halt and one by one, shut their engines down. The silence was odd after all the noise, the man-made noise they enjoyed living without but missed terribly.

“Son of a bitch!” Billy yelled for a second time, running by Char’s ride and high-fiving her as he passed on his way to the second dune buggy. 

Terry stood in the driver’s seat, leaning on the barrel of the fifty cal. 

“We’re riding to Chicago!” Felicity called, sitting on the front step of the house as she started to cry. Sue turned Clyde loose and he ran barking at the strange vehicles. 

“Clyde!” Terry called as he extracted himself from the buggy. 

A commotion behind them signaled that the bear had climbed out of the bus. Kaeden was running after him. Char took off running after Kae. 

Terry was pleased that Clyde came to him and their reunion was joyous, if not too short, as Clyde decided that he needed to join those chasing the grizzly. Sue tried to look humble, but Terry intercepted her. 

“I guess you’re a dog owner now,” he started as he pulled her into a hug. She drew back. Alphas weren’t supposed to be nice. Terry’s smile disappeared, but it wasn’t because of Sue. “Can you help Adams, please? We ran into some Forsaken and lost Xandrie and almost lost Adams, too.” 

The breath caught in Sue’s throat. She nodded without saying anything, hurrying to Adams’s side. She helped him out, then they stood there, holding each other and crying. 

Terry had seen too many people die in battle to continue mourning for too long. He remembered them all, fondly, as warriors who’d gone somewhere else to fight evil. That thought comforted him. Terry didn’t want to believe that someone died and simply was no more. 

He hadn’t spent much time with Xandrie, but Char had. Adams was Xandrie’s mate. Sue was in the pack, too. He expected Shonna and Merrit would be crushed. 

The pack had been together for decades. 

But it was a new and harsh world. Integrating with humanity had come at a steep price, but they’d earned the respect of good people. They made a difference for all of humanity, even though they hadn’t wanted to. 

Char had taken an indifferent, self-serving pack and turned them into pillars of a new world. For that alone, Terry was proud of them all. He’d take them to Chicago, and they’d start fresh.

Every single person would get a new chance in the new place. 

Terry shook himself from philosophizing and met Billy. They walked from vehicle to vehicle so the survivors could introduce themselves. Corporal Heitz was Terry’s favorite and First Sergeant Blevin was nominally in charge of the new people. 

Many remained in their zombie-like state, tragically damaged from their ordeal, but their friends were becoming more and more helpful. And Billy had a town full of people to help the survivors, too. 

Billy rushed through the greetings because he wanted to see the trucks. 

After jogging from one to the next, he stopped at the last in the convoy, looking confused. “I thought they’d be loaded with stuff. Doesn’t look like much,” he lamented.

“We had them completely full, Billy, but one of the trucks went tits up within ten miles. These are well maintained, but old. First Sergeant Blevin wasn’t sure how many would make it two thousand miles and the absolute last thing we can do is leave arms and ammunition in the middle of nowhere,” Terry droned through his reasoning on the truck count. “If ten percent of the trucks make it, we’ll be able to carry what we took. If we must have what we left in the mountain, we’ll have to ask Akio for help, or do it the hard way.”

Until then, they’d make do with what they had, AK-47s and knives. In the end, the only things that were on the trucks was a ton of C4 explosive, a few claymores, pistols with ammunition, one crate of grenades, and a handful of AT-4 rockets. Members of the Force de Guerre were dressed in a mix of U.S. Marine Corp and U.S. Army camouflage utilities. They wore web belts and harnesses over their standard-issue flak jackets. They had helmets, too, but weren’t wearing those. 

Not yet anyway. 

Terry looked at his pants. He’d opted for blue jeans because he found a pair that fit like a glove. He had utilities too and would wear them later. He tapped his shoulder holster, feeling the comfort that it brought him. That bastard Sawyer Brown had destroyed his last pistol. Now he had a trusty M1911 tucked on his person. His whip, an AK-47, and one silvered knife blade rounded out his armament. He and Char decided to let Kaeden keep the other knife. This was a new world where you never knew when you’d be in a fight for your life.

And his thoughts drifted back to Xandrie. Sometimes good people died.

“Fuck the funeral dirge!” Terry said out loud. “Let’s get our asses in gear! When the horse troop arrives, we’re getting the fuck out of here.”

    Terry’s jaw was set. He wasn’t willing to waste any more time. Chicago called to him.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Two weeks passed and the six of them collapsed every evening. Timmons was driven like a madman.

He and Ted fabricated a pipeline pig, but getting it to drive the fluid into the tank was a different matter. They didn’t have a compressor to build air pressure of the capacity to drive the pig, so they rigged a pulley, running rope through the center of fence post piping. It took all the horses to haul enough pipe to push the pig past the first bend. They worked it past access hatch after access hatch, repositioning their rope and pipes each time. It took three days of work by all six of them to push seven thousand gallons of old fuel oil into the tank. Ted’s original estimate was off. When he recalculated, he determined that they had about fifteen thousand gallons.

They figured they’d burn forty-three gallons an hour. The math was simple after that. They had enough fuel for three hundred and fifty hours of electricity. 

“We need a locomotive,” Timmons told Ted. 

“That hasn’t changed since we found the Mini Cooper,” Ted replied. He’d bugged Timmons every single day asking to return to the railyard. 

“I know what you’re thinking, Ted. We are wasting time with crumbs when the seven course meal is just a few miles away. As of right now, it might as well be on the other side of the planet. Not only do we need a locomotive, we need track space so we can move stuff around to get to the train we want. It’s a Rubik’s cube puzzle for sure.”

“My record with the Rubik’s Cube is thirty-three seconds,” Ted stated proudly.

“But were you blindfolded?” Timmons asked sarcastically.

“Of course. Would it count if I wasn’t?” Ted asked with a confused look. 

“Of course you were, Ted. I’m sorry. Once we make sure the plant will fire and the turbine spins, we’ll go find us a steam locomotive, no matter what it takes. Deal?” 

Timmons held out his hand.

Ted shook it. “Deal.”

***

Two weeks later found Terry fuming. “Settle down, lover,” Char said soothingly. They’d pulled into Sheridan having lost three trucks already. 

The cattle, four horse-drawn carts, and one squad on horseback were somewhere far behind them. 

The farming seed packs were split between the carts, the trucks, and the buses.

The people were crammed into the buses and the remaining trucks. They were refueling from the barrels and dumping them on the side of the road to free up space inside the remaining trucks. They were filling quickly as vehicles dropped out.

The dune buggies were running like brand new and for that, Terry was thankful. Billy drove one with Felicity and Marcie, while Terry and Char shared driving duties of the other, squeezing Kae into the space between them. 

It took far longer to leave than Terry wanted, then they traveled at an average of twenty miles an hour. The roads were clear enough that he wanted double that in order to get the gas mileage to help them make it all the way. 

At the rate they were losing trucks, he wondered if they’d all be walking the last half of the trip. 

“So what? Any part we don’t have to walk now is gravy!” Char argued. It made sense, but Terry was still angry. “Thank God we didn’t bring fully loaded trucks. We would have been in a real shit sandwich, so for the second time, settle down. Things are going way better than I expected, if that’s any consolation.”

“You expected me to fail?” Gloom darkened Terry’s features. He was being caustic but only because of the circumstance, not because he thought his beautiful partner had lost faith in him.

“Of course not,” Char said dismissively. “I have no faith in twenty-year-old trucks that haven’t been driven. That’s all. I honestly think some of the vehicles are going to make it the whole way.” 

“That warms my heart,” Terry answered. “I’m still irked at how many people stayed behind. Seventy people risking their lives, taking a huge chance.”

“There’s just as much risk out here, TH,” Char replied, getting close to him, their faces inches apart. “My man who cares so much that he wants to throw the rebels over his shoulder and carry them to a better life.” 

Terry chuckled. “Something like that.” Terry turned toward the people and took a deep breath.

“Rally up! Stopping for the night,” Terry bellowed. The trucks were already shut down and the drivers were running through their daily preventative maintenance checklist. 

The bus door popped open, and once Hank clamored out, the people started to get off. Many would walk a few feet and then sit down. That was where they’d remain until morning. 

It tore at Terry’s heart. Incrementally, one or two were coming out of their shells, but the others could be gone forever. The colonel wanted to leave them behind, but the human being said that they deserved every ounce of effort that Terry could give. 

The ruins of Sheridan were as they remembered from their last trip through. Surprisingly, five children, two adults, and their eighteen head of longhorn were still there. When they saw Terry, they collectively hung their heads as the man detached himself from the group and approached.

Terry felt sorry for the people, but it didn’t make him like them any better. 

“I’m sorry, mister. We did as you asked. Now what?” the man intoned humbly.

“Join the parade. We’re going to Chicago. There’s a group that’s probably a couple days behind us. Join them and their cattle,” Terry said slowly, trying to assess the man’s level of duplicity. “You know what would help us out? We’d like to butcher one of these cows. We have a big number of people and need a lot of food. Choose one.”

The man pointed to a cow. “She’s the oldest, probably won’t have no more calves. She’s good for meat, but we need the rest if we want to grow the herd.”

“Thank you and done,” Terry replied. He saw Blaine and waved to him, asking him to bring a few people to butcher the cow. The old hunter waved back and hurried away to make it happen. 

“It’s good to see him when he’s not so afraid,” Char said, having magically appeared next to Terry. Kae was running after one of the Weathers’ boys. She thought that one was called SC because South Carolina was too long. 

“I thought we lost him too, after he saw…after he saw what he saw.” Terry didn’t want to say Char’s pack. 

It was the same pack who’d joined the town, but Blaine didn’t know that. He’d stopped hunting, but he was a good butcher and had done a great deal of work preparing jerky and smoked meats to support the journey. Nearly four hundred souls counted on him.

And Claire Weathers. The old lady was a dynamo. Billy Spires had done what a mayor was supposed to do: find people who were good at stuff and put them in charge of it. 

Every vehicle carried food. Every person carried food. Blackie forced Hank out to graze because the grizzly needed grain, fruits, and vegetables in his diet, too. Clyde had finally taken a liking to the bear, but never got too close, just in case the feeling wasn’t mutual.

Sue was trying to manage the camp at each stop. She had her work party established and put them to digging a latrine after picking a spot that wouldn’t foul the water supply. They always stopped near a stream, understanding that they could do without food, but not without water. 

Adams led a hunting party at each stop, but they were rarely fruitful. Their route didn’t take them past lucrative hunting grounds. The interstate was in good enough shape that they didn’t have to deviate. They used the ram on the front of the semi a few times to clear space for the other vehicles, but outside of that, it was clear sailing.

Pepe and Maria rode the bus with the survivors. From what Terry heard, they maintained a constant litany of stories to entertain the people as they traveled. 

Ernie had stayed behind. He didn’t want to leave his home, claiming that he was too old to start over. Charlie from the FDG expressed a desire to stay behind, but Terry squashed that. As a member of the Force, they’d given up some of their free will. 

Char argued, but not for long. They needed everyone they had. It ate at Terry because he saw it as a lack of loyalty to the unit, to the mission.

Then he realized that he had kept them tactical. Just like when Mark expressed his reservations because Terry hadn’t sold them on the mission. 

Terry found his sergeant. 

“Mark,” he said in a soft voice. “Rally the platoon and bring them here. I need to talk with them. Not an emergency, so no yelling. I’ve heard that upsets the civilians.” 

Mark nodded, saluted, and ran off.

Char cocked an eyebrow at him. “Sometimes people need to know that what they’re doing is important and why, how it fits into the big picture.”

***

“READY?” Timmons called from the plant floor. One by one, the others sounded off—James, Lacy, Kiwi, Gerry, and Ted—from their positions at critical junctions of the plant. Ted was running the boiler, while two people were responsible for two valves each for manual operation. Timmons was at the turbine, his keen hearing dedicated to listening for any anomalies. One person was at the condenser and one, Lacy, was standing by to go wherever she was needed.

Both James and Lacy were mechanically savvy, but Lacy had more experience in a power plant than everyone else except Ted.

On the roof of one of the buildings had been a wind generator, but thanks to a heavy door that no scavengers had a key for, the roof had been untouched. Ted climbed up the outside of the building, showing the agility of a monkey, and removed the entire system because he needed the little power it generated to run the startup systems of the boiler. 

The vent valve was open and the steam valve closed. 

The fuel had been circulated through the system and was slowly pre-heating. The power from the wind generator wasn’t substantial. They needed the plant to run in order for the plant to run. It was a dichotomy of modern systems in that the designers assumed there would be electricity before the electrical generator came online. 

They filled the boiler drum with water to a point just above the low water line. They had to rig a bypass that fed the boiler with water from the lake after filling one of the water storage tanks outside the plant. 

The slow whirring of fans and pumps were loud within the normal silence of the plant. When the boiler came to life, it sounded like a blast furnace. The jets sprayed the fuel oil that became the flame licking the broad surface area of the heating pipes. 

Heating the water from room temperature took more time than Timmons expected, but Ted had it calculated and looked bored until five minutes before the steam was of the sufficient pressure that they needed to open valves. Then Ted ran to and fro, giving orders and watching the analog gauges that were in the plant as a backup to their fully digital system. 

The steam finally reached the turbine, driving it faster and faster.

When the time came, Timmons threw the switch and the plant came to life. 

Ted held his hands over his ears and the others bolted from their positions, heading for the exit. Ted took his hands away, then shrugged and went back to work.

    “That was awesome,” Timmons chuckled, earning him a one finger salute from the humans.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The platoon looked at Terry as they gathered around, unsure of whether to stand at attention or at ease. The colonel looked upset about something, and they had no idea what it could be. 

“Why are we here?” he asked rhetorically. The two squads were confused, but tried to answer.

“Because it’s the best route to Chicago.”

“To keep these folks going.”

“Because there’s water.”

Terry put his hand up to forestall further comments. “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. The Force de Guerre, the unit that we’ve created. We do little things, and eventually they’ll add up to something big.” 

The men were all eyes. A number of the former military from Cheyenne Mountain joined them. The first sergeant, Corporal Heitz, the only other Marine and some of the other drivers. 

“Our mission is to bring civilization back to humanity. To do that, we have to be the biggest and the baddest,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the civilians. “So no one fucks with these good people. You’ve seen what we went through with just the power plant and the freezers. Imagine that on the scale of a city. We need to mine the ore, move it to the factories, manufacture things, then make more things. How do you do any of that without the factories working in the first place? It took hundreds of years and a hundred million people to do what we’re asking these four hundred to do. And you know what?” 

Terry stopped to take a drink from his flask before he continued.

“They’re going to do it. Why? Because they feel safe. We’re going to make sure they can work without being bothered. We’re going to find help for them, people who’ve been surviving but want more.” Terry looked around the small group. He would have liked to have the whole platoon, but Boris and his squad were riding shotgun with the cattle being driven by the oldest Weathers boys. 

“We’re bringing humanity back to civilization,” Terry said, waving an arm to take in the camp, the vehicles, and all the people. “We will carry them on our backs if we have to, because we are the only ones capable of providing stability. Chicago isn’t the end-all, just a place with enough infrastructure for us to grow. If it gets hot there, we’ll head north, start over again; not because we want to, but because we have to. We are the bedrock for these good people. They need to believe that everything is okay because we are confident. Everything we do must be done with the utmost conviction and flawless integrity.”

Terry took another drink. He felt like he was rambling. “Simply put, they need to trust us, that we know what we’re doing, that we can protect them from any and all enemies. That’s our role here. We’re creating the conditions where humanity can thrive once again. I’m not going to invent a new power source, but one of them may.” Terry pointed at the people with a nod.

Mark took the cue and started clapping. He turned away from Terry and the others followed as they cheered for the civilians, who were completely befuddled. Terry followed the group, clapping over his head. “Here’s to you, New Boulder!” he hollered.

Char shook her head. The people looked mildly amused before going back to what they were doing. Terry clapped his people on the back. “Force de Guerre!” he yelled.

They thrust fists into the air, screaming, “Force de Guerre!” 

Only one man dropped his rifle. All eyes were instantly on him. 

“Drop and give me infinity,” Terry ordered in a stone cold voice. 

***

Adams had lost his mate and almost lost his life to a Forsaken, but his alpha had come to his rescue. The Forsaken were dead and Xandrie was avenged. He was fully healed, physically, but still distraught. The hunting outside Sheridan had been fruitless, so he told his small team that they were heading back early. They hadn’t been gone long.

To the others, it seemed like he was giving up.

When they made it back to the camp, they were happy to smell beef on the barbecue. They would eat well tonight, even if they hadn’t killed it.

Char pulled Adams aside. “What can I do to help?” she asked. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered. He wouldn’t look at her. 

She lifted his chin, forcing his head up. He mildly resisted, until he gave in. 

“It matters and you matter. We need you with us, Adams, and we need you to make sure the cattle get to us. That group is going to experience a great deal of hardship. They are going to be on the road for months. The cattle aren’t going to want to walk day after day after day. The people are going to grow tired, lose focus, maybe even lose their way. I need someone I trust to carry them, and that person is you.”

Adams curled a lip in disgust. 

Char grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him, catching his attention. “She’s gone, Adams! And that sucks. We can’t go back and tell her not to run herself into a corner. I wish we could, but we can’t!”

Adams got angry and sad at the same time. He clenched his jaw as he didn’t know how to respond. Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 

“You know, Xandrie always thought you’d make a better alpha. She was happy that you took Timmons down and stepped into the role you were always destined for. I wasn’t so sure,” Adams whispered, his eyes still closed.

“But I am now. I will do what you require, my alpha. Shall I head back to them or wait here?” Adams resigned himself with the situation, but internally, he was relieved. He had a mission with responsibility, and he had the confidence of his alpha.

It had been his job to watch over his mate, but he failed. Adams was being given a second chance, just like Timmons had gotten after his failed challenge. To prove himself, all he needed to do was get a bunch of humans and their cattle to Chicago.

How hard could that be?

***

Once the plant was generating electricity, their challenge was in sending electricity into the base, one circuit at a time. There had been some damage over the years, but most of the power lines appeared to be intact.

One by one, Timmons threw switches to add circuits to the feed. One resulted in an immediate pop of the breaker. Timmons marked that one and moved on. Some drew more power than others, but the generator supplied enough electricity for most of it. Timmons understood that the small power plant was a backup system and that was why it had looked so new. It was relatively unused. 

Until the end days when they ran it, but then it was too late to make a difference. 

Timmons made mental notes as well as handwritten ones regarding the circuits. They had more research to do when the power was off. When Timmons returned, Ted was covered in dirt.

The plant had been clean.

“What happened to you?” Timmons wondered.

“Exhaust vent was plugged. It’s fine now, but we have a little mess that needs swept up.” Ted looked at Timmons hopefully. 

“I’m not doing it and everyone else is busy!” he declared. “Let’s power her down. Things are looking good out there. Besides the vent, how’s she running?” 

Ted held his fingers up in the okay sign. 

They shut down the fuel pump and let the fire die. The steam quickly subsided, then the valve shutting began. They idled the plant and walked outside. It was early afternoon, far earlier than Timmons believed possible. 

Nothing like a successful test of a five megawatt power plant to raise one’s spirits.

Timmons pulled everyone together after venting the last of the steam and finalizing the shutdown sequence. “It doesn’t get any better than that. We’ll check tomorrow how much fuel we used…”

Ted interrupted. “By my calculations, some eighty-seven gallons.” 

Timmons blew out a breath. They needed power to make more power. He started thinking how to energize the pipeline pumps to deliver the remaining fuel, or they could move fuel from the railyard. The young folk had told him the big tank seemed full. Even if it was diesel, they could make that work.

“We need the locomotive, Ted. Tomorrow, first thing, we start our search and we don’t come home without it,” Timmons declared as he smacked his fist into his hand.

“What have I been telling you?” Ted said with a hearty head shake. 

“It’s like talking to a wall,” he groaned. 

The others started to laugh.

“Liberty is sounded,” Timmons joked.

“I don’t know what that is, but I found this behind a medicine cabinet in the barracks rooms,” James said, holding a small bottle of bourbon whiskey. Ted waved a hand dismissively. 

Timmons smiled.

“Go ahead and enjoy it. Don’t go too far and don’t get near the water. I don’t need any drunk people to fall in and drown. I’ll never hear the end of it.” Timmons told them, waving that they could go. 

The four headed for the fire pit. 

“I think it’d be nice to take a sail, don’t you, Ted?” 

Ted brightened remarkably. “Why yes, I think that exactly.”

***

“I’m taking Adams and the buggy to find the cattle and our people,” Char called after refueling it herself. Terry looked at her. It was getting late and what she proposed was a two-hundred-mile roundtrip. He waved at her to stop, but she turned away, yelling over her shoulder that he needed to watch Kaeden.

Of course I’ll watch Kaeden, what kind of derelict parent do you think I am? he thought as he turned around, his eyes narrowing. Now where are you, little man?

He figured if he could find the bear, he’d find the boy. But he couldn’t find the bear either. “Sergeant, where’s Corporal Blackbeard?” Terry asked.

“The river, sir. Hank is fishing,” Mark said, sighing. 

Terry understood. He jogged toward the stream. It sounded like there was whitewater rapids were crashing downstream, but when he arrived, he found Hank splashing around like a puppy. Kae was on the beach, jumping up and down. Blackie was close by. 

Sue stood on the bank with Clyde. The dog shied away from water as every time he got in, someone washed him. 

Terry took a knee next to the dog and scratched behind Clyde’s ears. “How are we doing, Sue?” Terry asked.

She looked down at him. “What do you want me to tell you?” she asked sharply. 

Terry was instantly angry. Char had just driven away. If she wanted to throw-down, so be it. He wasn’t afraid of her or any of them. 

“I want the truth,” he said, leaving it ambiguous. He stood and glared at her, jaw set.

“I’ve never seen her happier or more driven, Terry Henry Walton. And you take that Marine glare of yours and shove it up your ass!” She jutted her lower chin out. Shonna and Merrit appeared out of nowhere. 

“What’s going on here?” Merrit asked, covered in grease and oil.

“Dickweed can’t take a compliment,” Sue replied.

“I can too take a compliment!” Terry insisted, balling his hands into fists.

“Ah ha! So you are a dickweed!” Sue started to laugh. “I told you I’d get him. You each owe me one rabbit.” 

“Son of a bitch! How could you fall for that?” Shonna shook her head in disbelief. 

“How about fuck all you all, fuzzy-assed, tail-wagging, ball lickers?” Terry kicked dirt at them.

“Name-calling, and two She-Wolves are ball lickers? I can’t wait to tell Char. She’s going to owe us,” Sue taunted.

Terry closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. His head started to throb. 

“Fine. What’s it going to cost me for you not to tell Char?” The Werewolves high-fived each other. 

The game was afoot and Terry had been pummeled in the opening move. 

***

Ted and Timmons had sailed north. The wind allowed for a high speed tack so they ate the miles up quickly. Before they knew it, they weren’t far from Milwaukee. 

They pulled close to the shore where they could drop a couple lines in the water and fish. They were using lures they’d found in an old tackle box. They had no hope of catching anything but the fish had other ideas. When no one has fished in the entire lifetime of every fish in the lake, they hungered for anything thrown their way. 

So they bit, even though the lure wasn’t right for the season or the fish. Soon, they had the deck of the boat covered with largemouth bass and another type that they didn’t know, but hoped was equally tasty. 

Ted’s eyes unfocused as he sensed the world around. Something had wandered into the area, something beyond the small smattering of humans. Timmons pulled his latest fish in and triumphantly unhooked it, letting it drop into the pile already filling the bottom of the boat. He saw the look on Ted’s face and joined him searching using their senses. 

“Well now,” Timmons said. “That could change things.” 

Ted nodded, coiled his fishing line, and raised the sail. “Let’s get out of here before it spots us,” Ted suggested.

“Too late, Ted. Head out into the lake until we lose him then we’ll turn south.” Timmons said as he grabbed a line.

    “We don’t need a Werebear following us.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Char drove faster than she would have if Terry had been watching. She’d already driven the road once and that was good enough to give her confidence that she wasn’t in any danger. They drove straight through without taking any breaks. She pushed the vehicle. They’d already tested it for a few hundred miles. 

It ran like a champ.

They covered the ninety miles in an hour and forty-five minutes. They sensed the cattle and horses before they saw them, but there they were, ambling up the road. A small group of people walking with them, one cart in front and three behind, with Boris and his squad on horseback arrayed on both sides of the group. 

They parked the dune buggy out front, and Boris rode to meet them. He was surprised that the colonel wasn’t there, but it didn’t matter. He’d had his ass kicked too often by the major to question her authority. 

“Anything new?” she asked.

“Same ol’,” he answered.

“Adams is going to ride with you. He’s going to be in charge of this mob, responsible for getting you all the way to Chicago,” she said in a low voice, watching his reaction. He didn’t flinch. “You’ll be picking up some more people and cattle a little ways ahead, in old Sheridan. Continue north out of the city for a ways, then you’ll turn east. It’s all downhill from there. Adams knows the way.”

“Sounds good, ma’am,” Boris replied and nodded to Adams. “Welcome aboard. This is some seriously boring shit, man.” 

Adams snickered. “Yeah. I’m good with that. Boring is good, exciting has a tendency to get people killed.”

“Oh, fuck, I’m sorry, man,” Boris backpedaled, remembering that Adams had just lost his mate.

“It’s all good, bro.” 

“That’s Corporal Bro,” Char, in her role as a major, corrected. “You are a warrant officer in this man’s army, effective immediately, Adams. Now, tighten up!”




Adams looked at Char as he pulled his pack from the back. They shook hands and without further delay, she fired up the dune buggy and spun a U-turn, scaring the horse. She gunned it and raced away. Twilight was settling in and she wanted to get back. She drove at dangerous speeds, counting on her Werewolf reflexes to keep her on the straight and narrow.

That worked for the first hour. After that, the headlights were weak and she slowed down, but was still driving past where she could see. When the old wreck of a car appeared out of nowhere, she started to swerve, but the high-tech tire caught and the dune buggy twisted and rolled, bouncing over the dead vehicle and continuing down the road before coming to a rest on its roof rack. 

Char dangled upside-down, still strapped into her seat. 

She groaned as she tried to unbuckle her harness. When it released, she fell, landing on her head. Char rolled over to look around. The engine was off and it was twilight, but she could see well enough to find her way out. She crawled through the passenger window, dusted herself off, and looked at the damage. 

Char gripped the cage of the dune buggy and with her inhuman strength, rolled it upright. She reached into it and tried to start the vehicle, but it wouldn’t turn over. As the adrenaline surge faded, she realized how sore she was. 

“Terry is going to be pissed,” she told the vehicle while rubbing her arms and rib cage. The pain was undeniable. 

She looked at the sky, then the road ahead. She had a long way to go to catch up with Terry, Kae, and the rest of the convoy. She started to unbutton her shirt to prepare to change into her Were form.

But Char felt tired and needed to heal. She climbed into the passenger seat of the buggy and reclined the seat as far as it would go. It was only a few inches, but it was enough. She was soon fast asleep.

***

They were almost out of sight of land when they could no longer sense the Werebear. Ted made a lazy arc south, then picked up the pace with a strong wind coming from the east. He tacked and the small boat picked up speed, bouncing and skimming across the wave tops. 

“You could probably clean those fish while you’re sitting there doing nothing,” Ted offered.

Timmons carefully removed his clothes while remaining seated and stuffed them into a small space under the seat, probably a cooler for drinks. Then he changed into a Werewolf, where he struggled to stay balanced while feasting on the fish.

“Leave some for everyone else!” Ted yelled from two feet away. Timmons snarled at him before gulping down one more of the bigger fish. He changed back and casually put his clothes back on. 

“Your turn, Punky Brewster,” Timmons said with a healthy belch. Ted looked around to see if someone had magically appeared in their boat. He never understood why Timmons made up names.

“No, thank you. I think I’ll enjoy mine cooked over an open fire,” Ted replied.

“You like the humans, don’t you?” Timmons asked.

“We’ve always been with the humans. It’s our destiny,” Ted said softly. “I enjoy their company. I enjoy the company of the pack, too, but I prefer human form. I feel more comfortable this way.” 

Timmons nodded. He decided that he’d never understand Ted. Timmons enjoyed the power he had while in Were form, but conceded that both forms had their unique appeal. 

He would never turn his back on the Werewolf side of him. That defined him more than anything else. 

Timmons wondered if the humans had gotten drunk and were having sex. He was glad to not be there for that. They were young and inexperienced. He figured that they’d get better at it, especially since the partners got along well. Love, they called it. Over a hundred years and he’d had his share of flings, but never a real partner. 

He wondered about eternity. Was he meant to spend it alone? 

He pulled his knife and gutted the first fish, blinking through the tears that threatened to fall. 

Serve the alpha, serve the alpha… he chanted to himself.

***

The darkness descended rapidly after the sun disappeared behind the Big Horn Mountains. Then it got later and later. 

The steer roast fed everyone, with some left over. Hank was treated to the parts that the humans wouldn’t eat. Clyde treated himself depending on who wasn’t paying attention as they sat with their plates in their laps. 

Everyone had carried their own plate and utensils from New Boulder, because there was no kitchen. Each person cleaned up based on where they were directed, downstream for cleaning, upstream for drinking.

Terry was getting antsy and Kaeden knew something was wrong. They were walking around together, but Terry was distracted. He held the boy’s hand, but his mind was elsewhere. 

“You’re worried about Mom, aren’t you?” the boy asked. Terry’s breath caught as that was the first time Kae had referred to her like that. 

“You’re pretty astute, Kae. What do you think we should do?” he asked as he kneeled in front of the boy.

“We go look for her,” he said simply, cocking his head as if wondering why Terry hadn’t already come to that conclusion. 

Terry and Kae found Sue lounging and asked if she’d go with them since they were heading out in search of Char. 

“Don’t sweat the load! I’m sure she’s fine. I’m tired and want to sleep,” she whined and turned on her side away from them, hugging Clyde to her. 

Terry saw Shonna and Merrit not far away. He made the same approach to them, and was relieved that they seemed more concerned. 

“I’ll go,” Shonna replied. Merrit tried to stop her, take her place, but she put her foot down. He capitulated. Terry pulled her after him as he picked up Kae and ran for Billy’s dune buggy. The three of them squeezed in. As Terry put his hand on the key, Billy’s face appeared in the window. 

“Whatcha gonna do with my ride?” Billy asked slowly, pointedly. 

Terry turned on the radio and called for Char. He was greeted with static.

“Char’s missing and I’m going after her,” Terry said, punching the starter. The engine purred to life. The dune buggies were stealth vehicles, with heavily muffled exhausts. They made little noise while idling and barely more at slow speeds.

“What if I told you that when she left she took her chances? We need you here and I don’t want you to go,” Billy said, reaching for the button to turn the engine off. 

Terry caught the smaller man’s arm in his iron grip. He leaned close to Billy. “You can’t stop me, Billy, so don’t waste your breath. I will never leave anyone behind if there’s any way to save them. Now get your fucking hand off this vehicle so it doesn’t get torn off when I drive away.” Terry shoved Billy harder than he intended. 

The mayor stumbled backward and fell, landing heavily. He was angry, but the only thing hurt was his pride. Felicity was there, standing and watching.

Terry spun the wheels as he power-slid to point the buggy’s nose to the south. The vehicle climbed onto the interstate and drove away.

“I hope if anything like that ever happens to us, you’ll do just like TH and fight the world to come after me. In case you were wondering, Billy dear, that’s what true love looks like,” Felicity drawled, then turned and walked away, Marcie cradled lovingly in her arms.

“Fuck you, Terry Henry Walton,” Billy snarled.

***

Ted expertly maneuvered the small craft into port, pulling the sail at the right time so he slid the boat next to the dock. Timmons grabbed the cleat, stopped the momentum, and jumped to the dock. Ted furled the sail and carefully wrapped the cover over it. 

He handed the cleaned fish to Timmons, who dumped them into a bucket they had staged on the dock for just that reason. 

It looked like a good meal, but wasn’t enough to feed the wolf pack. “I’ll go without,” Ted said without further explanation.

The young people had done exactly as Timmons suspected, but there wasn’t enough alcohol to knock them out. They’d had their fun and were coming down off their cheap buzzes. They stumbled into the open area, both couples holding hands. 

“Just in time!” Timmons bellowed. He dropped the bucket by the fire pit. “Better get these cooking before the pack digs in.” 

Ted greeted the wolves as they yipped happily and ran to him. He took a few extra moments with the wolf who’d been injured, but the shaggy beast was healed, although he carried an ugly scar.

A scar was better than the alternative. 

“I’m sorry, my pretties, we caught a lot, but we didn’t bring back enough for all of you.” Ted looked harshly at Timmons. The others missed the exchange. 

James checked the bucket. 

“We’ll share one,” he said. Gerry and Kiwi nodded. “They’ll share one, too.” James pulled two fish from the bucket and put them on cooking sticks. He handed the bucket to Ted, who knew that there were exactly ten fish remaining. 

He handed them out as if he were Santa Claus at Christmas. Each wolf took one and ran a few steps away to consume it, bones and all. Ted seemed extremely pleased with himself.

Timmons was sullen, feeling like he’d betrayed his own pack. He’d expected Ted to stuff himself on the boat as he had done, but Ted was putting the others before himself, a very human trait. 

Timmons walked away, leaving the others in peace. They’d all sacrificed, if only just a little, and he had not. 

“Ted,” he called. “Tomorrow we search for the steam locomotive. We won’t return until we can bring the Mini Cooper and tankers of fuel back with us. My promise to you.”

“We aren’t done getting rooms and homes ready yet. We’re not even close,” James replied. 

“That can wait. Power first. Wouldn’t it be nice to use a shop vac to clean up some of those rooms?” Timmons asked. 

They all agreed, even though none of them knew what a shop vac was, but they figured it was something that would make a crappy job a little bit easier.

***

 “Getting us into an accident isn’t going to help anyone,” Shonna cautioned. Terry was pushing past the area lit by his headlights. He slowed down right away, knowing that she was right. They were belted in, but Kae was wedged in place. If they hit anything, he’d be ejected. 

Get your head out of your ass, he scolded himself. He slowed down further, barely crawling at twenty miles an hour. The drive proceeded agonizingly slowly. Terry fought with himself not to speed up. Kae had fallen asleep. Shonna could have been a crash-test dummy for as active as she was. She watched out the front, barely blinking. 

They were well into the second hour when Shonna stirred. “Not far now.”

“Thank God,” Terry sighed. He sped to the edge of what he could see and held the speed there. Adrenaline surged into him at the thought of finding Char. “How is she?”

“Alive, but she’s not moving. She may be asleep. She’s by herself, but there are coyotes closing in,” Shonna offered, eyes unfocused as she searched the etheric.

“There!” Shonna shouted and Terry leaned heavily on the brake to slow the buggy. It slid the last few feet as the tires locked up. He jumped out and ran. Char had not stirred from within the wrecked vehicle.

He ducked through the bent window frame and reached to Char’s neck to feel her pulse. He wanted to know for himself that she was alive. Her eyes fluttered at his touch.

“Hi, honey,” she groaned, barely above a whisper. 

Shonna growled and yelled at the shadowy figures at the edge of the darkness. Kae climbed into the wrecked dune buggy and found his way into Char’s lap. “Mom!” he yelled at her face.

Char’s eyes popped open, but they twirled in her head before she closed them again. One arm moved slowly to wrap around Kaeden and pull him tight. 

Kae was crying, like a little boy, not a little man of nine. 

Terry was on the verge of tears too, but from frustration more than anything. There was no one to beat the hell out of to make him feel better. He couldn’t move her from the dune buggy as he’d have to twist her around too much. His option was to stand there and do nothing. 

    That chapped his ass more than anything in the whole world.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Shonna turned into a Werewolf and ran the coyotes down, killing two of the braver souls before the others fled. They’d turned from predator to prey and didn’t particularly like it.

Terry stalked back and forth alongside the dune buggy, examining it for want of anything better to do. He saw right away that the mod deuce fifty cal was missing. It only took a few steps to see bits and pieces of it scattered as a trail of wreckage behind the buggy. 

Shonna reached in and punched the starter button. The engine wouldn’t fire. She moved to the back and looked at the engine, but needed more light. She moved the second dune buggy closer and left it running, its headlights pointed at the damaged vehicle. 

“These things were made to roll over, so we should be able to get it running again,” she mumbled to herself. She inspected the wheels and frame. It was probably bent slightly, but nothing that would prevent them from driving slowly. Once the light was on the engine, the problem revealed itself. Some of the electrical wiring had been ripped out, having caught on something when the buggy rolled over. 

“I can fix this,” she claimed, using her pocket knife to pry the bundle free and started to strip wires.

Char took a deep breath and opened her eyes. They were clearer and focused. “Just needed a little nap. How long was I out?” 

“No idea. What happened?” Terry asked.

“Almost hit something. Rolled over. I flipped it upright, but then I was too tired and sore to move. It wouldn’t start, so here I am.” Her eyes sparkled as she held Kae against her and looked at Terry. 

“The baby?” Terry asked.

“Okay. Just my head got banged up. Well, my ribs, too, but those are better already.” She flexed to test them and nodded. “Okay. Here, take Kaeden.” 

Terry reached through the window to pull the boy out, and although he mumbled and groaned, he didn’t wake up. 

Char slowly worked her way through the window and then stood on shaky feet. “I probably shouldn’t drive. They’d think I was drunk.” 

Shonna put her knife back into a pocket and walked to the driver’s side. She touched the starter button and the dune buggy came to life. She smiled, pleased with herself.

Terry nodded to the beat up dune buggy, “Shonna, you drive that one, we’ll follow.” she didn’t complain. Shona relished the opportunity to get behind the wheel. She climbed in, placed her foot on the brake, put it in gear, and slowly drove around the other dune buggy. 

Char climbed in with Terry’s help, Kae next, and then he took the driver’s seat. The camp was less than two hours away. He knew Billy would want his vehicle back. He thought about apologizing, but decided not to. Leave no one behind. That was Terry’s mantra. It was what the Knights of the Roundtable would do, and more importantly, it was what any husband would do for his wife. 

It was what Terry would always do, especially when the one lost in the wilderness was Charumati.

***

The fourth horse’s hoof had not healed sufficiently to take out yet. The decision to leave her behind was tough and Gerry was distraught, which meant that Kiwi was distraught. 

Timmons rolled his eyes. It was dawn and they were ready to go, but not moving. 

“How about Lacy and I stay behind. We’ll take care of the horse, defend this place and keep working on cleaning out those rooms. If we’re not ready when the others arrive, the colonel will have our asses. Have you ever been on the receiving end of one of his beat-downs?” James asked, not expecting Timmons to answer.

“Oddly enough, I have, and I understand. That sucked a whole lot and wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy,” Timmons said matter-of-factly. 

“Take three horses. We’ll stay here, fish in the harbor, hunt close by. We’ll be fine.” 

Gerry shook James’ hand vigorously. “Thank you,” he mumbled and mounted his horse. Kiwi climbed in front of him, while Ted and Timmons took the other two. Without further delay, they headed out the front gate. 

Timmons stopped them, then turned his horse to ride back to talk with James and Lacy. The wolf pack was running behind them, but stopped as well, confused.

“I thought you’d be going with us, so hadn’t shared that we sensed a Werebear when we were up north. Look for a person who seems too healthy, and big. This guy will be big. They are usually loners, and if he senses you, he may avoid this area altogether. But if he doesn’t, be careful around him. He’s not a big teddy bear. He’s a killer, orders of magnitude stronger than a Werewolf,” Timmons cautioned. 

He rejoined the others and they headed for the tracks. They would continue to follow lines until they found what they were looking for. 

James and Lacy watched them go, having no idea how long they’d be gone.

***

Terry pulled in behind Shonna as she parked next to the buses. Billy was nowhere to be seen. No one was up besides the members of the Force tasked with protecting the town’s people. 

Shonna waved and stumbled away. Terry helped Char and Kae to the spot they’d selected earlier and wrapped up for what remained of the night. 

It seemed like mere seconds later when people where hustling around the camp, cleaning up and getting ready to go. Billy loomed over them. 

“What do you want?” Terry asked gruffly. Char blinked sleep from her eyes and looked at the mayor. Kae rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. 

“I just wanted to say that I’m glad you’re okay, Char,” Billy said, looking at the beautiful woman sporting a full head of pillow hair. When he made eye contact with Terry, he gave him the finger and stomped off.

Char looked at Terry questioningly.

“He wasn’t a fan of me borrowing his dune buggy. I may have said some things that he took the wrong way.” Terry smiled. “How’s your bruised brain?” 

“Getting better by the minute. I could really use another day’s worth of sleep,” she whispered, rubbing her temples. “And it looks like Kae would like to join me.” 

The youngster wasn’t going to be allowed to continue sleeping. Char pulled him to his feet as she stood. Terry shook out the blanket and rolled it up. He took their packs and threw them in the back of the dune buggy while she washed up. 

His poor dune buggy was bent and scratched. The impact with the ground at highway speed had not done the fifty cal any favors. The cocking handle had been torn off and the barrel bent, so he left it behind. 

The ammunition strapped into the back was still in place, giving them two loads of ammo and one machine gun. Terry needed to make sure that there weren’t any more accidents because Terry didn’t want to lose his second mod deuce. That weapon was his heavy hitter, plus he had every intention of killing a buffalo with it, specifically the bull that had rammed his wife.

Payback, motherfucker! he thought. Don’t bring a knife to a gun fight and don’t bring your bullshit as Terry Henry Walton is looking at you over the barrel of his fifty cal.

First Sergeant Blevin reported that the remaining vehicles were operational. He wasn’t pleased looking at the dune buggy, but didn’t say anything. He produced a roll of electrician’s tape and tightened up the work that had been done on the wiring pigtail. 

The convoy left Sheridan not long after dawn. They continued past where Terry and Char had taken their group on the previous trip. Those were narrow backroads, while the interstate was mostly free and clear. A nice blue sky and light breeze suggested the day would be a good one.

And it was. They made it into Montana, then turned east on I-90. The EMP hadn’t hit that part of the country so the dead and abandoned vehicles were few and far between. The convoy cruised at a steady forty-five miles an hour, even though their dune buggy shook at that speed. Terry kept his fingers crossed until they passed the native village across the river. It was still morning, but Terry directed the group to stop and set up camp by the bridge that the wolf pack had been afraid to cross. Terry parked his dune buggy where it blocked the entrance. He couldn’t have any accidents. 

He told the drivers to stay off the bridge and they’d continue on the north side of the river to Billings before crossing, maybe later that day or maybe the next. 

Billy wondered why they were stopping. “More of your bullshit?” he said in front of the drivers. Terry dismissed them to their PMs and turned to Billy in a low and dangerous voice. 

“I’d take it as a kindness if you didn’t do that, Billy, especially since it undermines your authority and not mine. You look petty.” 

“I’ve had about enough of you!” Billy screamed, raising his fists. Char looked at him sideways. Felicity’s eyebrows shot up. She’d told Billy not to challenge the man who’d saved them.

Terry Henry didn’t hesitate. He slapped Billy’s hand away, spun him around and grabbed him by his collar and the seat of his pants, carrying him out onto the bridge as if he were carrying a bale of hay. Billy flailed helplessly, suddenly afraid. 

“I still need you, fuckface, but not that badly, so here it is. Sink or swim.” With one heave, he sent Billy face first over the guardrail, dropping fifty feet into the rapidly flowing water. 

Billy disappeared beneath the surface, coming back up downstream sputtering and slapping his hands helplessly against the water. 

“Terry!” Char yelled. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Terry called as he took two steps and dove over the railing, executing a swan dive as he raced toward the rapids. He hit the water with his hands cutting the water for his head. He didn’t let himself go deep, hitting and coming back up quickly. When he surfaced, he stroked powerfully as he swam after Billy. He caught up to the small man, grabbed him under his chin, and headed for the nearest shore, where he found a contingent of natives waiting for him. He dragged Billy out of the water opposite the direction of the village under the watchful eyes of the natives. He wondered how they’d gotten there ahead of him. 

Char and Kae had crossed the bridge and were jogging toward the two drowned rats. Felicity walked casually. She thought that Billy deserved it not for his impertinence, but for defying her. 

She wouldn’t let him soon forget the cost of such transgressions. 

At least she could save the kick in the balls she was ready to give him. Felicity wondered what had gotten under his skin to make him so contentious. 

Maybe he’d come clean with her, but she wasn’t holding her breath.

Terry greeted the group. “Have you eaten?” he asked. 

“Yes, thank you. Have you?” the chief replied with a smile.

“I have to say that I just swallowed enough water that I’m not really hungry.” He let go of Billy, who continued to cough and hack. Terry shook the chief’s hand. Foxtail turned and walked to Char. She held Kae’s hand as he hid behind her. 

“Who is this?”

“Say hello to Chief Foxtail, Kaeden,” Char said as she pulled the boy from behind her. The chief shook the small hand and looked deeply into the boy’s eyes. They stayed that way for a while. Billy was angry and opened his mouth to make demands, but Terry caught him in time, putting a finger to his lips for silence. Terry tapped his whip as a sign that Billy was on borrowed time. 

Billy gathered his wits and watched Felicity stroll up behind Char. 

The chief finally finished with Kae by picking him up and carrying him. The boy held on to the man’s neck as they turned to address the others. He looked briefly at Felicity and nodded tersely before looking away.

Terry was fascinated by it all. Billy bumped him as he assumed a position at Terry’s right hand. 

Foxtail looked at Billy and shook his head, but he was smiling.  “I have seen you before, a long time ago, my friend. I was drunk in the parking lot of a convenience store, and you walked by with some other young toughs. They wanted to hassle me, but you told them to leave me alone. I have never forgotten that,” he said sincerely, bowing his head at the end. 

Billy shook the chief’s hand. “I’d like to say I remember that, but I don’t. We were always hassling people for no reason. I’m the mayor now, responsible, with a family. Who would have thought that?” 

“I’d invite you to spend time with us, but know that you have a long way to go. I am pleased to see that you have vehicles. Someday, you must tell me that story,” the chief said. He looked toward the village. “Our delegation will be here shortly. Shall we?” 

The chief motioned for the group to follow him back to the bridge. 

The chief stopped as he walked past Felicity. She glared at him. He frowned, then touched the baby’s head. “May Mother Earth grant you peace,” he told them both before continuing on his way. 

“Billy, you were always a good guy at heart. Who would have thought that?” Terry smiled and slapped the smaller man on the back. Billy tried to look mean, but ended up laughing. 

His actions from twenty-five years earlier had earned him praise. Sometimes one had to wait, and that was giving him heartburn. 

All he saw was the hardship and not the success that would be well earned. When the people established their home in North Chicago, they’d think of New Boulder as the transition from the bad days to the good ones.

A transition that Billy Spires made possible. And his friend, TH Walton.

Billy took Marcie as he smiled at his wife. “We’re making a difference, a good one,” he told her. She wasn’t comfortable with the chief, because he’d seen something from the first moment he looked at her. 

“Chief Foxtail, I want to tell you that Kiwidinok has been an exceptional addition to our family. We thank you for the gift that is her company,” Terry said, trying not to sound stilted or like he was making something up. He’d thanked them the last time they came through, but didn’t think it would hurt to thank them again.

The chief nodded. “We thought so and are glad that she has found a home where her talents and wishes are best nurtured.”

The group reached the bridge before the delegation, so they talked about the weather. Terry tried to avoid talking about the vehicles, but the chief had to know. 

“They were buried in a mountain, protected by evil ones. Those creatures are no more and we rescued a few people too, along with some of the hardware that you see,” Terry said proudly.

“Why the weapons of war, Terry Henry Walton?” the chief asked directly. “Why do you insist on leaning on such a crutch?” 

Terry was backed into a corner. He stood quietly, but the chief had a nearly infinite amount of patience. 

“Because I’m not strong enough without them,” Terry admitted. The others looked at him in wonder. Even Char considered him the greatest warrior she’d ever met. After their nanocytes combined, she thought of him as nearly invincible, but he continued to carry feelings of inadequacy.

Maybe he needs a big watch, she thought. All the operators, the Special Forces types, that she’d met in her life wore big watches. Terry had none and thanks to her recklessness, he didn’t have his mod deuce anymore either. If you couldn’t have a big watch, then a fifty cal was the next best thing.

“I’m sorry, TH,” she blurted. 

The chief snickered. Terry wondered what she was sorry for. He was happy that she had quickly healed from her accident. He thought it appropriate and timely to share good news.

“I think you already know, Chief Foxtail, but for everyone here, Char and I are expecting a baby.”

Felicity’s jaw dropped. Billy laughed, happy that he wouldn’t be the only old man not getting any sleep. The chief congratulated them both, acting as if he hadn’t known. The others there also wished the couple well. 

The delegation arrived, and it was led by the chief’s mother. 

“Very nice to see you again,” Char told the old woman. They hugged warmly. The other three in the delegation were an odd mix: the chief’s son accompanied his grandmother, then there was another man, maybe the chief’s age, and he was the odd man out. He wasn’t native and he stood nearly seven feet tall. 

Char’s ears perked up as the man approached. She had been distracted by everything going on, along with recovering from the concussion. She’d missed the fact that another Were was near.

    But this one was different.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




They traveled much faster than they had originally planned because they had three horses. There was nothing to hold them back. 

They rode quickly to the railyard, following the lines from outside their home base. They found a diesel locomotive, but it looked to be in poor shape. 

“How much work do you think it’ll take to get this one running?” Timmons asked. 

“Two hundred hours,” Ted replied without hesitation. “In a full machine shop. Out here? Thousands…”

“We’ll keep it as an option. Moving on,” Timmons called. They remounted their horses and continued through the yard to the tanks. Gerry pointed to the top. 

“It’s locked tight,” Kiwi said.

“We’ll see about that,” Ted said. He and Timmons ran up the stairs while Gerry and Kiwi held the horses. 

“Do you think they’ll get in?” Gerry asked. 

Kiwi giggled. In some ways, she was still a young girl. “Those two? Of course they’ll get in,” she replied. In other ways, she was all grown up. She nuzzled Gerry suggestively. “Maybe we can kill some time?”

Seconds later, Ted yelled from the top of the tank. “It’s fuel oil!” The two came running down the stairs, catching Kiwi and Gerry in an amorous embrace. 

“No time for that. Checking the next one,” Ted called as he jogged past. They followed, curious how he was able to get into the tank. They found out quickly that after he was forced to climb to the roof to recover the solar system, he had manufactured two thin metal pieces, one to insert and hold the tumblers, while the second was used to jiggle them into alignment. Ted opened the lock as quickly as someone using a key. 

The majority of the tanks were filled with jet fuel. The biggest was fuel oil and the smallest was half-full of diesel. 

“A couple thousand hours is all. We can fill it with more diesel than it needs,” Timmons suggested. 

“Tanker cars,” Ted yelled over his shoulder as he ran into the classification yard where the Mini Cooper was hidden in a train of tankers. 

Ted went from one to the next, opening and then closing them. “Unleaded mostly, and one diesel,” Ted told them after he’d checked the cars on the west side of the track, the ones between the Mini Cooper and the power plant where they’d put it to use.

“Got a plan?” Timmons asked. 

“Not yet, but I will when we need it,” Ted replied. Gerry and Kiwi were along for the ride, to provide help if needed, but they couldn’t imagine what they could do that the two Werewolves could not. 

Ted and Timmons both looked toward the city. Hovering at the edge of what they could sense was the daywalker, the Forsaken called Joseph. He was there, probably watching them.

“You know what they say, Ted. Go west, young man,” Timmons stated and headed for his horse. 

“I didn’t know they said that.” Ted shrugged and climbed into the saddle. 

***

They waved goodbye to the chief and Terry led the group across the bridge. 

Char stayed behind, motioning to the Were. 

“You are?” Char probed.

“I’m Aaron, pleased to meet you,” he said cordially. He was tall and slender, almost emaciated, which seemed odd for a Were, who were usually abnormally healthy, but he didn’t look sickly.

“You’re a Were,” she told him directly.

“I am aware that I’m a Were, and you are too,” he parried, verbally dancing. He grinned. “Shall we join the others?” 

Without waiting, he strolled towards her group. He was light on his feet, seeming to barely touch the ground as he walked. Char was nearly a foot shorter than he was. It was disconcerting. She’d get the pack together, and they would confront this man. 

Terry was calling for everyone to load up and prepare to move out. He helped the delegation into the back of a truck, hoping that not too many more vehicles broke down. All the seats were filled and then some. They were carrying as many as they could carry.

Terry drove to the front of the convoy and waved at Billy to bring up the rear. 

The town’s people of New Boulder waved through the windows or out the backs of trucks as they passed the small army of natives gathered on the other side of the river. 

“That tall guy’s a Were,” Char told Terry. Kae was squeezed between them as usual. 

“He’s a Werewolf?” Terry asked, unsure of what to believe. He didn’t get any odd sense from the man.

“No, he’s not a Werewolf, but he’s Were. I’ll have the pack corner him and get him to come clean,” Char said.

“Maybe he’s a Weregiraffe?” Terry wondered aloud, putting the dune buggy into gear. 

Once Char started laughing, she couldn’t stop. 

As they approached Billings, Terry slowed and pulled to the side of the road to wave Blevin and his semi past.

The semi slowed and eased dead vehicles out of the way to clear the path for those that followed. 

He pushed all the way to the bridge that sent them to a fork in the road. I-94 continued east and I-90 dipped south. They wanted I-94 to Minneapolis. From there, it was easy traveling.

Once all the vehicles were across the bridge, they’d drive through the flatlands of North Dakota. Without having to worry about food or water, Terry wanted to press on for as long as there was daylight.

Or until they saw those damn buffalo. 

“You have got to be shitting me…” Char said. 

“When that buffalo rammed into my woman, his life became forfeit!” Terry claimed.

“Your what?” Char asked, still skeptical of Terry’s plan.

“My woman,” Terry said with less confidence. With Kae sitting between them, Char couldn’t punch Terry in the arm or the chest like she wanted to. 

“Uh huh,” she mumbled. “You are not shooting a buffalo with the fifty cal.” 

“Yes, I am,” he replied calmly.

“I must note that you don’t have a fifty cal,” she argued.

“I’ve already talked with Billy. You need to tell me where they are when you sense them. After that, I’m all business. And, most importantly, we need the meat. Four hundred people eat a lot!” 

She couldn’t disagree with that. Food was a constant need and an eighteen-hundred-pound bull would be a nice addition. There was a younger bull in the herd, so they weren’t killing the species by taking one. 

“Make it so, Number One,” Char said in her best Jean Luc Picard voice. 

The convoy plodded across the prairie that had been North Dakota. A great swath of grassland had been burned away during their previous trip through. On the other side of the wildfire, the great buffalo encounter had taken place. 

That was what Terry called it. 

Char wanted to forget it. 

Until she felt the small herd, knowing it was the same based on the number. “The buffalo are up ahead,” she told Terry, pointing. 

He sped up to burn a U-turn, then waved at First Sergeant Blevin to hold up. Terry continued past the slowing vehicles until he reached Billy and Felicity. 

He stopped, and they talked. Everyone got out except for Billy. He remained at the wheel of his dune buggy. Terry stood between the seats, bracing himself as he manned the machine gun. He racked the lever with a hearty pull, sending the first round into the chamber and cocking the mod deuce.

Char shook her head. Terry looked to be in the zone, or in other words, happy as a pig in shit.

Billy drove out cautiously, as one does without a great deal of experience driving. Terry reached down to tap him on the shoulder, pointing past his eyes to the plain. Billy bumped down a small bank and continued carefully into the dry grass. He continued a few hundred yards before Terry signaled him to stop. Then they waited. 

The mayor wanted to get closer, but Terry said no. He had a weapon that was good at long range, and they were less than a mile from the herd. Billy could barely make out the shapes at that distance.

Terry waited until the bull separated itself from the others. Terry took aim, expecting to walk the rounds into the animal. He had no idea where the first round would hit so he estimated low to better see it tear up the dirt. 

He depressed the lever that was the M2’s trigger and the metal beast barked. Almost two seconds later, he saw the round hit a good twenty yards in front of the bull. He adjusted his aiming point and depressed the lever, carefully lifting the barrel as round after round blasted downrange. 

The bull had been startled by the first shot, but he hadn’t moved. The third round hit him above the shoulder and almost knocked him down. The fourth round broke his neck. 

Terry watched it fall and let off the trigger as ten additional rounds flew harmlessly over the animal’s head. Terry pumped a fist in the air. When he turned, there was no cheering. Many of the civilians watching from the road were appalled. 

He waved the cleaning crew forward as he climbed from the dune buggy. Billy was all smiles. 

“Holy shit!” Billy exclaimed.

“Don’t ever wonder why I wanted these weapons. Imagine if they were in the hands of our enemies? Better that we hold onto them ourselves, don’t you think?”

***

The second day saw much of the same as the first. Mostly clear track as the trains had been consolidated in fewer areas. The locomotives hadn’t died in the middle of nowhere, but within a mass of trains where there was nowhere else to go.

They followed the Metrarail tracks to the west. All day they traveled and didn’t seem to get anywhere. Timmons was already disappointed, but he’d committed to doing this for his friend, and because they needed the Mini Cooper and cars filled with fuel.

Ted wasn’t dissuaded. He ran calculations in his head based on his estimate of the total distance of rail lines in the area. He figured that it would take them only twenty days to cover it all. By his estimate, they’d seen less than ten percent of the total. 

They continued west for another twenty miles before turning north, leaving the rail line to catch the next one running northwest, then follow that back into the city. 

Gerry and Kiwi understood the plan, but that didn’t make it less tedious. They wanted to hunt. Timmons agreed, pointing to where they would find deer, so they galloped ahead of the wolf pack to take care of business.

Ted held his wolves back, turning them loose at the sound of Gerry’s shot. 

Timmons and Ted rode after the wolf pack, enjoying the diversion from what would be a series of long and boring days.

***

“Lost two of the trucks,” Blevin reported to Terry. The colonel looked into the distance as he calculated capacity and fuel usage.

“You know, Blevin, it’s amazing that the convoy has made it this far. We’ve been lucky and we could walk it from here, but we can wicker things around, tie a few more empty barrels to the tops of the trucks, and keep on going. Thanks for telling me. You know the drill, First Sergeant,” Terry told him.

“Yes, sir. Shifting people and things, squeezing ten pounds of mud into a five pound sack.” Blevin saluted and ran off.

Mark watched him go. “So this is what I’ve been missing?” he asked.

“Yes. And then there are times when it’s really boring. I’m okay with never riding a horse again, just for reference,” Terry replied. “Make sure the box of grenades finds its way into my dune buggy. I haven’t told anyone we have them, because it’s none of their business. I don’t want to be in a position where I wish I had a grenade and didn’t.” 

Mark saluted and headed out to move the small crate of grenades, set the watch, inspect weapons, and do what he did as the platoon sergeant.

***

“Whoa! Why are you ganging up on me?” Aaron cried, looking at the stern expressions on the human faces of the four Werewolves.

“What are you?” Char demanded. “Don’t make me ask you again. It’ll be easier to rip you to shreds so we don’t have to watch our backs.”

“What does it matter?” he asked. Char grabbed his collar and yanked his face to her level.

“My mate and I have sworn to protect these people. Period. You are a threat. Change into your Were form now or die,” she growled.

He held up his hands in surrender. Sue, Shonna, and Merrit were on the balls of their feet, ready to fight. Their clothes were unbuttoned and loose. Clyde wagged his tail slowly, curious as to why his pack was upset.

Without stripping, the man shimmered for a millisecond before his clothes covered a hairy creature underneath. A Weretiger shrugged out of the clothes. Char looked at the cat, understanding why he didn’t want to change before a bunch of wolves.

And a dog. Clyde went nuts with a great cat two feet in front of his face. His hackles were up as he barked and lunged. Aaron retreated a step, then stood on his back legs to put his paws on Char’s shoulders. 

“Aren’t you a tall kitty?” she said, relieved as she didn’t get any sense that Aaron would attack. 

Clyde, on the other hand, saw the opportunity and darted for the Weretiger’s exposed private parts. At Were speed, the cat slapped Clyde in the head with his big paw. Clyde yipped and backed away, continuing to bark furiously. Aaron changed into human form, then dressed quickly while blushing.

“Was that okay?” he asked.

Sue was on one knee, checking the small scratches on Clyde’s head from the Were’s claws. “You hurt my dog,” she snarled.

“I did? I’m so sorry. You see, I can’t seem to remember anything that happens when I’m in the tiger’s form,” Aaron apologized. 

“There are no tigers native to North America?” Shonna asked.

“China. I was there teaching English when I encountered the, you know, the conversion process,” he answered sheepishly. 

“Thanks. Welcome to America. Here we are, cats and dogs and all that. Welcome to the pack.” Char held out a hand and Aaron tentatively shook it. 

    “What is the world coming to?” Char mumbled.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“Is this what you’re looking for?” Kiwi said, holding up a moldy old phone book. Gerry and Kiwi had checked the area and scavenged while they were waiting for the venison to cook. The wolves lounged around, having fed well from two deer they were able to run down 

Ted and Timmons jumped up, startling the wolves. They reverently took the phone book from Kiwi’s hands. 

“Where’d you find this?” Timmons wondered as they carefully set the book on the ground and flipped it open.

“Balancing a table with a short leg,” she replied. 

“Railroad. Look at that. See Museum.” They slowly and gingerly rolled the old pages until they got to the M section. “Museum, Railroad. Where’s Union? Up front are maps. Careful, careful! There you are. Now, where are we?” Ted said, talking more to himself than anyone watching. 

“There’s O’Hare.” Timmons stabbed a finger at the map. “We came west for what, twenty miles? All we need to do is find this road, then turn here. Maybe we can call them, see what they have?” Timmons laughed at his own joke.

“But the phones don’t work?” Ted replied.

“That’s why we’re going there, Ted, because we can’t call them. They have to have something we can use. Think about this, Ted. The museum of our past will deliver the way to our future!” 

“Yes. I like that.” 

With fresh attitudes, they inhaled their meals, roused the wolves, and set off at a brisk pace to reach the railway museum that day. They had twenty miles to go and the afternoon to get there.

***

If they lost one more truck, some people would have to walk. There was no space unoccupied. It was dangerous at higher speeds, so they slowed down, which drove Terry crazy.

They were through North Dakota, and the worst of the ruined lands. In his mind, they were traveling downhill. They stopped well short of Minneapolis, because Terry wanted to run straight through the city. Someday they could come back and try to rescue survivors. 

His plan to use the town elders—Antioch, Claire, Mrs. Grimes, Margie Rose, Pepe, and Maria—to meet with people they passed fell flat. Char had no idea where they went, but the groups were no longer where they’d seen them last. 

Margie Rose was always so courteous at each stop, checking in on Char and Kaeden. Once she found out that Char was pregnant, Terry fell out of the picture. 

She’d walk past him on her way to hug the beautiful woman with the purple eyes. 

He took it in stride and appreciated the extra attention so he could focus on the nit-noid details to keep people moving in one direction. 

There’d been no knock down, drag out fights, but the peacekeepers, the elders, kept tempers in check. 

Humanity was coming home to a civilization they had yet to rebuild. 

Over four hundred people total. There were barely a hundred when Margie Rose showed him that common decency still existed. It brought Terry Henry Walton back to the world, not in a trickle but in a tidal wave. 

He saw how far they’d come, but most importantly, how far he’d come since the dark days. “Melissa, wherever you are, I know that all the good in my life has come because you’ve forgiven me,” Terry whispered with his eyes closed. 

When he opened them, he found Kaeden standing at his feet. 

“Who’s Melissa?” the little boy asked.

Terry picked him up as he headed into the camp. “Let me tell you about her…”

***

Adams sniffed the fresh air blowing off the Bighorn Mountains. The seven people they found and their longhorns were in the road. The Weathers family herd didn’t seem to care about the massive horns of their fellow bovines. They intermingled to create a great herd of cattle mooing and shuffling. 

Boris and his squad rode with the cattle as they pushed through the ruins of the city. 

Four carts loaded with people and food followed the herd. Adams walked up front with Lousy State and EssCee. He knew that their given names were Louisiana State and South Carolina, but he called them how they referred to themselves. 

“Terry said to stay south of the next river we come to and then to stay south of the Missouri River. I agree. Getting the cattle across bridges is a huge pain in my ass,” Adams confided.

“He said ass!” Lousy State laughed.

Adams shook his head. It was going to be a hellaciously long walk to Chicago.

“We used to live out there, you know,” S.C. offered. “It was bad, real bad. This is fine, like paradise. There’s grass for the cattle, water, food for us. Plenty of everything, but you know what we could really use?”

“What?” Adams bit.

“Girls,” S.C. replied. Lousy State pursed his lips and nodded. 

Adams’s face darkened. “My partner, Xandrie, died not long ago, in the fight inside Cheyenne Mountain. I miss her every hour of every day, because when you have the right girl, you realize how much you were missing when you were going it alone. I have high hopes for you both. There’s nothing like finding the right person.”

Yes, it was going to be a long walk.

***

Ted jumped up and down like a little kid. The wolves shied away from him. All they wanted to do was lay down and sleep. They’d gorged on deer, then been forced to run twenty miles. 

Gerry and Kiwi were brushing the horses down. They were in a field alongside the Illinois Railway Museum, where Ted and Timmons had broken into the massive steam shop. 

Toledo and Detroit Railroad #16 sat inside where someone had lovingly taken care of it after the WWDE. It looked pristine. The shop hadn’t even been looted. It only took two minutes to figure out why.

The volunteers from the railway museum had defended it. The last to die was still in a cot to the side of the small office, his rifle in bed with him. There was even ammunition for it. 

“They must have stayed well past the evacuation, the plagues, all of it,” Timmons said, before realizing that Ted wasn’t with him.

Ted was on the engine, checking it over. Grease had been lathered on most parts to keep the rust from taking hold. Oil had dripped from somewhere, leaving a large puddle below the engine. 

“All we need is coal and we’ll be driving out of here tomorrow!” Ted proclaimed triumphantly. 

“Coal? Try wood, Ted,” Timmons called as he checked the rifle, then they moved to the cases of tools. 

“No, we can use the coal they have stored here,” Ted answered. Timmons looked up. In one of the bays, there were two coal cars half-filled with coal. “After the fall, they wouldn’t have needed to run the boilers. Coal, by its very nature, is long-lasting. Twenty years or twenty millennia, it should still burn as long as it is in its natural state.”

“You have to be kidding me,” Timmons said as he abandoned the rifle and the tools to join his friend.

“I wouldn’t kid about something like this, Timmons.” Ted’s yellow eyes sparkled as he looked at his new best friend, the old-fashioned steam locomotive that would haul his other best friend, a nuclear reactor, anywhere they wanted to take it. 

The irony of steam hauling a nuke whose sole purpose was to create more steam wasn’t lost on Timmons. 

***

The run through Minneapolis went without a hitch. The city dwellers were far more interested in the vehicle convoy than the country people, Terry observed with mild interest. He was afraid to stop because he didn’t want to lose a vehicle. Early on, breakdowns had happened, but now, as long as they could get the vehicles running, they were fine. Shutting them down seemed to cause the oldsters the problems.

Terry’s easy answer was to not shut the trucks down. “Next stop Chicago!” he yelled as he carefully cruised alongside the line of vehicles. He waved to the people and kept yelling as he passed. 

Char and Kae both looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. 

He turned serious. “They need to know that we’re pushing on for a reason. We can’t lose anyone now. Would you have ever thought that when we planned this, we wouldn’t lose a single person?” 

Char didn’t bother answering. Her Knight of the Roundtable was consistent in putting other people first. Although he was prepared to lose people to the rigors of the road, the only sacrifices they’d made were in the trucks left along the side of the road. 

The convoy continued at a steady thirty-five miles an hour because Terry wanted to get there before nightfall. A couple of the trucks were belching black smoke and running roughly. The drivers did what they needed to do to keep the trucks rolling.

With the barrels of extra fuel and the loss of trucks, they had plenty of diesel remaining in the tanker, which meant that they could keep a small fleet of vehicles running after they arrived. 

Terry liked the hell out of that. He had expected to show up and then be limited to horseback or on foot, leather personnel carriers, as he used to call his boots. 

They had to slow down when they passed Milwaukee so the semi could push the jumble of cars out of the way. Terry could no longer lead in the dune buggy, so they pulled it to the side of the road. Terry hopped out and ran after the semi, catching up and jumping on the running board to yell the final directions to First Sergeant Blevin. 

Char ran around the vehicle and hopped in the driver’s seat, buckling Kae in before she drove off and caught up to the semi. She knew why he was hanging on the outside of the truck. There were six people squeezed into the cab.

They pushed on, speeding up where they could, hitting some of the derelict vehicles faster than they should have.

Forward, always forward they traveled.

***

They only had to stop three times for Timmons to manually change the switches to get on the track they wanted. Ted took the position of conductor and let Timmons do everything else, from shoveling coal to switching the track. Ted watched the dials and adjusted them according to specifications he carried in his mind. 

Timmons was okay with doing the grunt work. He understood the engine every bit as much as Ted, but for Timmons, it was just a tool. For Ted, it seemed like an extension of his body. 

For Gerry, Kiwi, and the wolf pack, it was a loud squealing mess that they continuously ran after. 

Ted had said the hard work would be moving the trains around to clear track in front of the one they wanted. It took a whole day of shifting back and forth before they were able to hook up to the twelve tankers and the Mini Cooper. They’d unhooked the line of tankers following the reactor to keep the weight down. Ted wanted to limit the stress on his baby, who was well over one hundred years old. 

Toledo and Detroit #16 spun the big wheels once on the slick steel before they grabbed and the clangs and bangs of railcars pulling tight echoed behind it. Ted pulled on the steam whistle, which made the horses jump and the wolves bolt. 

Ted only laughed as he brought up the power and the train moved slowly west. It left the railyard and took a long, slow turn around the airport before heading east to catch the track that took it directly to North Chicago. Timmons only had to run ahead twice to manually switch the tracks. It would have been impossible for a single human, but with a long pry bar and his Werewolf strength, he was able to make it happen.

***

Terry waved as the semi passed between the farms. He knew that Pepe and Maria would be all eyes as they saw the fertile fields. The people weren’t as shy as they had been before.

Terry wondered if Corporal James had been able to make contact. He’d find out soon enough. 

The convoy limped off the exit and pulled into the parking area of the old power plant. The other vehicles pulled in behind, parking in order as they always did, side to side, so if a vehicle died in place, it wouldn’t hold up the others. 

Terry wondered if they were inside, curious that he couldn’t hear anything. He realized that the main door was closed. When he got to it, there was a note scratched into the rust. “Home, 2 miles that way,” with an arrow. 

Terry jogged back to the others. All the vehicles were shut down and people were staggering around, confused. Terry climbed into his dune buggy and stood on the driver’s chair. He clung to the roll cage that made up the roof of the vehicle.

“Listen up,” he projected, his voice echoing oddly off the old power plant. “This is the power plant that we will eventually bring online. But our people here left us a note. It says that our new home is one mile that way. I don’t know about you, but after that drive, I could use the walk. HOME!” 

The people cheered weakly. Terry hoped to hell that they were ready for the influx of people they were going to get. 

“Need us to fire the trucks up, boss? One last time,” Blevin asked.

“Let’s see where we’re going, First Sergeant, then we’ll move things intelligently, one time, to the best place for them. It would be nice if you could get these into a shop, wouldn’t it?”

The old man nodded, smiling. 

“That it would, Colonel.”

The clop of hooves on the roadway alerted the town’s people. 

James and Lacy waved from their horses on the roadway outside the old power plant. They negotiated the hill and rode in. 

They saw the colonel and made a beeline, stopping and saluting in front of him. 

“Damn good to see you two!” Terry told them.

“You made some great time, sir. We weren’t expecting you for quite some time,” James started, looking around at the mass of people surrounding them, many of them new.

“Report, Corporal,” Terry ordered.

“Great Lakes Naval Base is right there,” James reported, pointing. “It has a small power plant that Ted and Timmons have already been able to get running. We’re currently cleaning out multi-family homes and barracks for the good people of New Boulder!” 

James yelled the last part for everyone to hear. 

“Is there room to park our trucks?”

“As much as you need, sir, and would you look at that! Where in the hell did you find all of this? Who are these people? Where’s the rest of the platoon?” James asked rapidly. 

Lacy shook her head. Billy and Felicity were happy to walk or drive the last mile. They just wanted to get to their new home. 

Char laughed.

Terry smiled. “Later, once we have these people settled. Blevin! Fire up the trucks, we’re going home!”

Many opted to walk, while others climbed onto the vehicles. Three of the trucks wouldn’t start. At that point in time, no one cared. People adjusted and the other engines revved. 

Terry led the way in his dune buggy, and the other vehicles followed along the cleared roadway. James galloped ahead while Lacy remained with the walkers.

They followed James through the main gate and into the base, turning and following the road past sports fields, past the parade deck, and behind the main administration buildings where the temporary housing units were located. 

James directed the vehicles into the largest parking lot. Terry waved Billy to the front. He drove up and parked the dune buggy next to Terry’s beat-up ride. James started pointing as he told Billy about the available quarters that they’d already prepared. They only had half of what they needed, since they thought they’d have more time.

Billy told them not to worry. They had four hundred people to help and what would have taken two people months to do, the town’s people would accomplish in days. 

Billy looked at the main building where admirals and naval captains would have once sat. “I see the mayor’s office, Felicity darling.” 

“I do, too, Billy dear,” Felicity drawled.

The sound of a train whistle pierced the late afternoon air. 

“I should have told you that Timmons took the others to look for a steam engine so they could bring the Mini Cooper back here.” James grinned. 

“No way!” Terry jumped in the dune buggy where Char and Kae joined him.

“What’s that noise, Mom?” Kaeden asked.

“That is a train, and I expect it is pulling humanity’s future,” Char replied.







The End of Nomad Supreme
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PROLOGUE




Terry waved as the semi passed between the farms. He knew that Pepe and Maria would be all eyes when they saw the fertile fields. The people weren’t as shy as they had been before. They weren’t waving back, but they weren’t running away either.

Terry wondered if Corporal James had been able to make contact. He’d find out soon enough. 

The convoy limped off the exit and pulled into the parking area of the old power plant. The other vehicles pulled in behind, parking in order as they always did, side to side, so if a vehicle died in place, it wouldn’t hold up the others. 

Terry wondered if they were inside, curious that he couldn’t hear anything. He realized that the main door was closed. When he got to it, there was a note scratched into the rust. “Home, 2 miles that way,” with an arrow. 

Terry jogged back to the others. All the vehicles were shut down and people were staggering around, confused. Terry climbed into his dune buggy and stood on the driver’s chair. He clung to the roll cage that made up the roof of the vehicle.

“Listen up,” he projected, his voice echoing oddly off the old power plant. “This is the power plant that we will eventually bring online. But our people here left us a note. It says that our new home is two miles that way. I don’t know about you, but after that drive, I could use the walk. HOME!” 

The people cheered weakly. Terry hoped to hell that they were ready for the influx of people they were going to get. 

“Need us to fire the trucks up, boss? One last time,” Blevin asked.

“Let’s see where we’re going, First Sergeant, then we’ll move things intelligently, one time, to the best place for them. It would be nice if you could get these into a shop, wouldn’t it?”

The old man nodded, smiling. 

“That it would, Colonel.”

The clop of hooves on the roadway alerted the town’s people. 

James and Lacy waved from their horses. They negotiated the hill and rode through what used to be a gate and into the old power plant’s parking lot. 

They saw the colonel and made a beeline, stopping in front of him and saluting. 

“Damn good to see you two!” Terry told them.

“You made some great time, sir. We weren’t expecting you for quite a while,” James started, looking around at the mass of people, many of them new.

“Report, Corporal,” Terry ordered.

“Great Lakes Naval Base is right there,” James reported, pointing. “It has a small power plant that Ted and Timmons have already been able to get running. We’re currently cleaning out multi-family homes and barracks for the good people of New Boulder!” 

James yelled the last part for everyone to hear. 

“Is there room to park our trucks?”

“As much as you need, sir, and would you look at that! Where in the hell did you find all of this? Who are these people? Where’s the rest of the platoon?” James asked rapidly, pointing to the equipment, then waving his arm at the mob of people. 

Lacy shook her head and rolled her eyes, while a couple of the people they knew from New Boulder made their way close to shake her hand. 

Billy and Felicity were happy to walk or drive the last mile. It didn’t matter to them, they just wanted to get to their new home. Billy waited for Terry to give the order.

Char laughed and Terry smiled. “We’ll talk later, Corporal, once we have these people settled. Blevin! Fire up the trucks. We’re going home!”

Many opted to walk, while others climbed back into the vehicles. Three of the trucks wouldn’t start. At that point, no one cared. People adjusted and the other engines revved. 

Terry led the way in his dune buggy, driving easily down the cleared roadway. The other vehicles followed. James galloped ahead while Lacy remained with those walking.

James led them through the main gate and into the base, turning and following the road past sports fields, past the parade deck, and behind the main administration buildings where the temporary housing units were located. 

James directed the vehicles into the largest parking lot. Terry waved Billy to the front. He drove up and parked his dune buggy next to Terry’s beat up ride. James pointed as he told Billy about the available quarters that they’d already prepared. They only had half of what they needed, since they had thought they had more time.

Billy told them not to worry. They had four hundred people to help and what would have taken two people months to do, the town’s people would accomplish in days. 

Billy looked at the main building where admirals and naval captains would have once sat. “I see the mayor’s office, Felicity darling.” 

“I do, too, Billy dear,” Felicity drawled.

The sound of a train whistle pierced the late afternoon air. 

“I should have told you that Timmons took the others to look for a steam engine so they could bring the Mini Cooper back here.” James grinned. 

“No way!” Terry jumped in the dune buggy where Char and Kae joined him.

“What’s that noise, Mom?” Kaeden asked.

“That is a train, and I expect it is pulling humanity’s future,” Char replied.




















CHAPTER ONE




Joseph stood on the road that ran between the two halves of the Great Lakes Naval Station. 

The bustle of activity warmed his Vampire heart. So many hard-working, well-fed humans. The Werewolves bothered him, and the Were-tiger threw him for a loop. 

“Where did you come from?” he asked himself. He tilted his head to keep the sun off his skin, the brim of his hat casting a wide shadow. The rest of his delicate skin was covered in black leather. 

The group had arrived the previous day in vehicles. Vehicles! Maybe they weren’t kidding when they said they were bringing civilization back. All that warm blood, pulses pounding, bodies writhing. 

It gave him hope, which was something he hadn’t had in a long, long time.

He watched and waited.

***

“He’s here,” Char said, clenching her fists. “How about that, huh? Here less than a day and we get a Forsaken stopping by for a snack.” 

She walked out the front door of the guest quarters that James and Lacy had prepared for them, but the quality of their new home was forgotten in the presence of a Forsaken.

Char sensed the others and waited. Ted, Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit joined her. Terry and Kae stood nearby. 

“Shall we?” Char asked, turning without waiting for a response.

“His name is Joseph,” Timmons said softly, leaning backward to protect himself from an expected punch.

Char froze. “You’ve been talking with a Forsaken, and you didn’t tell me before now?” 

“I’m sorry, but you’ve been here for less than a day. There was so much, and this guy was scared off fairly easily. Look at him, he’s just standing there, I suspect, waiting for us.” Timmons wouldn’t look Char in the eye.

She pursed her lips as she thought. “That may change things a bit, but if you and Ted intimidated him, then we’ll talk first before killing him. Shall we?” Char walked casually with the rest of her pack, including the Were-tiger Aaron, noting that the Forsaken seemed to be waiting patiently.

She wondered if he thought of humans as snacks. 

It disgusted her. Char’s purple eyes sparkled and started to glow as the pack left the base and headed straight for the man in black. Terry and Kae walked right behind Char.

“I’m curious,” Terry started to say as the group walked quickly along the road toward the waiting Vampire.

“Forsaken killed Xandrie,” she replied, ice hanging from her words. “The only thing I’m curious about is how quickly the blood can flow from his body after his head is cut off and on the ground.”

Char strode boldly to Joseph, stopping when she was within arm’s reach. 

“Such hatred boiling behind that pretty face,” Joseph said smoothly. Her lip twitched in revulsion at the pasty white of the unnatural skin on his face. 

Terry grabbed her arm. She tried to shrug him off, but he gripped more tightly. Char turned on him, angry. He caressed her face and smiled. She relaxed and her eyes sparkled back at him. She took Kaeden’s hand.

At dizzying speed, Terry rotated at his waist and swung, catching the Forsaken in the middle of the chest with the heel of his hand. Like a battering ram, it drove the Vampire backward and threw him off his feet. 

With a grunt, Joseph hit the ground and lay there. 

“Get up,” Terry demanded, a snarl on his face as he loomed over the Vampire. 

Joseph let himself start healing from the cracked sternum the human had just given him, something the Forsaken considered to be impossible. He’d seen in Terry’s mind that he was going to hit him, but had no idea the power that would be behind it.

“I just came to talk. I could have snatched one of your people in the night and you would have never known, but I didn’t. Here I am, hat in hand, and you go all Thor the Avenger on me,” Joseph grumbled as he struggled to his feet. “It’s been a while, but okay. Give me a second.”

“The only thing I’ll give you is more of you on the ground, crying like a little girl,” Terry said as he stalked to the side. The Werewolves were spreading out, forming a large circle from which the Vamp couldn’t escape.

“Well now, that’s a bit unfair, don’t you think?” Joseph asked as he regained his feet and started stretching. 

“Marine Corps rules, suckwad. The only fair fight is the one you lose,” Terry quoted. 

Joseph mumbled something, then started stretching, but not as a fighter preparing to fight, more like a ballerina preparing for a performance. He dipped, holding one hand over his head, shifting left and then right, hopping from his heel to his toes. 

Char looked confused. Terry wondered what the creature’s game was. 

The Forsaken hopped forward one step while holding a pose, then spun, sending a roundhouse toward Terry’s head.

The human caught Joseph’s foot and dropped, bunching his legs underneath him as he twisted and pulled, lifting the Forsaken. Terry swung him through one hundred and eighty degrees and slammed him into the ground. 

“Oh, that hurt,” Joseph grunted, as he lay with pavement embedded in his face. He crawled to his knees and Terry kicked him in the ribs, sending the Forsaken halfway across their circle. Shonna stepped back. Joseph looked up at her through foggy eyes. She responded by drawing a line across her throat with one finger.

He looked afraid, but summoned the courage to stand and face his attacker. 

“Do you know how long I’ve been alive?” Joseph asked, looking at the faces before him, the Were with the human child hiding behind her, the other Werewolves, and finally the human with the slight red glow to his eyes. 

“I don’t care,” Terry said as he slowly approached.

“Four hundred, forty-seven years. I came over on one of the original settlement ships. Unlimited land to do with as we wished, to make our own way, be beholden to no one. I’ve seen how this country grew, and how it ended. What if I told you that I don’t drain people?” Joseph offered.

“Then I would call you a liar,” Terry said. 

Timmons interjected, “Then who drained that poor sap on the railroad line north of O’Hare?”

Terry snarled. “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing you can say that will spare your life. You see, I wasn’t here at the beginning, but I was here for the end, and fuckers like you?  You didn’t make any of it better. So we’re cleaning house, starting fresh. Why would we want to include something as old and worn out as you?” 

“At one point in my life, I lived in Williamsburg with the others, Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, Patrick Henry, the Marquis de Lafayette. Do you know who Alexander Purdie was?” Joseph tilted his head to make sure he caught the look in Terry’s eye. “I see you do. I was his partner in the printing business. John Joseph Dixon. I simply go by Joseph now.”

Terry hesitated. Purdie had printed the materials used to build support for the revolution.

“But you were bought out of the business in seventeen seventy-five?” Terry asked, stepping back to give them space. He’d read all he could on the revolution, including taking numerous trips to Colonial Williamsburg. He was a big fan of history.

“I sold him my share of the business, but I was still there through it all. Even joined the army at one point, early in seventy-six. They needed people with all different skills. Washington was magnificent, by the way. His memoirs and storytellers don’t do him justice,” Joseph continued as he circled staying out of Terry’s reach. 

Char lunged in and shoved the Vampire forward. He stumbled a couple steps. Terry hit him in the face with a right jab, driving the Forsaken to the ground.

He moaned as he lay there, unwilling to move and expose himself to the slow torture of a ritual pummeling. 

Joseph had been in Terry’s mind, saw the man’s honor code, and most importantly for the Forsaken, saw a way to survive the day.

“I will work for you,” Joseph told Terry, from one knee, while clasping his hands behind his head. “You have my word that I will take no lives from your group.” 

Terry wanted to punch him, but he couldn’t attack someone who surrendered. Char could because of her abject hatred for the Forsaken. 

“Hold!” Terry growled as he moved to Joseph’s side. 

“What would that look like, Joseph?” Terry asked, crouching to be closer to a Vampire, who looked to be in a great deal of pain. His hat had come off and was under Merrit’s foot as the Werewolf stood there, arms crossed, glaring. “A Forsaken working for a lowly human…” 

“I know not what you are or even what your name is, but ‘lowly human’ is not it. I’ve never seen the red glow from anyone other than one of my kind. You, good sir, are something different and something special. If civilization is to return, it will be because you carry it on your back.” Joseph squinted as he looked up at Terry, who had put the sun behind him as a little extra torment for the daywalker.

“My name is Terry Henry Walton, Colonel, Force de Guerre. This is Major Charumati, my partner, and our son Kaeden. If I let you live,” Terry started to say, but the Werewolves growled, stamped their feet, and clenched their fists in dismay. They wanted nothing more than to see the Forsaken die. “If I let you live, how can you assure me of your loyalty?” 

“Nice to meet you, Terry Henry Walton, Charumati, Kaeden. I’m afraid that all I have are my actions, from which you can judge me. I have not attacked any of your people and will not from this day forward, but to be sure, I need to know who your people are and where they will be,” Joseph said with his head up, looking at Terry. He kept his hands clenched behind his head.

Char’s lip curled as she snarled and glared at the creature.

“See, Joseph, that’s the rub. We’re not going to roll our people out to be your personal smorgasbord. Many of them were trapped underground for the past two decades with some Forsaken. Their necks are scarred from the feedings over the years. I find that thought repulsive and your very existence to be a blight on humanity.” Terry took a breath before continuing. His eyes glowed as he leaned close. 

“Here’s the deal. If we let you go, and at some point in time, you bite one of our people, I will hunt you down and cut your limbs off, one by one. Then I will drag your half-living carcass around as I kill anything and anyone you ever cared about. I will burn down city blocks just to make sure. You will suffer greatly before you die. Look into my mind, Joseph. Can you see it?”

Terry thought about Melissa’s murder and his vengeance. He fingered the silvered blade hidden in his shirt, a remnant from that time.

“It’s not very pretty,” Joseph replied, finally standing but keeping his hands where they were. “I agree to your terms. I will not betray you or them.”

Joseph finally lowered his arms, carefully, and he swept one around the circle to take in everyone present.

Char snarled, the anger growing within her. Terry held his hands out to calm her and mouthed the words, “Trust me.” 

She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Kaeden stood at her side, holding her hand and watching Terry. 

The boy wasn’t afraid. 

“Where are you staying?” Terry asked. Joseph shrugged. “There we go, trust issues. I asked you a question and need an answer. We will tell our people to avoid that area, but if you aren’t going to tell us, then we’re back to square one.” 

Terry pulled his silvered blade and twirled it in the sunshine. “I live in the city, in the basement of the tallest building,” Joseph offered, looking at the ground. Terry pointed to the hat and motioned for Merrit to give it to him. The Werewolf snarled and kept his foot on it.

Terry walked up to the man, getting inches from his face. “I don’t know you that well, Merrit, but I’m your alpha and I’ve given you an order. If you don’t want to end up bloody and broken, I suggest you give me that fucking hat,” Terry growled.

Merrit looked quickly away. He’d learned the previous night that Char had removed Timmons’s hand. The new alphas would not tolerate disobedience or even disrespect. Merrit had just watched Terry Henry Walton beat the snot out of a Vampire without breaking a sweat. Even though the Vamp was a weaker daywalker, he was still a Forsaken, just like the one that had ended Xandrie’s life. 

Merrit knew that Terry was not to be toyed with. He mumbled an apology, then picked up the leather hat, dusted it off, and handed it to Terry. 

“Thank you,” he replied, snatching it from Merrit’s fingers and glaring at him for an instant before turning to the Forsaken. “Here.”

Joseph put the hat on his head, angling it slightly to best block the sun. “I will return in three days’ time to meet with you, Terry Henry Walton, and every three days thereafter, to demonstrate my good faith and see if there is anything you require of me.” 

Terry thrust his hand out. Joseph looked at it. He didn’t remove his glove as he took the human’s hand, gripped it firmly, and shook twice before leaving go. Joseph bowed deeply to Char, then walked through the gap between Timmons and Shonna without looking at either of them. He walked away, limping slightly while holding his side. 

They turned to watch him go.

“He’s my responsibility and none of you need doubt that I will do what I said I would if he betrays us. If that’s all there is to this happy meet and greet, we have shit to do and we’re burning daylight.” Terry scowled as he looked at the bunch. 

No one seemed happy, except Aaron, and he was happy all the time, regardless of what was going on.

“Back to the base, all of you,” Char said in a low voice, not taking her eyes from TH. “We’ll be along shortly. I’d like to talk with my husband alone.”




















CHAPTER TWO




“Everett, Hayden, tell me something of yourselves,” Adams asked as they sat around the campfire, somewhere along the Missouri River. The herd grazed at the water’s edge, shuffling slowly about. The cows from both herds intermingled as if they’d always been together, and they were equally tired, too.

The children of Eli looked at each other and then at Adams. They rarely spoke, and when they did, it was softly. 

“What’s there to tell? We were born before the fall, lived decent lives and then we were refugees within our own world. Thank God—” The two crossed themselves. “—for our father who already lived a minimalist existence, off the grid, as they would say, before there was no more grid.” 

Everett talked slowly, spoke deliberately.

“What did you do for fun?” Adams pressed.

“We would challenge each other in getting the chores done. After services on Sunday, we’d play rock toss!” Everett’s excitement increased and Hayden nodded and smiled. 

Adams was from New York City. He had a vastly different idea of what it was like to have fun. Chuck the rock would not have been in his top one thousand things to do when trying to have fun. But this was a new world. 

“Is it light enough? Show me what you mean and let’s play,” Adams suggested. EssCee and Lousy State leaned in. Alabama decided he wanted to play, too. Clemson and Vandy were at the far side of the small pasture, keeping the cattle from wandering off. They didn’t know there was a game afoot.

Those driving the carts had made a separate camp a little ways away, cordoning the cattle so no one had to play shepherd during the night. The cattle remained contained. Each morning when they rose, numerous people would count the heads to make sure none strayed during the night. Only twice did any of the Force de Guerre have to hunt down strays and drive them back to the herd. 

Hayden jumped up first, but then stopped and waited, since she had been raised to defer to her brothers. Adams didn’t give a rat’s ass. “Hayden, tell us the rules,” Adams said. 

She looked to Everett, who nodded slightly. 

Adams wanted to punch them both. The five youngsters, only one of whom was Hayden’s, stood in a line behind their relatives. They wouldn’t ask to play, but were eager and ready if invited. 

 “You, too! Everyone plays. If Terry Henry Walton has taught us anything, it’s that everyone gets an equal chance to participate. Equal opportunity, but not equal result. You are what you make of yourselves, right?” Adams hadn’t heard Terry say any of that stuff, but Char told them how it was going to be. He assumed she got it from her mate because that wasn’t anything like what she’d said before meeting the human.

“You take one big rock and two small rocks. Mark the small ones so you know which ones are yours. First person throws their big rock. Then everyone else throws one of their small rocks. If someone hits the big rock, that round is over. Everyone goes to that spot and whoever hit it throws their big rock. You keep track of how many times you get to throw your big rock. If no one hits the target rock, then we throw the second small stone. If no one hits it again, then closest throws the next target rock. That’s it,” she narrated in an excited little girl voice. 

They found their rocks and did their best to mark them. Everett threw the target rock to start things off. Lousy State went first. He wound up like a major league pitcher and lined a fastball straight into the target rock that was only twenty feet away. He hit it, much to everyone else’s dismay.

They trooped to that spot, where Lousy launched his target rock a good hundred feet into the distance. 

“We don’t usually throw them that far,” Hayden whispered as the group pressed in on her, angling to get their turn to throw at the target.

“Looks like we have a higher level of competition,” Adams replied, making sure the youngest went first. They accurately threw their rocks, but no one hit the target. Everett and Hayden were the two farthest away, so they would go first in the next round. Alabama had made the closest toss. He recovered his two small stones and got ready to heave his target rock as if he wanted to outdo his brother.

“Not as far, big dog,” Adams cautioned. The young man groaned, but threw the big rock a little closer. 

Eli’s grandchildren huddled around Everett and Hayden. Everett leaned close to Adams. “I’m not sure we should be playing our game with the darkies,” he whispered. 

Adams grabbed the man by the throat. “What the fuck just came out of your mouth?” Everett struggled to breathe. Hayden and the five children dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. “You look at them through the lens of their skin? I just lost my mate to a white-skinned demon. Do I clump you fuckers in with him? No. If I ever hear or see you do anything that suggests they are second-class citizens because they are different from you, I will beat you senseless and leave you for dead! You fuckers are the different ones, if you ask me. Now get the hell up there and play, it’s your turn, and the rest of us are waiting!” 

The Weathers boys were taken aback. They’d never been exposed to anything like that before. The WWDE was the great equalizer, making most people equally dead, regardless of skin color or social status. Adams thought Werwolves were higher up the food chain than the humans, but he kept that to himself. He was in charge of getting the cattle and these people to New Chicago and by all that was holy, he was going to make it happen.

“Game’s on and I’m going to get serious and kick all your lame asses!” Adams challenged. The slight was quickly forgotten as Adams mixed the players up, then created a team challenge, forming teams with various players on each side. 

After it got too dark to continue, Adams sent everyone to their blankets to rest. Tomorrow was going to be a long day, even though he had nothing special planned, tomorrows were always long days.

“Wait up, you two,” he told Everett and Hayden. “Please, it’s just us out here. We need each other, respect each other. We have a long ways to go, and I don’t have time to deal with hurt feelings or other bullshit, so please, everyone here is equal.” 

Everett tried to apologize, but Adams stopped him. “That’s the end of it. We’ll play the game every night from now until we get to our new home, because it’s fun! I would have never thought about it, but it’s fun. We may even have to start a league because we have so many players.” 

“What’s a league?” Everett asked.

“And that is for another day. Thanks for sharing your game with the rest of us. That made a good difference tonight. Listen. You can still hear them laughing.” Adams smiled and clapped Everett on the back. He hugged Hayden, probably longer than she was comfortable with, but he didn’t want anyone living in a shell. He was from New York City, and that was just how it had to be.

He turned to walk away, but there was a commotion near the carts. He took off running.

***

Terry was prepared for the fight of the century. He could see that Char wasn’t happy. In fact, he thought that she was furious, but that word probably didn’t cover how angry she was.

“You let a Forsaken go,” she said in a low and dangerous voice. 

“Yes, I did,” he replied simply. She got close and swung with the considerable power in her body. Terry closed his eyes without raising his arms or defending himself. Char pulled her punch at the last instant, just clipping the tip of Terry’s nose and that was enough to flatten it against his face. 

He grunted, but didn’t move. Kaeden started to cry. She picked the boy up and stood there. 

When Terry opened his eyes, he saw the tears running from Char’s beautiful purple eyes. He didn’t know what to say, but he knew what to do. He hugged his wife as best he could with Kae hugging her neck. 

“I know why you did what you did, TH, and I also know that you’re right. All I can say is these pregnancy hormones are a royal bitch,” she whispered, quickly collecting herself and smiling at Kaeden. “And he’s a Forsaken. Is there really room for them in a new world?”

She put the boy down and they each took a hand as they started walking back to the base. Not far off, Timmons was waiting.

“Would you look at that?” Char said when she saw that Timmons’s hand had grown back. She was surprised that she hadn’t noticed before then.

“I take nothing for granted, my alpha,” he replied humbly. She slapped him on the shoulder. “The process was quite painful, for reference, but Kiwi and Gerry saved our lives, Ted’s and mine both.” 

“I love hearing good things that my people have done, just like the good work you and Ted did in the decision to move here and use the better plant. That was top notch, Timmons,” Terry replied.

“I had forgotten one other little tidbit that I figured you’d want to know…” Timmons stalled before saying the second part. Char’s eyes were still puffy and Terry’s nose was still flattened across his face. Timmons kept staring until Terry snapped it back into place, giving the nanocytes less to do. Kae giggled.

“There’s a Were-bear in the area. Ted and I sensed it up near Milwaukee, where we were fishing from the sailboat, but we hauled ass out of there before he got too close. We don’t think he followed us as that was, hell, a couple weeks ago and we haven’t sensed anything since.” Timmons looked out from under shaded eyes. 

“You have a boat?” Terry asked. He used to love sailing.

“A Were-bear?” she asked, looking at Terry Henry. 

“Please don’t punch me in the face!” Timmons blurted. 

Char turned back to her fellow Werewolf. “Why would you think I was going to punch you in the face?” She leaned closer to him and he started to raise a hand to protect himself, but fought the urge and forced it back to his side. He leaned away, turning slightly in case he needed to run. 

Terry chuckled. “Until that baby is born, I think we’re all going to be running for our lives,” Terry quipped. Char turned back, leading with the stink-eye, and Timmons bolted.

Terry started to laugh, while massaging his nose, which Kaeden found funny and laughed along. 

Char couldn’t be angry with that. “You’re heading the right way for a smacked bottom, mister,” she told Terry, nudging him as he used Kaeden as a shield to hold her off.

“What should we worry about with a Were-bear?” Terry finally asked, his smile gone. 

“No idea, honey. No idea at all, but the pack is back together, mostly. We’re better able to handle a Were-bear now if need be, although I suspect one would simply avoid the area. Too much Were blood here for him or her to enter our territory.” Char shrugged and started walking back to the base.

“Let’s hope that the bear steers clear, while planning what we need to do if it shows up. You know me—hope for the best, prepare for the worst,” Terry said as he looked behind him at the road where Joseph had been. 

“Maybe we can talk the Were-bear into joining us? He might be able to teach Hank some manners,” Terry suggested, cocking one eyebrow. 

“This isn’t a town, it’s a zoo!” Char declared. 

Kaeden whispered into Terry’s ear. “What’s a zoo?”

Terry kept his mouth shut. It didn’t help that Clyde was barking somewhere nearby. 

“I miss my dog,” he said to no one in particular. 

***

Mark wanted a barracks for the Force personnel to call their own. On the side of the base intended for recruit training, there were numerous barracks of the type preferred by the military, but open squad bays, as Terry called them, didn’t work for long-term residents. He was strongly opposed to such an arrangement, although Mark was in favor, selfishly, as his way of controlling the people. 

The sergeant coordinated with Corporal James to determine that there were no other spaces that compared. Mark decided that they would modify the barracks to separate out the living spaces, creating small rooms for each person. The barracks building was three stories high with one wing on each side of a central stairway. 

James suggested that it would only be temporary as scattered throughout the base, there was probably room for ten thousand people in a variety of homes and residential buildings.

The spaces in the recruit barracks were trashed with metal bunks thrown about haphazardly. Most of the mattresses were gone. Some of the windows had been broken out. There was a single enclosed room in each squad bay which the instructors used to use as an office. Mark directed Blackie to prepare that room, so it would look warm and friendly. 

To Mark, the place was heaven. But when it came down to it, it wasn’t home. They needed something that they were missing. Mark ordered the platoon to continue working while he went in search of the missing piece.

An hour later, he found Mrs. Grimes.

“We’d like you to come live with us,” Mark asked, his hat in his hand and wearing his uniform, including his flak jacket as they always did. 

“Why would I want to do that?” she asked, fishing for a compliment.

“Because we need you to keep us in line. We have a barracks, but we don’t have a plan. You saved us from having to worry about that stuff back in New Boulder. We need you to do that here. We have a completely separate room that is just for you,” he teased. “What do you say, Mrs. Grimes?” 

“Let me see it first, before I make any decisions,” she replied.

“You miss us, don’t you?” he taunted the old woman. She produced her spoon at the speed of light and rapped it across his knuckles. He winced and muttered, “I don’t miss that, that’s for sure!”

She’d already decided that they needed her if they were going to be decent human beings. 

She had a plan.




















CHAPTER THREE




When Adams reached the carts, he found the people sitting around a small fire, relaxing after their evening meal. 

“What the hell happened?” 

“Cow got caught in the harness. She got out of it pretty quickly. No harm no foul, right?” the old farmer said. 

Adams shook his head, before going on a mini-walkabout. He liked to walk in the darkness around the separate camps each night so he could get fresh air and clear his head. It gave him time alone to think about Xandrie and about what a way ahead looked like. 

He was lonely and found that being alone helped. He moved farther into the darkness, where he carefully undressed and turned into his Were self. He ran free, hunting and acting like a pup. He wanted to recover the innocence of youth when he had nothing to worry about.

Adams knew it would never be the same, but Char had told them how Terry had lost his whole family, yet there he was, giving one hundred percent of himself so that others could live in peace. Life would never be the same, but if it was worse, that was Adams’s fault. For it to be better, that was Adams’s responsibility.

He had committed to the alpha that he would get the cattle to New Chicago. Adams also knew that his mission was to bring the people too, as one group and not a bunch of individuals. Tonight had moved them one step closer to that goal. 

He couldn’t control how people felt, but he could influence how they perceived the world around them. Eli’s family wasn’t all bad, once he got to know them. Same with all the kids, the farmers, everyone. 

Adams ran down a jackrabbit, devoured it, and then chased away a couple coyotes. He returned to his clothes, changed, and tried to fall asleep. It never came easy and when it did, it wasn’t restful. Forsaken leapt at him from the darkness, and Xandrie’s screams echoed through his mind.

***

“Ted, you sly dog!” Terry said, as he decided that he had to mess with Ted, the master of the literal word. 

“I’m a Werewolf,” he said, confused. 

“But you have a boat, my man!” Terry slapped Ted on the back. 

“Yes!” Ted brightened appreciably. “It holds three people and has been stalwart under the general conditions of the lake. We’ve only sailed within sight of land, I’m afraid. I dare not take it farther out. It’s too small for that.”

“When do we go?” Terry pressed. 

“We have a rather lengthy list of things to do here,” Ted replied and then he started going through it. Terry stopped him while Char watched.

“No problem, Ted. Do you mind if I take your boat out? I was ASA certified in small boat and coastal navigation. That was a while ago, but it won’t take long to get back up to speed. Looks like light winds today,” Terry noted. He grinned at Ted, knowing the man would cave at the mention of certifications. 

“I guess, but it’s my boat!” Ted countered. 

“We’ll return it better than it was when we left,” Terry called over his shoulder as he waved and walked away. Char and Kae followed him out of the small power plant. 

“I doubt that. It’s in perfect condition right now,” Ted said to their fleeing forms. 

Char huffed as Terry rushed ahead. He quickly realized the error of his ways, stopping and waiting for his family. Kae ran to him. 

“What is sailing?” the boy asked.

“That, my little man, is what we are going to start teaching you. We’ll use the wind to power us over the water. Look out there!” Terry pointed at the lake, its blue waters disappearing over the distance. It was an ocean as far as Kaeden was concerned. He hugged Terry tightly, afraid of the vast unknown. 

“We’ll stay close to the shore as we head north, maybe do some fishing, check out the area, see if we sense a Were-bear, you know, the usual stuff,” Terry said.

Char shook her head, knowing that she didn’t want to tangle with any such thing. 

“I left my fishing spear!” Kae cried, wiggling to get down.

“We don’t need that for this kind of fishing. We’ll use lines and lures. I’ll show you and we’ll have fun.” Terry put Kae down, and the boy ran ahead. 

“Were-bear? What is wrong with you?” Char’s look made him stop. He held his hands up, wondering what she was talking about. 

“See the great Terry Henry Walton wrestling a man eater in the center ring!” Char continued in her best rendition of a circus ringmaster.

“I guess that’s what it looks like, but that’s not what it is,” Terry started as he took Char’s hand and they walked slowly along the shore on their way to the small harbor where Ted’s boat was docked. “I want to keep any potential enemies away from here. Peace starts out there, not in here.”

“You’ll fight him, won’t you?” Char asked.

“I would prefer not to, actually. I doubt this old .45 would do anything besides piss him off. The rifle? That, too. Maybe a grenade?” Terry smiled. “I’m kidding. I have no intention of going ashore to engage with a Were-bear. I just want to know where it is.”

Char understood where he was coming from. If they had to stare down such a creature, she wanted to do it with the pack on one side of her and Terry and the platoon on the other.

***

Mrs. Grimes was in a state. After all of Mark’s sweet-talking, when she showed up at the barracks, she found the entire platoon playing grab-ass and nothing was clean. She refused to take more than one step into the squad bay. The sergeant was none too pleased either.

He invited her outside to wait where there was a picnic table. He used his sleeve to clear off a spot and then stormed back inside. Mrs. Grimes was gratified to hear the yelling and commotion as large pieces of furniture were thrown about. 

More yelling. She kicked back and closed her eyes to absorb the sun without feeling like she was roasting alive. 

***

Aaron stood on the outside looking in. He hadn’t been accepted by the pack, although he’d made overtures. Shonna and Merrit had joined two other Werewolves in the power plant. That left Sue, and she was busy with the mayor as he tried to figure out how to feed the people.

The native delegation was every bit as displaced as he was. That was where he’d been found, but hadn’t fit in. He asked the chief if he could join the delegation, although the chief told him that he didn’t need to ask. He was a free man to do as he wished. Since they’d taken him in, he decided he’d help Chief Foxtail’s mother. At least until someone else accepted him for who he was.

The old lady moved slowly and wanted it warmer. “Autumn Dawn, we will build a fire for you,” the man called Rapids said soothingly. The old woman was uncomfortable and they hoped that her age wasn’t getting the best of her.

“Winter Rain, I need you to gather more firewood,” Rapids requested of the last in their party, the young man at the age to prove himself. 

“I’ll go with him,” Aaron offered and Rapids nodded.

“Winter Rain, where do you think we can find some firewood?” Aaron asked congenially.

The young man looked hard at the tall man. He seemed to study Aaron for a few moments before shrugging and walking away. 

Aaron looked at the ground as he shuffled after the young man. I just wanted to teach English, but then this, I’m a Were, he thought. 

Next door to the base was an old golf course. Nature had reclaimed the land and that meant deadfall, logs scattered on the ground that could be hacked up and used for a fire. 

The snarl of the wolf pack was the first sound they heard. Both men froze, refusing to move. Ten wolves moved in around them, many baring their fangs and growling. Aaron started to back up. They moved toward him, ignoring Winter Rain.

The first wolf darted in, angling for the leg of its enemy, hobble it so the others could close in for the kill. 

Aaron wasn’t going to let that happen. He instantly changed into a Were-tiger, shaking off the human clothes as he slapped the attacking wolf aside. With one mighty leap, he hit the side of the tree, digging in his claws, and he ran upwards to the first broad branch. 

The wolves threw themselves at the base of the tree, looking up, growling and snapping. 

The Were-tiger let out an ear-piercing scream. Winter Rain covered his ears and gasped. The wolf pack backed away, but still surrounded the tree. They looked as if they wished the branch would break. Aaron screamed again, his pale-yellow eyes blazing with rage. 

He picked his target, flexed his paws, felt the claws respond against the tree bark, and prepared to leap.

***

Boris had to ride down two of the longhorns who wandered off. Once he chased them back, the group drove the herd ahead, keeping the Missouri River to their left. 

Adams watched from the seat of the cart. Fred was driving as he usually did, casually without saying a word.

“I’ve ridden with you, what, five times now?” Adams asked. The man nodded and mumbled. “I think you have yet to say a word. What’s up, Fred? Why didn’t you stay behind like Ernie?” 

The older man looked at Adams as if he was too young to know any better. “Even an idiot could see that Boulder was dying. I give it five years and the Wastelands will be crawling into the mountains. Boulder, Denver, all of it will be buried in red dust. You aren’t old enough to know what it was like before,” Fred replied.

Adams didn’t correct the man regarding his age, but Fred was right in that Adams didn’t know what Boulder was like before. He was a big city boy, born and raised. 

“Green everywhere you looked. To the east? Massive fields and pastures. I lived out that way, had me a big farm, needed semis to haul my crops. Then that bullshit from the guvmint ruined me, ruined the whole world,” Fred said bitterly. 

“They ruined it for everyone, especially themselves,” Adams responded slowly. “No one from the government survived, I suspect—they were hit with the worst of it. Governments fighting governments and us poor saps caught in the middle.” Adam thought about it a moment, “It made the Greek tragedies look like comedies.” 

They rode on in silence as the cattle ambled onward. 

Adams called a halt when he saw a group of Native Americans blocking the way ahead. 

He shouted at those ahead of him to pass the word and after five minutes, the Weathers boys and Eli’s grandkids had the herd stopped.

Adams jumped from the buckboard and walked quickly around the small herd, studiously avoiding the massive horns of Eli’s cattle that seemed to find their way into his path.

***

The small boat slid gracefully through the water as Terry tacked back and forth, calling out the warning each time so Char and Kae wouldn’t get clocked by the boom as it snapped from port to starboard and back again. 

Kaeden stood in the boat, leaning over the front so he could see straight ahead. Terry was keeping it one hundred yards offshore where the lake was still relatively shallow, but free of underwater obstructions. 

“Can you swim?” he asked Char. 

“Of course,” she answered dismissively, then winked at him. “But I only dog paddle.” 

He appreciated the humor. “What about you, Kae? Can you swim?” The boy turned and instantly looked sad. He shook his head and stared into the bottom of the boat. 

“What’s that face for?” Terry chuckled. “The world is your classroom and it’s our responsibility to teach you. We’ll make sure you learn how to swim. Climb back here and help me steer.”

Char looked at the serenity of the water as Kae grabbed the tiller and held on. “Shouldn’t we be helping with the million things that need to be done?” Char asked.

“Yes, we should, but in due time. Our job is to keep these people safe so they can do what they do, survive, thrive, all of that,” Terry said as he watched the wind and the waves. He tacked the boat toward shore, then continued. 

“They need to settle in. If we were there, they’d ask us questions that are best asked of Billy Spires and the town elders. I think the most important thing we can do is find out if we have a Were-bear problem. If he or she is up here, then we’ll get the pack and come back, armed to the teeth. We don’t need that kind of problem; just like we don’t need to worry about a Forsaken. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right?”

Char pursed her lips as she thought about it. After an hour of sailing, Kae was getting tired, so they settled into a sheltered cove and dropped a couple lines in the water. Char was rewarded with the first catch, while Terry helped Kae to bring in the second fish. After that, they quickly filled the bottom of the boat. 

Char continued fishing while Terry taught Kaeden how to clean the mass of walleyes that they’d landed. The boy used his own knife to gut some of them, but didn’t have the strength to cut off the head. In due time, strength and a sharp blade would serve the boy well.

During the fight within Cheyenne Mountain, Terry’s knife was duller than it should have been and it cost him time. In a fight with a Forsaken, the last thing there was to waste was time. He’d never sheathed a dull blade after that, meticulously caring for his one tool that had been effective against all his enemies. His trusty bullwhip was a close second.

“Oh, no,” Char said, eyes unfocused as she reached out with her senses. Terry knew the look only too well.

“How far?” Terry asked.

“A ways, but he’s still here,” Char replied.

“I guess we had best get back, then. We have a bear hunt to prepare for.”




















CHAPTER FOUR




“What you’re telling me is that you took a plant that was shielded from the EMP and meticulously shut down and it still took you a couple months to bring it online?” Shonna needled Timmons. 

“How about you go fuck yourself!” Timmons replied angrily. The others laughed. “Yeah, very funny. We have some fifteen thousand gallons of fuel oil on hand. It’d be nice if we had a few tanker loads, but we need power to fill the pipeline and then pump it in here. That’s just until we get the Mini Cooper online.” 

Ted wanted to show off his baby, and they wanted to see it. They had left the plant and stopped by the main building to pick up Sue when they heard the Were-tiger’s scream. 

Ted listened for an instant before running at Werewolf speed toward the sound. “I’m coming!” he yelled. 

The others bolted after him. They charged through a section of downed fence and straight toward where they sensed the Were-tiger. 

Ted bellowed unintelligibly. The others caught up to him as a Were-tiger launched itself from a branch into the wolf pack. Ted dove and intercepted the creature mid-leap. They tangled and rolled across the ground. The other Werewolves ran into the mix and pulled the Were-tiger off Ted, who suffered from a bite on his shoulder and scratches down his back. 

He groaned as the others held the tiger’s legs and punched it mercilessly. It struggled and screamed, unable to dig its fangs into anyone. The Were-tiger changed back into human form. Timmons punched the man in the side of his head, knocking him out. 

The wolf pack growled as Ted struggled to his feet.

***

Terry was quiet as he trimmed the sail to get the most speed from the port-side wind. Progress was slower on the southern leg than it had been going north. Char was reclining, her shirt pulled up to expose her body to the sun. Kae and Terry had their shirts off as they both hung on to the tiller.

“Relax,” Char said. Her eyes were closed, but she knew her husband was anxious. 

“It’s hard,” he admitted, checking the wind and trimming the sail two more clicks.

“Now you know. We’ll set something up when we get back, and then we’ll go say hi to our neighbor. Until then, enjoy the sun, the sea, and your sunbathing wife.” Char smiled. Terry imagined her wearing sunglasses and a small bikini.

“Is that a baby bump?” Terry asked, looking closely.

“Yes, four months left to D-Day,” she replied. 

“Four! It should be eight,” Terry argued.

“Don’t refer to our offspring as it, please. Werewolves have a shorter gestation period. You might not want to blink, you may miss it.” Terry sat there slack-jawed. 

“Men…” Char lamented. 

“Well, roll me in butter and fry me as a fritter!” Terry exclaimed.

Char opened her eyes and studied her grinning husband. “Where the hell did that linguistic assault on the senses come from?” 

“Sorry, I was spending time with some of the survivors from the mountain. There were a few who referred to themselves as good ol’ boys.” Terry smiled, showing his perfect teeth.

“Don’t ever say that again. Ever,” she suggested, shutting her eyes and arching her back against the boat. Terry forgot about everything besides what was right in front of him. 

“Yes, dear,” he whispered, enjoying her beauty.  

***

The Werewolf pack carried Aaron’s unconscious form back to the base and deposited him on the floor of Billy’s office. The wolf pack waited outside while the humans went into the building. The population of New Boulder was not used to having a wolf pack in their midst so there was tension in the air. 

The pack wasn’t too keen on the idea of so many humans, either, but Ted kept them calm. It helped that the humans shied away from the pack as it loped from here to there. 

Aaron stirred and Shonna threw his clothes at him.

He looked around before reaching up to feel the bruises on his face. “I fear that I’ve made a mess of things, haven’t I?” It wasn’t a question. The scowls on the faces of the others told him everything he needed to know.

“I’ll get my things and go,” he said, shrugging into his clothes. 

“You’ll do no such thing,” croaked an old woman’s voice. They turned as Autumn Dawn shuffled in, helped by the young man who’d been with Aaron. “If your wolves hadn’t attacked this young man, he would not have had to defend himself.” 

Aaron remembered the wolf pack closing in and nothing else. He couldn’t be a witness at his own trial. 

“Is that true?” Billy Spires asked. 

The group looked to Ted for an answer. He shifted uncomfortably in his torn clothing. The healing process was underway, but Ted was still in pain. “Yes, but they saw him as a mountain cat. Everyone knows that wolves and cats don’t get along.” 

“That settles it. Where in the hell did that wolf pack come from anyway?” Billy asked. Since they drove from New Boulder, Billy had no time to sit with Terry Henry and learn the details of his trip. 

“We ran across them not far from New Boulder. Ted schooled them because I only had one hand at the time. He’s their alpha,” Timmons explained, pointing to Ted with some pride.

Billy studied Timmons’s arms, confused at seeing two hands. 

“I got better,” Timmons said matter-of-factly, putting his hands in his pockets to take the attention away. 

“We’ll keep them separate,” Ted suggested, looking hopefully at Billy, sniffing the air to smell his friends, both Were and wolf alike. 

“No. That won’t do,” Billy said, putting his foot down. “You train them to accept him. Period.” 

Ted’s lip curled involuntarily, and expressions darkened. 

Billy answered Ted’s body language. “I’ll talk with Terry Henry and Char when they get back. We’ll see if they’re willing to kick out one of the native delegation.” 

“He’s not one of them!” Shonna said, pointing at the tall man.

“He most assuredly is,” the old woman said boldly.

No one argued with her. Felicity moved from a spot behind Billy and helped the old woman to a seat. Ever since meeting with the natives, she’d been avoiding them, but couldn’t any longer.

Kill them with kindness. It had been successful in dealing with Charumati, and the base was too small to have enemies. Felicity resigned herself to her role as peacemaker.

Autumn Dawn looked into Felicity’s eyes long and hard before accepting her help. When she did, she patted the young woman’s arm affectionately. “Don’t you mind Foxtail, dear. He’s kind of old-fashioned,” Dawn whispered.

Felicity had no idea what she was talking about, but she accepted the smile as genuine, just like her relief at not being on the receiving end of the old woman’s ire. 

“Aaron, how are you?” she asked as she sat in the rough overstuffed chair that looked out of place compared to the big metal desk behind which Billy sat in a rough metal chair.

Furious barking signaled Clyde and Sue’s arrival. Ted ran outside and after a brief amount of yelling and scuffling, Sue walked in carrying a bleeding Clyde who had his tail tucked between his legs. Ted followed her and gave Billy both thumbs up. 

“What kind of madhouse is this? I think shit show is the only proper description. A fucking wolf pack, in the middle of my town? Shit!” 

“Billy, dear, Marcie can hear you,” Felicity drawled in a low and raspy voice.

Billy leaned over his desk, holding his head in his hands. Ted looked around as if studying the ceiling was the most important way he could spend his day. The others looked elsewhere, too. Sue continued to glare at Ted. 

When Billy lifted his head, he rubbed his temples. He was the mayor and had to do something to keep the peace. 

“Ted,” Billy said, snapping his fingers to get Ted’s attention. “Since that’s your pack, you need to get them under control. No more biting friends of the town. What do we call this place anyway?” Billy asked, distracting himself.

“I don’t know. Chicago, North Chicago, Ohfuckistan,” Timmons suggested. Felicity gave him the hairy eyeball. He looked away. 

“North Chicago it is,” Billy declared, slapping his hand on his desk. “If all decisions were so easy… Ted, where were we? Yes, you control that pack or they are out of here. We want them to stay, mind you, but they can’t be biting Clyde, Aaron, or anyone else. Do you control where they hunt?”

“Yes,” Ted replied, not committing to anything. 

“They also patrol at night. We call them the wolf watch,” Timmons added helpfully. Ted looked sideways at him.  

Aaron rubbed his face. His black eye had come and gone while Billy was talking with them, but his face still hurt. He looked from person to person, but couldn’t remember who hit him. 

The wolf pack started howling and yipping. Ted raised one finger and ran outside. The pack was mobbing Terry Henry Walton since he carried a bucket brimming with fish. Char carried a laughing Kaeden. Terry was holding the bucket over his head as the wolves jumped at him. 

“Ted!” he yelled when he saw the pack’s alpha. Ted whistled and called to them. 

“You see, every time we had fish in that bucket, they got fed. They’re just a little anxious, you see. It hasn’t been a good day,” Ted said with his hands out, ready to take the bucket. Terry handed it over and Ted pulled a fish and handed it to the closest wolf. In rapid succession he gave a fish to each in his pack. Ten of Terry and Kae’s hard-caught fish. 

The boy wanted down, but Char wouldn’t let him go. He wanted to pet the wolves. She’d let him later, when they weren’t eating. Ted handed the bucket back, smiled, and went back into the base’s main brick building. 

Terry looked at his mostly empty bucket, rolled his eyes, and shook his head. Terry, Char, and Kae followed Ted inside, still carrying their bucket.

Billy stood when he saw Terry and Char on their way into the spacious office that was quickly filling. The smell of dog, fish, and Werewolf was almost too much. Felicity had her sleeve over her face. 

“I guess we missed something,” Char observed.

“Cats and dogs not getting along, dogs and dogs not getting along,” Billy said, pointing to Clyde whimpering in Sue’s arms. “But there is some good news!”

Terry couldn’t imagine as he stroked Clyde’s hair and examined his wounds. “Who bit my dog?” he asked dangerously.

“We’re calling this place North Chicago!” Billy said, holding his hands up in triumph.

Clyde jumped from Sue’s arms, stuffing his dog face into the bucket and grabbing a fish as he fell from Sue’s arms. The bucket followed the dog down, spewing the remaining fish and snotty water on the floor. Clyde scrambled through the mess on his way out the door, holding his prize firmly in his jaws. 

Terry turned to Sue as everyone looked at the mess on the floor. “Your dog made a mess,” he told her, as he turned and walked briskly away.

***

“You can’t come through here,” the man with the feathered headdress said in a deep voice. 

Adams bristled, but relaxed and approached the man who was clearly in charge. “We are with Terry Henry Walton, bringing his herd to Chicago, for the good people of New Boulder.”

“Welcome. We knew you were coming, but you can’t come through here, because the village is right over that next rise. The cattle would probably do considerable damage. Please loop to the south and around, then leave your cattle to graze to the northeast on the shore of the river.” Chief Foxtail smiled and waved to the others that he could see. “We invite you and all your people to be our guests for a celebration.” 

Adams smiled. “Thank you. I apologize for my misunderstanding. We happily accept your gracious invitation.” Adams bowed to the chief.

“You are like the one called Charumati. We welcome all Were folk,” the chief said, inclining his head slightly. 

Adams closed his eyes and reached out with his senses. Hundreds of people nearby. Almost seventy head of cattle, horses, his people, and the chief before him. The air smelled of heat, sweat, and animals. 

There had been a time when being a Werewolf was a secret. Now it seemed like everyone knew, and people were kind to them because of it. What a far different world it had become. 

When Adams opened his eyes, the chief and his people had gone.




















CHAPTER FIVE




When Mark returned for Mrs. Grimes, she was not happy. “What?” he asked.

“How long were you going to leave me out here, mister? Incompetent buffoons take that long to clean one little room!” she yelled at him, swinging at him with her wooden spoon-shaped walking stick. He dodged the deadly weapon and beckoned for her to follow. 

She shuffled after him, climbed the stairs slowly, and walked into the vastly improved squad bay. Her room had been thoroughly cleaned and contained the two best pieces of furniture: a wobbly metal chair and a steel bunk with a mattress. They’d moved her meager personal items into the room.

“So, someone snuck around and ran to my room on the other side?” she wondered. 

“It took them a while to find your stuff. Sorry for the deceit, Mrs. Grimes. We want you to be comfortable,” Mark said kindly. The rest of the platoon agreed and cheered for the old lady, making her blush.

“All right, cool your jets, people,” she called, waving her arms for quiet. “Show me where the kitchen is in this place and then we’ll see what we have to do.”

Mark pursed his lips. No one moved. 

“Don’t tell me,” she warned.

“There’s no kitchen,” Mark said, barely above whisper. 

“I told you not to tell me!” she barked. 

“There’s a central mess and that’s where everyone will eat until we get the food situation under control,” Gerry said, stepping forward from the crowd. Kiwi held his hand in both of hers. 

“And who are you, my lovely?” Mrs. Grimes asked.

“Kiwidinok of the Cheyenne,” she said proudly, but in a small voice. 

“Well, Kiwidinok, you are far too precious to be hanging out with this rabble. Let’s see if we can find you better quarters. Mark?” Mrs. Grimes looked sternly at the sergeant.

“We have a room, right behind the power plant. That’s where we’ve been staying since we got here,” Gerry replied.

“You’re moving in here with the rest of us,” Mark said flatly. 

“Poppycock!” Mrs. Grimes yelled. “That young lady is not moving in here. She’s not a member of the FDG.” Mrs. Grimes jutted her chin as she looked up at the sergeant.

“But Private Geronimo is,” Mark argued. 

“Where’s Blackbeard?” the old woman asked.

“Well, he’s with Hank, but he’s not far!” 

Mrs. Grimes chewed her cheek as she engaged Mark in a stare-down. The two squads that made up the platoon circled them like they were watching a prize fight. 

“Dammit!” Mark cried. “Mrs. Grimes, I’m the sergeant and I’m supposed to be in charge.”

“Yes, dear, you go on thinking that. Mr. Grimes thought he was in charge too, bless his departed soul.” 

“I’ll talk with the colonel and see what we can work out. Gerry, are there any quarters closer to chow?” Mark asked. Mrs. Grimes huffed. She hated the idea of her cooking being called chow.

“There is, but just like the rest of the base, it’s trashed. Well, this is just the empty shell of a building. At least over there, it’s a series of single rooms,” Gerry told them. No matter where they went, it would be work to get the rooms ready, but they had eighteen people. Everything was easier with more hands to help.

“Sounds like we’re moving, Mrs. Grimes!” Mark declared to a chorus of cheers. “First squad, bring her stuff, and that includes the bed. Meet me out front in one minute. MOVE!”

Mark crooked an elbow for Mrs. Grimes to hold as they descended the stairs. “It has turned into a lovely day, don’t you think?” Mark asked the old woman. 

***

Sue petted Clyde’s head while Ted rubbed her back. Shonna and Merrit stood side by side, holding hands and trying to look innocent. Timmons had his arms crossed. Aaron shuffled his feet nervously while Char glared at them all. Terry stood to the side leaning against the railcar on which the Mini Cooper gleamed. Kaeden stood on the platform behind him.

She walked slowly in front of the group, back and forth, looking at each before moving to the next, then back again. 

“Who started it?” she demanded, smacking her fist into her palm. 

“I think maybe my pack might have, possibly,” Ted stammered. 

“You’re not making your point, Ted. I love the boat, by the way,” she said. 

He brightened up. 

“Get your pack under control!” she yelled at his face. He ducked his head and winced as if he was going to be hit. She gripped his shoulder firmly, but in the way of a friend and not an enemy. 

“And what were you stupid fuckers doing when all that was going on?” Char wondered, looking sternly at Timmons. “You’re the beta, how did you let this happen?”

“He’s a fucking cat!” Timmons blurted. Char grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him down to her level. 

“I don’t care,” she whispered. “Aaron!” Char yelled. The man jumped. “Don’t bite Ted or any of these people or the wolves, do you understand?” 

“I’ll try my best, but I’m pretty sure I can’t guarantee anything.” 

“Shut up,” she said and he returned to looking at his big feet. “I only have one pack, and you are all in it, do you understand me?” 

The Werewolves grumbled and the Were-tiger whined. Char clenched her fists as she rolled her eyes, breathing deeply to help her avoid beating everyone who was standing there. 

“A fucking bear?” Timmons asked, looking at the big shaggy creature running toward them. 

“That’s Hank, our grizzly. Blackie shouldn’t be far behind. They’re going with us, all of us, tomorrow when we introduce ourselves to that Were-bear. Maybe that guy will see a kindred spirit in Hank and decide that we’re not such bad people,” Terry suggested, eyebrows raised and grinning. 

Shonna, Merrit, and Sue had spent enough time with the bear cub that they didn’t think anything about it. They looked at him as the big goofy cousin who breaks your toys whenever he visits.

Timmons leaned sideways to get a better look at the animal who decided to stop, then turned and dashed into the woods along the side of the road. Blackie strolled down the road, watching. He shrugged and continued to the group. The wolf pack sniffed as Blackbeard approached, but stayed where they were.

“Aaron, I need you to pet each of the wolves,” Terry said. “Same for you, Corporal.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Ted said, standing protectively in front of the pack. 

“Well then, Ted, what do you suggest we do to expedite the integration of the pack with the rest of our mob?” Terry countered.

“I’ll introduce them one by one.” Ted talked with the former alpha male, then grabbed him by the scruff of his neck to help move him out front.

“Aaron, you first. Corporal Blackbeard, then you, and get Hank up here, too,” Terry told them.

The wolf growled at Aaron, but the tall man took a knee and held his hand out, palm up. The wolf sniffed as Ted stroked his head and ruffled his ears. The wolf looked back at the pack and growled. The rest of them joined him to sniff Aaron and Blackie. They seemed to have no problem with the human who smelled like a bear. 

Ted had to slap a few wolf heads before he was comfortable that the pack had accepted the Were-tiger. 

“Now change into your Were form,” Terry ordered.

“Please, I would prefer not.” Aaron started to slowly step away. Terry intercepted him. 

“I’m pretty sure that wasn’t open for debate. I can’t have a cat fight if we’re in the middle of the shit. I need to know that everyone is going to work together, so go on now and change.” Terry waited. The man stood straight up, then disappeared into his clothes, where a great tiger emerged. Sleek, orange with black stripes. Pale yellow eyes looked at the group. The cat crouched and then leapt sideways, landing softly on the platform next to Kaeden. 

Char gasped and started to run, but there was no time. Aaron lowered his head and bumped Kaeden, who seemed completely unafraid of the predators that surrounded him. Terry held out a hand to stop Char as he slowly approached the great cat. 

Kaeden gripped Aaron’s ears as they held their foreheads together. “I want to be a tiger, too!” Kae called out. Char picked up Aaron’s clothes and tossed them on the platform. 

The wolf pack remained wary, hunched and watching every one of the Were-tiger’s moves. 

Hank ambled onto the road, roaring his disapproval of something. Blackie met the bear and calmed him. Together they joined the pack. Hank sniffed tentatively, then stood on his back legs and roared again. 

The cub was growing up. Terry wondered when they would no longer be able to control him. The pack backed up, baring fangs as they went. The cat snarled from the platform and crouched to leap. Kae threw himself around the tiger’s neck and spoke into his hairy ear. Aaron settled down on the platform, lying down and tucking his front paws under his chest. 

Hank dropped to the ground, bumped Blackie, and rolled to his back to get his belly scratched. 

When they turned back, Aaron was putting his clothes on. 

“Everything was okay?” he asked. “Since there’s no blood, I’m assuming…”

Terry slapped him in the leg and smiled. “You are his manny,” Terry said, pointing to Kaeden. 

“Huh? What’s a manny?” he wondered. Char looked at Terry with the same expression on her face. 

“Male nanny. Welcome to the family, Aaron.” 

“But what if…” Aaron often let his thoughts taper off. Being alone had done that to him. He wasn’t used to being around so many people. Not yet anyway, and Terry was giving him no choice but to figure it out.

“What if you don’t want to?” Terry asked. “Don’t make me reach up there and punch you in the kneecap!”

Kaeden held his hands out, and the tall man picked the boy up. “Wow, I can see the end of the world from up here!”

***

When they had the cattle settled outside the village, Adams asked everyone to use the river to clean up. It was the only time the group would be guests at someone else’s home, and he wanted to put on a good face for the chief and his people.

Boris refused to leave his weapons behind. Adams was insistent and they agreed to disagree. Adams ordered Boris and his squad to remain behind and watch over the cattle. 

“Rather miss dinner than be unarmed,” Boris replied snottily.

Adams couldn’t let it go.

“Why are you with us?” he asked.

“To defend this group and the cattle from any enemies we may find along the way, hunt for food, and most importantly, see that you get to Chicago,” Boris said, hearing his own words making Adams’s argument.

“We’re going to be over there and we’re not taking weapons, so do what you have to do, but I wouldn’t want to be you facing Terry Henry Walton if you lost people.” Adams stalked away. 

In the end, Boris left one man behind to watch their stack of rifles and the cattle, while the other six joined the group heading to the village.

The chief and a small delegation were waiting for them on the hill. Adams met him and the two men shook hands. Foxtail greeted the Werewolf as an old friend, draping an arm over his shoulder as they walked together toward the village, where a bonfire occupied the empty space between the tents. The smell of roasting buffalo filled the air. 

The natives stood on one side of the fire while the people from New Boulder stood on the other in uncomfortable silence. It seemed like a standoff, or a game of Red Rover, where someone would run from one side to the other and try to break through the line. 

Adams snickered. 

Chief Foxtail tapped his staff to get everyone’s attention. It was already quiet except for the crackling of the fire and the movements of the two people tending it.

“We welcome our brothers from the south and wish them well on their journey,” the chief said, projecting his voice for all to hear. “We have communed with Mother Earth and she has told us that this land will be consumed by dust and heat, and that we must move. Tomorrow, my people, we will join the brave souls here in a journey to our new home!” 

Adams stood dumbfounded.

“I’m glad I didn’t miss this,” Boris said, after having found his way next to the Werewolf. 




















CHAPTER SIX




“What’s going to happen to us, Geronimo?” Kiwi asked. 

“We do as we have been doing, make this a better and better place, turn it back into civilization,” Gerry parroted.

“I don’t know what that word means—civilization. Everything I knew about a town was from our village by the river. That’s where I was born and raised. This is so different,” she sighed, gripping his hand so tightly that it cut off the circulation to his fingers. 

They started to throb.

He pried her fingers away to stand up and face her. “What do you want, Kiwi?” 

“I’d like to have a purpose,” Kiwi said, looking at a spot on Gerry’s shirt. “It seems that I’m in the way, a backpack that you carry, something that you’ll come home to. That Mark guy is pushing me to join the Force, it seems, and I’m not sure I want that.”

“Let’s talk with the colonel and the major, maybe your grandmother?” Gerry suggested, stroking the side of her face with one hand. She was in pain and he didn’t know what to do. His heart melted seeing the sadness in her dark brown eyes. “Right now. We’ll find them and talk with them right now.”

Kiwi seemed to perk up at having something to do. Gerry found Mark first to tell him that they needed to talk with the colonel.

“Why don’t you think you can tell me?” Mark said, more harshly than he intended. 

“This is a civilian issue. It’s not tied to the Force. We just need to talk with him, which is something he’s always told us. Come see me, he said. That’s what we want to do,” Gerry replied. 

“Then I’m going with you,” Mark declared. He yelled at Jim and Ivan to keep preparing the barracks and that he’d return soon. 

Kiwi was anxious, refusing to talk as they walked. Gerry felt like he was being marched to his own funeral. His heart was in his throat and Kiwi felt no better.

But the sergeant knew where the colonel and the major were. He made a beeline for them and the eternal walk took only five minutes. They found them on the tracks outside the base with the rest of the Werewolves, their boy, the tall newcomer, Blackbeard, and Hank. 

They stopped when they were a respectful distance away. 

“Sergeant, Corporal, come on, we were just finishing up,” Terry called, waving them to him. 

“Tomorrow morning, first light, meet us in front of the mayor’s building,” Char reminded them. Ted swung wide around Hank with the wolf pack loping close behind. Timmons tipped his chin and smiled as he walked past Gerry and Kiwi. He’d never forget that those two saved his life. 

The others meandered away. Aaron remained standing on the platform. “Well?” Char asked him.

He held his hands out, palms up in a sign of confusion. 

“If you would be so kind, take Kae for a walk around the base, introduce yourselves to the good people who are working their asses off to build us a city while you stand around picking your nose.” Char pointed toward the base. 

Aaron climbed down slowly, hanging on to Kaeden with one hand. 

“You need to show Aaron around, see what everyone is doing and help where you can, okay, sweetheart?” Char asked the little boy. He nodded and tapped Aaron’s head to signal that he was ready to go. Kae started talking to the tall man the second they walked away. 

Terry and Char’s hands intertwined of their own accord as they watched the two walking away. The tall man seemed to have a new spring in his step. “It’s not that I don’t trust Hank, but he’s a wild animal. I prefer a Were-tiger as the guardian of our son, and they both seem happy with the arrangement,” Terry whispered. 

Gerry waved at Blackie as they passed. “We need to catch up, wild man!” Gerry called with a laugh. They’d been chosen together as the second group to join the Force de Guerre. They were both small and seemed out of place, but they’d each made their mark in a significant way that belied their size. 

Kiwi stopped to scratch the bear’s head, then ran to catch up. Blackie and Hank watched for a moment, then strolled the other way.

Mark and Gerry saluted as they approached. 

Gerry made to speak, but Mark cut him off. “He says they want to see you and won’t tell me what it’s about,” he said abruptly.

“Well now, isn’t that a mouthful,” Char interjected, crossing her arms as she saw Mark’s position as interference.

“Corporal Geronimo, are you here to bitch about the sergeant?” Terry asked.

“No, sir, not at all,” Gerry replied. 

“Good. Sergeant, you are dismissed,” Terry directed. Mark looked confused for a second. Terry narrowed his eyes and clenched his jaw. 

Obeying orders was something that Terry drilled constantly into the discipline of the Force. Mark was too slow. Terry grabbed the sergeant’s uniform collar and pulled him forward. “I think I gave you a fucking order,” Terry growled.

“Yes, sir!” Mark stepped back, saluted, and jogged away. 

Terry turned to the young couple holding hands. “This is new,” he blurted out, earning him a slap across the arm from his wife.

“We don’t know what to do,” Gerry stumbled, then looked to Kiwi for help. 

“What’s my position?” she asked. 

Terry’s mind raced through a series of crude jokes, but this was serious and he respected them both too much to make jokes at their expense. He thought for a moment and decided it deserved a longer explanation.

“Back in the days of the Corps, many of my folks were married. Dependent wives, they called them. Isn’t that some crap, huh?” Terry shook his head. “Good people ripped from their homes and moved into some cracker box base housing where shortly thereafter, their husbands were deployed, leaving them alone without friends or family. Then every three years, we moved them, so they could go through it all over again.”

He had their focus. They leaned toward him so they wouldn’t miss a word.

“We have a chance to do better this time. We have the Force living side by side with the civilians we’ve sworn to protect. We’re all here together, but what about you, Miss Kiwidinok? Everyone needs to have a purpose, a chance to fulfill their own destiny. I have to ask, what is yours?”

Kiwi was still young and hadn’t figured out what she wanted to be when she grew up. 

“I love the horses and the open range. I love my native traditions, too,” she said in a small voice. They waited, because she wasn’t finished. 

“I know that my grandfather gave me to Gerry to be his wife. I’m not property, but my grandfather knows that. He saw the bond that we would develop. I hope that he is happy with the path that we follow.” 

Terry and Char looked at each other in surprise. 

“Have you had no time to talk with your grandmother since our arrival?” Terry asked. She shook her head. 

“First order of business, you two go see your family. The major and I will find you quarters somewhere between the barracks and your family, because you deserve to have access to both worlds since they overlap. It’s not my place to tear you from one and throw you into the other,” Terry said softly, looking at them both with pride. 

“We need a horse master who’s not in the FDG. Do you want the job, Kiwi?” Char asked. The young girl nodded, but never let go of Gerry’s hand. 

“It’s settled then. Make sure you let Mark know what we’ve talked about. I need him comfortable with what everyone is doing, that there’s no subterfuge.” Terry nodded to them as Gerry saluted while still holding Kiwi’s hand. Terry had a hard time not correcting him. 

“By the way, are you two going to get married?” Char asked innocently.

The youngsters looked at each other, smiling, and both nodded when they turned back to Char. 

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” Char said. Gerry looked at the colonel. “Don’t look at him, you need to look at me, he doesn’t know anything about romance.” Gerry turned back to Char. “You are going to ask Kiwi’s grandmother for her hand in marriage. If she approves, you’re both going to see Billy, get your names written in his book, and you’re going to ask him for the town’s blessing with a celebration. Antioch can do the formal thing like he did for us, if that’s what you’d like, or you can come up with a ceremony based on your personal beliefs.”

Char ran her hand up Terry’s back as she spoke and he could only think of their ceremony and what it had done for them. 

“What you decide to do will be the standard for everyone who follows. Keep that in mind. You could be starting a new tradition that we’ll look back, centuries from now, and wonder why we’re doing things the way we do,” Terry said. 

Without another word, the couple walked away, chatting excitedly.

“Well done, my husband,” Char started. “That dependent thing chapped my ass. I’m glad I wasn’t the only one.”

“Young Marines in love. Divorce rate was through the roof. Commitment to the Corps, just like the commitment to the Force de Guerre. I told Charlie that he didn’t get to stay in New Boulder when that’s what he wanted. I’m already that guy, the one who rules with an iron fist over other people’s lives. Am I doing the right thing, Char?” Terry asked.

She didn’t answer with words, but the warmth of her kiss told him that he had her approval, which he needed as much as his own. When they separated, he looked at her sparkling purple eyes. “I could get lost in there forever.”

“I won’t forget you said that, when our daughter has kept you awake for two weeks straight,” she replied slyly.

“Daughter?” he asked. She nodded indifferently. “Two weeks, what?”

“Oh, you didn’t know? Werewolf pups are notorious for sleeping fifteen minutes and then being up for three hours. Shall we?” she said as she walked toward the base.

***

“What do we do with the Mini Cooper now that we have it?” Timmons asked. Ted stroked his chin thoughtfully. 

“It’ll take everything we have to haul it down here, or we take it up the tracks to the old power plant and we bring it up, with as much of the grid as we can manage. We use this plant to provide power to bring the other plant up,” Ted said conversationally. 

“We don’t turn the lights on here until we can turn on all the lights?” Timmons asked.

“Unless we can move enough fuel to make it a non-issue,” Ted replied, which changed his original argument.

“Sometimes, I really hate you, Ted,” Timmons answered, leaving Ted standing on the shore. 

They had been going to the plant every single day and puttering around, but everything they needed to keep it operational was outside the plant. Fuel and water. The one time they had it running, they had used the pump to fill the water tank outside the facility. The previous time, they had manually filled the boiler. That had taken a great deal of time and effort.

They needed power to make power. Timmons was still amazed at the logic failure within the system. It didn’t have a manual backup, but they’d worked around it. With five people, he could bring the plant to life within an hour. 

For the long-term goal, all he needed was a power line running from the small plant directly to the larger facility a mile up the coast. Power to make power.

“Ted!” Timmons yelled. “We have work to do!” 

When Timmons went outside, he saw the sail as Ted maneuvered his boat out of the small harbor. 

“Never mind, I’ll take care of it,” Timmons said to Ted’s retreating form. Ted waved one hand, while keeping the other on the tiller.

“We have a shit pot of people here, and here I am working on this bastard all by myself. Isn’t that a total bitch?” Timmons told no one as he rolled up his sleeves and headed for the enclosure containing the distribution transformers.

***

“You don’t have to ask me for her hand in marriage, my boy. Black Feather granted that before his death,” Autumn Dawn told him following his bold but stumbling request for Kiwi’s hand in marriage.

“What? Grandfather is dead?” Kiwi asked. 

“Yes, dear, I’m sorry that we haven’t had a chance to talk,” the old lady said slowly, without any hint of sadness at her loss. “It was a couple months ago. Terry and Char were there. He suffered all that time waiting for them so he could say just four words.”

“I am sorry in that I didn’t come to visit sooner,” the young woman replied, kneeling at her grandmother’s feet.

“It is okay, but I wish you would visit more often.” The old woman patted Kiwi on the head. Gerry had never met the grandfather since he’d stayed with the horses when the others joined the chief. 

Gerry was on the outside looking in then as he was now. “What four words?” he asked.

“One land, one people,” she replied in a soft voice.

Rapids and Winter Rain were nowhere to be seen. Geronimo felt like leaving. He thought that Kiwi wanted time alone with her grandmother, but he hadn’t asked and he didn’t know for sure. He moved one foot toward the door and Kiwi looked up. “Where are you going?” she asked.

Gerry tried to act casual as if he hadn’t been ready to run away screaming. He shrugged indifferently. Autumn Dawn started to laugh, making a dry raspy sound that ended in a cough. “Go see the mayor, do what you need to do, and then come back to me, and we’ll talk about the long road from there to here.”

Kiwi kissed her grandmother on the cheek and grabbed Gerry’s hand as she ran out the door, dragging him with her. 

Autumn Dawn clapped her hands together and closed her eyes. “It’s everything you hoped for, my husband…”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




Terry, Char, and Kae met the pack at sunrise. The platoon was there, too. Aaron stood nearly a head taller than everyone else, even though he tried to blend in with a wall in the back. Kae found him and was immediately picked up.

Hank ambled about, tearing up a bush that was growing out of control next to the mayor’s building. 

Terry thought about calling it town hall, but wasn’t a fan of previous government titles. He would encourage them to call it something unique to the community they were building.

“Well?” Sue asked. Char glared at her for only a moment until they heard the rumble of approaching vehicles. 

“No need to walk if we don’t have to,” Terry declared. 

Sue relaxed. “I admit, that was worth the wait. I’m not in a hurry to strain this body.” She stretched and turned under the watchful gaze of every single man in the platoon. 

“Kiwi, what are you doing here?” Terry asked when he saw the young woman peeking out from behind Gerry. “We’re not riding the horses.” 

Timmons raised a hand and stepped forward. “I asked her to come. She senses things that we don’t. I think you should draft her. Put her out front with Sue to see all the evil demons before they jump out of the dark.” Timmons nodded vigorously. Sue took one step and punched him in the shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. 

First Sergeant Blevin stopped the bus and popped the door open. “All aboard!” he yelled. A truck pulled up behind the bus and the dune buggy maneuvered from behind the truck. Corporal Heitz stopped it and hopped out. 

It was the undamaged buggy with the fifty cal on top. 

“I’d throw you the keys, sir, but it ain’t got none of those,” the corporal announced.

“At ease, Corporal. You have delivered unto me mana from heaven.” Terry shook the old man’s hand, then man-hugged him, before climbing aboard and running the mod deuce through a function check. The platoon climbed aboard the bus. They were geared up in camouflaged uniforms, flak jackets, and helmets. Everyone was armed with an AK-47 rifle. 

Ted stood there confused as the pack loaded into the back of the truck. Aaron and Kae climbed aboard the bus with Blackie and Hank. The wolf pack stood there, unsure of what to do. 

“Leave them here,” Terry called. Ted looked at Terry as if he were insane, then pointed to the wolves. 

Terry closed his eyes and wished that when he opened them back up, the problem would be solved. He slowly counted to five. 

When he opened his eyes, he found that Char had climbed into the driver’s seat and Ted was still looking at him. Neither he nor his wolf pack had moved. 

“Just put them in the back of the truck,” Terry snapped, climbing from the dune buggy to help. Ted and Terry each picked up a wolf and put them into the back. The vicious predators were shaking. 

“They’ve never ridden before. What if they get car sick?” Terry didn’t dignify that with an answer. He heard a yip as he put the next wolf in. Sue was sitting up front, holding Clyde in her lap. 

Incrementally, they piled the wolves into the back of the five-ton. Terry shut the gate after all were in and then assumed his rightful position in the passenger seat of the dune buggy. He looked at Char. She shrugged one shoulder. 

“I’m not firing that thing, so that leaves you, Bwana the Great White Hunter. Man the mod deuce! Rounds down range!” Char yelled, waving her hands around. 

“I don’t wave my hands around like that when I’m making man talk,” he said in his deepest voice. Then changed back. “Did you see Clyde’s up front? Where did he come from?”

“Probably his mother with a litter of other puppies,” Char answered, putting the dune buggy in gear and easing in front of the truck. She started slowly until she was sure the other vehicles were following. Then she picked up speed.

“Is anyone taking this shit seriously?” Terry complained. 

“One Were-bear. One. And we have enough firepower to level a city. It’s hard to take that seriously.” Char shook her head as she drove.

“You know that you would look perfect behind the wheel if we could find you some sunglasses,” Terry said, admiring his wife’s profile. 

“I don’t look perfect now?” she parried. 

Terry knew he was cornered. There was no way out. “There are shades of perfect…” But he couldn’t sound convincing.

“Uh-huh,” she said, mentally tallying one on her side of their endless board. 

Char was keeping it at twenty-five miles an hour. The cool morning air made for a pleasant drive. The truck and bus were rolling along easily behind. 

“Baby names?” he asked. 

“Do you have anything in mind?” Char wondered. 

“No. We could go classic, like Shakespeare or Ancient Greece, maybe Sanskrit akin to your name, whatever. The sky’s the limit.” Terry searched his mind for something he liked, but kept returning to Melissa. He couldn’t do that to Char or himself. There was only one Melissa.

“How about Bill?” Char asked. 

“For a girl?” 

“You said the sky was the limit, and now you’re saying there’s a limit. I swear, TH, just when I thought I had you figured out,” Char prodded him. 

“Girl’s names, not just any baby’s name, but if you want to call her Bill, that’s your business. That’s not going to be her official name. So there.” Terry slapped the dash as if physically driving his point home.

“Official name. What does that mean in this day and age?” Char wondered.

“That’s a good question, lover. How about, what we call her when she’s in trouble?” Terry offered.

“Now that is something I can get behind. That’s a good limit, TH. You are momentarily redeemed. Hang on,” she said as she waved an arm out the top of the buggy and pointed to the right. She took the next turn and headed toward the lake. 

They hadn’t driven this road before, but the sun was up and shining and the road wasn’t blocked. They maneuvered between numerous dead vehicles and had to stop once to let the five-ton bounce a rusted wreck out of the way. 

“Not far now, TH. You might want to man the gun.” 

Terry unbuckled himself and climbed into position, leaning over the roll bar with the fifty cal pulled tightly into his shoulder. It was his power stance. He felt both exposed and invincible at the same time. 

Char pulled up to a nondescript house and shut the buggy off. “He’s in there.”

“What?” Terry exclaimed. His choice would have to been to stop farther away and plan their attack. Here they were, on top of the objective. He found himself having to plan the attack on the fly, but Char was right in one thing. They had enough firepower to level a city. 

The bus door opened and as usual, Hank was the first one out. He rumbled straight for the house with Blackie close in pursuit. Kae was hot on his heels, with Aaron running after him. 

“Grab that boy!” Terry screamed, furious as the situation rapidly spiraled out of control. “Firing positions there and there!” 

Terry pointed with his arm past the dune buggy to the front and then made a second slashing motion to the right side of the house. 

Clyde started barking and the wolf pack ran past on their way after something up the street. 

Aaron caught Kaeden and hauled him into the air, jogging back to the dune buggy. 

“You stay behind the buggy, do you understand me?” Terry growled. The boy started to cry. Char gave Terry the unhappy look again. 

Terry climbed out and kneeled next to Kae. The Werewolves moved into a position between the buggy and the house. They watched closely because they knew the Were-bear was inside.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” Terry told the little boy. “I need you to stay back here in case there’s a fight. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you. Aaron?” 

The Were-tiger nodded. “I’ve got him. With a bear in there, I’m good back here.” 

Terry pulled his bullwhip and walked into the overgrown front yard. “For fuck’s sake, you know we’re out here. Come on out,” Terry called.

“You kiss mother with potty mouth?” a booming voice said from inside the small house. Hank was standing with paws against the door. 

“We just want to talk with you,” Terry replied.

“Up your ass sideways without soap!” the voice bellowed. Terry snapped his whip and loosened his shoulders. He’d never seen a Were-bear before, but he had an overwhelming urge to kick its ass. 

“Move stinky dick away from door. I come out,” the voice called through a broken window. 

“Come on, Hank! Give the man some room,” Blackie yelled. The two wrestled briefly before Hank ambled toward Terry. 

The bear didn’t slow down and Terry ended up diving out of the way, rolling and coming back to his feet, to find a huge man standing in the doorway, chuckling to himself. His shock of dark brown hair was messed, his face covered with stubble and his heavy eyebrows cast dark shadows over his eyes. 

He wore barely more than rags. 

His disheveled appearance didn’t detract from his well-muscled physique. He was bigger than Marcus, looking like a professional wrestler of old. 

“My name is Terry Henry Walton, Colonel from the Force de Guerre. We only want one thing, to make sure that our settlement is left in peace.” Terry decided that he needed to work on his speech.

“Maybe I want to live in peace. What fuck did I do to get War Force here, damaging my calm,” the Were-bear asked in his heavy Russian accent. 

Terry coiled his whip and strapped it to his belt. 

“Valid points all. What’s your name, friend?” 

“Yevgeniy Stalin, Eugene, man of steel. You call me Gene, little man, but none of rest of you. You call me Mr. Stalin.” Gene swept an arm to take in the rest of the pack and both squads aiming their rifles. 

“Stand down,” Terry called as Hank ran past him toward the Were-bear. Gene crouched and Hank jumped. The big man caught the two-hundred-pound bear and cradled him in his arms like a baby. The grizzly cub made odd noises and Gene talked back with him. In the bear world, a male wouldn’t hesitate to kill a male cub, even his own. All males were challengers.

It was good to see that the Were-bear had evolved beyond that. Blackie stood beside Terry, mortified. 

“He’s not your bear, son,” Terry said softly. 

“Okay, but we change name. Hank no good. He look like Bogdan to me. I call him Bogdan. Okay, I come, too. I come with you, Bogdan, teach you how to be real bear,” the massive man cooed to the grizzly cub.

“Wait, what? What in the holy jump the fuck up and down just happened?” Terry asked Char as he had a nearly overwhelming desire to shoot someone. He turned back to the Were-bear.

“What did you do in Russia? What was your trade?” Terry asked, blocking Gene from going to the bus which was parked far too close for Terry’s comfort. 

“I was all Army wrestler. Won Olympic medal. Then back to my job as nuclear weapons specialist,” Gene said proudly.

“No shit,” Terry mumbled. 

Ted leaned closer. “I’m a nuclear engineer,” he said softly.

“Fuck off! You are tiny like flea,” Gene boomed again, then laughed. “Yes, tiny, we talk good about neutron bomb, no?”

Gene balanced Hank in one arm as he reached an immense hand out and slapped Ted on the back hard enough to knock him down. 

The two squads from the Force stepped away from the Were-bear as he strolled past, up the steps and into the bus, still carrying the grizzly cub. 

Terry’s nostrils flared as he tried to maintain the last shred of his dignity. “Sergeant, get the men on the bus.” 

Mark hesitated, but the glare from the colonel galvanized him into action. He started yelling and pushing. There was a mad rush for the bus and they filled it from the front to the back. Blackie walked boldly up the stairs and joined Gene and Hank in the back. 

The pack loaded the wolves into the truck, then climbed in themselves. Sue whistled for Clyde, who appeared out of nowhere, chewing on something. James, Lacy, Gerry, Kiwi, Aaron, and Kae were last getting on the bus. Char stopped Kae and made him get in the dune buggy instead. The others took seats in the back by Gene and Hank/Bogdan. 

Terry looked at Char, hoping that her purple eyes would cheer him up. It didn’t help. 

“My head hurts,” he admitted. 

“This day just got a whole lot more interesting, don’t you think, dear?” Char asked, eyes sparkling radiantly as her voice turned sultry. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to shoot anything with your big gun. Maybe next time.” 

“Maybe,” Terry replied as he vigorously rubbed his temples. 




















CHAPTER EIGHT




The natives were stalwart as they powered forward, keeping up with the cattle. Adams was walking, as were the FDG squad. The carts had been filled with necessities and the old and the young rode on the horses. The village had produced twenty-seven horses of their own, but they had nearly one hundred and fifty people with a broad age disparity, from seven weeks to seventy years.

The people capable of walking were walking, and Adams pushed them all, keeping everyone moving. 

He wasn’t happy about the latest development. Terry and Char wouldn’t be expecting such an influx of people, but the chief’s presence was calming.

Adams was responsible and ran back and forth to talk with one person or another, but he found himself returning to the chief’s side each time. 

“Why didn’t you go with Terry and Char when they came through last time?” Adams finally summoned the courage to ask. 

“It wasn’t our time, yet, and their loud vehicles were filled. We would have held them back. No, it was our plan all along to wait for you,” Foxtail said matter-of-factly.

“Did they know you were going to join us?” Adams questioned.

“No.” The chief looked serenely ahead then scanned the horizons. “A storm is coming. I think we had best find shelter. There are ruins up ahead that we can use. I suggest we run.” Without waiting, the chief whooped and started running. His people ran with him. The horses kicked into a trot, then a canter, then a gallop as they drove the panicking cattle. 

One cart hit a bump and overturned. The driver was barely able to crawl out of the way before the stampede destroyed the cart and everything in it. Someone ran up to help the man unhook the terrified horse, holding the reins to keep it from bolting. 

Boris and a couple others from the FDG recovered their horses and rode after the cattle, hoping to turn them toward the ruins before the storm hit. 

The people ran as if they were being chased by the hounds of hell. The first thirty people into the ruins were in better shape and they funneled people to the buildings with roofs intact, with basements free from dirt. The cattle had to shelter behind walls, because there was no space indoors for them. Boris, Everett, Hayden, the Weathers boys, and others circled the cattle to keep them from straying too far into the quickening breeze. The people wrapped scarves around their faces and ducked their heads while they waited for the storm to hit.

***

“A what?” Billy asked, not completely surprised at yet another creature being added to the menagerie that seemed to be tied to anything Terry Henry Walton touched.

“A Were-bear. They come from Russia, so his accent is a little thick, but he seems nice and Hank likes him, although Gene insists the grizzly’s name is now Bogdan, for what it’s worth.” 

Billy had no answer to that. Why couldn’t there be a simple fight between two farmers? He longed for the good old days when that was the extent of an exciting day.

“Before we bring him in, there’s probably one other thing you should know,” Terry said, waiting for an acknowledgement from Billy. The mayor rolled his finger at Terry. 

“We have a truce with a Vampire who lives in the city. He says he’ll work for me if we don’t kill him. In return, he won’t feed on any of our people. Should I bring Gene in now?” 

Billy didn’t skip a beat. “Yes, that’s fine, bring in this Were-bear of yours.” 

Terry got up and walked out.

“What the hell?” Terry yelled from out front.

“Fuck off, he comes,” someone bellowed in a heavy Russian accent. The grizzly cub formerly known as Hank dragged his claws across the marble in the entryway. Heavy footfalls signaled the arrival of the Were-bear called Gene. He had a handful of the cub’s fur and was dragging him backwards toward the office.  

He ducked and turned sideways as he came through the doorway and with one final yank, deposited the whining grizzly cub on the floor in the middle of the office. 

Felicity tried to crawl backwards through the wall. Marcie started crying. Billy sat slack-jawed. 

“I am Yevgenniy Stalin. You call me Gene.” The big man’s voice reverberated within the mayor’s office.

Billy hadn’t thought of the room as small until the Were-bear and his mini-me arrived. 

“Terry?” Billy inquired casually, wondering about where Terry Henry Walton had disappeared. That fucker bailed on me after dumping this steaming mess in my office. Billy Spires, Mayor of North Chicago, recovered quickly.

“Nice to meet you, Gene. What can I do for you?” Billy asked, smiling pleasantly while on the inside he was both furious and terrified.

“I want to see Mini Cooper,” Gene demanded, smacking a fist on the desk. Billy swore that the whole room shook. 

“I’ll leave that to Terry Henry Walton and Ted, who is responsible for the reactor. I’m sure they’ll be accommodating. Will that be all?” Billy stood, trying to signal that the meeting was over. 

“Where will Bogdan and I live?” the man asked, more quietly. “I don’t like to be near people, you see. Maybe we live in suburbs of your town?” 

Billy saw the sincerity in his eyes. 

“I’ll see to that personally. Stop by here later and I’m sure I’ll have something for you. The homes are a little trashed and it may need some work, but it’ll be what you want.” Billy saw the spark of humanity and wanted to help. 

Then it was gone when the man stood up and growled at the grizzly cub to get it moving out the door. The bear formerly known as Hank slid his way across the marble as he made for the door. 

Gene didn’t wave or say goodbye, he simply left, ducking and angling his way through the too-small doorway. Billy turned in time to see Felicity wrinkling her nose. 

He moved around his desk to the doorway and stood in it, comparing his own size to that of the man who had just left. Billy turned one way then the other. 

“Hmmm,” he mumbled. “I guess we shouldn’t make him mad.”

***

“No!” Ted said.

“Just for a little bit, Ted. I really need to clear my head,” Terry begged.

“You left fish blood all over it last time. It wasn’t better than when you took it, so you don’t get to borrow it ever again,” Ted stated definitively, stomping his foot and thrusting his chin out.

“I thought I cleaned it pretty well,” Terry answered.

“There was a bloody handprint on the port rail!” 

“That’s your definition of all over?” Terry replied.

“You can’t borrow it.” Ted strutted toward the dock. 

Terry had learned a great deal about their resident genius. “You’d rather sink it than let me borrow it, wouldn’t you, Ted?” Terry called after the man.

“You got that right,” Ted said over his shoulder. 

Char and Kae were on the beach, climbing on the rocks, watching Terry crash and burn.

“You don’t get to run off and play every time there’s something going on that you don’t like,” she said conversationally. He didn’t take offense. 

“I want to give things time to shake out, and I think Kae liked fishing. Didn’t you, buddy?”

“It was okay,” the little man replied. He was bummed that Hank and Blackie weren’t together anymore. 

Blackbeard was devastated. 

But Kae liked both Aaron and Gene, the latest additions to the pack. Terry needed to give things time to shake out, let people find their way. 

“I know what I’ve been missing,” Terry decided. “Training. Combat training. We’ve been on the road too long, engaged in world building, when we need to step back, find our roots, and then branch out. How can we keep the people safe if we can’t fight? I’ve done your pack a disservice. Tomorrow morning, when Joseph shows up, day one of our new training regimen begins.”

Terry and Char sparred every single day, but they pulled their punches, so even they were slowing down. Terry couldn’t strike his lover and Char learned that she couldn’t either. Their moves became more like a dance than an all-out wail fest, Terry’s preferred fighting technique that he demonstrated on the Forsaken. 

“There’s a marina right up the coast. Let’s take a look-see and then we have some people we need to talk with.” Terry helped his family out of the rocks and together they walked north. 

The Waukegan Harbor and Marina was nearly two miles away, sitting next to the old power plant. 

“I have yet to get a straight answer from Ted on what he’s going to do with that nuclear reactor,” Terry said, enjoying the breeze and the lake air. Humidity in the air was refreshing after the desert-like conditions they’d survived and traveled through.

“I’m sure Ted has something in mind. I think he’s in love with that reactor. It was the latest technology before the fall.” Char squinted into the distance. An overgrown path followed the shoreline for as far as she could see. 

“Who would have thought that we’d call Chicago a paradise?” Terry wondered. 

“I’m not calling it that,” Char countered. “I’ll commit to calling it nicer than the last place we were, but paradise? That sounded like Cancun, according to the pack. Too bad it’s on the other side of hell.” 

“Does the Mississippi still flow?” Terry asked rhetorically. They’d crossed it in Minnesota and it was as robust as ever. “Maybe the locks and dams are gooned up, but with a small boat, I expect we could make it to New Orleans, then across the Gulf of Mexico. It wouldn’t be any harder than moving a town from Colorado to here.” 

“Then what?” Char prompted. 

“Then we’d be stuck down there.” Terry fingered the communicator in his pocket. He imagined a conversation with Akio, begging him for a ride back to Chicago in the pod. Terry expected that it wouldn’t go well. He imagined a different conversation. I missed my flight while on vacation, can you come get me?

Terry chuckled about it. “No. We can’t go there, but Akio probably needs to know what we’re up to.” Char nodded.

Terry pulled the communication device and activated it. There was no static or buzz, which Terry found disconcerting. He had loved the old Marine Corps radios, which were tough to work with on the best of days. There was nothing like a PRC-77 to ruin your day, the radio which often served as a heavy and unfriendly paperweight.

“Good evening, Terry Henry. How are you today?” Akio asked pleasantly enough. It was eight in the morning by his reckoning.

“What time is it there?” Terry said without thinking. 

“Eleven at night.”

“Oh crap! I’m sorry, Akio-sama. We’ve had a few developments here and I wanted to make sure that you knew. I can call back tomorrow morning if you’d like.” Terry gritted his teeth. He knew the time difference but hadn’t thought about it. He was in his own little world where only he mattered. Char brushed her finger, signaling that he’d been a bad boy. 

The nomad was supreme, just until he wasn’t.

“I prefer the night, actually. It is in my nature, is it not?” Akio asked pleasantly. 

“Of course, Akio-sama. We’ve had a couple additions to our Were family, a Were-tiger and a Were-bear, who oddly enough has taken a liking to the grizzly cub who came with us from New Boulder,” Terry started slowly, trying to shape the conversation in a non-threatening way.

“Interesting. Tigers and Bears don’t usually join wolf packs. I expect they joined you, Anjin-san, as you continue to steer this boat toward greener shores.” Akio’s voice was calming for Terry. 

Anjin-san, a ship’s pilot. Terry knew the word because of reading James Clavell’s novel, Shogun. 

“We’ve also encountered a Forsaken,” Terry added without further explanation.

“How did that encounter end?” Akio asked in a colder, measured voice. He hadn’t been satisfied with the explanation-free version of Terry’s report.

“We beat the holy crap out of him, and he submitted. He has committed to working for me,” Terry added quickly.

“I will warn you, Anjin-san. Forsaken are not to be trusted. They are self-serving. He will turn on you when you least expect it. Be very wary around him. Never turn your back on this Forsaken.” There was an edge to Akio’s voice that sent a chill down Terry’s spine. 

“We can arrange something if you’d like to meet him yourself,” Terry offered. “He is coming tomorrow morning, our time, and that would be best because he’ll get into our minds and know that we’ve talked. Right now, he doesn’t expect you.” 

“Until then, Anjin-san. I look forward to meeting the new additions to your family.” Akio made to sign off. 

“Since you mentioned that, Akio-sama, Charumati and I are expecting our first child, a daughter, we believe.” Terry looked at Char and smiled.

“My congratulations to you both,” Akio said, his pleasant and uplifting voice had returned. “Until tomorrow.” There was no click, but Terry felt that the line had gone dead.

 “He doesn’t like your pet Forsaken,” Char taunted Terry. 

“I’m losing control, aren’t I?” Terry knew the answer she’d give. She knew that he knew, but they still liked to dance.

“You never had control, TH,” she said, showing her teeth in a broad smile. Kae let go and ran ahead. They joined hands and walked after him. “Maybe you have this animal magnetism that attracts the creatures of the wild to you. Or maybe, they all believe that we can be a better humanity than we were before, or you’ll beat the crap out of them.”

Terry was humored. 

“You started all this, you and that pack of yours,” Terry said mysteriously.

“Oh, really,” Char said in her best condescending tone. 

“A few years ago, I was on my own in the mountains, hiding from mankind, until a pack of Werewolves chased me off a cliff and into a mountain stream. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” 

“That might not have been me. Marcus was the one who decided it was fun to hunt humans. Have I mentioned lately how glad I am that he’s gone?” 

“Not today, but the day is young, my love,” Terry told her. “I want my own boat.” 

“Of course you do, dear. I have two kids, soon to be three, but at least the women won’t be outnumbered, not that we ever were,” Char replied.

“We better go see the FDG, get them ready for tomorrow and tell the pack, too. We’ll tell Ted whenever he gets back with my boat.” Terry smiled devilishly as he ran after Kaeden.




















CHAPTER NINE




Clemson and EssCee were beside themselves. They’d lost five cattle in the dust storm that had blown through. The livestock had gotten out from behind the wind break, then staggered the wrong direction and gotten buried. 

The herd was already hard enough to expand and they’d been making progress, up until they left New Boulder. 

“Dad’s not going to be happy,” EssCee told his brother. 

“He’ll be happy when we make it to our new home with whatever cattle we have left,” Clemson said, trying to believe his own argument.

Adams shook the dirt off his clothes as he joined them. “What’s the damage?” 

“Five of ours, none of the longhorns,” Clemson reported. Everett, Hayden and the rest of Eli’s grandchildren were trying to brush the red dust from the backs of all the cows in the combined herd. 

“We did the best we could.” Adams shrugged. He knew the importance of the herd as a food source, especially with the added mass of humanity that he was bringing with him.

“Get them ready to go, we leave as soon as we can find the road.” The boys nodded and got back to work, joining the others cleaning off the cows, wiping the crust from their faces.

Adams turned back and saw the young men trying to look manlier as they worked with the cattle. Three of Eli’s five grandchildren were girls and the competition was getting fierce. 

The nightly chuck-the-rock contests were taking on a life of their own.

It allowed everyone to blow off steam and forget about the trials of the road, if only for a little while. 

Adams looked down at his boots, which were about an inch too short to wade through the dust. The red powder cleared the top and wedged itself between the leather and his ankle. He continued to wade through it, cutting a path to the road. Once on it, the way east was clear, but the river ran to the northeast, away from the road. 

Water was life. To the east stood an endless red plain without a single speck of green. “When the fires of Hell have passed, all that remains is death,” Adams philosophized to himself. 

Adams returned to the group, and thanked the chief profusely for the warning that had saved lives. Then he outlined the rest of the day’s travel plans, as in, they were going to keep following the Missouri River. There was too much risk heading across the open country, especially with the recent dust storm. 

Adams gathered the people and cupped his hands around his mouth so he could better project his voice.

“We’re going to add a week at least to our journey, but as long as we have water, we shouldn’t lose any more cattle. And I don’t want to lose any people, no matter what. An extra week is worth the price,” Adams shouted to the large group, hoping to be heard over the noise the cows were making. 

The chief suggested they stay an extra day in order to process the cattle that died in the storm. “Mother Earth frowns on those who waste her precious resources,” Foxtail added. 

“And there you have it! We’ll be staying here until we recover all that meat. We know where two of them ended up. Let’s spread out and find the other three!” The people shuffled away, FDG, farmers, natives, and the other members of the mob, as Adams had taken to calling it.

Adams pulled the chief aside so he could apologize for not getting his input first. Foxtail appreciated the effort, but confirmed that Adams was in charge of getting the group to their new home and that the chief was simply a passenger on this bus. 

“Of course, Chief. Let’s butcher a few cows and celebrate life.”

“My thoughts, exactly, my friend,” the chief said softly.

***

“Form the platoon!” Terry bellowed as he approached the barracks, surprised by the lack of activity. He went inside and saw that it was empty. “Where’d they go?” he asked.

Char used her senses and explored the area, finding her fellow Weres, the farmers who were trying to prepare a field, a group fishing on the shore to the south, some people hunting and the rest inside various buildings. One across from the dining facility that Claire and Margie Rose were running seemed to have a number comparable to what they were expecting. 

“I think they moved,” Char said.

“Indeed, oh grand master of the obvious. Do you know to where they may have gone?” Terry asked.

“I do,” she replied as she strolled away. 

Terry followed, feeling even less in control than he usually did.

Akio wasn’t going to be pleased with the magnanimously arrogant Terry Henry Walton. He was convinced of that. The line between good and evil had been clear, but Terry had blurred it, like the chalk of a base line in a game that has gone on too long.

If Terry hadn’t blurred the lines, Char wouldn’t be in his life. Terry decided that he couldn’t be the final arbiter of what was good or evil, which confused him since that was exactly what the Force de Guerre was about, to protect the one from the other.

Or was it. He wanted sufficient firepower to force people to talk. His belief was that the good people in the world only needed the opportunity to put it on display. To do that, they had to feel safe. 

The FDG was a force for good. 

And if Akio kicked his ass for it, so be it. When Terry finished talking with himself, he discovered that Char was a hundred yards ahead with Kae, waiting patiently. 

I bet you’re in my head right now, aren’t you? Terry thought, squinting his eyes as he attempted to mind-meld with his wife. She crossed her arms and twisted her mouth sideways as she looked at him. 

Maybe not. He ran to catch up.

It was a short walk to where a number of barracks stood around a compound faced by a dining facility that the Force affectionately called the chow hall. 

They ran into Mrs. Grimes as she shuffled her way toward it. 

“I seem to have lost my platoon,” Terry said with a smile.

She stabbed a thumb over her shoulder toward the building behind her, harumphed, and kept walking. 

“I think the boys may have been bad,” Char guessed. 

Terry made a sharp right turn and headed straight for the building. He heard the shouting well before he opened the door. He held it for Char and Kae. They walked into a nice entryway, with hallways to the right and left. Char headed toward the noise, because she knew that was where TH would want to go. 

She was indifferent to it all, but he loved his platoon and the control he wielded over it. 

The veins stood out on Mark’s neck as he vibrated with fury. Jim and Ivan were arguing over one of the rooms. 

“Report!” Terry bellowed down the hallway, making everyone wince from the volume. 

Jim and Ivan jumped to attention. Mark’s mouth worked but no sound came out. 

Char stepped out of the way and he smiled at her, tussling Kaeden’s hair before moving past and putting his nose an inch from Mark’s cheek. 

He whispered, “I think I motherfucking said to report.”

“Yes, sir!” Mark was finally able to get out. “We’re establishing room assignments in the new barracks. Mrs. Grimes didn’t approve of the other one.” 

“Mrs. Grimes didn’t approve of the other one,” Terry started slowly. “Since when does Mrs. Grimes run the show here?” 

The sergeant broke the position of attention to look sideways at the colonel. “Since always when it comes to chow and the barracks,” he replied. Terry turned back to Char. She waved her fingers at him.

“The major is pretty upset that you didn’t clear it with her first,” Terry said. 

“But we did, sir,” the sergeant said, nodding. 

Terry closed his eyes and turned back toward Char. She mouthed the words “no control.” 

Terry took a moment to compose himself. “What’s the argument about, Sergeant?” 

“Tell him, you fucking morons!” Mark yelled at the two men still standing at attention. The colonel casually turned, not happy that Mark passed the buck. 

“I wanted this room,” Jim said calmly.

“I wanted it first,” Ivan replied. 

“And there you have it, the complete text of the last twenty minutes of my life,” Mark whined.

“I am Groot, huh?” No one understood the reference. “Neither of you get it. It’s mine for when the Mrs. is mad at me since we don’t have a couch. Let’s see what we have here.” 

Terry pulled the two men into the hallway and walked into the room. It was a barracks room, with a shared bathroom linking it to the next room over. Too bad the plumbing wasn’t operational. There was no furniture. 

When Terry returned to the hallway, Jim had Ivan on the ground while Mark laid across Jim’s back, trying to get him into a headlock. 

“Gentlemen?” he said softly. They continued to grunt and twist. Terry leaned closer. “Gentlemen?”

Jim arched his back trying to throw Mark, but when the back of Mark’s head slammed into Terry’s chin, he was through. 

He drove a right cross into the back of Jim’s head, followed with a left roundhouse into the side of Mark’s face, then he picked Jim up by the back of his pants and threw him down the hallway. He didn’t fly very far before landing in a heap. 

Ivan covered his face. Terry kicked him in the leg. 

“Get up!” he ordered the three men. The empty hallway was suddenly filled on both sides with the remaining members of the platoon. The three men stood haphazardly after the swift but harsh punishment that had been meted out. 

But the punishments weren’t finished. 

“You! You’re busted back to corporal. You take over third squad. You, back to the end of the line. Do you get me, Private?” Terry tipped his chin at Jim. “And you, if I could bust you any lower, I would.” Terry snorted like a bull ready to charge, then composed himself to continue.

“Sergeant James, you are now the platoon sergeant and, Corporal Lacy, you’re now in charge of first squad. Sergeant, Corporal, congratulations. Get this barracks squared away by evening chow, and then formation tomorrow at dawn, full gear, be ready for individual combat training. It’s on the schedule for all day.” 

Char nodded her approval. 

Terry looked at the shocked faces in the hallway, no one was moving, people were barely breathing. As he turned, he brushed close to Mark. “I expect you to work your way back up, do you understand me?” 

“Yes, sir!” the man replied, not feeling as confident as he tried to sound. 

***

Ted didn’t sail very far down the coast. He only wanted to keep the boat out of Terry’s hands, but he realized he had too much to do, and Gene could help him bring the Mini Cooper to life. Ted was unsure of the fuel within and if it wasn’t fueled, he had an idea where to get some, but once again needed help to get it ready for use. 

In either case, having another nuclear engineer on hand was a huge benefit. Even if he was a monstrous brute. 

Ted executed a quick turn and sailed back up the coast. He slid the boat into the harbor with a well-practiced hand. 

A number of town’s people were fishing using various tools and were having reasonably good luck. Fish would probably be a staple for a while. What they needed was a commercial sized fishing trawler, then they wouldn’t have to hunt.

His wolves enjoyed fish and he found that it was good for their coats, keeping them nice and soft. He gave the fishermen a thumbs up to encourage them in their efforts as he tied his boat to the dock, furled the sail, and put the cover over it. 

Ted walked back to the plant to find Timmons elbow deep in something innocuous.

“We need to talk with Gene,” Ted suggested. Timmons wasn’t amused.

“No, we don’t. If you want to, go right ahead.” Timmons shoved his arms back into his project. 

“Fine.” Ted stomped away with no idea where Gene would be. He decided he’d ask Billy. He opened the door and almost ran into the Were-bear. Hank/Bogdan, standing by the giant’s side, started sniffing Ted. 

“Nice kitty.” Ted reached out to pet the grizzly cub’s head, then thought better of it. 

“My nuclear physicist best friend!” the man bellowed from two feet away. 

“Nuclear engineering, actually,” Ted replied, wondering if the big man heard anything he was saying. 

“No matter, tiny, we see plant now, okay?” Gene held the door open for Ted to return inside. 

Gene and Bogdan both worked their way through the door, before Gene decided the inside of the plant was no place for the grizzly cub. He leaned down to talk with the bear, then pushed the door open as Bogdan went outside.

“Were you speaking Russian to him?” Ted wondered.

“Of course, my small friend. All bears speak Russian!” Ted dodged out of the way as Gene attempted to slap him on the back. 

“No. No, they don’t,” Ted tried to say while staying out of the Were-bear’s reach.




















CHAPTER TEN




“Dude, this is boring as shit,” Boris sneered, looking at the ground, then the way ahead, and back at the ground. Adams scrunched his face in frustration.

“Why are you telling me?”

“Because the colonel said you never whine to the troops, that if you have to cry, do it to the next one up the chain, and that’s you,” Boris explained.

“I can follow that logic. Is this where I’m supposed to placate you with something exciting while agreeing with you heart and soul?” Adams knew how the game was played. He didn’t enjoy playing it, but it was turning into a long walk. 

 A really long walk and he was bored out of his mind, too.

“They say that peace in one’s soul comes from peace of mind.” Adams peered at Boris through one eye, wondering if he bought it. The look on the young man’s face suggested he saw it for what it was.

“That’s bullshit, and I know bullshit after stepping in it for the last thousand miles. What? Is that supposed to make me feel less bored? Here I am in the middle of nowhere, bored and being fed bullshit.” Boris would have continued if Adams hadn’t stopped him. 

“It was worth a try,” Adams conceded, before biting the inside of his lip. “What do you want to be when you grow up, Boris?”

“I have no idea, Adams. I’m not sure I like this—” Boris swept his hand around him, taking in the cattle and a barren horizon. “—but I do like this.” He finished by pointing at his uniform shirt.

“The Force de Guerre. I guess I’ve been drafted into it as well because of Char. I think it’s a good thing, but don’t have much experience with Terry and what he expects. I have an idea, but prefer to hear what you have to say. You’ve been with him from the start, right?” Adams looked intently at the corporal, curious and suddenly hungry for the information.

“I was the second group. He beat the fuck out of me as part of my interview. What do you think of that?” Boris chuckled inwardly, shaking his head and smiling. “I was an arrogant prick, told him that I was the last of the Marines. I didn’t know that he had been in the Marines. I have no idea how old he is, but damn, before I knew it, I was flat on my back and choking on my own tongue.” 

Adams nodded slowly, wondering why the man thought back to that moment with such affection. 

Boris continued. “The colonel is about personal honor. Say what you’re going to do, then do it in order to build trust. Selfless service. Be the biggest and the baddest, ready to bring down the thunder on anyone who threatens our people, all the while praying to God that we don’t have to kill anyone. I know, it seems weird. The colonel said that if we have to use force, we’ve already failed. And then he goes to war against those Vampires.” 

Adams’s breath caught in his throat and he pinched his lips together. His eyes misted as he was instantly taken back to the mountain. Thank God for Terry Henry Walton and Charumati, otherwise he’d be dead, too. Part of him died in that mountain, but part of him had lived.

His alphas had come to his rescue and delivered the vengeance he wished he could have been there for. It was because he wasn’t fast enough, he and Xandrie weren’t disciplined enough. 

“I guess we all need to learn how to fight better,” Adams said softly, his mind still in the mountain where his body was broken and covered in blood. 

“Yeah, we have a lot to learn. Maybe instead of playing chuck the rock, we practice, man-to-man combat?” Boris suggested, looking at Adams hopefully. 

“One round of chuck the rock, then we break off, maybe bring the oldest Weathers boys, the oldest Eli kid, too, maybe even some of the braves. This is a hard world. There’s nothing wrong with being able to defend yourself, make a good showing at least. Isn’t that part of personal honor, pride in your own abilities?” 

Boris wasn’t sure. He needed to think about that. “Pride, not arrogance, as I learned the hard way.” Boris pushed Adams playfully. “A smart dude once told me that peace of mind is found in soul food.”

***

James stood at the head of the platoon in front of their new barracks. Mark was in the back leading third squad, a sad looking Blackbeard standing next to him. Corporal Lacy was at the front left of the formation as the squad leader in charge of first squad. They were standing at attention as the colonel and major arrived. 

A lone civilian stood behind the formation. Terry went to her first. 

“What are you doing here, Kiwi?” he asked, coming across as judgmental, which wasn’t his intent. The young woman looked hurt as she wondered how to answer.

“I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. It is always good to see you. How is your grandmother?” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder as he waited patiently for an answer. 

She stood tall and proud. “She is well, thank you. Gerry and I will be married on the rest day. We would be honored if you would be there.” 

“We wouldn’t miss that for the world and congratulations again, Horse Master Kiwidinok.” Terry took his hand from her shoulder and held it out for her to shake. She gripped it in two hands and smiled.

“Autumn Dawn has asked me to be a part of our native delegation, participate in the meetings to represent our people,” she said in a low voice, looking left and right to make sure no one was near, before she added in a conspiratorial tone. “I have no idea what I’d be doing there.”

“Report!” Char called from the front of the platoon. Terry felt like he’d missed something and was instantly anxious, ready to run to the front of the formation. Control, Char had said. He didn’t need to control every little thing.

“First and third squads all present. Second squad remains on detached duty somewhere near the Wastelands,” James reported boldly.

Char was filling her role as executive officer, being the major that he’d promoted her to. Terry turned back to Kiwi. “Watch what the elders do, understand why they do it, and then you’ll see how they can guide you without telling you what to do. Actions mean more than words.” 

“Gerry and I have been watching you and Char. We want our relationship to be like yours, equal partners, which is a good lesson for my people. I think it would make them better, stronger,” Kiwi said, drifting off as she thought about how that would appear to the other members of her tribe. 

“Sounds like you already understand what you want to get out of life. It’s not a destination, but a journey. You will inspire many others to do what you have done, command your own purpose.” Terry looked into her brown eyes, studying her. The rebellious youth from months ago was gone, replaced by a mature young woman deciding on her own path forward.

“Open ranks,” James bellowed, “march!” First squad took two steps forward. “Side straddle hops, on my count…”

Char walked casually around the formation. 

“Slacking off, Major?” Terry asked, smiling at his beautiful XO.

“I won’t dignify that with a response, although you should probably get your weak ass into formation and PT with the rest of them. I’ll be along shortly. Since I’m maid of honor in the upcoming wedding, we have some things to talk about.” Char made a shooing motion with her hand, while smiling and wrapping the other arm around Kiwi to pull her close for a hug.

“Where am I when you are doing all this stuff, talking with all the people, knowing everything?” Terry complained. He looked confused. 

Char shooed him away a second time, preferring to keep the key to her success secret. She ushered Kiwi farther from the formation. Terry saw Aaron and Kae standing to the side and waved for both of them to join him. 

When they arrived, he started doing jumping jacks—what the military called side-straddle hops—in time with the rest of the platoon. Kaeden was no stranger to calisthenics. Aaron was, looking very much like a flamingo as he jumped out of rhythm. 

Terry couldn’t watch.

A movement coming toward the formation caught his eye. He saw First Sergeant Blevin in a shuffling run with Corporal Heitz and a couple of the other drivers. 

Blevin ran up to Terry and saluted. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know we had a formation otherwise I would have been here on time. My fault completely. I won’t let it happen again. We were coming to get chow before starting work in the motor pool. That’s when we realized we were AWOL,” the first sergeant said breathlessly as his chest heaved trying to suck in more air. 

“Get with Sergeant James after PT and make sure he keeps you informed. We’ve got individual combat training this morning which could be a little rough. You can watch, but I can’t have my A-Team getting hurt!” Terry smiled at them, showing his pleasure that they’d joined the formation. He waved them to take their places at the back of the formation.

“At ease!” he called when the exercise stopped and walked to the front. “You’ve met First Sergeant Blevin and our good people from the motor pool. They are the Motor Transport Platoon, with the first sergeant in charge. They will be kept informed of everything we do. They are, as of this moment, active and honored members of the Force de Guerre.” 

Blevin waved to the platoon. He had no idea what was in store for his first day back on active duty.

***

Gene sniffed the air with his bear snout, using the heightened senses of his Were form to take in his surroundings. Bogdan lay half off the mattress, snorting in his sleep. Gene kicked the cub with his massive paw. The grizzly woke up for a second, then rolled over, snuffling and smacking his bear lips. 

Gene stretched, then changed into his human form and got dressed. He looked at the bear cub. “You shed like goat!” he told his new friend. It was the middle of winter, but had yet to get cold. It was far cooler than the Wastelands, but to the grizzly, it was time to shed his winter coat. 

The home they’d been given was at the very edge of the base, closest to the overgrown golf course on the southern side. Gene went behind the house to relieve himself. The grizzly cub joined him, sniffing at the puddle that Gene left behind, before following him as the large man headed for the chow hall, where he’d been told he could get his meals. 

He noted that a number of the Werewolves and the Were-tiger were in the open area in front of the kitchen and dining area, but his fellow nuke wasn’t there. Gene saw that Ted was still in his quarters, as was Timmons, the engineer. He shrugged since he didn’t really care what all the others were doing, but he also felt something different.

A Forsaken approaching from the big city. He thought about telling Terry Henry Walton, but decided not to bother. If the Werewolves couldn’t sense him, then they deserved what they got.

Gene set out. Breakfast sounded good, something prepared by someone else sounded even better. He couldn’t remember the last time he didn’t catch or find his own food. 

It had been too long.

Bogdan followed happily, sniffing at places where the wolf pack had marked. The pack was in the woods behind the house he’d been given. He watched them in his mind for a moment. Once certain they were keeping their distance, he continued his long strides toward the chow hall. 

There was a great deal of noise from the human contingent in the square. Gene stopped and watched, recognizing the military calisthenics. He grimaced thinking back to his time in the Russian Army where the workouts were ridiculous. His real workouts were orders of magnitude better. Getting juiced by the team doctors didn’t hurt either and accounted for his massive size. That was before the Kurtherian changes made to his body which turned him into a Were-bear.

And he grew even bigger, to the point of being a monster, assuring him that he wouldn’t fit in anywhere. After the WWDE, he’d migrated across the pole and into Canada. It wasn’t an easy trip, but he had to leave the nuclear wasteland of Russia.

The trip. His mind drifted back.

The polar bear had surged from the ocean onto the ice flow that Yevgenniy was riding. The ice shifted from the weight of the dripping white beast. In the Arctic, polar bears were at the top of the food chain. 

Gene didn’t care. As a Were-bear, he was every bit as big as the great white predator. Gene crouched and roared. The polar bear roared back and ambled forward two quick steps, trying to drive his next meal backwards. Gene held his ground, paws firmly braced on the ice pack. 

He waited. The polar bear inched forward. With a powerful lunge, Gene launched himself at the polar bear, driving his front claws into the beast’s thick neck. He held tightly to keep the white jaws away from him. 

The polar bear rolled backward and brought up his back claws to rake down Gene’s stomach, shredding the flesh and tearing into the muscle. The bear’s front paws latched onto Gene’s front legs and that was when the Were-bear knew that a change of tactics was in order.

He drove with his back legs and once the polar bear was off balance, Gene twisted and forced it to the ice. The floe bobbed dangerously, threatening to dump both fighters into the ocean, a place where Gene didn’t want to be. 

Gene raked his claws through the white fur, the blubber, and into the neck muscles. He dug deeper and deeper as the polar bear roared in pain. The Arctic cold disappeared as both bears fought for their lives.

In the end, one would feed on the other to survive. 

Gene’s arms were starting to go numb from the loss of blood; the nanocytes weren’t keeping up. He needed to finish the fight and feed. With a surge of power, he twisted the polar bear’s head, but even with his great strength, the polar bear’s neck was unbreakable. 

The great white beast growled and panted from the pressure Gene was putting on its throat. The ice floe tipped and they slid to the edge. He clamped down on the bear’s throat with his remaining strength. Polar bears could hold their breath for an extended period of time, but not in the middle of an epic battle. 

It flailed to throw Gene off, trying to remove the pressure, keeping it from taking a breath. With one last push, Gene drove both of them over the edge and into the freezing water. The Were-bear let up on the other beast’s throat, but stayed underwater with it until it gulped water into its lungs, filling them for one last flail before it stilled. Gene started swimming for the surface.

Blood trailed from the horrible wounds on Gene’s body, a string of his entrails floated lazily in the water as he fought against the water and his own exhaustion. He dragged the loser to the floe, pulling himself up first, then muscled the polar bear onto the ice after him. Gene stuffed his own guts back in through the wound, which made him retch violently. 

He recovered enough to disembowel the polar bear, and Gene stuffed himself, then he snuggled halfway beneath it, using its wet fur for warmth.

He lay there holding the wound on his stomach to help them while they healed, all the while hoping that another predator couldn’t smell the blood. 

He could only hope that there wasn’t one nearby as he passed out.

Gene came back to himself as Bogdan recognized the human called Blackbeard. The grizzly cub ran to meet his friend. Then the child, Kaeden, intercepted the bear and the free-for-all commenced. Blackie broke ranks and Char dismissed the platoon so they could play with the bear cub. 

Terry and Char met Gene halfway across the square. Gene looked at the pair before turning to Terry. “Forsaken come up road from city. Be here in ten minutes.” 

“Thanks. We were expecting him. It’s good to see he’s on time. This one owes us for not killing him,” Terry replied casually, watching to gauge Gene’s reaction. “Do you have a problem with the Forsaken?” 

Terry was curious. The answer seemed to always be universally negative. 

“Who doesn’t have problem with Forsaken?” Gene’s voice boomed and echoed. “You have big guns and army. We have no problem with Vampire. Come, we eat now.” Gene turned and walked past the scrum that was the bear cub and half the platoon. The older men of Motor T were less inclined toward wrestling and followed Gene toward the dining facility. 

Aaron extracted Kaeden from the pile and joined Terry and Char standing to the side. 

“Sergeant James! Chow for the next ten minutes,” Terry called and watched the platoon break contact and run for the chow hall where Claire, Antioch, Mrs. Grimes, or Margie Rose would be waiting to dish out something from the communal food supply.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




“More food, woman!” Gene bellowed at Mrs. Grimes from the other side of the serving counter. He leaned as far over the top as he could to get closer to the old woman. She stayed put, pulled out her wood spoon, and rapped him on the nose. He stood there in shock so she slapped his nose a second time. 

Terry and Char each grabbed a massive arm and yanked the Were-bear backwards. 

“He really does need a little more than the rest of us,” Terry said, feeling the man’s muscles vibrate in anger. “He can have mine.” 

“And mine,” Char offered. 

Gene shoved his tray back across the line and Margie Rose slopped two additional servings on top of what was already there. Mashed green something took up half the tray and mystery meat filled the other half. 

These were the best meals they were going to get until the farms started producing, and that was months away. 

“Here, dear, we can’t have you go hungry. This is for the little one!” Margie Rose said with a grin, peeking at Char’s mid-section. Char obliged by pulling up her shirt to show her baby bump. The old woman giggled and called Claire from the kitchen. 

Kae wondered when he was going to get fed. He held his tray up and nothing was happening. Margie Rose apologized profusely when she saw the little man. He received extra meat, because growing boys and all that. Terry looked hopefully at the two serving trays.

“Move along, mister, there are people waiting.” Margie Rose stopped Char when no one was looking and gave her Terry’s meal. 

The platoon had gone first as they always did, privates eating before corporals eating before the sergeant. 

Terry, Char, and Kaeden ate quickly because Joseph was out there on the road, waiting for them. If he got into their minds, he might run before they could stop him. 

Then Akio would probably get angry. There was only one person responsible, and he was the one with no control, as he’d been told.

Despite trying to eat quickly, Gene finished in half the time it took Terry, and Terry Henry considered himself a professional speed-eater. He was little league compared to the Were-bear. 

No one talked during breakfast, because it was chow time. When Terry wolfed his last bite, he made to stand up, but Char wasn’t finished. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, willing himself to be patient.

“When Ted and Timmons first met the Forsaken, Timmons ordered James and Lacy and Gerry and Kiwi to think about sex. Ted started making nuclear calculations in his head. The only one who was left vulnerable was Timmons.” Char slowed her eating as Terry stared at her food, wondering why it wasn’t getting shoveled into her mouth. She put her fork down and started to laugh at the expression that crossed his face. 

“You are transparent, my husband. What if we were going to a ball, or a wedding, wouldn’t you want me to take my time and be that much more beautiful when we finally arrive?” 

He recognized a trap when he saw one. Since he was already caught, he surrendered. “Of course, dear.” 

They waited while she ate, but she was only keeping pace with Kaeden. They finished together and took their trays to the scullery where everyone worked doing dishes for the whole town. Margie Rose and Mrs. Grimes chose people as they came through the line for the next day’s service. There was no arguing because the alternative was that you wouldn’t eat. And while doing the dishes, you were allowed to sample the next meal. 

They made it a win-win.

And people got to eat off clean dishes. Each person had carried a plate, bowl, and set of silverware during the journey. When they arrived, it was all consolidated under the watchful eyes of Antioch and Claire. 

As Gene was leaving the dining room, he stopped, opened his mouth wide, and belched. 

Char punched him in the back, but he wasn’t finished with the bass reverberation that some people swore shook the windows. Terry raised his hands over his head and flashed a ten, giving the belch a perfect score. Kaeden laughed and tried to burp, but ended up almost peeing himself. 

“Thank God we’re having a girl,” Char said to herself as she tried to push Gene out of the way, but he was still belching. She wormed her way around him as Kae giggled at the monumental effort of the big man. 

The pack was waiting for Char and she called them to her—the Werewolves and the Were-tiger. The Were-bear joined them after finally extricating himself from the chow hall. Char was unsure if Claire would ever allow the man back in without an adult escort.

Even then, probably not.

Char turned to the others—Ted, Timmons, Sue, Shonna, Merrit, and Aaron. “Today we practice our hand-to-hand skills. We train, because not only do we have to be the smartest to help this town, we have to be the fastest. We can’t let anyone beat us to the punch, do you get me? So we’re going to train with the Forsaken, with Joseph, to get better. And even our large, unmannered friend will join us.” 

Gene approached, wiping his mouth with one big, hairy arm. He assumed his happy-go-lucky guy persona. “Where is party?” he bellowed, but they knew that he preferred to be alone. Bogdan had been in the square whining because everyone had gone inside. Now that all his friends had returned, he sidled up next to the Were-bear to assume his rightful position. Gene scratched the beast’s head. 

“Time to go, Gene. Time to meet Joseph,” Char stated emotionlessly. Reviewing combat forms and moves, she drilled herself mercilessly until nothing else remained within her mind. 

Terry also steeled himself, but he was thinking about sex. He found it was the easiest way to occupy his full mind to complete distraction. 

Sergeant James formed the platoon and they marched behind the colonel and the Were folk. They turned south on the road leading from the base and heading for Joseph, who seemed to be waiting patiently. 

When the pack arrived, Terry nodded tersely. 

“Today, it’s hand-to-hand combat practice, and you’re training with us,” Char told Joseph through half-closed eyes. Her mind worked diligently through the combat forms. 

“Well now. One thinks of combat and the other is obsessed with sex. I see that you two think very much alike, judging from what I see in his mind,” Joseph said sarcastically. He seemed to be going out of his way to be disliked by everyone. Gene was the most put out.

He strolled forward and with speed belying his size, he removed his clothes and changed into his Were form. He launched himself at the Forsaken and Joseph was instantly afraid, dodging away. Gene slapped at Joseph as he passed, ripping his shirt with his outstretched claws. 

Gene thundered to a stop and turned. Terry rushed to get in between the two. “STOP!” he ordered, but Gene’s black eyes were fixated on the Vampire. He charged again. 

Terry jumped straight up and twisted in the air. He came down astride Gene’s neck and clamped his legs tightly as he wrapped his arms around Gene’s head. The Were-bear roared its disapproval of the human rider. He stopped and shook like a dog, trying to throw the human off.

He rolled over backwards and pinned Terry to the ground. Gene wormed back and forth, crushing Terry into the pavement, until the human let go. The Were-bear rolled away. A shadow cast over them, and everyone stopped. 

Joseph looked at the descending pod in alarm.

Akio had arrived. 

“You bastards!” Joseph yelled, looking for an escape route. Gene rolled to the side and changed back into human form. He didn’t bother to put on his clothes. 

Terry stood up and stretched. His ribs popped back into place with an audible snap. “Settle the fuck down, Joseph. Akio is going to check you out. If you told us the truth, you have nothing to worry about. If you lied, well then, that would make you a lying bastard. If that’s the case, then you should be worried and better make peace with the creator because your life expectancy can be measured with a stopwatch.” 

Terry stood next to Char, finding her hand and squeezing it. Char leaned close to his ear. “Your mind control trick is to think about sex?” 

Terry grinned sheepishly in response. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Joseph had no clue, right?” Char conceded the point.

The back hatch of the pod opened and Akio walked out, hand on the hilt of his ever present katana. 

Terry and Char walked forward to meet him. 

“Akio-sama, ohayo gozaimasu,” Terry said in Japanese—good morning, honored master—and bowed, bending almost ninety degrees at the waist. 

“Ohayo gozaimasu, Anjin-san,” Akio replied, bending to forty-five degrees, but never taking his eyes from the Forsaken. “And Charumati, good morning, and may I add that you look stunning, glowing even.”

Kaeden joined his parents and took Char’s hand. Akio kneeled to be closer to eye level with the boy. “Ame futte chi katamaru,” Akio said. “Adversity makes one stronger, and in you, I see great strength. I see the power of your adopted parents. Honor will be the wings carrying you on your journey.”

 Akio put a hand on the boy’s head and smiled. 

“Can I see your sword?” the boy asked, head held high and a smile on his face. 

“Not today, my son, but someday I will show you.” Akio stood and returned to the business at hand. 

“His name is Joseph,” Char offered. Akio acknowledged that she’d spoken with a tip of his head. 

Even with Terry’s enhanced vision, he never saw how the sword came to be in Akio’s hand or how Akio had covered the distance between the pod and Joseph to hold the blade at the Forsaken’s throat. 

Joseph didn’t move to defend himself, but his lips trembled and he blinked rapidly.

Akio didn’t say anything. The Japanese didn’t go for the bravado that Terry stooped to on occasion. They considered it to be less than honorable. Akio continued to teach, even when he wasn’t teaching.

The two Vampires engaged with each other’s mind. Akio was orders of magnitude more powerful than Joseph, in all areas. The Forsaken took his medicine and within his mind, he begged for his life. Akio’s sword tapped Joseph’s neck and a thin red line appeared. A single drop of blood dripped free, disappearing behind the Vampire’s leather collar.

Akio pulled the katana away and slowly sheathed it. 

Terry was disappointed because he’d been there when Akio saved him in Syria. He hadn’t been close enough to see Akio in action and he wanted that to better visualize what the best looked like. Terry was good, but nothing compared to a true master. 

Akio made eye contact with Terry for only a moment, enough to let Terry know that there would be no fighting that day. 

Thirty years ago, we would have killed first, asked questions later, Terry thought. Akio would have killed the Forsaken simply for being what he was, but today is a new day in a new world.  

Gene’s lip curled as he looked at Akio. The Were-bear continued to ruffle Bogdan’s furry head and round ears. The grizzly cub sat, completely at calm. Only Akio knew why.

Aaron wouldn’t look at him until Akio stood in front of the Were-tiger and looked up at the man. There was almost two feet of height difference between them. 

“Alone you are strong, together you are stronger,” Akio told the man. Aaron pursed his lips and nodded one time, before bowing and almost head-butting the Vampire. He mumbled an apology, but Akio had already moved on.

The Were-bear drew the full attention of the Vampire. Gene was even less transparent with his facial expressions than Joseph. Gene’s violent side dominated nearly every aspect of his being. It had saved his life on occasions too numerous to mention. The Vampire made him uncomfortable and put him over the edge. He roared and changed to Were form, shredding his clothes as the Were-bear burst forth. 

Bogdan threw himself to the side as the great beast lunged forward, jaws wide to take Akio’s head.

But the Vampire wasn’t there. No one saw him move, but he was to the side, legs wide as Akio stood in his ready stance. Akio struck, and then returned to his perfect form.

Gene staggered, stumbled, and dropped to his front knees. He shook his great shaggy head, growling as he let the violence within return to the surface. Akio didn’t wait. He took one step forward and axe-kicked the Were on the top of his head. 

Gene’s jaw slapped against the ground first, as the kick drove the bear’s head downward. The Were-bear flopped onto its side, breathing slowly as if asleep. Bogdan nuzzled his big friend and laid against him. Akio smiled at the grizzly cub. 

He looked at the other Werewolves, one by one. Char was in good graces with the Vampire, and her pack had no choice but to follow her lead. Akio saw that in their minds—they respected their alphas. 

Ted’s wolf pack was lounging in the grass nearby. Akio sent them a feeling of internal peace. Lids drooped over yellow eyes and soon they were all asleep.

Akio returned to Terry and Char. “Would you please come with me?” he asked. Neither of them thought it was a question. Kae walked with them, but Akio stopped and waved at Aaron. The Were-tiger joined them and took Kae’s hand. The boy struggled only for a moment before Aaron lifted him onto his shoulders, where the boy could see so much more of the world. Akio waved to him, and Kae waved back.

A Japanese woman and a shorter girl were waiting in the back of the pod. Without hesitation, Terry walked up the ramp after Akio. Char had flown in the before time, but on commercial jets, just like everyone else. She’d never been on anything like a pod. She stood for a moment at the bottom of the ramp, looked back at the pack and then to Terry. He waved her forward.

“It’s okay,” he said soothingly. 

Once Char was inside, the ramp door closed. They took their seats and the pod lifted smoothly into the air.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Kae waved at the retreating pod. 

“I’m sure they’ll come home, Kaeden. What do you think we should do today?” Aaron asked casually, still watching the pod as it disappeared into the distance.

The boy scrunched his face up as he tried to decide. “Fishing with Uncle Ted,” he finally committed. Aaron looked at Ted. Ted looked at Gene. 

Gene didn’t look at anyone because he was still unconscious.

“Okay,” Ted said and started to walk away. Timmons reached out to stop him. 

“Our alpha gave us a plan for today. We practice, individual combat training. That’s what we do whether Char is here or not,” Timmons explained. 

Ted put his hands on his hips. To the untrained eye, he looked like a fit young man, a hair over six feet tall, but within, Ted wasn’t a fighter. He’d taken on the wolf pack alpha out of necessity, but the wolf was grossly overmatched by a Werewolf, even a weaker one. On Ted’s worst day, he could still end the fight with a single wolf in seconds. 

Against humans, he had no desire to raise a hand. In the new community, he felt safe and swore that he wouldn’t fight if he didn’t have to. The desire to fight was gone from his psyche. “I politely decline. If I have to make fists, then we’ve already lost. Aaron, Kae, the boat awaits.” 

Timmons didn’t try to stop him a second time. He couldn’t imagine how the giraffe-like man fought. He saved himself the visual by letting the group go. 

Joseph’s neck had healed, but he kept rubbing the area where the injury had been. Maybe the katana was special. To Timmons, it looked old, probably some samurai’s sword from the ancient times. Vampires had a way of collecting the best artifacts, because many of them had lived during those times. 

Timmons slowly approached the Forsaken. Sue, Shonna, and Merrit joined him. 

“I don’t like you, not one bit, but my alpha said that we’re to train with you, so that’s what we’re going to do,” Timmons sneered, unhappy with the prospect but knew he’d have to report to Char when she returned. 

She wouldn’t tolerate anything less than what she asked for. 

Joseph looked at the Werewolves and decided not to continue his snark. Terry Henry Walton had accepted him into the fold and the Vampire Akio had let him live, so he must have seen that he didn’t have duplicity in his mind. But none of them were here to convince the others. 

“What style will you be practicing today? You see that I am a little less practiced in certain forms,” Joseph offered.

Timmons started to laugh. “Less practiced? You tried one wimpy-ass kick and ended up face down on the pavement. Dork.” 

Joseph raised one eyebrow. 

“James! What forms are we practicing today?” Timmons asked while still chuckling at the Vampire.

“Marine Corps Martial Arts Green Belt, Gunner, arm bars, choke holds, throws, lower body strikes, and counterstrikes,” James called out in a loud voice. 

“You lead, Sergeant. Pair people off and let’s get to it,” Timmons ordered. He wondered if they called him Gunner Fuckface behind his back. 

Joseph couldn’t control himself. “Gunner Fuckface, now isn’t that one to write in the books.” 

Timmons lost all humor and paired himself with Joseph for the practice sparring.

***

Terry and Char sat silently wondering where they were going or how long they would be gone. 

It wasn’t more than a couple minutes before Akio and the other two passengers joined them. 

“I’d like to introduce Yuko and this is Eve, a product of Yuko’s friend, ADAM.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Char said first, looking kindly at the woman and when she gave Eve her attention, she was surprised to see how the metal flowed seamlessly around the creation’s body. 

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Yuko-san, and you, too, Eve! We spent so much time talking about door codes, I feel like I know you,” Terry quipped.

“Thank you, Terry Henry Walton,” Eve started in an almost musical voice. “That effort took only thirty-one percent of the estimated timeframe for a calculated ninety percent chance of success. I was pleased with the result.” 

Terry nodded. Only one-third as long as it could have taken. He hadn’t realized how lucky they’d been. It was all a matter of perspective.

Akio waited until the pleasantries were finished before he started to talk.

“I wanted to show you something before I asked for your help,” Akio said in a soft tone with a slight bow to his head. 

“I’m not sure how we can say no,” Terry replied, watching Akio while holding Char’s hand. She squeezed lightly to let him know that she agreed. They didn’t feel pressured, but there was no way they could turn Akio down.

“We have future plans for New York City and there’s something disturbing ongoing that we need nipped in the bud sooner rather than later,” Akio said conversationally. It made the situation seem less extreme, but this was Akio. It was a big deal for him to ask. Terry understood that.

“Please continue, Akio-sama,” Terry urged, fighting the desire to put a hand on the man’s shoulder as a friendly gesture. He expected that Akio didn’t like to be touched. 




He had no desire to test his theory.

“An individual has set himself up as a warlord. This by itself wouldn’t concern us, but he has surrounded himself with a number of humans, including women and children. We’d like to see those people liberated, if possible, and the warlord disposed of,” Akio said. “We need New York City to be reestablished, so killing as few of the humans as possible is important to us. The population needs to grow.”

“Is the warlord special in some way?” Char asked. Terry was thinking about the innocents and what he needed to do to make sure that his people treated them as refugees and not enemy combatants. 

It was a difficult task and one where hesitation could be deadly. The FDG needed to identify friend or foe at a glance, then act accordingly. Every single member of the platoon needed to get it right. It was a significant undertaking. 

“He is a Forsaken, not a daywalker either. I will join you for the sole purpose of removing the Forsaken from power. I need you to do the rest, deal with the humans and save them.” Akio sounded like he was pleading. 

For the sake of humanity, Terry and Char had to take the job. 

***

Ted unfurled the sail and it snapped tight in the brisk breeze. Aaron hung halfway outside the boat to avoid getting hit by the beam as it whipped back and forth with Ted’s tacks. 

Kae was at home in the boat since he’d been in it before; he had just enough experience to give him an artificial level of confidence. Ted made him sit down so he wouldn’t accidentally fall out. “Can you swim, Aaron?” Ted asked. 

“Yes, but for some odd reason, I really don’t like getting wet and I don’t float at all, too skinny, I guess,” Aaron answered, looking at himself as if the answer would be there. 

“You’re a cat. Of course you don’t like getting wet,” Ted said matter-of-factly. “But you should love fish.” 

“I do. Speaking of that, when are we going to start fishing? I’m hungry. That big oaf messed with my breakfast.” 

Ted shook his head. He hadn’t gone into the chow hall when he saw that Gene was there. He expected some level of discord any time the Were-bear was around. 

Ted had taken the boat south. The base was still in sight. The wind was strong, probably more like the usual wind as opposed to the mild winter winds they’d had that year. 

They’d gone not more than two miles when they ran across a larger container vessel that had run ashore, probably right around the WWDE. It was settled into the lake shelf and created a large reef. The growth on the hull drew the fisherman in Ted. He suspected it was home to many different varieties of tasty fish. 

“We need to catch at least ten so I can feed my wolves,” Ted said, setting the performance standard. 

“And leave nothing for us? Twenty, Sir Theodore, or bust!” Aaron said grandiosely, waving one arm over his head, hitting the sail. “Oh, sorry.”

“Twenty or bust!” Kaeden called in his small voice. 

“Okay, twenty then,” Ted conceded, all the while keeping a weather eye on the horizon. 

***

Joseph’s mouth was bleeding. He ran a dark tongue over his lips to collect the blood before it got away. He smacked his lips and waved Timmons forward. 

They were supposed to be working on leg strikes and defenses, but the intensity of their engagement had become an anything-goes sparring session. The rest of the platoon and the pack surrounded the two fighters, who appeared to be equally matched. 

Timmons had underestimated Joseph’s abilities based on how easily Terry Henry had beaten the Forsaken. Maybe Timmons overestimated his own abilities, when he should have known better. He lasted less than one second against the colonel. At least Joseph was able to get up on his own after his fight. 

Timmons had his hands up and bobbed his head like a boxer. James was disappointed because they weren’t using any of the techniques he’d been teaching. 

Joseph only had a couple hours of practice in the techniques, but he was employing the blocks and counterstrikes. The Forsaken seemed like a natural. 

James wondered why the man fought as one with no experience. 

Timmons attacked, feinting with a couple jabs before trying a leg sweep. Joseph easily dodged it and spun, catching Timmons in the middle of his chest with a roundhouse kick. The heel of Joseph’s boot hit like a sledgehammer. The Werewolf grunted as he stumbled backward.

But he didn’t fall. Joseph danced away, sneering. He was in it to win it. He’d had enough of Timmons’ snark and wanted to shove the man’s words down his throat. 

I have every right to exist as you do, Joseph thought. His eyes glowed red as he worked his way left and right, trying to find an opening. Timmons blocked and parried, connecting again with the side of Joseph’s head. The Forsaken blinked the stars away as Timmons laughed.

Blind fury gripped Joseph. He didn’t know how he did it, but he moved as the wind—one second here, the next, he had Timmons by the throat and was lifting him and choking him. The Werewolf struggled in his grasp. 

Joseph screamed his anger. He turned, carrying Timmons over his head as he slammed the man on the ground behind him. The Forsaken let go, only so he could rear back and put more power into the punch aimed for Timmons’ chest. The Werewolf could do nothing to stop it. 

The glow from Joseph’s eyes was the last thing that Timmons saw as the Vampire’s fist drove into his chest, shattering his breast bone and breaking his rib cage. Timmons coughed, splattering blood over his attacker’s face. 

Joseph wiped it with a finger, then licked the blood off. One of the Force gagged. Ivan had to turn away. 

“Enough,” James said. The Forsaken’s eyes were already dimming. He looked around him at the wary faces. They hated him, and they feared him. Joseph wasn’t sure what he wanted from them. 

Respect? 

He hadn’t earned that yet. 

He straightened his clothing, adjusted his hat, and turned to leave. “I’ll be back in three days, as per my agreement with Colonel Walton.” 

The bodies separated, creating an opening through which Joseph passed. He started to whistle. It had not been a bad day. The Werewolf’s blood was a sweet treat, like M&Ms in the old days.

***

It took a while before they got the first bite, but once they figured out the right depth to fish, they dragged them in each time they dropped their lines in the water. They raced past twenty fish, to thirty, then forty and then they could no longer move as there were too many fish in the well of the boat. 

Kaeden was cheering and shouting, despite Ted’s urging for silence so he wouldn’t chase the fish away. All Aaron wanted to do was get to a place where he could change into his Were form and devour fish to his heart’s content. 

He dropped his line in expecting a small bite, but something big grabbed the line and nearly jerked it out of his hand. He was already top heavy, leaning far out over the edge of the boat, close to going overboard when he jerked himself back.

The boat rocked dangerously, but Aaron caught himself. Kae wasn’t so lucky. He hadn’t been prepared for the rocking. He was standing when it happened and was thrown back against the boom, then tossed headfirst overboard. The grounded ship was too close, with sharp steel beneath the water. The shore wasn’t that far, but they didn’t know if Kae could swim.

Aaron threw his line down, giving up on the great catch, as he crawled under the boom, saw the boy beneath the surface, and he dove in. 

He caught the boy in one arm as he slid past, his momentum carrying him toward a mass of jagged steel. He turned to protect the boy with his body. He gasped when he slammed into the knife blades of the shattered hull. Aaron kicked for the surface, tearing his leg open on the way. When he came up, Ted was fighting with the boat to give Aaron space. The sail caught the wind and almost tipped the boat over. Half the fish went back into the water as the sailboat balanced precariously on its side, before righting itself, prow pointed directly at the shore. 

The wind filled the sail and drove the boat forward. Ted tried to yank the boom to the side, but it was too late. The keel scraped into the rocks and with a horrible grinding sound. The bottom was ripped from the boat as the rest of it was tossed ashore, taking Ted and a wave of fish with it.

Kaeden sputtered once he hit the surface. His eyes were wide in panic and he slapped at the water. Aaron tried to calm him as he side-stroked toward the shore. He found the bottom and tried walking, but the rocks were slippery. He stumbled and slid his way ashore, wrenching an ankle and leaving a stream of blood behind them. 

Once Kaeden was safely ashore, Aaron shrugged from his clothes and changed into a Were-tiger. He attacked the fish, feeding his ravenous hunger and fueling his nanocytes to repair the damage to his body.

Ted lay on the small beach, looking at his destroyed sailboat. “I guess I can save the sail.” He furled the sail and tied it down. He waited until the tiger had his fill, and then Ted stuffed the sail cover with fish and slung it over his back. 

“I’m sorry, Kaeden, but we have to walk home,” Ted apologized. “Coming?”

Aaron remained in Were form. Kaeden was over his panic, now that he was on dry ground. He picked up Aaron’s clothes and walked with them, keeping Ted between him and the lake. 

“I don’t think I like boating,” Kae offered. 

Ted remained unperturbed. “Next time, we’ll find a bigger boat, a better boat.” 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




“If I may ask, Akio-sama, what did you see in Joseph’s mind?” Terry asked. 

“Even Forsaken deserve their private thoughts, although in most cases, those thoughts die with them as they tend to lose their head around me,” Akio offered with a slight smile. 

Terry didn’t know that Akio made jokes. It seemed unlike him; maybe some of Bethany Anne rubbed off. 

“You let him live, Akio-sama. I’ll take that to mean we can work with him, keep him close. If he does anything, I will kill Joseph myself, you have my word,” Terry promised. 

Akio looked into Terry’s eyes, then nodded slightly, before looking away. “We are descending, but we won’t land. I want you to see what you will be up against.”

They peered out the windows as the pod hovered. 

“Brooklyn and Queens,” Char said. Terry often forgot that she was from New York City. Her accent had grown milder over the years or he’d gotten used to it. Maybe she didn’t have any remnants of the New York accent left. He didn’t know.

“What do you see?” Akio asked. 

Terry moved behind Char, wrapping an arm around her as he leaned over her to look out her window. She caressed his hand as she focused on the city below. Terry could see the sparkling purple of her eyes reflected in the window. He took a deep breath, smelling her hair, then returned his attention to the terrain where he would conduct a tactical operation. 

Mission accomplishment and no one left behind. Those were his two goals. Char would be instrumental in the planning, as well as the others in the pack.

Akio watched Terry Henry Walton and listened to his mind. It was a flurry of activity, but the complete devotion to his wife and intense level of personal honor would have made any samurai proud. 

“I see the buildup of an area,” Char observed. “A wall, roadblocks even though there are no cars. A fortress of sorts. What used to be a golf course is now a field with crops. People striving to survive, carving a slice from a dead city to become a new city-state.” 

“I concur. Out of all that, where do you think you would find him?” Akio asked.

“The massive brownstone. It was probably some rich guy’s home, with the obligatory Ferrari out front. I never understood the sports cars in a city where if you hit twenty-five miles an hour, you were lucky. You were far more likely to hit a pot hole that would tear up your undercarriage.” When Char looked away from the window, she found both men watching her. 

Eve seemed to be observing the humans as a whole.

“Okay, I’ve got some memories that we’re not going to revisit. Leave it be!” she insisted, arguing with herself as no one else said anything. 

“You would be correct. The brownstone. Can you sense him and the humans?” Akio asked, knowing that she could.

Char closed her eyes and reached out. “Hundreds of humans in that area, dense around the brownstone, but then spreading out. Nearly all of them within the blocked off area.”

Terry was instantly frustrated. He wanted the information, the intelligence regarding the enemy in order to plan the best operation, exposing his people to the fewest risks while giving him the greatest chance for success. 

“What are our assets, Akio-sama?” Terry asked as he craned his neck to see the area below.

“Your people, whoever you wish, two pods to move them, and your hardware.” 

Terry’s ears perked up. “Is there any way we can pick up some stuff from Cheyenne Mountain?” Terry asked hopefully, like a kid who earned a return trip to the candy store.

Chicago

Timmons needed help to leave the training area. Shonna was on one side of him and Merrit on the other. He asked them to stop and waved to get James’s attention. “Next time, Sergeant, let’s train on something a little softer than pavement,” Timmons gasped, suffering from the broken ribs that had punctured his lungs. 

“I think that’s a good call, Gunner. Sorry about that. Next time we’ll do better,” James replied, wincing as he saw how much pain the man was in. 

Shonna and Merrit shuffled away, half-carrying their pack mate. 

Gene sat on the ground, leaning against the grizzly cub. Blackbeard joined them. “May I?” he asked. The big man nodded.

“Bogdan likes you,” he said thickly, slurring his words, still reeling from the damage that Akio had done to his head. Gene’s eyelids were half-closed as he fought to stay conscious.

“We killed his mother,” Blackie explained. “She’d eaten one of our horses and charged us. Hank almost got himself shot when he came out of the brush, but we held our fire, and then I couldn’t leave the little guy out there.”

“It is okay, tiny human. Bears are unpredictable bunch. Just look at me!” Gene chuckled to himself. He had never been beaten, let alone that easily. The Were-bear in him respected strength, making it easy for him to decide to defer to the small man from the pod, the one they called Colonel, his mate, and that angry old woman with the wooden spoon who was serving breakfast.

He’d eaten well, gotten pummeled, was taken care of, and would eat well again. 

All in all, not a bad day. 

“You visit anytime, tiny human. I like you,” Gene said as his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Call me Blackbeard, or Blackie for short,” the corporal corrected him. 

“Like pirate? That very funny. Blackbeard it is then, my friend. You call me Gene, short for Yevgenniy Stalin, Sergeant in Russian Army, Olympic gold medal winner, and bear.” Gene finished speaking and rolled to the side. 

“Sergeant!” Blackie called. The platoon was still nursing their wounds from practicing on the pavement. It wasn’t James’s finest hour. He hoped the colonel wouldn’t be too upset, but James expected to be fired for getting so many people hurt. 

“We need to get him back to his home. I’m going to need some help,” Blackbeard requested.

James called the platoon over. “Any ideas?” 

“I think it’s going to take a mess of us to move him,” Mark suggested. No one disagreed. Jim moved in first and took an arm, trying to lift Gene. He didn’t get very far. 

Others joined Jim until there was no more room. With two people under each arm, they hoisted Gene to his feet. He swayed drunkenly. Blackie walked with the grizzly cub as they started the procession toward the base where Gene’s home was the closest of all.

They probably wouldn’t have made it much further than that.

***

“Why do you remain in so much pain, my friend?” the chief asked. Adams shrugged. Foxtail continued in a soothing voice, “Death and loss are a significant part of life. We celebrate those who have gone before and then we move on. It is our responsibility to live a good life in their absence, never forgetting, but the time for lamentations is past.”

Adams didn’t think so. Xandrie had been his mate for decades and moving on was one step too far. He had his direction from his alpha, which gave him purpose. He was doing the best he could, and they had only lost five cows, but those five were providing food for the travelers. He’d done well, by anyone’s standards, but he didn’t get to share the victory with his mate.

He could see her rolling her eyes as he claimed victory, telling him that anyone could have done it, but only to keep him humble. She would have been proud of him as he was proud of what she accomplished.

Maybe he hadn’t left her behind, only her physical body.

“Thanks, Chief,” Adams said with a smile. Foxtail looked into the Werewolf’s yellow eyes. He didn’t share what he saw, but he clapped Adams on the shoulder before nodding and walking away.

Boris strolled up. “Where the hell are we? I got a bad feeling about this place.” 

“Somewhere in the middle of what used to be North Dakota, if I’m not mistaken. Following this river is a bitch. If I only had a map, we could save ourselves a lot of walking since we seem to be back tracking a lot.” Adams sighed. The longer the trip took, the more likely they’d start losing people and more cattle. 

“We could take a few of the horses and scout ahead, not like we’re doing right now with people a half mile out front. I’m thinking ten to twenty miles!” Boris suggested. 

“Now that is the best idea I’ve heard in a long time. Start with two and head out front. Find us the best way ahead, the shortest way where we still have water,” Adams ordered.

“Done!” Boris claimed. He ran off to find Charlie and acquire two horses. 

“And that is how the Force Cavalry is born and turned loose upon the world,” Adams said to himself. 

***

The pod crossed the country quickly and landed in front of Cheyenne Mountain, in the area that Terry had cleared with a bulldozer. Akio held Terry and Char back. 

“Let Eve go first, she’ll move everything you need. Simply point it out.” 

“There’s a tank down there…” 

“No,” Akio said quickly, winking at Char. Terry sensed a conspiracy, but held his tongue. 

“We already moved C4 to Chicago. Flash bangs and non-lethal weapons would probably be handiest.” Terry ran through his mind, seeing where everything was stored. The sound of the doors squealing open signaled Eve’s success in punching in the code. 

“We need to go to the bottom, one of the storerooms. I didn’t touch anything non-lethal. There’s probably more in there that we can use.” 

Akio sniffed the air. Terry wrinkled his nose, and Char turned away. The smell of death continued to permeate the place, even though they could hear that the air handling system was running.

“Shall we?” Akio asked as he followed Eve into the dark tunnel. 

Terry was about to tell the EI where the light switches were, but she was already there. The lights came on like last time, starting at the top and working their way downhill. 

Eve led the way and the other three followed. Yuko had joined them, but she walked more slowly. When Akio saw she was falling behind, he called for Eve to slow down, which she did instantly.

“Eve is an EI?” Terry asked. 

“Yes, almost an Artificial Intelligence and honestly, I can’t tell the difference. She is our constant companion. I don’t know what we would do without her. As a matter of fact, we wouldn’t be in here without her.” Akio pointed to the tunnel. 

“We are doubly blessed by her presence,” Char offered. 

They continued down the ramp and into the bowels of the mountain. Everything was as they left it. Terry looked for something out of place, unnerved for some reason. He knew the Forsaken were dead, but wondered if anything else had been left behind. 

Char assured him there wasn’t anything. Akio confirmed that they were alone. The smell of death was being recycled through the system. 

“Maybe someday we can burn it all,” Terry suggested, “but not yet. Maybe when it’s empty.” 

“Tag what you want and let’s go,” Char told him. Terry went to work detailing the crates of flash-bang grenades, rubber bullets, and 40mm rounds that packed a net. Which meant he needed the M4 rifles, at least a few with the grenade launcher attached. With a grenade launcher, he’d also tag a couple crates of high explosive 40mm grenades. Maybe white phosphorous, too, in case he needed to start a vicious fire. 

“You said this guy wasn’t a daywalker?” Terry asked, hesitating and looking up from the crates before him.

“No,” Akio replied. “He is powerful but must stay out of the daylight.”

Terry stopped what he was doing and tried to imagine how the battle might play out. 

“I will address the Forsaken. Your job is to clear the humans out of the way to save their lives.” Akio stood still, blinking his dark brown eyes slowly. He rested his hand easily on the hilt of his ever present katana.

“Then that is exactly what we will do, Akio-sama.” Terry bowed deeply, then shifted the boxes of non-lethal weaponry that he desired. He went to the armory and removed ten M4 rifles. He slid ten crates of 5.56mm ammunition and a crate of magazines into the passageway for Eve to carry to the pod. 

In the garage, Terry looked longingly at the tank. Char pinched his butt when Akio wasn’t looking. 

Yuko giggled. 

There were a few HMMWVs with fifty caliber machineguns. He left those. If he had to rely on a heavy machine gun, then he’d failed in his mission. He returned to the storeroom and pulled a crate of CS grenades, tear gas. He found masks still sealed, but they weren’t any good. He left them. The tear gas would disperse a crowd, and it wouldn’t affect him or any of the Werewolves. 

Or a Were-bear.

“What kind of havoc do you think Gene would cause?”

“In Queens? Probably as much as you can imagine. You are not thinking about bringing him along, are you?” Char asked pointedly, narrowing her eyes and looking down her nose at him.

“Maybe he and Ted can stay behind and work with the Mini Cooper,” Terry suggested. “But we’ll need the rest, including Aaron.” 

“Aaron stays behind to watch Kaeden,” Char answered. Her body language suggested that her statement was definitive and not up for discussion. “He can’t remember what he does as a Were. That alarms me.” 

“Me too, lover. I don’t know why, but I feel like Kaeden should be with us.” 

“In the middle of a fight? Are you stoned?” Char put her hands on her hips, glaring at Terry defiantly. “He was in this mountain with us because we had no choice. Now we do. Aaron is a godsend. We need to do a better job of protecting our children, TH!” 

“But we’re going to Brooklyn, and you’re coming, too, aren’t you?” Terry asked, knowing that she was. “Is that your idea of protecting our baby?” 

Terry approached his wife and mirrored her pose. Akio and Yuko excused themselves and left the garage. 

Char’s eyes sparkled under the fluorescent lighting. He thought that she was radiant. Whether from the pregnancy or not, he didn’t care. He slipped his hands around her waist and bent to kiss her. Char draped her arms over his shoulders and around his neck, pulling his face to hers.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




People were fishing along the shore and in the base’s small harbor. Kaeden had his hand in the neck fur of the great tiger while Ted walked stoically, not making eye contact with anyone as he didn’t want to answer any questions.

But it was inevitable. “Where’s your boat?” someone asked. Ted ignored them, but Kaeden didn’t. He stopped and the tiger stayed between the boy and the fisherman, eyeing the man warily. 

“It broke apart on the rocks, but we saved some of the fish!” Kae replied, upbeat and smiling as long as he wasn’t too close to the water. 

The man mumbled something and went back to his fishing. Ted walked around the harbor and then headed inland. He started whistling once he cleared the trees. Aaron changed into his human form and Kaeden handed him his clothes. The tall man dressed quickly while they waited. 

The wolf pack loped toward them, ten shaggy beasts with tongues lolling. He opened the sail wrap and dispensed the fish. “Don’t you forget how to hunt, you lazy bastards!” Ted told them. If they did, he’d keep feeding them, but they needed a good hunt to sharpen their skills. 

“I think I’ll take you hunting tomorrow. Inland, away from the lake,” Ted said, nodding once as if the deal was sealed. 

“I want to go!” Kaeden added.

“I don’t think so, Kaeden. We will hunt as wolves, moving quickly. In any case, it will be up to Terry and Char,” Ted replied.

Kaeden huffed and stomped his feet. He was still a little boy. 

Aaron took Kae’s hand and the remaining fish from Ted, and started walking toward the chow hall. “I don’t know about you, little man, but I am hungry. All that swimming took it out of me,” Aaron said, looking at where his clothes were ripped from the sharp edges of the dead ship. His wounds were closed, but his nanocytes demanded more energy to keep healing him. 

Kae thought it was a good idea. He was always hungry. If Terry and Char had a measuring stick, they would have seen that the boy had already grown a couple inches since he’d been with them. 

That much growing took energy. “Me, too, Aaron. Chow’s up!” he called in his little voice, repeating what he’d heard Terry say.

***

 Terry and Char each carried two heavy crates as they climbed the ramp back to the pod. They deposited them behind what Eve had already loaded. Yuko offered tea, which Terry and Char graciously accepted. Terry had been a coffee guy, but that died with the rest of the world. He hoped that someday, he would taste again of the black nectar of life.

Yuko produced an insulated pot from which she poured tea into small cups. Terry and Char cradled them in their hands, waiting to see how Akio drank his. Once he took a sip, they followed suit. 

When the desired crates had been moved to the pod, the lights inside the mountain were turned off, and the doors secured, Terry wanted to double-check. Akio stopped him. 

“No need, Anjin-san. All is as Eve said.” Akio motioned that everyone should take their seats. “I think it is time to go. I would like to show you something on our way back to your home.” 

Neither Terry nor Char asked what it was. They’d find out soon enough.

Akio sat back and closed his eyes. To Terry and Char, he looked like he was asleep. They turned in their seats and peered out the window. It had been a long time since they’d flown. They’d just traveled from Chicago to New York City to the Rockies and were heading back to Chicago. All in half a day, including the time it took to find and load the munitions Terry wanted. 

The Wastelands were mostly barren, crisscrossed by streams and windbreaks of trees. The red dirt was pervasive throughout. It looked like a vast desert when only decades previously, it had been called the heartland. Now it was called the Wastelands, the Fallen Lands. 

The pod continued north. On the horizon, Terry made out the green fields on both sides of the Missouri River. The pod started to descend and Akio opened his eyes. Terry and Char saw the mass of humanity and small herd of cattle. 

Char could feel Adams and the others, almost two hundred people in total. 

The pod rotated as it landed. The hatch opened and they looked out on an open field. Adams was running toward them. 

“Stopping by to say hi, see how things are going, then we’ll have to be on our way,” Terry quipped, smiling and holding out his hand. 

Adams saluted as Boris had taught him, then shook Terry’s hand. Char smiled back. She could see the calm on his face.

“Thank you,” he told her simply. “On a side note, we have company who decided that go west young man was for the birds. They said Mother Earth was going to swallow their village and they decided it was time to see greener pastures. I present to you, every-freaking-body and their cows.” 

Adams swept a hand to encompass the entirety of the field before them. The chief was obvious since he was wearing his headdress. He walked deliberately toward them, skeptical at first, but when he saw Terry and Char, he brightened considerably. 

Akio waited on the ramp. Eve and Yuko were nowhere to be seen. 

“Chief Foxtail, isn’t this a pleasant surprise. I have to say that I’m quite pleased that you and your people will be joining us. We have plenty of room,” Terry suggested.

“I’m happy to hear you say that because we are coming. It would be a depressing walk to think the whole time that there was no place for us,” the chief replied.

“You are always welcome by our fire,” Char said. The chief hugged her. 

“Well then, what is this fine looking piece of technology? I didn’t think anything like this survived,” the chief wondered, looking at the pod. Akio held up a hand. 

“I am sorry, Chief Foxtail, but I am unable to show you the pod at this time. Please do not take it personally. I don’t show it to anyone, but I needed their help.” Akio nodded toward Terry and Char. 

“To wit,” Terry began. “With you and your people, we can leave you the rifles, ammunition, and horses, if you’d like, because I could use Boris and his squad. We have a job we need to do and I’d like the platoon intact.” 

“And me?” Adams wondered, cocking his head. He seemed unsure as to which answer he preferred.

 Char looked at him closely, studying him. “I think I’d like you to stay with the chief and all the people. They need you here and it seems that your time on the trail is serving you well.” 

The chief put a hand on Adams’s shoulder and nodded. “It is doing us all some good. My people will scout ahead and keep us on track. We have lost five cows in a dust storm that nearly caught us in the open. Otherwise, we are well.” 

With that settled, Terry looked for a way to round up his squad. Boris and Charlie were miles ahead. The others were scattered far and wide. “Can you get me a horse, Adams?” Terry asked.

In no time, a horse materialized and Terry made a quick circuit around the group, finding the FDG members and sending them running toward the pod. One of the farmers pointed the way ahead where Boris and Charlie had gone. Terry thanked them and rode back to the pod. 

Char gave the chief a crash course in how to use the AK-47 while Terry was rounding up the Force warriors. All of them handed over their rifles and ammunition to those who remained. They were only to be used in case of an emergency and even then, the chief wasn’t so sure.

“Would you please send a couple of your people ahead to where Boris and Charlie are scouting? Tell them to wait and if it’s okay with Akio, we’ll pick them up in the pod.” The chief waved one rider to him. He gave the young woman instructions and sent her away. 

Akio pulled the chief to the side and the two spoke congenially for a few minutes. Even with Terry’s enhanced hearing, he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Akio bowed and the chief raised his right hand in respect. 

Akio signaled for the others to embark. Terry directed the men to their seats along the inside of the pod. The ramp closed, and the vehicle lifted into the air and smoothly accelerated forward. It couldn’t have been more than twenty seconds later when they set down again. 

The ramp opened and Terry saw Boris and Charlie watching them intensely. They’d seen the pod before, but they never expected to see the colonel and the major in one, or that they’d be ordering them to leave their horses and rifles and hop aboard. 

The chief had no intention of giving out the rifles or ammunition. He intended to put it all in one of the carts and forget about it. He was afraid to think what such weapons would do in the hands of the untrained. There was already a great deal to fear without adding to it. 

Terry and Char didn’t think that the Force might be terrified of flying. They’d never flown before.

Any of them.

***

Chicago

When Sue walked into Billy’s office, he wanted to know what was going on. 

She was sore from having hit the pavement more than once. Shonna, Merrit, and Sue had practiced together, going through forms and getting back into hand-to-hand combat techniques. It had been a while since they trained like that.

It was gratifying, but in a painful way. Sue worked a sore shoulder as she looked at Billy, Felicity, and Marcie. 

Clyde had stayed with Billy that morning and was happy to see Sue finally return.

“Did I hear that the pod arrived? What did Akio want? I can’t find Terry and Char anywhere. I need answers!” Billy spewed his words out.

“Akio wanted to assess the one we know as Joseph, a Forsaken. He beat the crap out of Gene, and then he took Terry and Char with him when he flew away. Outside of that, nothing happened,” Sue replied.

Billy sputtered. “Terry and Char left? Where’d they go?” 

Sue shrugged as she petted Clyde using her good arm. 

“But, they didn’t tell me anything!” 

“Billy’s feelings are hurt, if you can’t tell,” Felicity drawled softly as Marcie crawled around on the floor. Clyde wanted to go outside and run. He’d been cooped up all day. 

“No idea where they went. I can tell you they weren’t expecting it, but being what Akio is, you don’t turn him down when he asks you to do something,” Sue explained. “I got the impression they’d be coming back.”

Billy grumbled and fussed with a couple papers on his metal desk. “What’s a Forsaken?” 

“That is a good question, Billy. Do you remember the old vampire movies?” Billy nodded. He liked scary movies. It was the only thing he’d watch on television. Usually, he had gone out to make trouble. 

“They are like the old vampires. They drink human blood for nourishment. They eat people food too, for what it’s worth,” Sue told him. 

“They drink human blood and Walton brought it here?” Billy stood and pounded on his desk. Marcie started to cry. Felicity angrily looked his way.

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right?” Sue quoted. “There’s nothing to worry about. We can take him if he gets out of line. Terry has Joseph’s word that he won’t feed on any of our people.” 

Sue’s words didn’t placate Billy, and seeing what an enraged Joseph had done to Timmons, she wasn’t so sure the Werewolves could defeat the Forsaken in a battle. It was best that they not find out, but to be sure, they needed Terry Henry Walton and Charumati back. 

They were the force behind everything that had been accomplished. Terry and Char were the reason that Joseph was in their control in the first place. Terry had beaten Joseph into submission and made it look easy. Terry had beaten Timmons and made that look even easier. 

Sue was certain the whole town needed the alphas, as they were the strength of the pack. 

“Come on, Clyde. Let’s get some fresh air!” Sue said happily, throwing her blond hair over her shoulder as she tossed her head and walked out. 

“Do you have any idea what’s going on, Felicity?” the mayor asked. 

“When it comes to Terry, Char, and the Werewolves, I don’t have the foggiest. But the rest of the town is running fine because of you, Billy dear. Have Pepe and Maria been able to make contact with the farmers up north?” Felicity asked, watching out the door as Sue and Clyde ran across the open field in front of the mayor’s building. 

“Not that I know of, but that’s something we need, along with the cattle,” Billy shuffled the papers around on his desk, but he wasn’t looking at them. 

“This place is so much nicer than New Boulder, cooler, the lake, a breeze, and everything,” Billy said softly. “Terry was right about North Chicago. And Ted said we have power whenever we need it. But we don’t really need it right now, do we?”

Felicity was noncommittal. If they had it, she’d turn the lights on. Without it, they’d use candles, or be fine without light. 

But Billy was thinking logistics. It wasn’t sexy, but it was what the mayor was responsible for. He wanted power to the freezers and hopefully, they’d still work after twenty years. With the ability to freeze food, they’d be able to start preparing the town for next year, and then the next, until such time when they never had to worry where their next meal was coming from. 

It was what the mayor had committed to doing for them. 




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




The pod settled into the middle of the old parade deck.

The shadow caught Billy Spires’ attention, and when he caught sight of the vehicle, he left Felicity and Marcie behind as he ran outside. 

The rear hatch opened and seven members of the Force de Guerre lined out, breathing deeply of the fresh air and looking relieved to be on solid ground. 

They made a chain where they passed crates from man to man until there was a large stack on the ground. 

Terry Henry Walton and Charumati remained inside until all the crates were out. Terry and Char bowed deeply to a Japanese man who bowed back. Billy assumed that was Akio and wanted to meet him.

He rushed to the pod, but with one word from Terry, Boris stopped him. “You’re not allowed on the pod, sir. Please wait here.” 

Billy was furious and tried to push past, but the Force members were bigger and stronger. They were not going to let Billy inside.

***

“Thank you, Akio-sama. We will see you in three days. At that time, we’ll meet you right here with the full platoon and our additional specialists.” 

“You mean Were folk and the Forsaken,” Akio said simply, not attacking Terry. He’d made it clear that he’d leave the tactical planning for the operation in Terry and Char’s hands. If they wanted the Forsaken along, that was their business. If the Forsaken got out of hand, then he would become Akio’s business.

“I almost forgot, Akio-sama. When we found Kaeden, he mentioned that the girls from the group had been taken. I promised him that we would find them. I don’t know where to look, but would move hell and earth to bring them home.” Terry bowed deeply. 

“Anjin-san always thinking of others. Who am I to say no to such an honorable request? We will do what we can. Until next time, Anjin-san.” Akio bowed. 

Terry and Char strode from the pod, turned to watch the ramp close, and waved as it silently lifted off and flew away. 

“Let me go, you fucking asswipe!” Billy yelled. Felicity was standing behind him and trying to cover Marcie’s ears. Terry crooked his head to look at the mayor. 

“Billy Spires, great to see you, my man!” Terry called happily, before turning to Boris. “Secure this gear in our armory before you do anything else. And then, assemble the platoon. We’ve got some work to do.”

Boris stood there looking confused. He had no idea where the armory was, the platoon, or even where he was. 

Char started to laugh and waved Terry away, even though he’d already turned his attention toward the mayor.

“Billy, I know you’re upset,” Terry said softly as he guided Billy away from the others. “It’s not my place to say whether you get to meet Akio or not. He is a very private man and generally doesn’t meet with people. I met him before the fall and it appears that we have a relationship, which means he’s comfortable enough to talk with me, but that’s it. Please don’t take it personally, Billy.” 

“How can I not take it personally, TH? I’m responsible for all of this and I just got here myself. I’m still trying to figure out a way to feed and clothe these people, let alone deal with the menagerie of creatures that you seem to gather to you. That fucking bear! Holy shit, Terry!” 

Clyde appeared and rubbed his dog face on Billy’s leg. The mayor scratched his ears without thinking. Terry put his hand down and Clyde sniffed it, wagging his tail furiously. Terry reached inside a shirt pocket and pulled out a meat stick. Clyde wolfed it down and looked at the human, wondering where he was hiding the rest.

“About the bear, he might be a little sore for the next couple days. He pissed Akio off and got his ass beat. When we left, he was still on the ground. I wonder if he’s dead?” Terry wasn’t concerned either way, which he found disconcerting in its own right. He’d accepted Gene into the fold, but if he’d gotten himself killed, that was his own damn fault. 

There was too much for Terry to do to babysit grown adults. 

Terry watched Char and Boris head in the direction of the new barracks. They started jogging and soon disappeared around a corner.

“What’s this stuff?” Billy asked nodding toward the crates.

“Non-lethal weaponry. We’ve got a job to do for Akio in New York City. We’ll be flying out in three days, taking the platoon and the Char’s people,” Terry replied. 

“That’s it, huh, motherfucker?” Billy said getting a little too close to Terry’s face. “You’re my security chief, and you’ll do as I tell you!” 

Terry chuckled. “That ship sailed a long time ago, Billy. Don’t make me rip off your head and shit down your neck just to make a point. We need each other, but we’re on separate paths. You take care of the town and its people, and I will guarantee that you can do it peacefully. It’s a partnership, Billy,” Terry stated, enunciating clearly and speaking slowly.

“Partners my ass. You work for me, shrivel dick!” Billy’s face was turning red. Felicity shook her head, wondering why her husband had fits of rage where he felt it necessary to poke the bear. 

Terry wrapped an arm over Billy’s small shoulders. The mayor tried to shrug it off, but Terry gripped his shoulder firmly. He turned Billy away from the others and with his free hand, he grabbed Billy’s hand, isolating the middle finger and putting pressure on it until the small man thought it was going to break. 

“Listen up, Billy Spires, and this is the last time I’m going to say this. Every time you try to assert your authority over me, you end up face down in the mud. Each time you do it, I will have to teach you a lesson and they are going to get more and more painful. Eventually, I’ll just have to replace you with her.” Terry nodded toward Felicity. “Don’t overplay your hand and you won’t get the rest of your fingers broken.”

Terry tightened his grip and Billy howled as his middle finger was pulled out of its socket. Terry pushed the mayor toward his wife. Felicity sneered at her husband and stormed off. Billy held his hand, looking at the contorted middle finger. He bent over as the pain seized him. 

Terry took pity on him. He walked up behind the mayor, grabbed the man’s hand, and wrenched the finger back into its socket. 

“There you go, Billy Spires, good as new.” Terry grinned and slapped the mayor’s shoulder. Billy glared at him. “By the way, we just saw Chief Foxtail. He and his people are coming to North Chicago. They’re bringing the cattle and the rest of our people, so you might want to put out the word that we’ve got a couple hundred more people coming.”

“I ought to…” He drifted off as he thought better of it. “Partners. Remember that, TH. Don’t keep me in the dark, and I’ll run a damn fine city.” 

“That was always the deal, Billy. You’ve worked wonders for these people, but if you try to control me or the FDG, it won’t turn out well for you. So, if you ever want to get laid again, you better go make peace with the missus,” Terry encouraged, nodding toward the open doorway leading to the mayor’s office.

Billy despised getting shown up, but he set himself up for failure every time. He knew it was wrong to go head to head with Terry Henry Walton, but his ego suffered. He’d always seen himself as King Arthur, but Terry kept showing him what it really meant to be a Knight of the Round Table. 

It was Terry’s life of sacrifice and pain. Billy slept in his own bed every night. Terry often slept on the ground. Billy knew where his next meal was coming from. Terry often went without. 

Billy was angry because Terry was the man he would never be.

Felicity had her arms crossed and tapped one foot while she waited. 

She looks really mad, Billy thought, carefully massaging his hand. His finger throbbed, shooting pain up his arm.

***

Aaron took long strides and covered vast distances quickly. Kaeden rode on the tall man’s shoulders as often as possible, enjoying the wind blowing past his face. 

Kae also refused to let the tall man go since the moment he’d jumped in the water after him and pulled him to the surface so he didn’t drown. He carried him to shore, even though the man was hurt. 

Yet another person keeping the young man safe. A Were-tiger, a Were-bear, and a Werewolf for a mom. He wondered what fantasy land he’d been dropped into. He hadn’t known the other boys in the group all that well. A bunch of families had gotten together and headed south, to get away from the angry men seeking to take over their hometown in Canada. They traveled south. All the parents got sick and died. The survivors continued going, having no idea what they were looking for. 

The children were set upon by men on horseback. They killed the oldest boy, a child of fifteen, and took the girls who were younger, maybe seven to twelve years old. The men had kicked the boys to the ground and told them to stay where they were as the kidnappers rode away.

And that was that. The boys continued south until they chanced upon the underground complex, something left over from a different age. There was food inside, but not much. They’d eaten through that and were hungry when they saw Terry ride up. 

The older boys thought the kidnappers had returned. They wanted to kill two birds with one stone. Kill the man and eat the horse. 

But then the boys kept shooting even after the man yelled out for them to stop, even after the man showed that he would kill them if they kept at it. 

Only by chance was Kaeden the one who opened the trap door and then got knocked out by Terry and Char. They told him they carried him to safety while the tunnels caught fire. They hadn’t been clear about that, but the older boys had moved the weapons closer to the surface.

Kaeden had been conscious for the explosion. He knew what had happened. Even though they had weapons, the boys found out what it was like to face a far deadlier enemy. When they determined to keep fighting, that was when they lost.

The small boy hadn’t known anything about the adults who rescued him. He considered himself lucky. He’d watched them kill with reckless abandon when the situation called for it and then he watched them show mercy. Kaeden puffed out his small chest. 

“Don’t fuck with my parents!” he yelled, much to Aaron’s dismay. He put the boy down. 

“Where did that come from, Kaeden?” the tall man asked.

“I was thinking about how Mom and Dad fight. They aren’t afraid of anything and boy, do they kick ass!” Kae said proudly. 

“I’m not sure they’ll be happy with your colorful language. For the record, you didn’t get that from me.” Aaron hurried toward the central area where Terry and Char had been. He could see the others in the pack descending on them, too. 

Even Gene was ambling toward the area. 

***

The platoon followed the major, not in formation but as a mob walking and surrounding Boris, bombarding him with questions. 

They saw the others and the stacked crates. Terry assumed his best antagonized drill instructor pose and Sergeant James stopped everyone and formed the platoon. He marched them the rest of the way. 

Char joined Terry and together they watched the platoon arrive, execute a left face, and then salute the officers. Terry waited for the rest of Boris’s squad to join the formation before he returned the salute. 

“At ease!” Terry called. There were smiles and there were concerned looks. The platoon was together again, but the rest of the travelers hadn’t arrived. They knew something was up.

If they’d been given any time, the platoon would have filled the lack of information with every bit of wild imagination they could fabricate. Terry knew the best way to forestall that was to tell them what he knew. 

“We have a mission that only the Force de Guerre can do. In three days’ time, two pods will land and we will board them. The whole platoon and some of our specialists will travel to New York City where we will liberate a human population from an evil Forsaken. He has assumed the role of warlord and enslaved a large population,” Terry projected his voice for all to hear, including the Were folk who were entering the area. 

When Char saw Aaron and Kaeden, she walked toward them. Aaron put the boy down and he ran, yelling, “Mom!”

Terry welcomed the momentary distraction, before turning back to the platoon. “We will form into tactical teams where we’ll secure the humans while clearing the way for Akio to enter the home of the warlord and dispatch him. Our job is to minimize human casualties. Period. We will exfiltrate the operation using the pods once Akio has declared the mission objective achieved. We have two full days to train for this mission.” 

Some of the people shifted uncomfortably. Terry looked closely and noticed the injuries. “What the fuck is wrong with you people?” he demanded.

Sergeant James stepped forward. “Training, sir, my fault. The pavement caused quite a few injuries this morning.” 

“You’re shitting me, right? You did martial arts training on the pavement?” Terry looked shocked. He noticed Timmons walking gingerly. 

“And what the fuck is wrong with you?” 

“Joseph found his speed and strength. It appears that he can be provoked, and it wasn’t pretty,” Timmons replied.

Terry closed his eyes and breathed slowly. “Fine. Corporal James, take over third squad. Sergeant Mark, take charge of the platoon and move all this gear to our armory. Secure it and get caught up with your teammates. They have a lot to tell you about life on the road.” 

James looked both upset and relieved. Mark looked determined, which was exactly what the colonel wanted to see. 

Mark marched smartly to the front of the platoon, relieved James, and brought the platoon to attention for one final salute. 

“Tomorrow morning, sir, dawn in front of the barracks?” Mark asked. Terry nodded.

Colonel Walton returned the new sergeant’s salute, and then gave his full attention to his family. 

Char turned Kae loose, who ran to Terry to get picked up. “Ted wrecked his boat and Aaron saved my life!” the boy said excitedly. 

“What?” Char exclaimed, looking at Aaron. He explained the incident, downplaying the danger, but Char knew that Kae couldn’t swim and falling overboard was a big issue. 

“Ted wrecked the boat?” Terry asked, earning the stink-eye from his wife while he made a show of hugging the little boy. 

“We were on our way to the dining facility, if you’d like to join us?” Aaron suggested. 

“And you can tell us all about it,” Char told the little boy, putting the Were-tiger on alert.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Chief Foxtail listened as his scouts reported that the group needed to change direction to the south. The river became a lake and was surrounding them. They’d have to backtrack for miles if they didn’t turn now. 

The chief issued the order, and the other riders spread the word. The villagers and the cattle would cut across the open as the scouts had directed, and then they’d stop when they hit water in order to fish and refresh. 

They were on native lands, a reservation from what Foxtail saw on a sign the previous day. They were walking across Fort Berthold Reservation. 

“The scouts reported seeing other natives, too,” Foxtail’s younger brother Leaping Deer said. 

“How many of our fellows are out there?” the chief asked. The younger man shook his head. 

I need to meet them, he thought, if for no other reason than to keep them from making war on the invaders. Foxtail was afraid that people would fall back into the old ways of territoriality and xenophobia. If he couldn’t get them to join him, he would leave them in peace and continue taking his people to their new home. 

If they would let him leave in peace.

He didn’t want to be the chief who uprooted the settlement, only to have them die on the road. He refused to be the chief of a post-fall Wounded Knee. Foxtail didn’t want anyone burying his heart, not here, not while he was still young.

The chief hung his head. His younger brother, also a son of Black Feather and Autumn Dawn, had known something was wrong and that their people would travel a dangerous path before settling and becoming one with Mother Earth once again.

“We need to be ready to defend ourselves. We need to be ready to make war,” Foxtail intoned sadly.

“Are we not already in a position to make war? We have many braves on horseback. They are watching for any sign of an enemy. Our scouts will keep us from walking into a trap,” Leaping Deer recited confidently.

“All of that, yes, but are we ready to kill, brother?” Foxtail stood disquieted, unhappy with the decision that he’d already made. “Bring me our six best, most steady hunters. I will hand out the FDG’s rifles and ammunition.” 

“You’ve made the right decision, Foxtail,” the younger man said, smiling, before he ran off.

The chief’s eyes misted and tears threatened to run freely. His younger brother’s excitement at carrying a modern weapon was exactly what he feared. He’d never be able to take the weapons back. The genie was out of the bottle, as he’d heard people say. 

He had to make the best of a bad situation and then it came to him. 

He would make it conditional that by accepting the weapons, the men would have to join Terry Henry Walton’s FDG once they arrived in Chicago. 

Terry would make sure they didn’t let the weaponry go to their heads, and the chief could keep the peace in the normal way without having to deal with inflated egos. 

He bowed to Mother Earth, thanking her for the idea and the compromise where everyone involved could save face. 

And keep the entire group safe. 

Peace through superior firepower, they used to say. The chief hoped that was still true.

***

Gene was downright cordial to Mrs. Grimes when he came through the line, even going so far as to apologize for his earlier outburst. 

She accepted his apology by giving him a double serving of everything. He sat with Terry, Char, Kae, and Aaron. The rest of Char’s pack showed up and joined them. 

There was a brief scuffle after Clyde snuck into the chow hall, where Mrs. Grimes and Margie Rose both ended up chasing him, brandishing their wooden spoons, until he decided that being outside was a better idea. 

The people eating at the long tables stopped what they were doing and watched, like they would have done in the days of television because good entertainment was always appreciated. 

Sue ducked behind Gene so the two gray-haired enforcers wouldn’t see her. Timmons and Ted stared at their food, but Shonna and Merrit wanted to stay in the good graces of those who prepared and served the food. 

Merrit yelled, “She’s right here!” Shonna pointed. 

“Traitors!” Sue said, standing up to take her punishment, which wasn’t long in coming. 

But she wasn’t the target of Margie Rose’s ire.

“Terry Henry Walton!” she yelled. Silence was immediate throughout the dining area. The people sensed there would be more entertainment. Terry had just stuffed his mouth full. He pointed at himself with a questioning look, as if his name could be mistaken for anyone else’s.

“What did I do?” he mumbled while trying to chew. 

“What did you do? You thought it was funny while that creature was stealing my muffins. You encouraged his miscreant behavior. If he ever—” Margie Rose punctuated her points by hitting him in the knuckles with her wooden spoon. “—comes in here again, you will never eat another morsel of our cooking!” 

One last knuckle rap for good measure and Margie Rose returned to the serving line, getting high-fived by Mrs. Grimes, who swaggered back into the kitchen. 

Char and Kaeden enjoyed watching the beat-down. Sue snickered, happy not to be on the receiving end. Terry gave her his meanest look. She waved him away. 

“Very funny. If you get me banned, Sue, I shall be very put out.” Terry enunciated each word. 

“Forsaken,” Char said, dampening everyone’s mood. 

“We can still take Joseph if we need to,” Timmons suggested. 

“We have a different Forsaken to deal with and this one is so bad that Akio is going to take care of it himself. That’s what he wanted to talk to us about. We’re going home, boys and girls, home to New York City where we have to clear a path to a nice brownstone, in which this Forsaken has set himself up as a warlord. We need to do it and kill as few of the humans as we can. We have no idea if any are armed or loyal or slaves. So there you are,” Char said, ending by taking a mouthful of something green that looked like seaweed and tasted like cold, wet spinach.

Timmons wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “In three days, we’re going to go to New York City and fight a bunch of people without killing any of them?”

Terry looked at the ceiling for a moment before speaking. “Sounds about right,” he replied and went back to eating, watching Margie Rose as she kept one eye trained on him.

When they made eye contact, she shook her spoon at him. He looked away.

First Sergeant Blevin and Corporal Heitz stopped by the table. “We heard that you’re going on an op. Will you be taking any of the vehicles?” Blevin asked.

Terry shook his head. 

Blevin looked disappointed. “Can we go?” he asked, hope tinging his voice. 

Terry leaned back and looked at the two men, before turning to Char. She nodded almost imperceptibly. He liked the idea, too. Who better to deal with refugees than people who knew what it was like to be at the mercy of a Forsaken? 

“Yes, and we could probably use another ten volunteers, because civil affairs are going to play a huge role in this,” Terry said, watching them closely. He raised his hand to forestall any premature celebration on their part. “We are going up against a Forsaken, a Vamp like the ones you dealt with. We’ll eliminate him, but the people that he’s coerced, we have no idea if they are slaves or disciples.” 

“Fucking A, we want in on that,” the first sergeant said determinedly. “Vengeance is mine, sayeth the lord.” 

Terry hadn’t heard any of the survivors quote scripture. He wondered if it was spirituality that kept them alive, or if the first sergeant simply liked the phrase. 

“Dawn tomorrow. Have your people out front of the FDG barracks. We’ve got a lot to talk about and to train for. You ever do any building clearing, like in Iraq or Afghanistan?” Terry asked.

Blevin shook his head, but Heitz nodded and smiled. “You bet, sir. There’s nothing like it to get the old heart pumping.”

“You got that right,” Terry agreed.

“Clear building, no problem. You have grenades?” Gene asked, finally speaking up.

“Since you mention it, yes. We have grenades, both fragmentation and tear gas. We also have a couple thermite in case we need to melt steel or start a really big fire, although I would hesitate before doing that. We don’t want to burn down the city. Our job is to save it for humanity. I think Bethany Anne asked Akio to watch over the big cities as they’ll be the foundation in our rebuilding, but that’s a guess.”

“We use grenades,” Gene said with some finality. 

“Not if it puts humans at risk,” Terry countered.

Gene waved a big hand dismissively. “Then we slap them around. They see things our way. Maybe they have vodka and we all be friends?” Gene laughed at his own joke. 

The others weren’t convinced it would be so easy. 

“Sergeant!” Terry called all of a sudden.

He hadn’t turned to look, but he knew the non-commissioned officers of the FDG were seated at one table not far away. Mark and James both stood, but James grumbled as he sat back down.

When he reported, Terry didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Clear the PT pit of weeds, rake the sand, and find small blocks of wood or whatever to use as buildings. I want to make a sand table, a three-dimensional representation of the terrain, so we can plan this out and get everyone on the same page as to what to expect. Go,” Terry ordered, leaning back and staring at a spot on the wall. “I’ll be by in an hour and we can get to work.”

***

Aaron carried Kaeden so the boy could watch everything that was going on. It had been a long day, highlighted by his near death experience.

The boy didn’t let it bother him because he saw the good from it. He’d gotten to eat some of the fish he’d caught as Claire’s special treat. His parents had gone and returned. Gene and Timmons were stumbling around because of their injuries from hand-to-hand combat training.

Kaeden looked forward to the time he’d be able to train with his fellow warriors. He didn’t have to have special abilities like his parents, because he saw what those in the platoon were capable of. He wanted to learn how to shoot and be the best shot of them all. Even in his small hands, the rifle felt at home. 

“Do I get to go?” Kaeden asked.

Char had been waiting for the question. “No, little sweetheart. You and Aaron are going to stay here. Someone has to watch over the town, keep it safe from intruders. Do you have your knife?” 

Kae nodded, patting the spot on his shirt where they’d sewn a sheath for him. 

“We will be back as soon as humanly possible,” Char said, reaching her hand over her head so she could touch her adopted son. “Damn, you’re tall.”

Terry was on the opposite side, holding her other hand. Her baby bump seemed to be increasing in size hourly. Terry cast furtive glances her way as he didn’t want her to see him staring. 

He only had months left before the sleepless nights began. A rug muncher, a curtain climber, a chip off the old block. He had no idea if the baby would be born as a Werewolf or be enhanced or be neither. 

Terry didn’t know how he’d figure it out, although Char said that she would know. He trusted her, but was impatient. 

He wanted to know now.

Char yanked on his hand to bring him back to the moment. Kae held out his hands and Terry took him from the Were-tiger, bouncing the boy a couple times before putting him down.

“You know that we’re going to need your help when the baby comes,” Terry told him. 

“What if I don’t want to?” Kae offered.

“We’re kind of past the options point, little man. All three of us are hanging on for the ride,” Terry said, laughing. Char shrugged and smiled, her eyes sparkling wonderfully. “Will your eyes sparkle after the baby’s born?” 

“Probably more, especially if you make sure that I get plenty of uninterrupted sleep.” She grinned.

The trap had been expertly laid and snapped shut on his unsuspecting ass. He tried to think of a witty comeback that didn’t make him sound like an inconsiderate prick, but nothing came to mind. He went with his default “safe” phrase. 

“Yes, dear.”

She mumbled her reply and it wasn’t pretty. 

Terry shivered, suddenly afraid, as if Margie Rose was chasing him with her spoon. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




“Will the pods remain in place after the tactical teams are inserted?” Aaron asked as the four of them walked toward the barracks, expecting the sand to be prepared and ready to be turned into a model where they could best visualize the geography.

“Yes, they will.” Terry wondered why he asked.

“Can we go, if we stay with the pod?” Aaron asked, looking at Kae, who nodded. 

Terry and Char recognized a conspiracy when they saw one.

Aaron and Kae would abide by Terry and Char’s decision, but hadn’t thought the previous answer had been definitive and final. 

Terry and Char preferred having Kaeden nearby. “If they go, they go on Akio’s shuttle and they stay on board, go no farther than the ramp. Aaron is armed.” Terry leaned toward them as he spoke. This wasn’t up for negotiation.

Aaron held his hands up. “No guns for me. I’d be a significant danger to myself as well as anyone near me.” He nodded toward the small boy. 

“Fine, but you assume your tiger form and you guard him with your life,” Char added.

“As I have already committed to, my lady.” Aaron bowed, almost falling as he was still walking. Char shook her head at the tall man, who was so lanky and uncoordinated when in human form, but sleek and graceful as a great cat. 

“Then that’s what we’ll do. Kaeden?” Terry stopped the boy and leaned down to look him in the eye. “You must stay at the pod with Aaron. This is how it has to be. Anything else puts you in great danger. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes,” the boy said, although he wasn’t being fully honest. 

“I think we need the king of civil affairs to join us, too, don’t you think?” Terry asked Char. “Or should I say, the mayor of civil affairs?”

“You have got to be shitting me. You want to take Billy Spires on a tactical operation?” 

“He’s had his nose out of joint every time we do something high-speed. It doesn’t get any higher speed than this, so yes. In case we need some organizational work for the people, that’s Billy’s strength. Maybe that will calm him the fuck down, while at the same time show him that we’re not playing games. This shit is dangerous.” 

“I’ll set up the sand table.” Char rolled her eyes. “You tell Billy and don’t be too long about it!” 

Terry stood in front of Char and held her face gently in both hands. He kissed her softly while stroking the silver streak of her hair. He no longer noticed how high her body temperature was. The heat was welcome because it was a part of her and had become a part of him. 

Their eyes lingered as they walked a few steps away, then Terry turned and headed for the mayor’s office. 

Char watched him go, thinking she was the lucky one. 

***

“What the f—” Billy stopped himself in time. He was still on double-secret probation from Felicity. He had promised at one point to stop swearing around the baby. She was crawling now and any day, she’d be walking and talking. Words might no longer be private. 

He smirked.

“You want to go, dipstick?” Terry asked. 

“Where?” Billy wondered.

“On the op, to New York City to free a bunch of human slaves, take down a big baddie, you know, the superhero thing, or as we say in the Force de Guerre, business as usual.” Terry leaned over the desk and offered Billy his hand. 

“No way! So you can break more of my fingers?” Billy leaned back, massaging his middle finger. “Yes. I’ll come. That means riding in that funky ship. What’d you call it?” 

“A pod. We’ll have two of them to carry the entire platoon, our special people, and our new stash of weaponry.” Terry smiled. He thought bringing Billy was one of his better ideas. 

“Which weapon do I get?” Billy asked. 

Terry hadn’t thought about that, but wanted something Billy was comfortable with. “The AK-47. We have a lot of those. We liberated a number of carbines from the mountain and half of us will be carrying those. The other half will be carrying the AKs.” 

Billy pursed his lips as he thought. 

“At dawn, the third day from now, the pods will land outside your office. We’ll give you your weapon and extra magazines at that time.” Terry’s tone of voice was directive, not inviting debate. He glanced at Felicity, who stared coldly at Terry Henry. “You’ll ride with me. Char will be with Akio. We may need you, so you’ll have to stay close to the pod, watch from there, assuming Felicity allows you to go.”

Terry fought the desire to laugh, as he’d been stymied in some of his boyish games by his better half. Otherwise, he probably would have had a tank in the motor pool. 

Billy hadn’t even considered asking her. “Felicity, my darling, my greatest love,” he started in his gruff voice. She looked at him sideways and shook her head. 

“You can go, but bring me back something nice. I hear New York City shopping used to be the best!” she replied.

“Who’d you hear that from?” Billy asked.

“Duh, Billy! Sue, Char, all of them are from there. Do you think I don’t talk with other people?” Felicity said condescendingly. She harumphed, gathered Marcie, and strutted out. 

They'd taken a couple of the rooms as their home, so the mayor lived and worked in the same place, just like in New Boulder. He preferred it that way. He missed having the upstairs window, though. He would move upstairs somewhere once they had running water and sewage. 

Those who lived in the time before the WWDE would always define modern civilization as not having to use an outhouse.

When utilities were restored, it would be known as the age of revival. 

Which reminded him. “When is Ted going to get that beast off the tracks and start making power?” 

“That is a good question, Billy, and the answer is probably after the op some time. Between Ted and Gene, I think they can get it up and running. The big problem is the boiler and piping. As Timmons said, you need power to make power. They’ve got a dedicated line running from the small plant out back to the big plant up the coast. With the juice and the help of a few power tools, it’ll cut a big chunk off the time they need to get it back into service. It’ll still be a while, Billy, but Ted will get it done, have no doubt,” Terry said confidently. 

  After a long pause where Billy rubbed the stubble on his chin, he simply said, “Okay.” 

Terry nodded once and walked out.

***

Char had used the bits and pieces of detritus piled next to the sandpit to build a rough facsimile of the brownstone building and the surrounding area. She studied it intensely while they were hovering over it, enough that she had the details of what she could see. She also filled in spaces with what she could sense and that was how she was able to label buildings as places to sleep and places to work. 

She marked the spots where she thought the pods should land, locations that bracketed the brownstone. All movements after that would be to box in the Forsaken, a powerful creature that couldn’t tolerate the daylight.

Gene had never been to New York City, but of course he had an opinion. “I do not like big cities. No room for big man like me. Too many assholes.”

Ted, Timmons, Shonna, Merrit, Sue, and Char studied the area. Char described where it was and they all said they’d been there, although it had been a while. They talked about one of the best delis on the planet that wasn’t far from the brownstone. 

The sergeant and corporals watched attentively while Gene kept a hand on Bogdan to keep him from jumping into the freshly cleaned pit. Outside each of the barracks buildings had been a sandpit where the recruits could perform their physical training without putting excess stress on their joints. 

Mark and James stood side by side, nodding knowingly. This was where the martial arts training should have taken place and would in the future. 

Colonel Terry Henry Walton joined the group and with the help of the native New Yorkers, started to talk through how he thought the operation would unfold. Char filled in the details with the number of humans and where they had been. 

Terry had worked before with limited intelligence, but in this case, he could not define the enemy. The humans may or may not fight back, which was the greatest unknown he’d ever faced before going into battle. They might not fire a shot, or they might expend all the ammunition they had. He needed to train the platoon for the widest range of contingencies.

“Think about this, ladies and gentlemen,” Terry said, looking at the group of faces, young to old, human to Were. They had a wide range of experience and personalities. Not all of them got along, but Terry didn’t care about that. 

“We have two days to learn how to execute this operation, minimize human casualties, and achieve the objective,” Terry continued to stare down his people. There was nothing more serious at the moment. Even Bogdan and Clyde were behaving. “We need to learn how to work in an urban environment. We need to practice using non-lethal weapons. And we have two days in which to learn it. Think about it, people. How do we keep the humans out of our fight with the Forsaken? That’s it for right now. Be here tomorrow at dawn for PT, then we train.” 

Ted raised his hand sheepishly. “Including me?” 

Terry knew that Ted preferred not to participate in the fighting. There was nothing for him to do if he wasn’t going forward. They already had Billy, Aaron, and Kae as observers. Terry didn’t want any more non-combatants attached to his team. “Who is going to keep that wolf pack of yours under control if you go with us, Ted? No, you don’t need to be here. I expect that you’ll be working as hard as we will, just on something else, like my new boat.” 

Ted was confused as Terry laughed. Kiwi raised a hand, brandishing the sword she’d taken from the crazy that had tried to kill her. She kept her one sleeve rolled up to show off the scar she’d earned in that battle.

“You didn’t need to be here, Kiwi,” Terry said as she shouldered her way through the others to stand next to the sandpit.

“I want to go and fight,” she told them. Terry took a deep breath as the others watched him, ready for him to tell her no.

“Of course you can come,” Char interjected as Terry was opening his mouth. He snapped his jaws closed. “We’ll need you to protect Billy and the second pod. Aaron and Kae will stay with the first one while it is on the ground. We can’t have any of the potential hostiles board the pods while they are waiting for us to return.” 

Terry mulled it over. Her reasoning made sense. If there were two of them, it was less likely that Billy would get himself into trouble. 

“Have you been practicing with that thing?” Terry asked. 

“Every day,” Kiwi answered. The muscles in her arms had thickened and toned over the time she’d been away from her village. Gerry worked his way in next to her. 

“We’re supposed to get married in two days, the afternoon before the op,” Gerry said softly. 

“There is no better time to celebrate life than before a battle. The wedding will go as planned and we’ll all be there,” Terry told her, smiling, before turning to Mark. “Sergeant, make sure everyone gets their beauty rest tonight. They’re going to need it.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




The two days disappeared in a flurry of activity. People were in constant motion. As part of the urban warfare training, doors were kicked in all over the base—a notion that Billy was none too pleased with. They asked a number of the civilians to participate in crowd control exercises. 

If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. They worked like fiends, running from one training scenario to the next. Terry and Char were exhausted at the end of each day as they were getting less than four hours of sleep. From planning, to training, to executing, Terry wanted to leave nothing to chance.

Gene wanted to take Bogdan. Sue wanted to take Clyde. Terry said no on both accounts. Char argued with him and they compromised.

Both animals were going. 

Rapids escorted Autumn Dawn as they watched Kiwi participate in the exercises, mostly in defense of the mock pod. Billy showed up on occasion, but was put out at having to stand around and do nothing. 

He said that he wanted to shoot something. Terry told him that if he shot something, Terry would shoot him. 

Kiwi joined some of the crowd control exercises, but she didn’t get the non-lethal net-throwing slugs, frag grenades, or rubber bullets. She was awarded the responsibility of carrying a gas grenade in case they were swarmed by people. 

Billy was given one too, and he was voted most likely to accidentally discharge it inside the pod because he kept playing with the pin. It looked like he had no friends as the others avoided him. 

In order to make the group comfortable with the effects of CS gas, Terry had gathered them close and popped a grenade upwind to let the gas wash over them. There was a significant amount of wailing and running noses. Despite Terry telling them not to touch their face, some people rubbed their eyes. That was the worst thing they could have done. 

Terry found that his enhancements made him immune to the effects of the tear gas, something he had wondered about. The Were folk were immune, too, and that was something TH had been counting on. Gene seemed to like it, but Bogdan and Clyde bolted as if lightning struck and thunder crashed. 

Sue ran after Clyde, but he was setting a personal speed record in the opposite direction. 

The training schedule was impacted as people had to clean up after getting gassed. 

The unfortunate part of the CS training was when the wind shifted and took the cloud past the chow hall. Once Claire found out what happened, Terry was banned. He laughed, but she was deadly serious. 

So Terry did what he always did when he was put out: he complained to Char. 

She had avoided the whole thing as she didn’t want to get gassed while pregnant, although they were both certain it would have no effect on the baby.

Terry, being the man that he was, suggested Char remain behind with Kae and Aaron, but she put her foot down and insisted that if Terry was going in, so was she. 

He would have been able to argue better if he hadn’t been so damn hungry. He wondered when they’d rescind his lifetime ban from eating. His nanocytes couldn’t save him if they didn’t have any energy.

***

Autumn Dawn sat on a chair that Winter Rain had brought for her. She was at the entry to the mayor’s building and everything was set up. Rapids had worked with Antioch to sort out the details. Kiwi whipped in on occasion to throw out an idea she had, and then she’d run off again, back to training. 

Rapids decided that Kiwi would be too tired to realize that anything had or hadn’t been done, so he moved forward with the planning. It was going to be a simple ceremony, but the entire town would be there, which meant standing room only. They put a few chairs up front for the older people and that was it. There was no stage. Antioch wasn’t too keen on that since the one in New Boulder collapsed. 

When the time came, neither Gerry nor Kiwi were there, nor were any of the others. Autumn Dawn sat calmly, rocking slowly and mumbling prayers to Mother Earth for her granddaughter. 

The first person they saw was Char as she strolled into the mostly filled field in front of the large brick building where the mayor made his home. She didn’t seem to be in a hurry as she approached. Claire, Margie Rose, and Mrs. Grimes seemed to be the most put out, but no one would yell at a pregnant woman. 

Maybe that was why Terry had asked Char to talk with the crowd.

She waved at people as she passed and continued to the front where she talked softly with Kiwi’s grandmother first. 

“They are in the middle of something and it took a little longer than expected. I expect they’ll be here shortly, Autumn Dawn,” Char told the old woman as she kneeled in front of her and held both her hands. The elder nodded appreciatively. 

Char stood and shouted to the rest of the crowd, informing them that the happy couple would be along momentarily. She walked around and made small talk, hoping that Terry wouldn’t keep the platoon for too long. 

Everyone stopped when they heard Terry bellow the call to attention. The platoon ran in formation, followed closely by all the others who were participating in the training. Aaron and Gene stood out behind the platoon since they were a head taller than most people. 

The townsfolk leaned this way and that, craning their necks to get a better view, but no one could see Kiwi or Gerry.

Terry slowed the platoon and they marched forward, coming to a halt as one. They stood at attention as Terry called out once more. 

From one side, Kiwi rode in on her horse and from the other, Gerry rode in on his. The crowd cheered as the couple met in front of the platoon. They stayed in the saddle as they walked forward, through the parting crowd and up front to where Antioch waited for them. 

“Good thing we didn’t build a platform,” he said quietly to himself and got shushed by his wife.

And that was how the wedding went. Kiwidinok and Geronimo got married while sitting on their horses.

***

Fort Berthold Reservation, North Dakota

Chief Foxtail spent more time getting around the massive lake that dominated the landscape than he was comfortable with. He’d had a bad feeling since they entered the area. 

The third day after they passed the sign indicating they were entering a reservation, he realized that he’d been right.

Riders approached from the east. He counted forty or fifty headed his way. 

The chief brought his people more tightly together so he could put the men with rifles between them and the riders. He moved up front as the Weathers boys and Eli’s grandchildren tried to control the herd, keep them from wandering. 

Foxtail personally checked each rifle, making sure the selector lever was set to semi-automatic and that each man held a tight grip. It pained him to see his people that way.

The approaching braves separated into two groups, one went left and the other went right, which stymied Foxtail’s attempts to meet them head on. 

“We only want to talk!” the chief yelled as the first brave approached. The man on horseback flicked his teeth with a finger and growled as he rode past. Those behind him wore equally grim expressions. They all carried spears. Many thrust them into the air.

“Let them get close, aim as we taught you, and pull the trigger. Ignore the noise and pick your next target,” the chief encouraged his men. “Fire when ready.”

The first shot rang out almost immediately. A brave that was only twenty feet away was thrown from his horse. The others with rifles hesitated at the sound of the report, but quickly recovered because the incoming riders kicked their horses into a gallop. 

They weren’t intimidated by the firepower. The first salvo knocked two more from their horses, then three, then five. The horses were past and rode wide. 

One of the chief’s people, an older man, was speared when he put himself between the riders with spears and a group of children. 

“To the sides. Spread out!” Foxtail ordered. Leaping Deer stayed near the chief to defend him. Foxtail carried a knife and nothing else. He hadn’t thought he needed to be armed. 

More shots rang out as his people ran, shooting at closer targets. The riders were thrown into disarray and rode to a distant point, before rallying, turning, and attacking as a single group. Two of the men with rifles changed their weapons to automatic and cut loose when the riders were only fifty yards away.

They held the triggers down and their magazines quickly emptied. But the attackers’ will had been broken. Horses and men alike were on the ground, injured and dying. The chief was torn. He wanted to get his people out of the area, but compassion was the cornerstone of his philosophy. He stood on a small rise and yelled.

“My people! We must help the injured, comfort the dying, and send the dead on their final journey. Set up camp as we mourn a battle that didn’t have to be fought, men who didn’t need to die.” And thunder that I didn’t want to call down, he added to himself.

Foxtail grabbed his brother. “Keep the men on alert and guard us while we do what we have to do.”

***

North Chicago

At dawn of the third day, two pods approached soundlessly from the northwest. They settled into the open area in front of the mayor’s building. Timmons watched them descend below the rooftops.

Timmons was waiting for Joseph. He didn’t understand why he was dispatched to pick up the Forsaken, but he didn’t argue because the alpha had directed him, and she didn’t appear to welcome any discussion about it. 

He sensed Joseph before he saw him. The Forsaken didn’t appear to be in a hurry. Timmons waited as patiently as he could, but then snapped. “Would you pick up the pace, fuckhead?” he yelled.

“What’s your hurry, Gunner McFuckface?” Joseph replied. 

“We have an appointment in New York City, it seems,” Timmons said, curling his lip as he looked at the pasty skin in the shadows of the wide-brimmed hat. 

“Why yes, we do have a ride for a quick hop to the Big Apple! Let’s see what we have going on, shall we?” Joseph took a quick trip through Timmons’s undisciplined mind, seeing the strategy of the attack and the training that they’d been doing the past two days. “Are you sure they want me along, to deal with humans who probably don’t have the highest opinion of my kind?”

“Terry Henry Walton said you’re coming, so that’s the end of it. Now let’s go!” Timmons didn’t wait as he stalked away. He tried to walk fast, but Joseph sidled up next to him and matched him stride for stride. Timmons was annoyed. He felt that Joseph was mocking him.

“What?” Timmons demanded, stopping.

“Now who’s holding us up?” Joseph asked, throwing his hands out as if asking if Timmons wanted a piece of that. Joseph turned and started running. Timmons bolted after him, not wanting to be last to the pods. 

Joseph easily maintained his lead no matter how hard Timmons sprinted to catch up. 

The two raced into the field where the pods sat. Joseph slowed to better appreciate the view. Terry stepped around one of the pods and waved Joseph to him. The Forsaken assumed his leisurely gait. Timmons jogged past, but Terry signaled for him, too. 

Akio, Yuko, and Eve stood on the ramp of one pod while Terry moved to the other. The platoon was split evenly. Char, Aaron, and Kae were on board the first pod with Akio while Shonna, Merrit, Sue, and Gene were with Billy and Kiwi on the other. 

Terry put First Sergeant Blevin and Corporal Heitz in the second pod. The other volunteers from the motor pool were balanced between the two vehicles. 

Bogdan and Clyde were on the same pod and started to cause trouble so Terry moved Sue to the first pod. Terry looked at Timmons and Joseph, studying them for a moment. 

“You, in there.” Terry pointed at Timmons and the second pod. “You with me.” Terry walked up the ramp to join Char and Akio in the first pod. Yuko and Eve disappeared up front as soon as Joseph stepped onto the ramp. Akio remained firmly in place. 

“In your seats. We leave ASAP!” Terry yelled as he directed traffic, making everyone sit down and buckle up. 

Akio took a seat up front and watched as the Force quickly settled in. 

When the ramp closed, Terry took his seat next to Char and gave the thumbs up. Without anyone doing anything else, the pod rose swiftly into the air and headed east. The pod climbed for half the flight and then descended. 

Terry stared at the floor and rocked himself as he always did on the insert. He visualized the landing zone, ran through the options in his head based on which scenario unfolded the second the ramp came down and his people stormed off. Terry reached to his chest and felt his communication device. He’d call Akio when the way was clear.

Terry watched the second pod take a different angle toward the target as they each headed for their own landing site. 

The pod gently touched down. Terry slapped his flak jacket and helmet, shouting “OORAH!” The platoon responded. When the ramp dropped, all hell broke loose.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Queens, New York City

Someone had a weapon and they were shooting into the pod. Terry grunted when a round impacted his chest. He turned and stood tall to block Kaeden. “Get him in the back!” Terry ordered and there was a mad scramble as Aaron swept the boy up and held him close. 

Kae looked afraid, as he should have been. 

The others were running down the ramp and out the back to take up firing positions behind the nearest cover. Terry aimed his M4 carbine out the front and aimed as he headed down the ramp. A round zipped past him and he heard Char gasp as it hit her. 

Terry fired rapidly into the window where the shots came from. He hesitated and looked back. Blood streamed down Char’s arm, but it had only made her angry. She was already healing. The others were on their feet. Clyde ran past and was barking madly. 

He could hear gunfire from the direction of the other pod. 

In combat, he who hesitates is lost. Terry yanked his focus back to the matter at hand.

Terry directed the platoon’s fire at three different windows as he ran at the door beside them. Suppressing fire tore through the windows and chewed up the bricks around the frame. 

Char was right behind Terry and Sue followed. Terry pulled a gas grenade from his harness and dumped it through the window. 

He signaled to his riflemen to cease fire.

When he heard people inside coughing, he kicked the door at the knob and bent it, but it didn’t break. He called up everything he had for a second try, exploding the door and the wooden barrier behind it. He stepped through then jumped to the side, so he wouldn’t be highlighted in the doorway. 

Three people. All armed. He waded through the CS smoke and butt-stroked each, knocking them stupid so he could take their weapons. He dragged them outside one by one. 

“Tie them up!” he called. A couple oldsters from the motor pool stalked forward and got creative in wrapping the arms and legs of the defenders. 

Terry waved the others to him. Char reached out with her senses. “Six more upstairs, I think non-combatants.”

“You heard the major! Get up there and clear this building. You are looking for six. Drag them out here to join the others. You two!” Terry called to the old drivers. “Set up a containment area over there. We’ll move our detainees to you. Your job is to keep them out of our way; keep them from getting back into the fight.”

The two men nodded as they dragged their first three prisoners away. 

***

Mark stood at the ramp as it lowered, ready to head out. The first rounds disintegrated when they hit the hull of the pod and bullet shrapnel sprayed over Mark, cutting his face and arms. He yelled, old Marine Corps style, and thumbed his AK off safe. He fired where he saw the muzzle flushes.

“Get the fuck out there!” he yelled and the Force de Guerre rushed past him, staying clear of his line of fire as he covered them. Two men set up at the bottom of the ramp and added to Mark’s fire. 

The sergeant stopped shooting when he ran out of the pod and joined his people. But he was inexperienced and stood in the open as he surveyed the battleground. 

Incoming fire impacted around him. He dodged and ran to the nearest cover, cursing his mistake. He looked about, wondering if it was just his group that had gotten hit. His answer was hearing the rifle fire from the direction of the other pod. Single shots that sounded different from what he was used to, then the fire from an AK-47, joined by the higher pitched 5.56mm rounds fired by the M4.

Billy stood wide-eyed in the pod. Kiwi had pressed herself against the hull as bullets ricocheted off the ground outside. The Force de Guerre, both young members and the oldsters with the neck scars, were systematically laying down fire, like a trained military. They’d run into the fire without hesitation and were doing their jobs. 

A roar announced to the world that Gene had changed into a Were-bear. He rumbled off the pod, drawing all fire to himself. Bogdan followed at a reasonable distance. No one seemed to notice the smaller bear with Gene making all the noise and running directly for the door of the building where the shooting was coming from.

The Force stopped firing as they watched Gene pound past, the ground shaking with his steps. Those in the building hadn’t stopped firing and they were shooting at Gene.

“Fire!” Mark yelled, hoping to cover Gene for whatever the Were-bear had in mind. 

The Werewolves ran from the pod and took cover. Timmons joined Mark. “There aren’t many people in this building, but in the next one over, there’s a shitload,” Timmons informed him.

Mark thought for a moment. “We clear this one and use it as a base to secure the next building over. The third one is where the Forsaken is,” Mark said, thinking out loud. 

“We’ll just wait. Gene will clear this building by himself. You probably need to have your people ready when the enemy comes running out, terrified.” Timmons smiled and watched by peeking out from behind an old, rusted car. 

***

Sue stared at the next building over. 

“What do you see?” Terry asked as he listened to the firefight around the corner. It was interrupted by a Were-bear’s roar, the sound of a door splintering, and then the firing stopped, followed by more roaring as Gene let the world know that he’d conquered his enemies. 

“People moving to the windows. Get down!” Sue pulled Terry to the side and he used his body to shield Char as all three of them tumbled to the ground. They crawled to the other side of a stairway into the building before them. 

“Do they have guns?” Terry asked. 

Sue shrugged. “Maybe?” 

“Fuck them,” Terry snarled. He jacked a 40mm CS grenade into the launcher attached to his rifle, leaned around the corner, aimed over the top of his barrel, and pulled the trigger. The grenade foomped from the barrel and lobbed through the window. 

Terry opened the launcher and dumped the empty, replacing it with another gas grenade. He wasn’t ready to start blowing things up. He checked Char’s wound. The bullet had grazed her arm and impacted her flak jacket. The tear in the skin was closed and if it weren’t for the torn shirt, he would have never known she’d been shot. 

With some shouting, six unkempt men and women were shoved bodily down the steps. Terry pointed where they were supposed to go, but the detainees snarled and snapped like wild animals. 

He grabbed one woman by her hair and twisted. The bite marks on her neck were there, but only one set. Terry showed Char and Sue. They weren’t sure what to think. If they’d been fed on, why were these people acting like they were defending the Alamo?

Terry flung the woman from him. The Force moved them to the containment area where five oldsters were now running the show. They felt sympathetic, but only so far. One of them showed the newcomers his scars and that seemed to calm them. Then the other oldsters pulled their collars down. 

The group of detainees became very quiet. 

“Time to go,” Terry said, putting his war face back on. He growled as he pointed where he wanted his men to take up their positions. 

***

On cue, three of the enemy ran out the front door as they tried to get away from the rampaging bears inside. 

“Put down your weapons!” Mark yelled, but that only encouraged them to shoot at him while they ran. The Force opened up, and all three died in a hail of bullets. 

Mark modified his orders. “If they come out of the building armed, light ‘em up.” 

“Nope. That place is clear,” Timmons told the sergeant. “Now how do you want to go after this next building?” 

Mark thought how the Weres were making it easy. They were doing the heavy lifting of assault and gathering intelligence. At least Timmons was letting the sergeant act like he was in charge. 

“Tear gas. We’ll smoke them out.” Mark listened. There was intermittent fire from where the first tactical team was moving closer from the other side, isolating the building with the Forsaken. 

Mark loaded a gas grenade into his launcher. The others with the M4s followed suit. The sergeant fired first, taking his best guess on the aim.

His best guess wasn’t very good.

The grenade hit five feet below the second story window, bounced off the brick, and fell on the ground where it created a gas barrier between the building and the street. 

“Aim high!” he yelled. The second man to fire sent his grenade over the top of the building. The other three adjusted and fired. One grenade out of five went through a window. Tear gas was massing in front of the building, obscuring the lower windows and crawling slowly toward the sergeant and his people. 

“Put a grenade through each of the windows there, sharpshooter,” Mark ordered and handed his last 40mm CS grenade to Lacy. She systematically fired the remainder of their stock through five of the six windows. By then, it was time to move, unless they wanted to get run over by the approaching gas cloud. 

Mark took three handheld CS grenades and gave them to Timmons. “If you’d be so kind as to pop these through the bottom windows, I would greatly appreciate it.” 

Timmons took the grenades. “Good call, the people are massing on the first floor. This should chase them out the back door.” 

“Wait.” Mark held out a hand. “Where will they go once they clear out the back?”

Gene roared and ran from the building he’d cleared. Bogdan was close on his tail. He was heading for the building shrouded in CS, but stopped, because Bogdan slid to a stop, then ran back toward the pod. 

“What will they do when they go out the back? Who knows…” Timmons replied and ran for the building, pulling the first pin with his teeth.

***

“How many?” Terry asked without turning around. Char and Sue conferred. 

“Twenty-two,” they finally said. “And we think they have weapons.”

“How in the fuck did they get such firepower?” Terry grumbled as he stood up and made himself a target. His ability to heal allowed him to take risks that he wouldn’t let his people take. 

“Listen up! I will give you to the count of ten to come out of that building or we will burn the place down,” Terry bellowed. Even someone half-deaf would have heard him. “Ten!”

The CS poured out of the downstairs windows. Terry could hear people coughing and hacking. He felt a morbid pleasure in listening to their suffering. Somebody took a shot at him from one of the upper windows. The round bounced off the street two feet to his side. He pointed to the window where the shot came from.

“Light ‘em up,” he said in a low voice. The mix of AK-47s and M4s barked a deadly staccato. No more shots came from the now destroyed window. 

“Nine!” Terry yelled. Someone fired at him from a different window. “Zero!”

Terry stood in the open, changing out the gas round for a high-explosive grenade as his people fired into the windows of the building. He aimed and launched the grenade through a second story window. The explosion threw glass and debris into the street. 

Terry reloaded with a second grenade that he sent into the third story window. He looked at Char. “Maybe ten left,” she told him. 

Joseph stood calmly by her side, making no move to help.

“Clear that building!” he ordered, waving his hand forward. He swung wide and kept his rifle trained on the windows. Boris led his squad up the stairs and into the building. There was yelling and the first of the former inhabitants stumbled out, followed by a grim-faced Force private. 

“What are these fuckers thinking, Joseph?”

“They believe the Vampire is their god and when he feeds on them, they become one with him, but not that many have been fed on. We will have no problem with the others, I think,” Joseph replied.

Shots were fired inside, then more. Terry couldn’t contain himself. He ran up the stairs, throwing the civilians out of the way in order to get in. He climbed to the second floor where the shots had come from. 

The area was trashed from the force of Terry’s grenade, but many had survived. They’d set up an ambush and Boris had walked into it, but he had taken them out. Charlie was by his side, holding his hand. 

Terry swept the area quickly to make sure there wouldn’t be any more surprises before joining Boris on the floor. Terry motioned for the others to finish clearing the third floor. 

“Kinda walked into it, sir,” Boris managed to say, blood bubbling out of his mouth as he talked. One of the enemy had used armor-piercing bullets and they’d gone right through Boris’s flak jacket. 

“You’ll be all right, son, just hold on,” Terry tried to console the man, but they both knew it wasn’t true. 

“I’m sorry,” Boris stammered as his eyes fluttered.

“You would have been welcome in my Marine Corps any day, Boris. You were as good as any Marine I ever served with,” he told the corporal. 

Boris exhaled one last time and that was it. Terry picked him up and carried him to the landing as his warriors roughly pushed three people down the stairs. They staggered and stumbled, still shell-shocked from the grenade that had been tossed their way. 

Charlie stopped and without saying a word, held out his arms so that he could help carry his friend. Terry shook his head as he repositioned Boris over his shoulder. 

“I need you in the fight. We have a little more work to do before we get the fucker responsible for this. Are you with me, Corporal?” Terry asked, as he promoted Charlie to take over the squad.

Charlie saluted and took the stairs three at a time as he followed the others into the street.

Terry looked back at the ruin of the building. 

“Fucking Forsaken, you started this, but I’m going to finish it,” Terry told the body he carried. “Everything we do matters. This matters, maybe not today, Boris, but in a century? Yeah. What we’re doing here will shape the future and in a good way. We have to believe that, otherwise the sacrifices are too great.” 

Terry set his jaw and walked down the steps.




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Timmons tossed the gas grenades in and waited. He used the gas cover to strip and change into Were form. He howled with all he had and was joined by Gene’s window-shaking roar. The people started to pour out the back. Some opened the front door where Gene ran them over without hesitating. He ripped into the crowd of people, slashing and biting, driving them away in a blind panic. 

Timmons ran into the Were-bear and snapped at him, before ducking away. Mark ran into the building behind them, his shirt pulled tightly over his face, but his eyes were watering almost too much to see. 

Gene stood on his back legs and tore a fixture from the ceiling as he railed at not being able to wreak havoc on the mass of humanity fleeing before him. Timmons snapped his jaws at the final few to encourage them to quicken their pace. 

They ran over their fellows in the rush out the back door. Timmons changed back into human form so he could block the exit, so the people couldn’t return. Mark tried to help but was wracked by a coughing fit when he inhaled too much of the tear gas. 

Gene used his massive body to move half a room’s worth of furniture against the door. Mark decided that it would hold long enough as he staggered toward the front of the building where he found Shonna and Merrit waiting, standing in a cloud of gas as if it were nothing.

And to them, it wasn’t. 

Mark envied them as he stumbled down the front steps and across the street to the ruined buildings there where he put his hands on his knees and coughed until he puked.

***

Terry walked from the building carrying Boris’s body. He continued to the detainment area and gently laid the man on the ground. The oldsters stood. A couple placed hands over their hearts while the others saluted. 

The detainees looked away. They didn’t care as they’d seen many of their friends die that day. One of them turned back and stood up, his hands tied behind his back. “Fuck you! Fuck all you!” the man yelled.

Terry was in no mood to be F-bombed.  

He stalked up to the man and grabbed him by the collar. The man spit in Terry’s face. At the speed of thought, Terry lifted the man using one arm and body-slammed him to the ground, but only hard enough to cause the man a little pain and agony.

“Listen here, cockwad. You fucking assholes fired at us before the door even opened. If you would have waited and talked, we could have avoided all of this. You started this fight by shooting first. So no, fuck you, because there’s twenty of your buddies lying dead in their own blood and the rest are out here, tied up and whining like a bunch of hungry puppies.”

Terry looked closely at the single bite on the man’s neck. “Bitten once and loyal for life? You know it doesn’t turn out well for lowly humans, just ask these guys. And one last thing,” Terry said as he pursed his lips and made to spit on the man. But his honor prevented him. “Don’t spit on me or my people again. I will untie you, and then I will beat you to death with my bare hands.”

Terry stood and moved away, but stopped to rest his hand for a moment on Boris’s still form, then stalked off, his face set. The mission was coming to its apex. 

He gathered the Force de Guerre, the Werewolves, and Joseph for one final brief. 

“Blocking positions, there, there, and in the basement of this place.” Terry pointed to corners of the brownstone and across the street. He stabbed a finger at the lower windows of the small building next door, the one where Boris had died. “In case he has a tunnel or some other escape route. I want Sue in the back alley. James, take half a squad and give them cover. The rest of the squad, you’re in the basement. You others out front with Char and me.” 

Each group ran crouched to find their positions and prepare for the final battle.

***

Terry crossed the street, hugging the ruins that faced the brownstone. The houses facing the brownstone seemed like they’d been systematically destroyed, so no one could oppose the Forsaken and his lackeys. 

Terry saw Mark coming up the street toward him. The man zigzagged as he ran, while Terry stood still. Char joined him and Terry took a position between her and the brownstone. 

“No one in the windows, but there are people in there, the basement and upstairs. The basement is two levels deep, by the way. Our buddy has dug himself quite the hole.” 

Joseph strolled up, hands clasped behind his back as if he were taking a stroll on a sunny day. It was bright with a crystal blue sky, but cool in Queens. No one else had noticed as they’d been too busy, but Joseph had taken it in. He decided that he preferred the weather in Chicago. 

“Sir, buildings to the left of the target have been secured,” Mark reported breathlessly. His eyes were red and puffy, and his face swollen from too much exposure to the tear gas. 

Char suppressed a chuckle. “How in the hell…” Terry asked. 

“You made the grenade launcher look easy, sir. I’m sorry to admit that we gassed ourselves.” Mark blinked rapidly, hoping his tears would wash away the aptly named agent. 

“Kiwi and Billy? Any casualties?” Terry asked. 

“None, no injuries. I caught a little bullet shrapnel, but I’m fine,” Mark said as his nose ran uncontrollably. 

“Bring your detainees to the area over there and deliver them,” Terry ordered.

Mark shook his head. “We don’t have any. They didn’t want to come willingly and Gene was more than happy to oblige them.” 

Terry felt the pain as it stabbed him right in the heart. If he had adopted that same approach, then Boris would still be alive. Fuck it all to hell, he thought.

“Then go get me Timmons and his bunch.” Terry slapped the man on the back, then looked at his hand as it was splattered with blood and tear gas. Mark jogged away, staggering as he blinked in the hopes that he’d soon be able to see clearly again. 

Gene ambled down the roadway in his Were-bear form with the grizzly cub following closely. Bogdan had rejoined Gene once he had left the tear gas-filled area. 

Terry whistled. Surprise was no longer an issue. Gene rumbled toward them. The sight was probably unnerving for anyone other than Terry Henry Walton and his partner Charumati.

Timmons was still buttoning his shirt when he jogged into view with Shonna and Merrit on his tail.

Timmons was first to speak. “He’s moving.” Char nodded. 

Terry pulled the communication device from his pocket. Before Terry could speak, Akio said, “Thank you.” 

He signed off before Terry could finish his thought.

Akio looked like he was walking slowly, but he flowed past and was into the brownstone before they could blink. Joseph followed him. “Not you,” Terry said, but Joseph didn’t stop. 

“Motherfucker,” Terry yelled and came out of the blocks at a full sprint, tackling Joseph as he was about to climb the steps. Terry drilled the Forsaken in the side of the head with a powerful right cross. Joseph’s had slammed into the step. The Vampire blinked to get his focus back.

“My apologies, Terry Henry Walton. I didn’t mean to ignore you, but I was attempting to look into the mind of my brother down below,” Joseph said as he relaxed. 

Terry let him up, but only to look him in the eye. “He’s your brother?”

“In spirit only. My fraternal brothers are all gone, I believe. This one here is very dangerous, but Akio is not to be trifled with. I would love to watch the fight,” Joseph requested. 

“I think we would be in the way, so let’s stay right here, shall we?” Terry said and leaned against the concrete wall at the side of the stairway. He looked away for an instant to wave Timmons to him. 

Joseph appeared to be ready to go inside. Terry stepped forward and grabbed his arm firmly. “If you try to go in there, I will kill you. I promised Akio that I would clear the way for him to deal with the creature below. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 

Joseph’s pale skin looked ashen in the sunlight. He shifted uncomfortably to better block the sun with the wide brim of his hat. 

“As you wish, Anjin-san,” Joseph said sarcastically. 

From Akio, it was a compliment. From Joseph, it made him furious. “Gene!” Terry yelled toward the Were-bear. “This thing needs to die.”

Terry jumped two steps down and pulled Joseph off balance. With a twist and a heave, Terry threw Joseph over his head. The Vamp landed at the bottom of the steps. Gene lumbered forward and with the unnatural speed of the Were, he pounced. 

Joseph dodged the incoming freight train of a Were-bear and rolled to the side, jumping to his feet. He vaulted to the top of the concrete rail and ran the few steps until he could drop to the steps and hide behind Terry. He crouched and held onto Terry’s shoulders. 

Gene slobbered as he climbed the steps and tried to reach a huge paw past Terry Henry.

“Call him off!” Joseph cried.

“Why would I want to do that?” Terry replied. 

“I wasn’t going to help the other one, for piss sake. I told you that I’ll work for you, and that hasn’t changed,” Joseph said while dodging back and forth to keep Terry between him and the Were-bear. 

“Gene! Stand down. We’ll let him live a little while longer,” Terry said, trying to sooth the monster before him. 

Gene leaned close and roared in Terry’s face. He took it like a man, even though Were-bear breath left much to be desired. 

He could have done without the spittle, too. 

“Dude!” Terry exclaimed when Gene was finished. The grizzly cub growled from the bottom of the steps. 

Joseph closed his eyes and spoke softly, “Akio has found him.” 

***

Akio slipped the katana free. It sang as only the aged metal could, delicate tones, twinkling as if flowers danced across a piano’s keys. 

He slashed it through the air, comforted by how it was a natural extension of his arm, almost acting of its own accord. 

The Forsaken had a blade, too. Silvered, as if it was made to fight others from the Unknown World. “You’ve come to do the nasty yourself,” he taunted. 

Akio didn’t reply. That wasn’t his way. He darted in, slashing and stabbing to test the Forsaken’s style. 

He responded, blocking each attack, but it had taken an effort. Akio was only moving at half-speed in the darkness of the Forsaken’s lair. 

A lone candle flickered in the corner of the large room. Akio thought it was the workout room, which fit. He would abide by its intended purpose, while being wary of potential traps. 

The easiest way to avoid a trap was to quickly dispatch the enemy. 

Akio moved at blinding speed and ducked to slash at the Forsaken’s legs, but the creature had moved out of the way, almost as if he anticipated Akio’s attack. 

Not to be dissuaded, Akio feinted one way on a second leg attack and then slashed viciously upward. The Forsaken blocked most of Akio’s strike, but the blade tip sheered through the creature’s upper thigh, clipping the bone as it passed. 

Akio smelled the blood and followed his first strike with a vicious flurry of attacks. The blades seemed to intertwine as they rang a metallic drumbeat. Too fast to follow, the Forsaken was forced backwards. He dragged his leg, willing it to heal more quickly so he could maneuver. 

Akio didn’t stop. He flowed left and right as if he was a mist blown before a breeze. He swung his katana in arcs around himself at such a speed, it looked like a wall of solid steel. 

The sword kept swinging, a soft tone hummed, and the Forsaken felt fear. He was backed against a wall with nothing to protect himself beside his own sword. And it did not sing, but he thought it was time to try.

He started the whirl in front of him and as the blade picked up speed on its first pass, Akio’s blade licked in behind it. The sword flew from the Forsaken’s hand and clanged from the wall, bouncing harmlessly across the room. The Forsaken grabbed his neck, to stop the blood from spurting. 

His heart beat only one more time. With Akio’s mighty slash, the Vampire lost his hands and his head, all the parts falling to the floor together. The body toppled slowly, landing with a wet thud.

Akio carefully wiped his blade clean on the dead body’s clothes and then put it away. He reached into the etheric and found nothing to threaten him or the others. Even Joseph was under control. Akio walked up the stairs and out the front door, stopping by Terry and Joseph. 

“We can leave any time you are ready, Colonel Walton. We have the females to rescue, do we not?” 

Terry let go of Joseph. “You know where they are?” Terry asked, smiling, before thrusting his arm in the air and whirling it in a circle. 

Time to saddle up. 

“Akio-sama, you have done me a great personal favor by finding those who were taken and allowing me to keep my promise to a small boy.” Terry bowed deeply. Gene sniffed at Akio’s shoes. 

They probably had the Forsaken’s blood on them. Clyde barked from somewhere nearby and Bogdan ran toward the sound. Rifles fired at a steady pace. 

“If you’ll excuse me, Akio-sama, I’ll be along shortly.” Terry tipped his head and ran toward the sound of gunfire. Char yelled at the others to get back to their pods as she dashed after Terry. He was headed down the narrow patch between the brownstone and the building next to it. Situated in the back alley were Sue, James, and half his squad. 

Those who’d been chased out by the CS gas were returning and this time, they carried clubs, rocks, and any other weapon they could get their hands on. When Terry and Char squeezed through to get into a position where they could see what was going on, they knew they would run out of ammunition before the mob ran out of people.

“Retrograde!” Terry ordered as he and Char took up firing positions. They popped their last CS grenades and tossed them into the path of the approaching mass of humanity. 

James directed his squad down the narrow path, then followed them from the fight. Sue went next, then Char, but not before firing both pistols until the slides locked back on empty chambers. Terry fired judiciously at those who covered their faces and bull-rushed through the tear gas.

Char worked her way between the buildings and Terry did it backwards, which held him up. But once he shot the first person who stuck their face into the crack, it held them back. He had a hard time squeezing his shoulders between the buildings and settled for working his way sideways while watching toward the alley.

Once into the open, he breathed a sigh of relief and ordered the others to their pods. He pulled the pin on one of his precious fragmentation grenades and let the spoon fly as he tossed the device into the space between the buildings. He ran before it blew and collapsed the walls, blocking the space. 

He yelled at the oldsters guarding the detainees. They weren’t sure what to do with those who were tied up. 

“Leave them. Their friends will be along shortly.” Terry picked Boris up and carefully draped him over his shoulder. When he boarded the pod, the most important task he had was to account for everyone who should be there. 

Clyde nuzzled his hand, just like the old days. Terry called everyone by name then gave a thumbs up to Akio. 

The ramp closed as Aaron sat next to Char with Kaeden. The little boy climbed into her lap and hugged her. 

The pod departed and through the window, Terry could see the second pod also lifting off. Into the sky they went, turning west as they gained altitude. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Terry maneuvered his way across the pod until he was able to kneel in front of Akio. 

“The girls, Akio-sama. What do we need to do to help them?” Terry asked, pleading. 

“We found a compound in northern Minnesota. It has an unnatural ratio of women to men and appears to be in the style of an old prisoner of war camp.” 

Terry clenched his jaw and his lip curled of its own accord. He wanted to kill somebody. He looked back at Boris lying on the floor of the pod. Some of the others stared at the body as if they’d never seen death before. 

“Just tell us what we need to do, please.” Terry pronounced each word carefully and slowly. He was angry at another injustice in the world, but he was getting his chance to fix it. 

“We will land outside the range of their weapons and then you will have a free approach to the facility. They have two guard towers which are manned intermittently. Eve was unable to determine a pattern. There will be a total of eight to ten men who are running the compound. They may or may not all be there when we arrive,” Akio said softly. 

Terry leaned back on his heels and imagined the compound, two guard towers. “Fences? How many girls? Where might the men be?” Terry asked the series of questions, his eyes still closed as he built the image in his mind.

“Barbed wire, gulag style. Twenty-five girls and women. The men could be anywhere, but I expect you will know them when you see them, Anjin-san.” Akio kept a straight face, but Terry wondered: had he made a joke? 

“Indeed, Akio-sama. Both pods will land side by side?” Akio nodded. “When we land, I will have a plan.”

Terry returned to his seat and the pod started its descent. Less than ten minutes to come up with a plan of attack. 

The first thing he did, which was what the best tactical planners did, was to take inventory of his supplies. He looked at the crates of weaponry in the middle of the pod. He thought what they’d find on the other pod, then he reviewed the objective. 

He couldn’t risk the lives of the women, so no fragmentation grenades or HE rounds for the grenade launcher. Net grenades and weapons tight. Don’t fire unless fired upon. 

The Weres would once again be his shock team. He fingered his M4, wishing he had a different weapon, like a real sniper rifle that he could use to pick off the enemy, one by one. 

But he didn’t have one of those. He didn’t remember seeing one inside Cheyenne Mountain, but there had to be. Someday he’d make another trip back there and find an M40 or maybe even a fifty caliber sniper rifle. 

Until then, he had two minutes. He’d have to tell everyone the plan. He closed his eyes and thought through what he wanted to say.

***

The pods touched down and when the back ramps opened, Mark and the group on his ship were confused. It wasn’t Chicago. They were in a field of dark green that looked like winter wheat. It was the early afternoon, judging by the sun, and it wasn’t oppressively hot, although it was hotter than New York.

They had no idea where they were. 

Terry strolled down the ramp of the second pod and waved everyone to him. The menagerie of the group was hard for Terry to fathom. All of them would run into the gunfire if he so ordered. 

Except Billy Spires. He saw the small man standing on the ramp, so he could see over the others. 

Kiwi was in the middle of the group, holding her husband’s hand. James and Lacy had also found each other. Kaeden was riding on Aaron’s shoulders. Gene stood to the side with Bogdan between him and Blackbeard. Sue threw a stick for Clyde to chase. 

All was right with the world and in a few minutes, things would be right with those inside the compound. 

“When we found Kae, he told us that men had taken the girls from his group. We believe those girls are in there.” Terry tipped his chin toward the compound where two men had assumed positions within the towers. Terry could see that they carried long rifles. 

He motioned for Aaron to put Kae down behind him. 

“We’re going to go in there and free the girls and the women. The men? They surrender or they die.” Terry looked at the grim faces of the group that had just gone through a tough battle, and Terry was asking them to do it all over again.

“This is why the Force de Guerre exists, ladies and gentlemen: to protect the people who can’t protect themselves. Our cause is just. We will not harm any of the women, no matter what. We will die ourselves before we harm those we’ve sworn to protect. Do you understand me?” Terry yelled. 

A chorus of oorahs and shouts followed. That wasn’t what Terry had been looking for. He only wanted them to know that they weren’t to harm the women. 

“First squad, left flank, net grenades in your launchers. Third squad, same gear on the right flank. Second squad bringing up the rear. Gene? Are you and Bogdan ready to tear down a fence?”

“Sure, we tear fence, but Bogdan no good at being shot,” Gene replied in his heavy Russian accent. 

“We’ll take care of the men on the tower before we get close. Char? Can you bring me a couple AT-4s, please?” 

Char raised one eyebrow, but disappeared into the pod, returning a few moments later with two anti-tank weapons. 

Terry tried to take both of them, but Char kept one for herself and signaled that she was ready to go. “Stay safe, Kae. Watch for our signal and when we’ve cleared things up, we’ll wave you in so you can make sure that we’ve found the girls that you know.” 

The young boy nodded hopefully. Aaron put a protective hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

“Billy, Kiwi?” Terry asked. Billy lifted his rifle and made a walking sign with his two fingers. Terry nodded and Kiwi started walking with Billy. 

“As soon as we take care of the men in the towers—until then, you two are civilians and need to stay here!” Terry barked and pointed at the ground. Billy held up his rifle as if he was okay to go to war. “No flak jackets. Everyone else has them, so no, you stay here. This won’t take too long.” 

Terry walked boldly into the field and headed past the others as he led the group forward. He waved at first and third squads to move farther away, give them more space. He signaled an inverted V and they assumed that formation without missing a beat. The squad behind him assumed that formation as well. Terry, the Weres, and the Forsaken walked up the middle as a loose group. Terry and Char carried the rockets. 

The men in the towers seemed torn. Terry wondered if they’d make it easy. He stopped when he was one hundred yards away, well within the effective range of the weapons the men carried. 

He pulled the safety pin near the rear of his AT-4 and flicked the sights up.  Char mirrored his movements, then checked the back blast area, moving her pack out of the way. 

Once the AT-4 was ready to fire, Terry cupped a hand around his mouth and yelled. “Hello! We are here to free the girls. Please send them out or I’m afraid that we’ll have to kill you and then free them. In either case, they’ll be freed. Your only choice is whether you want to live or die.” 

Char looked at her husband. “What the hell was that?” 

“They made me mad. You know I can’t be trusted with diplomacy when I’m angry,” Terry explained, keeping his eyes on the men in towers. 

“Then let me do it next time,” she argued. He nodded. 

“Blow the tower on the right?” he asked pleasantly. 

“Sounds good.” Char checked her back blast area again and once sure it was clear, she aimed and let the unguided rocket fly. It wooshed from the barrel, sending a long flame from the back of the launcher. Shonna, Sue, and Merrit ran to the area to stomp out the small grass fires that had started. 

Joseph stood to the side and chuckled to himself. 

The rocket flew true and hit the cupola at the top of the tower dead on. It exploded in a shower of fire. The man in the second tower slid down the ladder and ran for one of the buildings. Terry used his weapon to blow the main gate. Terry and Char threw the spent casings aside and pulled their weapons as they walked—Terry, the M4 and Char, her two Glock pistols. 

Terry rested one hand on his whip, comforted by its feel on his hip. He turned back and saw Akio, Yuko, and Eve standing next to Aaron and Kaeden. 

“I think we have five men in that building to the left and the rest are mixed in with the women,” Char told him. 

On cue, shots rang out from the building to the left. 

“Damn, fresh out of rockets,” Terry quipped, then turned to first squad. “Kill everyone in that building!” 

He pointed and made a chopping motion with his arm, showing them the optimal line of fire to avoid hitting any of the other buildings. 

The squad ran forward, zigzagging and crouching. Some dropped to the prone position and started shooting. Others fired from the kneeling position. 

“Get down!” Terry yelled. Those kneeling dove into the dirt and added their firepower to the others. They fired through the windows and then systematically shot holes in the building until they assumed nothing lived. Then they conducted a bounding overwatch, some moving while others fired, then swapped until they were through the gate and set up to breach the building. 

Terry recognized his training of the squad, knew they had matters well in hand. Terry motioned for third squad to take up a firing position within the compound, but only if an attack materialized from the bunkhouse where the rest of the people were. 

Terry didn’t want Char to go through the doorway first with him, but she insisted. 

He looked into her eyes, “If you are shot, will your nanocytes heal the baby?”

She pressed her lips together and stepped back. Gene joined Terry, removed his clothes in a single motion, and became the massive Were-bear. 

Terry opened the door and found the women and girls standing in a line. Three men crouched behind them. 

“This is not what you want to do,” Terry snarled. 

“Hey, how about fuck you!” one of the men called out. Terry shifted around to see the men. They were armed with knives. “Come any closer and we start carving.” 

Terry turned his head and whispered where only those behind him could hear. “Get someone with a rifle to the side windows and shoot these fuckers, please.” 

He turned back to the line of women, seeing fear and sadness on their faces. 

“Drop your knives and you live. This is your final warning.” 

Gene stood on his back legs and roared. He ambled forward a couple steps and the women dove for cover. The men each grabbed a hostage and held them tightly between themselves and the Were-bear. 

“Hold your fire!” Terry yelled before his men started shooting. 

Shonna and Char waved for the freed women and girls to go out the door. Twenty-two saved, but Terry wanted all of them.

“Joseph, would you have any insight into these three?” Terry asked, remembering that the Forsaken was with them.

“Do I ever!” he said in a sultry voice as he angled through the building, past Terry and to the side. 

“Stay where you are or she dies!” one man screamed with false bravado.

“You and I both know that’s not the case,” Joseph said smoothly. “You’re thinking how you can get out of this without dying and you’re not coming up with any answers, are you? Do you see your threats intimidating my friends, or me for that matter? You don’t, do you?” 

The man looked away for a moment before throwing his knife behind him and clasping his hands on top of his head. The terrified woman ran straight into Char’s arms and together they left the building. 

“On your knees,” Terry growled at the man. He got down.

“You candy ass, bailing on your buddies,” a second man spit.

“Let’s see what you have to think,” Joseph said, maneuvering to the side away from Terry and the others.

“What the fuck are you?” he sneered through thick lips. His face was covered by a heavy black beard. The man wasn’t big, but his arms were corded with muscle. He looked like one who loved to fight.

“I’m your twin brother,” Joseph said, laughing. “A pariah, an outcast, whose only crime is being better than those around you, except present company, of course.” 

Joseph tipped his hat toward Terry and the Weres. Terry shook his head, not sure how much longer he’d let Joseph play with the bad guys.

TH hadn’t done much with the .45 that he’d liberated from Cheyenne Mountain, but he felt it was time. He put his M4 on a table and removed the rest of his weapons. He took off his flak jacket and stood there in just his shirt. He loved the feel of the pistol in his hand. 

“You are most likely to kill that woman, out of spite, figuring that if you’re going to die, you’ll take someone with you. But an innocent? There’s no joy in that. How about me? Fight me and if you win, you’ll have your freedom.” 

Terry saw how Joseph was trying to fit in with Terry’s ideals. “What do you say, Colonel? A little sparring match with freedom on the line.” 

“There’s no way he can win, Joseph. You are far better than he ever was,” Terry taunted. 

The man was smarter than that, although not by much. “Fuck you both. I don’t trust that you won’t shoot me. Give me that gun and then things will even up. I’ll fight Pasty then.”

Joseph tsked while shaking his head. “Nice try, needle dick.” The Forsaken held his hands out to the side as he inched closer to the bearded man. 

The third man was trying to get to the window, dragging the woman backwards as he moved and watched the intruders before him. The woman he was holding started to struggle. 

Someone fired through the window at point blank range, exploding the third man’s head and showering blood and gore over the second man, his hostage, and Joseph. 

The woman started screaming, closed her eyes, and covered her ears. 

“Shut up, bitch!” the last man yelled. 

She didn’t hear him. Terry walked the few steps to her and gripped her arm. She resisted at first but let him lead her around the Were-bear and to the door where Sue was waiting. Char had returned, grim-faced and angry. 

Terry knew that look. It usually came right before someone was torn apart. 

“Nice shot,” Terry said toward the window. 

“And then there was one,” Joseph said and started clapping. “What’s it feel like to be the last man standing?” 

He lifted his eyebrows and looked at the man with a curious expression.

The bearded man pressed his knife harder against the woman’s throat, leaving a red line on her skin. She gasped, eyes wide in terror as she thought she was going to die. 

Terry slowly raised his pistol and fired into the wall over the pair’s head. The man jumped back, taking the knife away from its precarious place at the woman’s throat. She ducked instinctively. In a move too quick to follow, Terry dropped his aim and put a large caliber bullet through the man’s forehead. 

He jerked backward and flopped to the floor, his body spasming in its death throes. 

Joseph leaned over the body. Terry jumped forward and grabbed the Forsaken’s shoulder, unsure of what the Vampire was going to do. Char took the woman outside. Gene sat down and started licking his massive paw. For the first time in his life, people had forgotten that he was there. 

Billy wasn’t able to wait. He had watched Terry and the others go into the biggest building within the compound and then there was nothing. Everything looked secure to him so he strode away from the pods. Kiwi, Aaron, and Kae followed. 

When Terry and Char left the building, they found Kaeden waiting for them. Char leaned down and spoke softly. “Do you recognize any of these people, any of the girls?” 

The young boy had avoided them, but Terry and Char wanted to know, so they each took a hand and walked Kaeden to the group of unkempt females who were huddling tightly together. 

Terry knew that he wasn’t the right person to talk with the group. He nodded to Char. 

“My name is Charumati and this is my husband, Terry Henry Walton, and this little man is Kaeden. He told us a story about how men had come and taken the girls from their group of children. Are you those girls?” she asked. The oldest of the group was still young, probably in her late twenties. 

The bruises on their arms and faces suggested physical abuse. The hollow expressions on their faces told a bigger story. 

Akio watched from the pod, deciding that Terry needed help. Using the power of his mind, he projected calm over the women, gave them a sense of peace, if only for the moment. It would be the first step in their new lives. 

Their expressions changed and the women looked at the group of warriors, the Force de Guerre, the other beautiful people, a man dressed in black leather with a wide-brimmed hat, a bear, and a dog. They didn’t know what to make of the strangers, but they felt free. 

At Char’s urging, the women brought the young girls where Kaeden could see them, and where they could see him. They recognized Kaeden and ran to him. 

Terry looked through the fence at the pod where Akio, Yuko, and Eve stood. He mouthed the words ‘thank you.’ 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The pods couldn’t carry everyone at one time, so Mark volunteered to remain behind with the platoon and scavenge the compound for anything they could get. 

One man had surrendered and Terry didn’t know what to do with him. He turned him over to Mark to chase away.

Akio was accommodating in leaving the well-armed platoon behind. Terry thanked Mark for his initiative. He also wanted to stay but Char suggested the delegation of authority had happened and it was the right thing to do. Mark needed the opportunity to do something in the field, out from under the watchful eye of the colonel.

Terry cautioned Mark to watch out for anyone who might return from hunting. They couldn’t be certain that all the men were accounted for. The sergeant saluted and the group departed.

The pods quickly lifted off and flew to Chicago, where the two groups offloaded. Terry, Char, and her pack unloaded the ammunition and supplies, while Billy led the women to the mayor’s building, where Felicity was waiting. 

Akio met Terry at the back of the ramp. He bowed, deeper than before, while Terry and Char bent at the waist to exactly ninety degrees. 

“I can’t thank you enough, Akio-sama,” Terry told him. 

“It is I who should be thanking you, Master Pilot,” Akio said softly. “I am sorry for the loss of your man. We will remember him.”

“I can ask for nothing more. If we are true to ourselves, we cannot be false to anyone, as we learn in Hamlet. Thank you again, Akio-sama. Until next we meet.” Terry wondered why the quote came to him, but expected Akio was in his mind and had already seen it. 

Akio returned inside and closed the ramp. The empty pods departed on a return heading to pick up the platoon.  

Terry, Char, Kaeden, and one of the girls, Kimber, walked together. Kae and the little girl held hands. She seemed older than him, but was a little shorter. 

“I used to be taller than you,” she said. 

“Nah,” Kaeden replied. 

“You knew each other before?” Char asked innocently. 

“His whole life!” Kimber replied. “He’s my little brother.” 

Terry stopped walking. The group of women and girls stopped, too. They had no idea what was happening. They’d never traveled by air before, but did it because that’s what they were told to do, believing that it would lead to freedom.

And it did. These strangers had saved them, asking for nothing in return. They wanted the happy ending. They wanted to see Kimber and Kaeden reunited. They watched, entranced by the reunion.

Terry should have been happy that Kaeden’s sister had been returned. He just wished he would have known that their family was about to get bigger. 

Char snickered as she saw a full range of emotions cross Terry’s face. “Kimber, dear, you’ll live with us as Kaeden does,” she finally managed to say. The little girl looked skeptical, but her brother reassured her. 

“They are the best!” Kae said of his adopted parents.

Terry started walking again. Char gasped and bent over. Terry kneeled before her. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“The little bugger has quite a kick!” She straightened up and took a deep breath. “Shall we?” 

Char walked ahead as if nothing happened. In Terry’s mind, his world was closing in around him. He started to breathe faster and faster until he couldn’t catch his breath at all. Terry had to stop. 

“TH, you’re hyperventilating and probably driving your nanocytes crazy. Do you need me to punch you in the face?” Char offered.

Terry tried to hold her off with one hand, but she wouldn’t move. The group of women stood and watched, finding the episode curious from a man who had so mercilessly battled their captors to win their freedom. They wondered what afflicted him, but Char seemed to think it trivial.

Char rubbed his back as he was doubled over, trying to calm himself. She smiled nervously at the other women. “My husband,” she said apologetically. Some of them nodded knowingly, others were curious, and a few were still lost to the horrors within their own minds. 

She took the opportunity to talk with them. “We are rebuilding civilization. Power, running water, flush toilets. None of these things are too far away. We have a dining facility where you will eat regular meals. There is plenty of work that needs done to support the community. Farming, fishing, weaving, woodcraft. You name it and we have to do it, but we have a nice place to live here and really smart people working for the betterment of all. We are happy that you have joined us, but you are free to determine your own destiny.” 

Char looked from face to face. They didn’t give much away with their expressions. Char knew that it would take time. 

One of the women screamed. Ted was walking quickly toward them, surrounded by his wolf pack. 

“They aren’t dangerous, are you, my pretties?” Ted asked, looking at the shaggy grey beasts. 

“Char, I just wanted to tell you that we’ll be firing the plant for one hour in the morning and two hours every evening for the next few months while we bring the big power plant on line. I’ve set up a work schedule that should be viable. We will need more hands, though. Are any of you experienced with working in a power plant or around heavy machinery? Piping maybe?” Ted spoke quickly while looking at the women.

No one said anything as they watched the nice looking man with the pack of wolves. 

“Pity,” Ted said. He found Sue and for the first time in a long time, hugged her and gave her a kiss. “I’m glad you’re home.” 

Their relationship was distant at the best of times, but it worked for them. Clyde still wasn’t used to the wolves, remaining wary with his hackles up whenever they were near. 

Gene, Timmons, Shonna, and Merrit grabbed Ted to get the skinny on his plan. Walking him away as he talked excitedly. 

Sue watched them go without concern. It was Ted’s way. Aaron stood uncomfortably behind the group, on the outside looking in as usual. 

Joseph was nowhere to be seen. Char reached out with her senses and found him, walking the road alone back toward the old city of Chicago, the place he called home. 

That left Terry and Char, with twenty-five women and girls. Billy was waiting inside his building, but no one could say that he was waiting patiently. 

Terry finally stood up straight. The color had returned to his face. Char nuzzled his cheek and nibbled on his ear. “We’ll get a house and everyone will have their own bedroom, including us, TH. Our adventure is just starting, my love. More of us sooner than we thought, but so what? As long as we are together, isn’t that what matters most?” 

Terry had to agree. “It is, my love.”

They’d taken so long getting nowhere that the two pods returned while they were still in the open area. The pods touched down and the platoon disembarked, removing a variety of things and depositing them on the ground before returning for a second load. The ramps closed and the pods took off, having spent a total of two minutes on the ground. 

Terry was immediately himself. Sergeant Mark approached, saluted, and reported that they’d found what looked like personal items. They brought it all. If the women wanted it, it would be there. If not, they would make it disappear. 

“Well done, Sergeant. Across the board, today, well done. Tomorrow, no PT, breakfast and then mid-morning we’ll have a ceremony for Boris, then we’ll conduct an after action review for both of today’s operations,” Terry said crisply, then returned Mark’s salute. “Carry on.” 

When Terry turned around, Char had her arms crossed and was tapping one foot. “You can fight a battle and order twenty-five men and women around as if it were nothing, but find out that you’re going to live with three kids and you become a blubbering mess!” 

Terry knew that he was supposed to be offended, but he was vastly outnumbered. “But you love me in spite of that,” he tried with a shy smile. “Billy’s waiting.”

But he wasn’t. Billy and Felicity had joined them. “Good afternoon, y’all. My name is Felicity and this is Billy Spires, the mayor of our town. Since it is dinnertime, I suggest we take this to our dining facility and get you something to eat,” Felicity drawled. 

Ted had led most of the others away, leaving Terry, Char, and Aaron to help carry. But once the group of women saw the load, they pitched in. With everyone carrying something, they were able to move everything to the barracks in one trip. Mark offered to house the women and girls in the spare rooms on the second floor of the FDG’s barracks. With the Force on the first floor, they would be protected and hopefully they’d feel safe.

Mark was sympathetic to their plight. Not that long ago, he would not have been, but with Terry’s and Char’s influence, he’d starting learning more about people, about humanity. 

Mark wasn’t the only one who had changed. He looked around and saw the platoon, finally blooded in combat, somber yet driven. 

They were professional warfighters. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The platoon stood at attention as Terry positioned himself near the rough casket in which Boris rested. They’d chosen the open field near the pharmaceutical plant as the town’s cemetery. Terry was sorry to see a member of the Force as the first to be buried there. The worst part was that he wouldn’t be the last. 

Terry looked at the group, from one person to the next. He nodded to Kiwi and Char standing behind the formation. 

He and Char would see every one of them dead and buried. They were special and didn’t age like the others. In another twenty, the original members of the Force would be old, and he and Char would look the same, feel the same. 

Terry knew that he would get good at delivering eulogies, the bad side of the good deal from his enhancements. The platoon shifted back and forth as the silence stretched out.

“When one of us dies, we all lose a part of ourselves. Such is the loyalty of the FDG,” Terry said while looking at the casket. He looked up at the platoon and saw them locked at the position of attention. “At ease, people.”

Terry shuffled his feet as he tried to come up with something to say. He’d thought about it, but nothing had come to him, so there he was, forced to wing it. He wanted all of them to know that they deserved the very best he could give them. 

“I don’t want to ever get good at this, wishing people on their way and then planting them in the ground. It sucks. Boris came to us a while back, claiming to be the last of the Marines. He got his ass kicked for that, but he turned into a good one, a valued member of our family and someone who fought hard every single day.” 

Mark raised his hand and Terry pointed him out. 

“I wanted to say a few things, if it’s okay, sir,” Mark said and Terry nodded, glad for the respite. “Boris and I had our differences, but that had nothing to do with the quality of warrior that he was. He earned our respect. He earned my respect. He would never ask his people to do something that he wouldn’t do, and that’s how he died, by leading the way.” 

Terry thanked Mark for his kind words and looked for anyone else to speak. Charlie raised his hand. “Me and Boris went into the interview together, saying we was the last of the Marines. I’ll be goddamned if I knew that the colonel was the real last Marine. That wasn’t too smart on our part, but we wanted to join up, be bad asses. And you know what? We learned that it wasn’t about that at all. It was living to a higher ideal, making people feel safe because they knew we’d protect them. We saw that yesterday. Fuck those guys and anyone like them who comes up against us. Wherever Boris is, he knows that we won...” 

Charlie stopped speaking as he sniffled and tried to gather himself. He and Boris had been best friends. Now he was the squad leader, having taken Boris’s place, and was trying to be strong for the others. He didn’t look comfortable with his appointment. Terry made a mental note to talk with the man. 

“For Boris, for anyone here, know that we leave no one behind. We protect those who can’t protect themselves. Our job is to bring humanity back to civilization and what we saw out there yesterday…two shining examples of how people used their power for the wrong reasons. Well, the Force de Guerre is here to stay. Those people can go fuck themselves!” Terry yelled, angry but proud. 

“Boris died to give humanity a chance to be human,” Terry continued. “Any one of us could be in that box, so we will train harder, we will work harder to be that much better than our enemies, because the people we protect deserve our best. Akio said he may have a few more jobs that need doing, and there is no one better to do them than us. Take the rest of the day off, go fishing, go for a walk, play a game, do something where you revel in life. Tomorrow, we start training again. Sergeant, take charge of the platoon and carry out the plan of the day.”

Mark brought the platoon to attention and saluted. 

Charlie led a detail to drop the casket into the hole and then fill it. They didn’t have a headstone, only a wooden plank. Mark said he’d take care of that since the Force deserved better. 

Terry agreed.

Terry shook hands with everyone there. These were his people. He’d made them what they were, and then he put them in harm’s way. 

And he’d do it again, because that was why the Force de Guerre existed. 

Akio had hinted that there was more work to do, a lot more. Terry already had a plan in mind, where they’d train and that they’d help in the power plant, or the fields, or with fishing. Full days stretched out before them like an endless plain. 

A busy Marine is a happy Marine, Terry thought. Or, a bored Marine is a liberty risk, taking their time off and wreaking havoc on the local town. 

He didn’t know why he thought that, but he was always worried when his people weren’t training or in combat.

Char waited for him to finish before approaching him and taking his hand. He spoke first. “They’re not Marines, but they are.” 

She didn’t know what he wanted from her, so she talked about what she wanted to talk about. “Nice ceremony. No wailing or gnashing of teeth, just the loyalty and dedication you give them and demand back. They’re proud of what they’ve done, TH. You made that happen. Yesterday was a great day. It validated the FDG as a global force for good.” She paused a moment, a smile playing on her lips, “As hokey as that sounds.” 

“It did, didn’t it?” Terry forced a smile. “Bringing humanity back to civilization has its challenges, doesn’t it?”

“It started with Sawyer Brown. He needed to go. Once he was gone, look what happened? The people flourished,” Char said, looking intensely at Terry. Her purple eyes sparkled as the morning sun shone on her face. The silver in her hair glittered. “No, TH, this is exactly where you need to be and doing what you need to do. People are going to die. Where in the hell did they get armor-piercing ammunition, and how were we supposed to plan for that?”

Terry drank in her beauty and wisdom. 

“I think we’ll call them warriors, not Marines, not soldiers, but warriors. Who else would serve in the Force of War?” 

“Do you even hear anything I’m saying to you, Terry Henry Walton?” Char said, smiling. She knew her husband. She knew he heard it all. And she knew that he knew that she was right. “You are such a man.”

***

Autumn Dawn was sick again. Her age and the journey had taken its toll. She seemed to always be cold. Rapids and Winter Rain were worried. Kiwi started spending more time with her grandmother. Geronimo was there too, not missing training but being relieved of the work details during the time that his family needed him. 

Which meant that he was there for his wife. Terry had seen those who weren’t there for their spouses in times of need. He saw a lot of divorces and too many broken men. 

He wouldn’t let that happen. Gerry said that he could work every other day and the colonel flatly refused as he played the age and wisdom card, saying, “You may not think this is the best use of your time right now, but trust me in that later, you’ll know that it was the best thing you could have done. Your marriage will be stronger, and you will be a better man for it.”

Sometimes Terry had to lecture. He’d hate to waste all the lessons he’d learned the hard way. 

When Terry, Char, Kaeden, and Kimber stopped by, Autumn Dawn was sitting up, bundled into a cocoon of blankets, one of which was a buffalo hide. Terry could only smile. He and Char had killed the buffalo, but lost their blankets with the fire they’d started. They had to trade the hide for new blankets, which they continued to use to this day. 

“You look great,” Terry said with a smile, offering Charumati the chair next to the old woman. 

“You lie poorly,” the old woman croaked. Terry wanted to laugh, but the whole situation reminded him of Black Feather. Terry and Char had been there when he took his last breath. 

Autumn Dawn knew what he was thinking and said reassuringly, “I’m not ready to go just yet.”

“We only wanted to stop by and see how you were doing,” Char said softly. “Is there anything you need from us?” 

“Only your continued support and encouragement of my granddaughter. She is a fine young woman,” the old woman said slowly. Gerry stood against a wall, hugging Kiwi from behind as she rested her hands on his. 

“I’m sorry, but we also wanted to introduce Kaeden’s sister, Kimber,” Terry offered, thrusting the little girl forward. She started to struggle and Autumn Dawn laughed. 

“That tells me how I really look,” she managed to say through heavy breaths, trying to smile and lifting a shriveled hand to pat the girl’s head. “Welcome to our family, little one.” 

The old lady’s eyes closed and she seemed to drift off to sleep. Terry and Char excused themselves and it took no urging for the kids to run outside. 

Terry stopped and looked at Gerry and Kiwi. “Hold on to what you have with everything you’ve got,” he told them as he gently rested a hand on Gerry’s shoulder. With a quick nod, Terry left.

***

“We need more food, Billy,” Sue said without looking at any of the papers in front of her. 

“Tell me something I don’t know?” Billy snapped back.

“You love Clyde,” Sue replied without hesitation. The dog had been lying beneath the table and stood when he heard his name, expecting a treat or to go outside. 

He was good with either. 

“That dog! He’d let me starve. Honestly, how much can one dog eat?” 

Sue shrugged, unsure that Clyde had ever reached his limit.

“We have too many people and not enough good ideas,” Billy conceded.

“You know what that means, Billy dear,” Felicity said from her seat on the couch. Marcie was fast asleep next to her. 

“I don’t,” Billy replied, turning to look at her. She’d been losing weight, as had he. The rigors of the office, too much work to do with too little was taking its toll on both of them. 

Felicity looked at him and chuckled. “Why, Billy dear, you need to ask for help.” It seemed simple to her, but not to a man like Billy Spires.

His eyebrows flicked up at the revelation. He turned to Sue. “Please gather the people who I need to ask for help, so I can ask them for help.”

“What do you think they’re going to tell you?” Sue asked.

“That we need to fish more, that we need to go on a major hunt, harvest buffalo or whatever else is big and huntable. Send a foraging group out to find wild vegetables. Maybe use the vehicles to transport these groups beyond our normal reach,” the mayor stated succinctly.

“There’s the Billy I fell in love with!” Felicity exclaimed. 

“So what do you need me to do?” Sue asked.

“Get the people who need to be in charge of each of those things so I can tell them what we need from them and they can tell me how they’re going to accomplish those things. I’ll need Terry and Char, and then Blevin, too, from the motor pool,” Billy said with a small shake of his head. 

He was amazed at how simple it was once all the distractions were removed, the noise silenced. The way ahead was revealed.

“Thanks, you two,” Billy said, looking from one to the other. “For everything.”

***

Maria and Pepe drove the dune buggy. They would have preferred their cart, but it was with the group driving the cattle. 

They’d been busy working the soil, preparing for the spring planting and once they got their first seeds into the ground in their ad hoc greenhouse, they were tasked with going north and finding the other farmers who seemed to be little more than ghosts. 

They wouldn’t ride the horses, but when Terry offered the dune buggy, Pepe perked up. Maria wasn’t so sure, but after a few practice drives, Terry turned them loose. Coordinating with farms that were already producing was critical for immediate viability. They didn’t have years to wait in order to produce something in the quantities they needed.

James squeezed into the dune buggy on their first couple trips, having to stand between the seats as if manning the machinegun. He guided them to the corner where he and Lacy had left various gifts for the farmers. They stopped the dune buggy there and James pointed out where he thought the farmers were hiding.

Pepe and Maria looked at the field as if they were kids seeing a playground. Without waiting for permission, they got out of the vehicle and worked their way through a broken fence, heading into the cultivated soil. Pepe took a handful of the rich black dirt and sniffed it. He held it out to Maria but she politely declined.

James stayed with the dune buggy while the two farmers continued into the field, just like James and Lacy had done how many times before. When they reached a small building, someone stepped out and blocked their way.

“Hi, I’m Pepe and this is Maria. My compliments to you on the quality of your soil. This really is magnificent. What do you grow?” Pepe asked innocently, disregarding the way the man held his shovel as if it was a weapon.

The man didn’t answer.

“We brought seed packs from our place out in Colorado. The weather got too hot, so here we are. I think our tomatoes would grow magnificently, be bursting full in this soil and with the longer growing season. I didn’t catch your answer, what do you grow?” Pepe pressed. Maria stood by patiently and watched. 

“We grow beans and peppers. Lost our tomato seeds a few years back. You got tomato seeds?” the man asked. 

Pepe stuck out his hand. “Yes, we do, and we’d love to share and trade…”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




The next two months were a blur, until Chief Foxtail’s scouts rode up to the power plant. Terry had the platoon spread out grinding and banging away refurbishing piping as Timmons directed. 

They’d had to dismantle a quarter of the old plant in order to build a stock of supplies to work on the system that Timmons was trying to bring back to life. 

The riders waved when they saw Terry. He thrust a fist in the air and yelled a mighty oorah. The others working nearby joined him to greet the new arrivals. 

“They are not far behind us, Terry Henry Walton,” the first scout reported. 

“I can’t tell you how great it is to see you and hear the news. We can bring some trucks out if people are tired of walking?” Terry offered. The two on horseback conferred for a moment. 

“That would be greatly appreciated. The people are tired, for the journey has been long,” the man said in a tired voice. 

“Rally up!” Terry bellowed, then issued orders to his men, who took off running toward the base where First Sergeant Blevin’s motor pool was located. 

Ten minutes later, the buses and three trucks rolled up. The scouts waved at them to follow and rode away. 

Terry yelled at the drivers to take the people to the base. The first sergeant gave the thumbs up and led the small convoy away. 

“Corporal Lacy!” the colonel called as he entered the plant. She yelled back and waved from three catwalks up. “The rest of our people and the cattle are here! You keep things running and then wrap up early. I’m sure we’ll have a big party tonight. Be there or be square!” 

Lacy didn’t get the odd phrase, but she understood what she needed to do—be in charge and wrap early. She could do that. Corporal Lacy saluted quickly and then ran off to let the warriors know.

Terry headed for the base, running fast like only an enhanced human could. He covered the mile in less than three minutes. 

Not bad for a senior citizen, he thought. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. He slowed as he ran through the base so he wouldn’t alarm the civilians. If someone had seen him running, they could think there was an emergency. 

He ran straight into Billy’s office. “They’re here, Billy, our people, Chief Foxtail, his people, and the cattle. They made it, Billy!” 

The mayor smiled broadly, leaning back in his chair and putting his hands behind his head. 

“Why do you sound surprised, TH?” Billy asked. 

“I was going for pleasantly surprised and delighted with a dash of oorah on top,” Terry countered. 

“I’d say you accomplished some of that,” Sue offered. 

“Come on, Clyde. Let’s greet some new people,” Terry said, bending down. Clyde’s nails slid on the marble as he ran from under the table and headed for the door. Billy, Felicity, and Marcie packed up to walk out as well. Sue decided there was no sense in staying. 

When they got outside, Kaeden and Kimber were running across the open area, yelling something unintelligible. Terry bolted for them, sliding to a stop and taking a knee. 

“Come on, Dad. Mom says it’s time,” Kae said, grabbing Terry’s hand and trying to pull him. 

“It’s time!” he yelled, looking back at Sue. “Take Clyde. I have to go.” 

He picked up both kids and ran for his home. Char was there alone and the baby was coming. 

***

The scouts led the vehicles to the conglomeration of people walking with the herd of cattle. Blevin popped the door open and offered a ride to anyone who was tired of walking. The buses and trucks filled quickly, leaving only those riding horses or driving carts. 

The scouts told the Weathers boys and Eli’s family to catch the bus. The riders would use the horses to bring the cattle the rest of the way. 

It took no time to cover the five miles back to the base. 

The small convoy pulled through the main gate and maneuvered to drop the newcomers off at the main building, where Billy and Felicity greeted them. Sue had taken Clyde, but then she and the dog followed Terry to be with Char. 

Chief Foxtail was first off the bus, taking a moment to thank Blevin for coming for them. 

“Mayor Billy Spires, I am so happy to see you and this wonderful place,” the chief said in way of greeting. 

“We have food, we have shelter, and soon, we’ll have power, too. For your people, we have plenty of work that needs to be done. Farming, ranching, fishing, exploring, ironwork. There’s so much to do, but I could talk about that until the cows come home.” Billy chuckled at his own joke, then he shook himself. 

“You need to go see Autumn Dawn. She’s been sick lately.” Billy didn’t elaborate. He waved at the chief to follow him as he walked away, leaving Felicity to greet the new arrivals and get them going in the direction of the quarters they’d be getting. 

Billy and the chief walked quickly to see Autumn Dawn, who was barely able to lift her eyelids. Foxtail crouched next to her. “Mother, I’ve made it home,” he told her. 

Her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t open her eyes. Her lips worked and finally she was able to whisper, “I waited for this. One comes and one goes.” 

She relaxed into her recliner-turned-bed and with a smile on her old face, she passed into Mother Earth’s arms.

Gerry and Kiwi ran up, out of breath. Kiwi hung her head. “I saw Metaguas and knew it was time, Father,” Kiwi said as she sought comfort in his arms. Geronimo stood close by, waiting patiently. Foxtail gave him a questioning look. 

Gerry pointed to Kiwi and then grasped one of his own wrists in each hand in the sign of a partnership. Foxtail understood, smiling easily as he held his daughter. 

A throat-rending scream came from far off. With a nod, the chief sent Gerry running. He followed the sound and slowed when he realized it was coming from the colonel’s quarters.

***

Char had the death grip on Terry’s arm as Sue tried to talk Char through it. The contractions were gut-wrenching, forcing Char to flex as if every muscle in her body cramped at the same time. She unloaded with a scream of pain as each new wave flowed through her. 

She dug her nails into Terry’s arm, drawing blood. He grinned and bore it. “You did this to me!” she growled in a surreal voice. 

“It’ll be over soon, honey, and our little girl will be with us!” Terry tried to console her. Char’s purple eyes were on fire, her face contorted. 

“I’ll fucking rip your fucking face off, you fuck!” Char hissed. 

Terry maintained a usual sense of fear of his wife, but at that moment, it was beyond that. 

He was very afraid. 

Char let out another ear-piercing scream that would have shattered glass had there been any.  

“I see the head,” Sue said excitedly. It was everyone’s first except for Margie Rose, who stood nearby with her hands over her ears. She gave Sue direction, but was afraid of getting punched or kicked or gouged. She was appalled at Char’s language, admitting that she’d never seen anyone turn into one of hell’s demons before. 

Char gritted her teeth and grabbed Terry’s arm in both her hands. He grunted in pain, but knew he had best not say anything. 

With one final push, the baby was born. The little girl belted out a piercing cry, reminiscent of her mother from only moments before, then the baby huffed and shivered. Sue swaddled her in an old shirt. It was all they had. 

“Care to cut the umbilical cord?” Sue asked. Terry whipped out his knife, but Char grabbed his arm and glared at the silvered blade. 

“Oh crap.” He jumped up, saw Gerry outside, and demanded the man’s knife. Gerry handed it over without question. Terry did the deed and Sue tied the end closed with a small piece of string. 

Terry wiped the blade and handed it back. 

“Autumn Dawn has passed away,” Gerry said quietly. “I need to go.” 

Terry watched Geronimo walk quickly away. Kiwi intercepted him and they talked briefly before returning. Chief Foxtail was coming.

Inside, Char was exhausted but exhilarated. Terry rubbed his arms as he returned to Char’s side. She smiled at him. “I love you,” she said, smiling radiantly, purple eyes glowing. Seeing the look on his face, she was confused. “What?”

“I love you, too?” he tried. 

“Did I say something? I’d heard that at times like this the inner evil Werewolf comes out. I don’t remember any of it, thank goodness.” 

“Neither do I, lover,” Terry snickered, shaking his head, but then he turned serious. “Autumn Dawn has passed away, and Foxtail is here.”

“I thought she might. It was her time, and she was more than ready. They made it! That is good news.” She continued to smile and rocked gently as she held her daughter.

“Name?” Terry asked, thinking he knew what the final decision had been.

“Cordelia Dawn. Cordelia from King Lear and Dawn for a new dawn ushered in when one passes away and for the one we have to live without. The sun still rises,” Char said. 

The lights flickered as the power plant came online. Chief Foxtail couldn’t take his eyes from the electric bulb as it hummed and brightened. 

“It has been so long,” he started, then turned to Terry and Char. “Congratulations.” 

The baby fussed and Char finally was able to look at her baby girl. A full head of black hair with a silver streak on the side. Her little ears were fuzzy and a touch pointed. Terry studied her closely. She looked like a normal baby except for the silver streak and fuzzy ears. 

“Is she a Werewolf?” Terry asked.

“Does it matter?” Char replied. 
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PROLOGUE




Char had the death grip on Terry’s arm as Sue tried to talk Char through it. The contractions were gut-wrenching, forcing Char to flex as if every muscle in her body cramped at the same time. She unloaded with a scream of pain as each new wave flowed through her.

She dug her nails into Terry’s arm, drawing blood. He grinned and bore it. “You did this to me!” she growled in a surreal voice. 

“It’ll be over soon, honey, and our little girl will be with us!” Terry tried to console her. Char’s purple eyes were on fire, her face contorted. 

“I’ll fucking rip your fucking face off, you fuck!” Char hissed. 

Terry maintained a usual sense of fear of his wife, but at that moment, it was beyond that. 

He was very afraid. 

Char let out another ear-piercing scream that would have shattered glass had there been any.  

“I see the head,” Sue said excitedly. It was everyone’s first except for Margie Rose, who stood nearby with her hands over her ears. She gave Sue direction, but was afraid of getting punched or kicked or gouged. She was appalled at Char’s language, admitting that she’d never seen anyone turn into one of hell’s demons before. 

Char gritted her teeth and grabbed Terry’s arm in both her hands. He grunted in pain, but knew he had best not say anything. 

With one final push, the baby was born. The little girl belted out a piercing cry, reminiscent of her mother from only moments before, then the baby huffed and shivered. Sue swaddled her in an old shirt. 

It was all they had. 

“Care to cut the umbilical cord?” Sue asked. Terry whipped out his knife, but Char grabbed his arm and glared at the silvered blade. 

“Oh crap.” He jumped up, saw Gerry outside, and demanded the man’s knife. Gerry handed it over without question. Terry did the deed and Sue tied the end closed with a small piece of string. 

Terry wiped the blade and handed it back. 

“Autumn Dawn has passed away,” Gerry said quietly. “I need to go.” 

Terry watched Geronimo walk quickly away. Kiwi intercepted him, and they talked briefly before returning. Chief Foxtail was coming.

Inside, Char was exhausted but exhilarated. Terry rubbed his arms as he returned to Char’s side. She smiled at him. “I love you,” she said, smiling radiantly, purple eyes glowing. Seeing the look on his face, she was confused. “What?”

“I love you, too?” he tried. 

“Did I say something? I’d heard that at times like this the inner evil Werewolf comes out. I don’t remember any of it, thank goodness.” 

“Neither do I, lover,” Terry snickered, shaking his head, but then he turned serious. “Autumn Dawn has passed away, and Foxtail is here.”

“I thought she might. It was her time, and she was more than ready. They made it! That is good news.” She continued to smile and rocked gently as she held her daughter.

“Name?” Terry asked, thinking he knew what the final decision had been.

“Cordelia Dawn. Cordelia from King Lear and Dawn for a new dawn ushered in when one passes away and for the one we have to live without. The sun still rises,” Char said. 

The lights flickered as the power plant came online. Chief Foxtail couldn’t take his eyes from the electric bulb as it hummed and brightened. 

“It has been so long,” he started, then turned to Terry and Char. “Congratulations.” 

The baby fussed and Char finally was able to look at her baby girl. A full head of black hair with a silver streak on the side. Her little ears were fuzzy and a touch pointed. Terry studied her closely. She looked like a normal baby except for the silver streak and fuzzy ears. 

“Is she a Werewolf?” Terry asked.

“Does it matter?” Char replied. 




















CHAPTER ONE




“I’m pretty sure there’s no motherfucking way in this universe I’m going to tell the kids to call you Uncle Joe,” Terry announced in measured tones, clenching and unclenching his fists as he glared at the Forsaken 

Joseph stood calmly. “I don’t see what the big deal is. Uncle Gene is barely house-trained,” Joseph answered, peeking out from under the wide brim of his black leather hat. 

The Werebear bristled at first, but it reminded him that the grizzly cub Bogdan was definitely not housebroken. He needed to clean up the latest mess before reminding the bear cub that he’d be sleeping outside if there were any more accidents. 

 “Uncle Joe. Sounds like a politician.” Ted snickered, finding his own joke funny.

“I’m just saying…” Joseph tapered off. 

Timmons watched the Forsaken through baleful eyes. 

Billy and Felicity were strolling toward them with Charumati and baby Cory in between. Aaron followed with Kaeden and Kimber in tow. 

“We’re done with this conversation!” Terry warned Joseph and the pack. 

Terry heard Ted mutter something about “Uncle Joe” and giggle. 

“Not another word, Ted, and I mean it.” Terry stopped to lock his gaze on the nuclear engineer. “There’s not going to be an Uncle Joe.”

Char shook her head. “You know I can hear everything you’re saying?” she said, laughing. Since giving birth, Terry had seen a more vibrant sparkle in Char’s eyes. He was mesmerized each and every time he looked at her and their burgeoning family. 

Bringing humanity back to civilization meant bringing his own humanity home, where his family was. 

Terry wrapped one arm around his wife and the second under their newborn daughter. Together, he and Char supported the baby as they kissed, passionately, the way married people had forgotten. He caressed her face and then turned to Cordelia.

“How’s my little girl?” he cooed. Char watched her pack, as if daring someone to say anything. Joseph chuckled and Ted couldn’t look at the Forsaken without giggling. 

Gene had taken a knee so he could scold Bogdan. The Werewolves alternated between looking at the sky and their own feet. 

Terry took care picking the baby up and cradling her. Char excused herself to talk with Timmons and Joseph. Billy carried Marcie and asked if Terry could speak privately. TH expected that they couldn’t get far enough away for the Weres to not hear.

They didn’t go far before Billy stopped and faced TH. Marcie was getting big and seemed to be an armful for the smaller man. 

“I want to apologize, TH,” Billy started, kicking a stone and swallowing before he continued. “Everything you said from the start, man, you were right. You were always good to your word and I was still a douchebag. I want you to know, it won’t happen again. I’m here for you, supporting you. I know what I’m not in control of.” 

Once Billy finished stammering his apology, he shifted Marcie to the other arm and offered his hand. 

Terry pointed to the others with his chin. “We’re only in control of what they let us be in control of. Felicity and Char, Billy, we’d be nothing without them.” He grabbed Billy’s hand firmly and shook it twice before letting go. 

Billy walked with a spring in his step as he returned to the group with Terry. 

Margie Rose shuffled toward them as she shook her wooden spoon. Terry looked at Char. She held her hands up and pointed back at her husband. 

“What did I do?”  he asked.

Margie Rose put her spoon away before Terry was in imminent danger of getting smacked. The old woman held out her hands to take the baby. Terry thought about arguing, but decided against it and handed Cory over after kissing her on the head. Margie Rose gently took the baby and held her tightly. 

“You know how long I’ve been waiting for this, mister,” Margie Rose berated Terry. “Char tells me you have training? Two days after the baby’s born? I’m not sure you’re ready, dear, but if you must. I have baby duty for the next four hours. Aaron, care to join me with those other two scrumptious little morsels?” 

Aaron looked about wildly. Terry held his hands up in surrender, then waved at Kim and Kae. They waved back and the Weretiger motioned for them to follow the rapidly retreating old woman. 

Terry joined the group to find Char facing the Forsaken.

“Uncle Joe?” Char asked him.

“Quaint, don’t you think?” Joseph asked, not really asking. The Forsaken tensed as he saw the violence within the Werewolf’s mind, but she forced herself to relax. 

“What the fuck do you want from us, Joseph? Are we your friends, your posse, your only companionship?” Char demanded, stabbing his chest with her finger to emphasize each question. She pulled her hand away when he looked at her, profound sadness gripping his features. 

“Quaint, don’t you think?” he asked, a completely different question this time around. 

Timmons sneered, and Char silenced him with a glance. 

“Don’t feel sorry for me, beautiful Werewolf. We are all cursed in some way, are we not?” Joseph looked at his captive audience. All eyes were on him. “If that will be all, Terry Henry Walton, I’d like to take my leave and sleep for a while, maybe a year or two,” Joseph removed his hat so the others could see his face. He didn’t look as if he were trying to lead them astray.  “I find myself more and more fatigued of late. Sleep will help, and then, when I awake, I’d really like to drain a cow or something. Maybe you could arrange that in my absence?” 

Terry joined his wife, standing at her side as the Vampire held his hat in his hands, humbly asking for help.

“We’ll see what we can do. No promises, Joseph,” Terry replied.

“I can ask for no better. Thank you. If necessary, you can wake me. The combination is four-seven-seventy-six.” Joseph put his hat back on, adjusted it to block the sunlight, and turned to go. 

“What happened on April seventh?” Terry asked. 

“July fourth. I still consider myself very European, despite the awful colonist foibles that have crept into my manners,” Joseph explained. He waved half-heartedly and strolled away, stopping momentarily to rest a hand on Gene’s shoulder. The Werebear covered the Forsaken’s hand with his own and nodded briefly before letting go. 

“Interesting,” Char whispered. Terry slid an arm around her waist and gently caressed her back. She leaned into him. 

Two days earlier, the baby had been born and Char’s body had completely healed. She carried no extra weight. Her abdomen was back to being rock hard. The nanocytes coursing through her Werewolf body had taken care of her. The human women who didn’t know her true nature were jealous and chalked her recovery up to magic.

“So, lover, what’s on the schedule for today? I seemed to have missed the planning meeting, what with the new baby and all, but I’m here now.” She smiled and started to stretch. 

“Sandpit for training?” he asked the group. 

“I’d like to be excused,” Ted said. Terry and Char looked at each other.

“Fine,” she replied. As Ted started to speak, she interrupted him. “But you can’t have Gene until after we train!”

Ted grumbled to himself as he walked away. “Look at you, the belle of the ball!” Char taunted as Gene stood up. Bogdan wasn’t done getting his ears scratched and he stood, too, putting his paws on the Werebear’s shoulder. 

“What can I say, I am likeable guy!” he said in his heavy Russian accent. “Even wild animal love me.”

“To the sandpit!” Terry called, ready for a change in his daily activities. “It’s time that we met the platoon and our new recruits.” 

***

Kiwi stood with her arms crossed, tapping one foot as she looked at her father and her uncle. The older men were facing each other with Kiwi to the side.

“If we turn the rifles over, do we still have to serve?” Leaping Deer asked Chief Foxtail. 

“Yes,” the chief stated, jaw set and not inviting further debate. 

“Listen here!” the young woman interjected with a growl. “My husband is in the FDG, and I work for them, too. I’m not sure you and the others are man enough to serve in the Force de Guerre. It requires loyalty, dedication, selflessness. I know those braves. They are none of that!”

“Kiwidinok, hold your sharp tongue,” Leaping Deer cautioned, looking past the chief to scowl at his niece. 

“She speaks the truth, little brother.” Foxtail stepped to the side, creating a triangle and giving Kiwi equal space. 

“We saved the tribe!” the younger man exclaimed, wrinkling his eyebrows as he tried to defend himself. The chief sighed impatiently.

“And the FDG has saved us all, by finding this place and helping us to move here. We have a say in what goes on. Would we shirk our duties with the protection of our own people? Do you want us to hand over that responsibility?” the chief pleaded.

“I’ll serve,” Kiwi said, but the chief held up a hand, stopping her from antagonizing her uncle further. She stomped a foot, crossed her arms, and looked very young.

“But I’m too old and it’ll be hard,” Leaping Deer admitted, finally looking away from the chief.

“Nothing worth having is easily gotten, my brother,” Foxtail said softly, gently gripping his sibling’s shoulder. “Take the others with you, join the Force de Guerre, and assume your rightful place as a warrior of our people, protecting all of us, whites, blacks, natives, and Were folk alike. Remember Black Feather’s final words. One land. One people.” 

Leaping Deer sighed, breathing deeply and lifting his head high. “It will be done,” he looked around. “I’ll gather the men and have them bring their weapons and blankets. We shall move to the barracks, if Terry Henry Walton will have us.” 

“And take Donoma with you. She wants to fight,” Kiwi added, stepping closer to the men. 

“That’s for her husband to decide,” Leaping Deer snapped, but looked quickly away after his outburst. 

“We will let her decide, but that does not have to happen right now. I will talk with the colonel and see how many others he is willing to accept and capable of training. Until then, don’t you have horses to tend to, Horsemaster?” 

Kiwi smiled at the use of her title. “Over forty horses and yes, we need to find a new pasture and stable. Lots to do, Father.” She waved as she turned and raced away. 

Both men watched her go. “She is our future, Leaping Deer. She and those of her spirit, like Donoma. This is a whole new world and we have to change if we want to be a part of it,” the chief philosophized, no longer talking with his brother but speaking as the chief to his people. 

“I will do my part, Chief Foxtail,” the younger man said, nodding before he walked away to gather the others. 




















CHAPTER TWO




The platoon was waiting in front of the barracks for the colonel, the major, and all the others. The Weres all carried the rank of warrant officer, but it was a honorary rank. They never directed anyone in the Force without Terry or Char’s approval. The sergeant and the squad leaders had more influence than any of the Weres. 

Ted and the Weretiger preferred other duties and were allowed to do them. Char gave the rest of the pack no other choice because she needed them, almost like the Praetorian Guard of Rome. They were her special forces, existing to protect her, to fight for her when she so directed. 

And she wanted them to be well-trained. Ted earned a reprieve because power was critical to the long-term viability of the city and Aaron fought only as a Weretiger who then remembered nothing about his time as a big cat. 

Timmons and Shonna were pulling double duty—training and then to the power plant where a small but dedicated group were working to bring the plant back to life. They were making progress with the help of power from the fuel oil-fired generator on the base. 

They needed power to make power, and they had it. 

Sue had her work with the mayor and as their numbers increased past six hundred, the aspect of managing the town and its assets was becoming more and more time consuming. 

Adams and Merrit were given special duty, much to their chagrin. 

“Timmons and Char, light contact warmup match. One minute,” Terry called as the group surrounded the sandpit. The platoon was breathing hard from the calisthenics they’d been doing when the colonel and his group arrived. They welcomed the breather.

Char cracked her neck and stretched before assuming her fighting pose, light on the balls of her feet, arms up, hands loose. Timmons mirrored her pose because Terry had taught them the same forms. 

They came together quickly in a flurry of blows, neither landing anything substantial before they jumped back and stretched a little more. Timmons launched himself with a flying roundhouse. Char stepped into it and caught Timmons midair, spun with him and slammed him face-first into the sand. 

She tossed him from her, giving him the opportunity to get up.

“Thirty seconds,” Terry called.

Timmons shook the stars from his vision and flexed again. He dodged left, right, then left, before trying another roundhouse. Char’s foot caught in the heavy sand and she didn’t back away quickly enough.

The glancing blow caught her in the ribs and sent her spinning toward the sand. Timmons pressed his advantage, but Char twisted and kicked out, driving her foot into his unprotected groin. 

She flipped to her feet, but the sparring match was over. Timmons was on his knees, holding his battered manly hydraulics. His lips moved but nothing came out. 

Char dusted the sand from herself and helped him up. 

“My nuts hurt,” he whimpered, eyes glistening as he struggled through the pain, wishing the healing process would speed up. Char bit her lip to keep from laughing. 

“Next victims, Jim and Gerry,” the colonel called. Gerry held his hands up.

“What the hell?” he blurted before remembering that he was talking with the colonel. 

“Excuse me?” Terry replied, his expression darkening. He walked forward. “We don’t always get to pick our opponents. Sometimes they’re bigger, sometimes they’re not. Stand aside, Privates,” Terry ordered as he removed his uniform shirt and stepped into the sand pit. 

“Gene. Care to join me?” 

Leaping Deer walked up with six others following him. Char intercepted them. “Welcome to the show. Sparring is part of our daily training. You’ll get used to it.” 

“But…” The man ran out of words. He should have known that Foxtail had already talked with the leaders of the FDG. 

“Sergeant, give our new recruits a front row seat and afterwards, find them space in the barracks. Integrate them into the squads,” Char directed.

“But I thought I’d lead these men as our own unit,” Leaping Deer stuttered, lifting his hands in confusion.

“That’s not how we do things,” Char told him, trying to sound encouraging. She didn’t need to crush him on the first day, but it was important to establish boundaries and expectations.  “We have a bunch of individuals working as a single unit, making the whole greater than the sum of its parts. You may be a squad leader or higher someday, but that day is not today. Squad leader is a position that has to be earned. Now watch this little bit of entertainment and see if you can learn something.”

Char nodded to Terry and he smiled back, taking his eyes off his opponent. Gene hit him in the stomach with a fist the size of a battering ram. Terry flew through the air and landed in a heap. 

Gene clasped his hands together, danced, and cheered his victory. 

Terry crawled to his feet. “Nice, big man. Important lesson, people—never take your eyes off your opponent, some of them will make you pay for that. In combat, you usually don’t get a second chance so we train until we get it right, then we train more until we can’t get it wrong,” Terry lectured as he circled the Werebear, who easily outweighed him by a couple hundred pounds. 

Terry feigned an attack to judge Gene’s reach, but the big man was quick, making the colonel dodge away before learning how close he needed to get. He danced and taunted the Werebear, wanting him to charge recklessly, but Gene was an Olympic gold-medal winner. He knew how to work an opponent, so he waited as Terry continued to circle.

“Thirty seconds,” Char called out. 

The crowd cheered for some action. 

Thirty seconds—how bad can it get? Terry thought. He attacked with all the speed he could muster in the tenuous footing of the sandpit. He made a wild swing at Gene’s face, turning one hundred and eighty degrees to back-kick the big man in the knee and trying to knock him down.

Terry’s move was like kicking a tree trunk and just as effective. Gene landed on Terry’s back, expecting to drive the smaller man to the ground, but with a grunt, Terry took the full weight of the Werebear and held him on his shoulders. 

Terry took two steps and heaved Gene over his head and out of the pit.

“Time!” Char called. 

Terry staggered across the sand. “The bigger they are, right?” he panted. 

Gene was on the ground trying to work a dislocated shoulder back into place with Bogdan the grizzly cub licking his face. Gene couldn’t fight him off with one arm, so redoubled his efforts to put his arm into place. 

“That’s it?” Leaping Deer asked, shrugging off the match as if it wasn’t anything. 

“Corporal James. You and Leaping Deer… We’re not going to call you all that. L.D., your FDG name is Eldie,” the colonel declared. Char snickered and shook her head. 

“But I don’t like that,” Leaping Deer countered. 

“I don’t care what you like. Corporal, Eldie, into the sandpit, one minute on my mark,” Terry said, giving Eldie a helping push that sent him stumbling forward. Corporal James had mastered the Marine Corps Martial Arts and was the best to run the newcomers through their paces. He also ran the training when Terry or Char weren’t available.

Eldie squared up and James dipped his chin in greeting. Terry thought the corporal looked overconfident. The natives had a fighting style all their own, a martial arts of sorts. Terry knew that the match would be a good lesson for both of them.

James moved in first to deliver a chest punch. Eldie easily blocked it, feinted one way and spun so quickly that James didn’t move. Eldie’s foot seemed to fly in slow motion as it whipped toward the corporal’s head.

But James was frozen and could only watch. Time returned to normal when Eldie’s foot connected with James’s temple. The corporal went down and rolled away, coming up to a knee. Eldie smiled as he danced in the sand, waving at the corporal to come back into the fight. 

James shook his head, trying to clear it, but he still saw two of his opponent. He stood and faced both of them, squinting to bring one into focus. 

He was more cautious the second time, while Eldie was more aggressive. The older man jumped forward on one leg and attempted a straight kick, but James charged as soon as he saw the move coming. He turned aside, caught the leg, and dropped straight down, driving an elbow into Eldie’s quadriceps.

James maintained his grip on the leg as he stood and rolled his shoulders from left to right. Eldie flopped over helplessly. James moved forward, pinning the man down as he drove blow after blow into Eldie’s back. 

“Enough!” Terry called. James stopped instantly, then helped Eldie to his feet. 

Eldie didn’t think it was over. He took a swing at James’s face, but the corporal was wary. He blocked the punch and followed with a backhanded counterstrike. The impact rocked Eldie’s world, toppling him like a lightning struck tree. 

“Excellent technique, Corporal James,” Terry offered, nodding to the young man who was still dazed. Terry held the corporal’s face in his hands and looked into his eyes. “No more sparring for you until I say so. Get this man up.”

Charlie and Mark hurried into the pit and lifted Eldie to his feet. 

“I’m only going to say this one time.” Terry looked to the others who had arrived with Leaping Deer. “Orders are to be obeyed without question. If you need clarification, ask. If not, follow. Is that clear?”

The new men mumbled, but the old hands shouted in unison. “Yes, sir!”

“You will learn self-discipline, attention to detail, loyalty, and how to work as a team. This was one of many, many lessons that you’ll get. From this day forward, there is nowhere to go but up.” Terry looked at his new recruits. He needed them to understand the ground rules. “Sergeant, put them in the squads and have the squad leaders start bringing them up to speed.”

They saluted and Mark pulled them into a small circle with the squad leaders. He assigned them in three seconds flat. The squad leaders talked briefly with their new additions, even James, but he was slurring his words, so Mark filled in. 

Then the group returned to the side of the pit.

With James out of action, Terry led the individual combat training. They rehearsed upper body forms until they thought their arms were going to fall off. Then they switched to kicks and leg blocks. Even the Were folks were challenged and by the end, the humans had their hands on their knees as they gasped for air. 

“Geronimo and Jim! Into the sand pit for the day’s headlining match,” Terry announced. Both the men’s faces dropped. Terry wiped the sweat from his own forehead. The others were drenched. Terry screamed, “Fuckers!” 

The men found the energy to run for the pit. Geronimo struggled to get his arms up. Jim stumbled around as his legs cramped. “One minute, go!” 

They danced around and Gerry took a couple feeble swings, before Jim waded in and secured the smaller man in a headlock. Gerry pushed the arm forward and was able to wriggle out. 

“Well done!” Terry called. “One more minute. Come on, gentlemen, put some heart into it!”

Gerry wasn’t sure he could last for an extra minute. He dropped and swept Jim’s leg, knocking the big man down. He vaulted to his knees where he laid into Jim with a flying atomic elbow to the gut. 

Jim puked gloriously, arcing a stream away from his face and across the sand. Gerry dodged out of the way. 

“Help him up and clean this sandpit. Corporal James,” Terry was going to put the corporal in charge but the young man’s eyes were still dilated. “Corporal Lacy, you’re up. Take charge of this mob and clean the pit. Get chow and head to the plant for the afternoon. There’s a lot of work left to do.”

Terry looked at the Werewolves and the Werebear. “That’s all I have for you. Go do what you need to do, except for you two.” Terry pointed at Adams and Merrit.

“What did we do now?” Merrit asked. Adams shrugged. He’d been on the base a grand total of three days. He figured he hadn’t done anything yet. He barely knew where the outhouses were.




















CHAPTER THREE




“Did you have any idea they were going to do this to us?” Merrit complained to Adams for the thousandth time. “Two months. Terry’s had us out here for two ass-blasting months!”

“I don’t know about you but I’m hungry,” Adams grumbled. “When are they going to take this thing out?”

“Tomorrow, bitches!” Terry yelled from the shore. “We need our fishing fleet and this ship that you’ve been working so diligently on is the first in a variety of efforts to help relieve our food problem. Just like I told you every day I stopped by. Do you goofy fuckers ever listen to me?” 

“The bees are out early this year. There’s this annoying buzzing that I can’t get out of my ear,” Merrit said smoothly. 

“I know, right?” Adams answered before tightening the new bolts holding the metal guides for the ropes coming from the sail. “She ain’t pretty, but she’ll work like she’s supposed to.” 

Merrit offered a hand to help Terry aboard the fifty-foot sailing ship. “Thank you, guys. I know what a monumental pain in your ass this thing was, but damn, this beast is going to bring home some fish! It better, anyway,” Terry told the pair. He toured the boat, like he’d done almost every day for the past two months.

Sometimes he brought his baby, and other times he came alone. 

“Where’s Char and our niece?” Adams asked. 

“They’re at the sewage treatment plant with Shonna. You think you had a crap job cleaning this boat up…” Terry delivered his pun on a silver platter. 

“Et tu, Adams?” Merrit asked.

“I think Terry Henry Walton has made a most excellent point. We worked with our shirts off, improving our tans and hanging out on the water, mostly. Scraping the hull was a shit-show, but outside of that, we could have had a really crappy gig.” Merrit laughed. 

Terry agreed. 

“Who’s taking her out?” Adams asked. 

“Ted and I will, along with a couple of the oldsters from Cheyenne Mountain who knew how to sail. If she rides true, we’ll have to train some folks. We need Ted and Gene to get that Mini Cooper up and running, so whoever it is is going to have to learn fast.” Terry walked around the cabin and worked his way up front. 

He stood at the bow and looked out of the old Waukegan harbor at the lake beyond. He’d already seen that the fish were healthy and plentiful. All they had to do was find the rich schools and bring a share of them home to help the mayor and the people. 

Billy Spires was barely holding things together. The town had to butcher a couple of the cows and one of the horses, an older nag that was getting close to passing away. It wasn’t the best meat, but it was survival food. Fish were critical and the fishermen who worked the shore weren’t able to bring enough in. 

They formed a net weaving group that had the first fishing net done and were working on a second, larger one. These would make the sleek sailing boat a commercial fishing vessel. 

To survive, the town’s people would keep doing what they had to based on what was best for all. 

Terry spent long days running from group to group, keeping them motivated, while training with his platoon, always training. The nights were filled with the baby being awake and needing to be entertained. 

“I need to tell you this, because I care,” Adams said as he walked forward with the agility of a sailor to join Terry at the bow. “You look like crap, man!” 

Peals of laughter came from the aft end of the sailing boat. Terry looked back to see Merrit doubled over. 

“Very funny, you snot-gobbling, ass-hugging, ferret-faced shit-gibbon!” Terry yelled, even though Adams was only a foot away. Terry wrapped Adams into a man-hug and they struggled briefly as Adams wasn’t sure if Terry was trying to throw him overboard or not. 

“I feel pretty good, just tired, all the time, tired,” Terry lamented with a smile. 

“If no one has told you, Werewolf babies are rare. I mean really rare, so you should be proud that you were gifted with one.” Adams looked Terry in the eye to cement the seriousness of his support.

“You know that Cory is a Werewolf? Char won’t come clean with me.” Terry waited impatiently for an answer as he grabbed Adams by his shoulders and stared without blinking.

“Dude! Char will have our hides for throw rugs if we told you what we know.” Adams looked around before waving Terry close so he could whisper in his ear. “We won’t know for sure until she turns four or five. Char’s not holding out on you. She doesn’t want you to know that she doesn’t know.” 

Terry was stumped. 

“Don’t you dare let her know that you know that she knows that you know that she doesn’t know. Got it?” Adams asked.

“You are both shaggy gray, right? That would look nice on the floors, be warm in the winter,” Terry taunted them. “You are both fucking lunatics and that would probably rub off through your pelts, so no, your secret is safe with me.” 

Terry shook Adams’s hand. 

“What secret?” Char asked from the rough dock. 

“That you don’t know whether the baby’s a Werewolf or not,” Terry said matter-of-factly, then turned to Adams. “I’m sorry, man. I tried like hell to keep your secret.” 

“I’ll talk to you two later,” Char threatened. Merrit threw his hands up before pointing at Adams.

“It was him!” he dodged.

“And for the record, the baby is most assuredly not a Werewolf. We have no external manifestations of being a Werewolf and look at her ears!” Char tipped Cory’s head, but none of the others needed to look. They’d all seen the baby’s ears because they were so unique. 

“Silver streak in your hair?” Terry asked.

“Oh, that. Well, maybe the baby is a Werewolf. Honestly, I can’t tell,” Char conceded with a smirk and small shake of her head.

Merrit snickered. 

Adams breathed a sigh of relief. 

“Is there anyone here who isn’t fucking with me? Bueller? Anyone?” Terry asked, shouldering his way past Adams on his way to the small gangplank. 

“Is it ready to go?” she asked as he approached.

“I think so. I’ll let Ted know that we can take her out tomorrow. We have our fishing crew ready with their net, some backup fishing lines with short poles, and hopefully the material in the sail will hold. Outside of that, it’ll be the skill of her sailors that’ll take her out and bring her home safely every day.” Terry looked back at the ship. That particular boat had flipped over and was half-submerged. Another boat was on top of her, and those two things protected her hull more than anything else. 

Cobbled together bits and pieces peppered the superstructure of the sailing boat, making her look less than stellar, but she was functional first. The mast was from a second boat that stayed upright after the fall, but had run ashore and ruined the hull. 

The sail, when it unfurled, was quilted together from anything they could find with an old recovered sail on top as a second layer. The old sail had been new decades ago, at the time of the fall, and even though it had been sealed in a case, time had weakened it. They coated it with fish oil to limber it up with the hope that it would resist shredding. 

Animal fat helped the sail on Ted’s former boat, up until he wrecked it after Kae and Aaron went overboard. That sail had smelled pretty bad, and the fish oil wasn’t much better. 

Although there was only one mast and one boom, the boat was designed to use two sails. They didn’t have enough material for two, but Ted said he could sail it with one, though it would probably be sluggish. No one cared about that except Ted. Terry only cared whether it would help them catch fish. 

Char hugged Terry, after which he took the baby, carrying Cory while Char checked out the boat. 

Terry, Char, and Ted had talked about who would crew the new addition to their fleet of one. Ted didn’t want Terry and Char on board because of the perceived slight from last time they borrowed his boat. One fish-blood handprint on a railing was enough to get them banned for life, according to Ted. But the lack of qualified sailors earned Terry a reprieve, along with a stern warning that Ted would be watching him. 

The hand print had been Char’s, but Terry took the heat, so she was allowed on board, too. Aaron and the kids would remain ashore during the first voyage, which was perfectly fine with Aaron, but not Kaeden. 

“I’ve sailed a bunch of times. I know what to do!” the little boy cried. His sister Kimber seemed good with going or staying, although Kaeden was playing up the sailing ship’s majesty and it piqued her curiosity.

“You shouldn’t come, just in case something happens,” Terry tried to explain.

“But we’ll stay out of the way. We promise!” Kae replied.

“Well, there will be plenty of room…” 

Char put her foot down as soon as Terry started to waffle. 

“Not on this trip, little sweetheart, but soon. Our intent is that this fine sailing ship goes out daily to catch fish. It will be a working boat. You have my promise that you will get to ride one or more of those times as long as you’re willing to work as a fisherman,” Char offered. 

“Dad taught me how to fish with a spear and Uncle Ted showed me how to fish with a rod and line. I like fishing!” Kaeden said excitedly. “Can’t I go on this trip?”

“No, and that’s the end of it,” Char stated firmly.

As she laid down the law, she pinched Terry’s butt. Adams and Merrit snickered from their place on the boat. 

She looked at them over Terry’s shoulder. “You miscreants are needed in the power plant,” she told them nonchalantly. “That’s the reason I came down here in the first place. All righty then, off with you now!” 

Hand in hand, Terry and Char walked from the marina, one child in hand, two in tow, with Aaron walking alongside. 

“Whodathunkit?” Adams asked.

“Not me, that’s for damn sure,” Merrit replied. “And she’ll still kick our asses if we don’t do what she says, but how urgent do you think it is that we get over there?” 

“Timmons is probably watching us right now,” Adams said, twisting his mouth as he thought of ways they could goof off. He didn’t come up with anything. “He knows that Char has come and gone, and if he yells, we’ll hear him, so I think we’d best meander our way over there. Remember, we could have been cleaning out the waste treatment plant. Wouldn’t that have been some shit?”

“Maybe we got over with boat duty, my friend,” Merrit suggested.

***

Chief Foxtail sat on one of the metal chairs in Billy’s office. He shifted uncomfortably, then decided it would be better to stand.

“How are the new quarters coming for your people?”

“I don’t think they are going to work for us,” the chief said pleasantly, while wearing a sad expression. 

“I screwed it up, didn’t I?” Billy said forlornly, looking down and shaking his head. “I went out of my way to provide the very best quarters that we had, but that’s not it, is it? These are on the other side of the base, farther inland and that’s the issue, isn’t it?” 

“You are most perceptive, Mayor Billy Spires.” The chief sat calmly and watched the man who had saved him from a beating when he was at a low point in his life, the man he considered to be his friend. “We don’t want to be apart from the town. Black Feather lived a long life and of all the things he could have said for his final words, he chose, one land, one people. I cannot go against what he spent his life to tell us.” 

“Then we’ll do something different. Let’s take a walk and see what we can find,” Billy offered, standing and waiting for Felicity. The chief watched her closely. 

“What?” she asked more pointedly than intended, looking straight at the chief. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be on your bad side, that’s all. It seems we got off on the wrong foot all those months ago out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Indeed.” Foxtail stood as Marcie escaped and ran around the desk and collided with his legs, holding her arms up. He lifted her, taken by her smile and golden blond hair, fine as corn silk. “I may have been mistaken. You have done wonders with your family, Miss Felicity.”

The chief shifted Marcie to one arm and he led the way out of the mayor’s building. 

“How about right in the middle of it all, as long as you don’t mind getting up early,” Billy said. “And as long as you don’t mind that it’s not single family homes.”

“A home is what you make of it, is it not, Billy Spires?” Foxtail asked. 

“It is,” Felicity drawled, putting herself into the conversation, staying close to her daughter while Billy walked on the chief’s other side. “It’s a new world where the old ideals no longer make sense. A car in the driveway, chicken in the oven, two kids and all that—that’s someone else’s idea of what a perfect family is. Screw that. What I’ve learned is that your family is what you make it, not who was born where.”

“And that is why we must move. Someday, maybe we’ll move back, but only if others join us. Let there be nothing between us, Billy and Felicity, not people, not a road, not a fence.” Foxtail looked at his two companions. 

Marcie reached her small hand up and grabbed the chief’s lip, tugging on it until he carefully removed her small fingers. She then went for his nose and that was when Billy relieved the chief of his small blond bundle. 

“I couldn’t have said it better myself, Foxtail,” Billy added in his gruff voice. “And you’ll be close to the women who were rescued. They are starting to integrate, but we need help making them feel like part of the family. They’ve been keeping mostly to themselves, and you just said what we have to have. A bunch of separate groups won’t build this town into a city. There’s no room for any of that.” 

Billy shifted Marcie from one hip to another. She was getting big and he was having difficulty carrying her for long distances. He stopped and put her down, holding her small hand as she tottered alongside.

“Let me introduce you to Mayra, she’s kind of like the mother of the group,” Billy said as they slowed their pace to accommodate the toddler. Past the dining facility and into the building that the Force called the barracks. Someone had found paint that was still good and had used it to neatly write the letters FDG next to the main entrance. 

The four walked in, Felicity picked up Marcie, and they climbed the stairs to the second floor. Billy stopped before walking into the hallway. He leaned forward and shouted. “It’s me, Mayor Billy Spires, and I’d like to talk with Mayra please!” 

The chief wore a questioning look. 

“They asked for no surprises and especially that no men enter the floor without being escorted by one of their own. It seemed the right thing to do to agree with those conditions. The entirety of the FDG is on the first floor to secure the building and ensure their safety if needed,” Billy explained as he waited. 

Felicity squeezed past the men and walked casually down the hallway. She tapped softly on the door where they knew Mayra was staying. With a shrug, Felicity walked back to see the men. A door opened along the way and two faces peered out, a young woman and a small child.

They greeted Felicity warmly. She put Marcie down and took their hands in hers. Neither Billy nor Foxtail could hear what they said, but they could tell that this wasn’t the first time Felicity had talked with the young woman. 

“I think someone has already worked their magic here,” the chief suggested. 

“I believe you are right, my friend,” Billy replied. 

Sounds in the stairway said that someone was on their way up. The men turned to give the person room, and found Mayra standing behind them. 

“We just came to see you,” Billy started, shifting to the side of the landing in case she wanted to reach the safety of the hallway, but she stayed where she was.

“Oh?” was all she said in reply.

“We’d like to put Chief Foxtail and his people in the building next door and were hoping that some of the people here would be able to help their transition. They’ve been in the houses on the other side of the base, but that’s too far away. We need to be together, but barracks living is different. They could use a hand, that’s all,” Billy said, trying not to sound like he was pleading. 

“We’d like to start a school for the children,” Mayra said as if Billy hadn’t spoken. 

“That is an incredible idea. What do you need from us to make that happen?” Felicity asked. Chief Foxtail smiled at Billy and winked. 




















CHAPTER FOUR




Terry visited the motor pool to say hi to the oldsters working there. The men were filling out because of getting enough food and working out with the younger warriors of the FDG. They looked good, and they wore the scars from the Forsaken like badges of honor. 

Terry stopped by as often as he could to talk with them about nothing and everything, thank them for all they did to give the others hope. 

It was inevitable that Terry stopped by the dune buggy, not the wrecked one but the one with the fifty cal. He thought of that weapon as the epitome of tactical unit firepower. 

“How are you, my little mod deuce?” he asked. 

Corporal Heitz leaned on the roll bar, looking like he wanted to say something. “Out with it, Heitzy,” the colonel told him.

“You know that we don’t call it the mod deuce. We call it ma deuce,” the corporal said softly. 

“We use both terms. Homonyms, colloquialisms, alternate nicknames, that kind of stuff,” Terry tried to explain. “What’s your name, Heitzy?” 

“The name’s Max, sir. We don’t call it anything else in the grunts. Were you a staff officer or something?” Corporal Heitz asked. 

“Not at all, and that’s pretty insulting, Max. I was front lines all the way, but we were light, traveled only with what we could carry.” Terry slapped the man on the shoulder to show that he wasn’t upset. He didn’t want the men to think they couldn’t talk with him. “I like me a big gun, but that bitch was too heavy to hump all over God’s creation. We tried taking the M60 once, but it was a ball buster once you added the bipod and cans of ammunition. We melted that fucker with a thermite grenade after burning through two cans of ammo.”

“Just letting you know, sir. I’m glad you took it well, so you won’t call it that anymore? You’ll get it right?” Corporal Heitz pressed with a half-smile.

“You ever hear it called the big hurt? That was my favorite, but didn’t go over too well on the radio. I love this weapon, Heitzy. A dune buggy with a fifty cal. It don’t get no better ‘n this, does it?” Terry appreciated the oldsters and what they brought to the game. He trusted them completely and they were undyingly loyal. He could ask for no better. “We’ll compromise. I’ll call it the fifty cal and you call it the ma deuce. Deal?”

“That will work, sir. Semper fi,” the old man said.

“Semper fi, Max. Stay proud, Corporal.” Terry shook the corporal’s hand, before returning to the dune buggy to play with the fifty cal, inspect it, and clean it if need be. 

***

Timmons was tapping his foot when Adams and Merrit showed up. They walked casually, as if they had all the time in the world. 

“Any time you buttstains want to join us commoners, we’d appreciate it!” Timmons yelled from the second catwalk up. Adams gave him the thumbs up as they headed for the stairs. 

Timmons watched impatiently as the two Werewolves talked and climbed.

“I have to say, Timmons, old chap, you have worked wonders with this old boar hog. It is simply marvelous!” Merrit offered in a contrived English accent. 

“I’m glad you approve, asshat!” Timmons answered. 

“I think we’ve been insulted! Cast down thy gauntlet, knave!” Merrit continued. Timmons didn’t see the humor in it. 

“I hope you don’t think you’re done working for the day, because the hard shit hasn’t even started yet. We’re in a tough place with the last bit of piping and we need you two to lift it into place so we can get the chains on it,” Timmons said pleasantly. 

“Lift a pipe. That’s it? How hard can it be?” Adams wondered. 

Famous last words, smartass, Timmons thought.

***

At the appointed time, Ted and Gene fired up the small power plant on the base and threw the bayonet switch that sent power surging toward the Waukegan plant where Timmons and the others were working to finish up piping in one of the subsystems. 

They were getting closer to having power. 

Ted was upset that he had to run the small plant instead of working with the Mini Cooper. They’d established the tie-ins that would allow them to keep the small reactor on the tracks. 

Ted and Gene were ready to move the Mini Cooper to its new home on the north side of the plant, using the last spur of track. Timmons had two people perform repairs to tighten the track down and make sure it didn’t come apart as they moved the train in. 

None of that mattered while they were trapped in the power generating station on the base. 

“This is running fine, Gene,” Ted said casually as he made one final adjustment on a water feed. “Let’s move the Mini Cooper to the old plant. Maybe Timmons will improve his pace if he sees the modular reactor sitting outside his plant, waiting to be turned loose.” 

“This boring. We go drive train now, my small friend,” Gene said throwing a crescent wrench down and heading for the door without looking back. 

Ted looked and listened one last time before joining Gene. When he made it outside, they both started to run for the train. 

When the system alarm sounded in the plant, no one was there to hear it.

***

“Lo, righty, lo!” Mark sang as the platoon ran in formation, in step to the Jody call. They were on their second circuit of the base when Ted and Gene sprinted past with the bear cub and wolf pack hot on their heels.

Mark pointed for the group to follow and off they went, picking up the pace and still falling behind. 

It wasn’t long before Ted and Gene reached their objective, climbed aboard the steam engine, and started stoking the coal. 

Mark slowed the formation to a march, then halted it, executed a left face, and let the warriors fall out to stretch and catch their breath.

James, Charlie, and Lacy joined the platoon sergeant as he approached the engine.

“Hello!” Mark called. Ted was engrossed in what he was doing and didn’t hear, but the ever ebullient Gene worked his way out of the cab and waved. 

“Watch out, we drive train down tracks,” Gene warned them. Ted shook his head. 

“We need to build up steam first, then we’ll drive the train down the tracks. And we need to switch out up ahead since we need the engine behind the Mini Cooper, not in front of it. We need to unhook the tanker cars as well. Run ahead and be ready to switch the track for us,” Ted directed, handing down the pry bar needed to manually switch the tracks. 

Mark wanted to ask a question but Ted returned to whatever he was doing inside the cabin of the old steam locomotive.

The corporals looked to Mark for direction. 

“I guess we help move the train,” Mark said, not sounding confident. He’d had a training plan for the day and this would impact it. He had intended to take the platoon shooting, if the colonel approved the place they’d chosen for their rifle range. Everyone needed practice with the M4 carbines. They were shepherding the remaining ammunition for the AK-47s as they were finally starting to run low with only a few thousand rounds left. 

The platoon had more than thirty warriors with the natives added in, allowing Terry to form three fire teams per squad. They also created the rank of lance corporal for the fire team leaders. 

The military organizational structure was taking shape. Terry wanted to create a weapons platoon too, but had to wait until after he could get back to Cheyenne Mountain and load up some of the heavier gear, fifty caliber machineguns, mortars, and even man-portable rockets. 

Mark wasn’t sure what that kind of weaponry was used for, but the colonel knew things that none of them did, and if he wanted the firepower, there had to be a good reason. 

Or as the major suspected, he was a big kid and liked bigger toys. Mark had watched the colonel kill the buffalo with the machinegun on the dune buggy. Admittedly, they needed the food, but the colonel looked too happy afterward. 

Mark suspected that Char was right. 

They formed the platoon and with Jim carrying the massive pry bar, they route-marched carefully up the tracks to remove anything blocking the way before they switched the tracks back and forth to make sure they were ready for Ted and Gene when they were driving the train.

***

“Could this be any heavier?” Adams whined, bent over as he tried to brace himself between an I-beam and a bank of piping. 

“What the hell are you bitching about?” Merrit grumbled through gritted teeth, holding the far end of the pipe over his head like Mister Universe. 

They both wore huge padded gloves to provide insulation from the electricity in the electric welder that Timmons had rigged up. 

Shonna dangled from a rack above as they eased the pipe into place. She wrapped it with chains and used shims to line one pipe into the other. On the opposite end, Timmons was doing the same thing to get the pipe into the best position where they could tack weld it into place, then finish the welding at a more leisurely pace once the piping was where it needed to be. 

“Lift it a little higher…that’s too high…back it off a little…too far, give me a little…” Timmons guided with his head resting on the pipe to best aim one pipe at the other. 

The lights went out, plunging the Waukegan plant into darkness. The four Werewolves could still see, but Timmons was not amused. 

“What did those two goofy bastards do now? They had one fucking job!” Timmons yelled as he fought with the pipe. Shonna grunted from the other end as Adams and Merrit struggled to remain still.

“I’m pretty sure that I’d love to trade places with them right about now,” Adams mumbled.

“Was that an explosion?” Timmons asked.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Shonna answered.

“Neither did I,” Timmons said sarcastically. “So whatever happened, it wasn’t that bad and they’re probably not dead. Shame.” Timmons was furious. He’d been in the small plant the day before and Ted was keeping it immaculate. Timmons couldn’t think of any reason why the plant would stop producing power. 

“This will have to be good enough for now since we can’t weld without power. I think a trip to the other plant is in order, don’t you?” Timmons asked Shonna. 

Adams and Merrit whole-heartedly agreed as the only thing they wanted was to not be there for round two of lifting the heavy-ass pipe. Even with their Werewolf strength, the strain was immense. That was why the humans weren’t anywhere near. 

Merrit tightened his clamps and checked the chain one last time. Shonna made sure she was clear and nodded.

“Easy now when you let go,” Merrit said softly, watching the pipe to see how it would shift. As Merrit slowly bent to get from under the pipe, it settled about an inch lower than what Timmons was hoping for. 

“Those two better have a good reason, otherwise, we may be dining on bear this evening,” Timmons snarled.

He climbed down while Shonna executed a smooth backflip from her perch and landed cleanly on the catwalk.

There was no need for conversation as they stormed past Adams and Merrit on their way to the other power plant. They disappeared down the steps. Adams looked at Merrit as they both massaged aching muscles. 

“I think I’d like to take up fishing,” Adams said casually.

“I’ll take up anything that doesn’t involve carrying the Golden Gate Bridge on my back.” 

***

Mark looked from his position at the first switch. He had spread the platoon along the route, although he wasn’t sure what they could do. He knew Ted would expect the warriors to be standing by ready to respond at a moment’s notice. In some things, Ted had infinite patience—in others, none at all. 

Mark saw a movement on the tracks in the opposite direction from which the train would be coming. His first thought was his people were goofing around, but most of them were sitting down. It didn’t take long before he realized it was the two engineers, Shonna and Merrit. 

Judging by the way they were walking, they didn’t look happy. The warriors popped to attention as the warrant officers passed. Mark was disappointed that the two didn’t acknowledge the members of the FDG, but as they got close, the looks on their faces told him not to be contentious. 

The Were folk stopped next to Mark. “Let me guess. Ted and Gene are moving the train.” Timmons wasn’t looking at Mark but at the smoke billowing from the old engine’s stack. 

The train’s whistle split the air. 

Timmons started running toward the engine after the first screech of the locomotive’s drive wheels slipping on the track. 

Mark stayed where he was, wishing he had popcorn to eat while watching the fireworks. Jim leaned on the pry bar and waited. 

***

Ted cheered as the drive engaged and the wheels caught hold. The cars behind them clanked and banged as they shifted on the tracks and started to move. One of the wheels squealed mercilessly from a lack of grease. Bogdan and the wolf pack disappeared into the brush after hearing the ear-piercing scream from the tortured hub.

The train slowly picked up speed, and Ted leaned out the window as he yanked on the chain to sound the whistle. 

“Why we bring all cars?” Gene shouted.

“Because we can,” Ted replied, smiling with the rumble of the locomotive.

“Not good reason,” Gene answered. “You stop now. I unhook cars.” 

Gene emphasized his point by slapping Ted on the back, slamming him into the window frame. Ted eased the engine back and pulled on the brake. When it stopped, Gene hopped off and ran to the back to unhook the tanker cars trailing behind the Mini Cooper. 

Timmons and Shonna continued running toward the old engine, watching as Gene jumped off and ran. 

“See!” Timmons yelled, “they know they’re in trouble. Don’t let him get away!” 

They sped up, but before they arrived, Gene lumbered back and climbed the small ladder to the engine. 

“STOP!” Timmons bellowed as he vaulted to the platform behind the engine. “What in the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 

Ted looked at him, exasperated with the inane question. He huffed and explained, all the while wondering where Timmons’s sense had gone. “We are moving the Mini Cooper to the plant. Wasn’t that obvious?”

“I see that, chucklehead. What are you doing away from your duty station?” Timmons clarified.

“It’s running fine, so we’re taking the opportunity to move the reactor, get it ready. So much work left to do. It needs to be in place and tied in for everything else to work.” Ted made to start the engine moving again, but Timmons stopped him.

“No, Ted, it’s not running fine. We lost power about ten minutes ago and it’s all your fault!” Timmons glared. 

“Oh, my,” Ted exclaimed, closing his eyes and running through a diagnostic in his head, wondering how the stable system had failed. He couldn’t see an obvious answer, shrugged, and turned to Timmons. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s time to move this baby to its new home.”

Gene smiled like he’d just won the lottery. “Nice train, eh? Nice Cooper reactor, too. That real power.” Gene laughed while nodding.

Timmons turned to Shonna. “I don’t know which one of them is worse,” he said in surrender, climbing off the engine and watching the old locomotive drive slowly away, pulling the modular reactor up the tracks.

Ted sounded the train’s whistle again, announcing to the whole world that the wheels of progress were turning.




















CHAPTER FIVE




Terry and Char stood in the open area between the barracks and the chow hall, watching a small parade of workers carrying food supplies from the horse-drawn carts. 

Pepe wiped his brow. He’d just returned from a short trip up north where the trading was going well. 

It took the edge off for the moment. 

Pepe, Maria, and the other farmers calculated that they’d need five hundred to a thousand cultivated acres to provide for the town. They begged for manpower each and every day. 

Billy was two-arms deep in helping to carry the latest trade goods. Terry felt bad, so he handed the baby to Aaron. Terry and Char added their arms to the manual labor crew.

The mayor was doing everything he could, short of mandating shifts in the field to join the shifts that people were already working in the chow hall.

When the latest supplies were in the kitchen’s store room, Claire Weathers stalked up to the mayor. 

“When is my freezer going to be running?” she asked pointedly, shaking a wooden spoon. 

 “I miss the good ol’ days when there was only one of them with my number,” Terry complained to Char.

Terry hadn’t remembered Claire carrying a wooden spoon before. He assumed she was picking up bad habits from Mrs. Grimes and Margie Rose. 

“You bring it on yourself,” Char answered matter-of-factly, squeezing Terry’s hand affectionately, before letting go so she could caress his backside.

“How so?” Terry said defensively, while leaning into Char’s hand.

“Beer.” Char put her hands on her hips and stepped away from her husband. “You and your damn beer. I can’t believe you’ve asked for wheat for your beer as part of a minimal food supply!” 

Char giggled and shook her head. 

“I like beer,” Terry said softly as he nuzzled his wife. Since the baby had been born, love and passion had gripped them tightly and held them warmly. The sleepless nights were only partially because of an active baby, and Terry wouldn’t have it any other way.  

Pepe waited patiently until the lovers returned their attention to the outside world. 

“Sorry, my man, I was distracted thinking about beer,” Terry apologized.

“Is that what it was?” Pepe replied in a quiet voice, trying not to smile. “I wondered if you could help me with volunteers who want to learn about farming and become farmers. We need people to work the fields. It’s hard work, but rewarding when you see plump and crisp vegetables.”

“You don’t have to sell me, Pepe. I’ll put in a word here and there. Plus, the platoon is no stranger to hard work. We will fill gaps as you need. The town is counting on all of us. And I will give you extra time if we can get a small bit of that wheat for my personal use, if you know what I mean,” Terry whispered conspiratorially.

“Terry Henry! It is better than that. Our trading partners up north, in Wisconsin…” Pepe let that linger as if it was supposed to ring a bell. Terry’s blank expression told Pepe that it had not. “They have hops.” 

Terry dove at the man, grabbed him in a bear hug, picked him up, and spun him around. Maria gave them space. She didn’t know what kind of trouble her husband was getting into with Terry, but she preferred to stay clear.

“You will run the Future Farmers of America, Pepe, even if they are a bunch of older people. And hops. You have made my day!” Terry angled in to give the man another hug, but Pepe held him off. Char pulled her husband away, then stopped, her eyes unfocused as she sensed something.

“What is it?” Terry asked, even though he knew that she would tell him in her own time. Sometimes, he was the worst at waiting, especially when it came to things that Char could sense and he could not.

“An attack,” she said, pointing to the west. 

“An attack?” Terry was incredulous. They had people scattered in an arc, far to the west for the hunting parties and circling around to the north where the local farmers had their fields.

“A Were, leading a pack of some sort, and a Forsaken.” 

“Where in the fuck did a Forsaken come from? Joseph didn’t say anything about another one in this area. Son of a bitch!” 

“Not far away. We have to hurry,” Char told him as she turned and started to walk away.

Terry looked around, seeing only older people and children. “Billy, take our kids. Char, run to the plant and get the others, bring the platoon back to set up a defensive position here. Aaron and I will hold them until you return. Were speed, Char,” Terry encouraged her. 

Char sprinted away and once out of sight of the others, she tore her clothes off and changed into a Werewolf with a sleek brown pelt and silver belly fur. 

She leapt over a fence and ran like the wind up the road, two miles to the old power plant. She passed the train as they were using the multiple tracks to switch the engine from pulling the Mini Cooper to pushing it. 

Ted planned to push the reactor into place then drive the train back and move the tanker cars to a place where they could pump the fuel oil they contained into the pipeline to feed their small plant on the base. 

When Ted and Gene saw Char running toward them, they knew something was wrong. She snapped at them and then continued on. 

They both reached out and when they saw the Forsaken and his mob, Gene jumped from the back of the old steam engine and changed into a Werebear. He stood on his back legs and roared, hoping Bogdan would hear and come to him. 

Ted was torn, but took his clothes off once he saw that Char had the others in Werewolf form already. She led the pack up the road at breakneck speed. Ted changed into a small, shaggy gray Werewolf and leapt over Gene’s head to run through the brush and up the bank to the road where Char and the others were flying by. Gene tore the brush up as he passed. 

He was fast for his size, but couldn’t keep up with a Werewolf pack running all out. Gene still made a good showing by not falling too far behind. 

Terry kissed all three kids on the forehead before Felicity and Billy hurried them into the dining facility to help get dinner ready. Everyone else cleared the area in a hurry. 

“You and me, Aaron,” Terry said. Aaron started jogging toward the edge of the base. 

“We have to hurry,” Aaron said, sounding like Char. Aaron changed, shrugged out of his clothes, and the orange and black-striped Weretiger emerged. Aaron padded ahead quickly with Terry close on his heels.

They made it through the fence and to the roadway just in time to see a menagerie of creatures and wagons.

An elephant pulled a large covered wagon. A large man, the Were, tugged on the chain leashes for a pack of wild boars. A pack of dogs skittered around the cart while a bull was pulled behind. 

“Ho, friend, if we might have a word,” Terry called out. The man driving the wagon hopped out and ran to the front, tapping on the elephant’s trunk with a large stick to get the beast to stop. 

Aaron screamed in the way of the big cats. Terry put a hand on his furry head and the Weretiger settled into an angry snarl. The lumbering of a Werebear alerted Terry that reinforcements had arrived. 

Since Char had run past Mark in Were form, she didn’t tell him what Terry wanted. When the sergeant saw the Werewolves run past heading back toward the base, he rallied the platoon and ran as fast as he could get everyone to run. They had their rifles and two extra magazines as they always did, but no other equipment. It would have to be enough.

He saw the Werewolves heading into a fight and he wasn’t letting them get into it alone. The platoon ran up the parallel tracks and took up a position between the newcomers and the base. 

Almost as if Terry had planned it that way.

Sue’s light pelt flashed through brush, as she ran between the platoon’s warriors, and joined the others. Clyde brayed as he ran among the platoon members, getting himself shooed away, until he caught sight of the hogs, letting them know of his dismay by getting close and barking and growling.

The pack was there and waiting. Ted’s wolf pack lingered behind them. Gene rumbled up and worked his way to the front. He would have kept going if Terry hadn’t stopped him. 

“We’d like to have a word with your master,” Terry said, icicles hanging from his words as he stared down the Were holding the wild boars. 

“He can’t be bothered by the likes of you,” the rough Were sneered, feeding out a few links of chain and letting the boar herd surge ahead, pawing at the ground and flashing their dirty, misshapen tusks.

The driver did his best not to draw attention to himself. He stood stock still, holding his stick against the massive creature’s truck. 

“My name is Terry Henry Walton and it’s my responsibility to keep the people here safe. I won’t have to protect them from you, will I?” Terry asked, stepping past Gene as he slowly approached the elephant. 

“Who has to protect who?” the man laughed. Terry didn’t care what kind of Were the man was, Terry wasn’t intimidated by him. 

“What’s your name, pig master?” Terry taunted the man.  

“Pig master! I like that title. You can call me Harold.” The man curled his lip as he looked from one face to the next. “Maybe we kill you first, tough guy.” 

Terry looked over his shoulder at the pack, then back at the man holding the boars as if they were a pack of attack dogs. Terry pointed to his own chest. “You mean me?” he asked incredulously.

Aaron showed his fangs and cat-screamed again. Clyde barked at Aaron, only once, to let him know that he wasn’t a fan of cats. 

Harold looked at those he faced—seven Werewolves, a Werebear, and a Weretiger—and decided they were too formidable for a lone Werewolf to handle.

“Maybe we just relax until nightfall, then we can have a good conversation?” the rough-looking man offered. 

You’re not a daywalker, are you? Terry thought and felt the chill of fear sweep over him. And you’re not asleep, either.

Terry summoned the fury, the adrenaline he needed to fight the mind games that the Forsaken could play. 

Harold stopped smiling when he saw the faint red glow in Terry’s eyes. 

“If that elephant moves, you’ll be dead before it finishes its first step,” he told the lone human without looking at him. 

“Sergeant! Bring two fire teams here, on the double. Looks like we’re having pork for dinner.” Terry angled away from the elephant to get a better look at the tactical situation. 

The fire teams worked their way through a hole in the old barrier between the tracks and the roadway. Terry pointed to the side of the road where he wanted the seven warriors to assume a firing position. Corporal James stood behind the two groups, talking them through lines of fire. 

“When I give the command, I want you to kill those hogs and only the hogs. No stray rounds hitting something we don’t want dead,” Terry instructed.

Harold held up one hand. “Hang on a second, we just want to talk.”

“On my command, Corporal, and not before,” Terry clarified, before turning his attention to the Were. “Really? You drag a Forsaken to our house, threaten me, and expect us to play nice as soon as you realize your mistake? How about you stuff your face into a steaming pile of shit, and when you come up for air, you can tell us why you’re really here.”

Terry glared at the man as the Werewolves snarled. Gene stood tall on his back legs and roared. The elephant trumpeted in fear, and the human struggled to control the beast. 

“Well, Harold, cat got your tongue?” Terry taunted, moving closer, while ensuring that he didn’t get between his warriors and their targets. 

“If you don’t mind, we’ll be on our way,” Harold said softly, pulling hard on the boars to get them turned in the other direction. 

“Adjust!” Terry ordered the fire teams.

“Come on, Felipe, get Jumbo turned around,” the Were growled as he struggled with his pack of hogs.

“Hold!” Terry yelled, finally giving the human with the stick his full attention. Terry recognized the man’s tool as a bullhook and the man as a mahout. He looked Hispanic, although most mahouts were South Asian.

Terry dismissed his errant thoughts, pointing at the man and then the ground to emphasize his point that the man was not to move. 

“Why don’t you wait right there. What’s its name?” Terry motioned to the enclosed wagon.

The Were hesitated, looking confused, before whispering, “Andrew.”

“That wasn’t so hard, was it, Harold? Now tell us where you came from,” Terry insisted. 

“New Orleans, traveled along the Mississippi, then hopped over here, thinking there’d be more life in the big city. We were wrong about that and we’ll head back to the river, keep going north,” Harold said, still struggling with the chains and trying to act casual as his clear intent was to get the hell out of the mess he’d guided his master into.

Terry had thought about taking a trip south, but there was too much to do in North Chicago. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the communication device, raised it to his mouth, and keyed it. 

Akio answered instantly. 

“We have a Forsaken who just showed up on our doorstep and he’s not a daywalker. I thought you’d like to know and hoped that you’d advise us. His name is Andrew and he’s in a closed carriage. We’re all here with the Forsaken’s pet Werewolf,” Terry reported.

Akio waited patiently for Terry to finish, but the Vampire was already on the move. 

“I’ll be there as soon as possible, Anjin-san,” Akio replied, and then the signal went dead.

“Sergeant! Rotate people out of the firing positions every five minutes,” Terry ordered over his shoulder. “Everyone settle in. We’re on hold.” 

Harold looked at the group. Clyde was barked out and lying on the ground with his head between his front paws, watching what was happening, ready to spring into action if called on.

Terry looked at the pack. They were standing with their heads slightly down, fangs bared. He wondered how long they could keep that up. 

“I love you!” he mouthed at Clyde, before walking up to the mahout. “Get that beast to lie down. We’re going to be here for a while.”

“No. No, we’re not,” Harold said. Felipe was using his bullhook to pull up the elephant’s front leg in an effort to get him to lie down. He stopped as he wasn’t sure what would happen next. 

“Turn him around, Felipe!” Harold yelled as he yanked on the chains and dragged his brutes heads backward. 

“Fire!” Terry yelled. It took a second before the fire team responded. The first barrage was devastating, but not all of the animals died. The Were was pulled in two directions as pigs bolted while the others lay where they died. A second barrage took down the rest. One of the dog pack under the wagon yipped.

“Cease fire!” Terry yelled, instantly angry at the collateral damage. He pulled his silver-tipped whip and cracked it inches from the Were’s face. “I said you are fucking staying!” 




















CHAPTER SIX




Japan

It was the middle of the night for Akio, but he couldn’t wait. He knew of Andrew from before the fall. They hadn’t crossed paths, otherwise the Forsaken would not be tormenting the world’s survivors.

When the WWDE happened, very few of the Were folk and Forsaken died. If they weren’t at ground zero of a nuclear detonation, they survived. 

Akio knew that created a disproportionate number of enhanced beings compared to the regular population. He’d taken it as his mission to bring things back into balance. 

He had not believed that Werewolves could turn to the side of those rebuilding the world, but Terry Henry Walton had made it happen. Robert Martelle’s faith in the man was important in Bethany Anne’s agreement to help save his life, make him something more. 

Akio hadn’t known that Terry had survived the WWDE. He’d lost visibility of the man over the years, but was pleased with his reappearance and his mission to save humanity.

If Bethany Anne had been there, it was what she would have asked of TH. Akio knew that it wouldn’t do to have a Forsaken kill Terry or any of the others with which he surrounded himself. 

Akio smiled as he boarded the pod, leaving Eve and Yuko behind. The ramp closed and the pod took off, accelerating to a degree that would have crushed a normal human. It sniffed at an exoatmospheric departure, before starting to descend at hypersonic speed.

***

North Chicago

A wave of fear and panic washed over the group. Terry dropped to a knee to gather his wits. The platoon broke and ran. Terry watched them go, knowing that they were powerless against the Forsaken and better off elsewhere. 

The Weres danced around. Ted stood steady, seemingly unaffected. The great cat crouched and snarled. Terry kept his distance as Aaron looked ready to lash out at anything or anyone. 

Gene stood on his back feet and roared. He charged through the dead boars, straight for Harold. The Werewolf tore out of his clothes as he changed into Were form, but it was too late.

The Werebear caught him at the moment he changed and before he could open his Werewolf jaws, Gene slapped him in the head with a massive paw and drove his bulk into the smaller creature. 

Harold toppled over backwards as the Werebear straddled him, shredding the Were’s raggedy black fur with his bear claws. Gene’s powerful jaws clamped onto Harold’s neck. 

Gene was driven into a frenzy by the Forsaken’s projection, so the Vampire changed tactics, projecting ultimate calm and peacefulness. The Werebear shook Harold one last time, dropping him before sitting down as bears sit, turning his full attention to licking a blood-covered paw. 

The broken body of the Werewolf lay there, nearly bloodless but still alive. The dog pack howled with the smell of blood. The bull trailing the wagon sniffed and snorted. 

The air was crisp and clear, a slight breeze blowing inland from the lake. The wolf pack laid down and promptly went to sleep. The Werewolves sat, tongues lolling. Terry wasn’t sure how much they were affected by the Forsaken’s efforts. He was able to fight off most of the effects, but summoning the fury and holding it close helped him. 

Harold groaned in pain, only semi-conscious. Felipe started working with the elephant until the great beast laid down. 

A vehicle breaking the sound barrier cracked through the air, letting everyone know that Akio had arrived. Terry wasn’t sure how long it had taken, but suspected it hadn’t been longer than twenty minutes. 

The pod landed on the road behind the Werewolves. The ramp descended and Akio walked out, striding purposefully past the Were folk to join Terry Henry facing the enclosed wagon being pulled by the elephant.

“Konnichiwa, Akio-sama,” Terry said with a bow. 

Akio respectfully returned the bow. “Good afternoon, Anjin-san,” he said softly. “Thank you for calling me. I’ve been chasing this one for decades. It will be nice to bring this chapter to a close.”

Terry looked around, realizing that the wolf pack was up and alert. Gene was looming over Harold like he wanted to finish what he started. The Werewolves were standing and attentive. And the platoon was running full speed to get back into the game. 

“Thank you for coming,” Terry answered. 

Akio walked forward, avoiding the lake of pig blood from the slaughtered animals. He circumnavigated the wagon once, before returning to the rear and the way in. Akio pulled his katana. The blade sang with its freedom. 

In a blur, Akio was at the back door of the wagon and then through it. Swords clanged from within, but no other sounds. The wagon jerked side to side as two masters fought for supremacy within the small space. 

Swords whistled as they moved through the air, ending with the ring of sword on sword. The listeners could only guess what was going on behind the walls.

Terry approached Gene and rested a hand on the Werebear’s head. Terry wasn’t sure if he wanted Harold to live, but he couldn’t kill him, injured as he was. Gene would have no compunction about doing it. With a bang and the splintering of wood, someone came through the side of the wagon and landed heavily on the ground. 

Akio threw himself through the hole, landing lightly to the side of the Forsaken. 

Andrew cried out in agony at being exposed to the sun. He covered his face with his arms. His skin burned and smoked. Akio took no mercy. He slashed, once, twice, and three times, piece-mealing the creature until its head rolled free. The corpse continued to smoke as it rapidly degraded. 

Gene stood on his back feet and changed into his human form. 

“Damn, Gene! How about a warning next time,” Terry said, covering his eyes with an arm. “Nobody else change! Go find your clothes, for fuck’s sake. Damn! I’m sorry, Akio-sama.”

Akio chuckled softly at the humility and sincerity in Terry’s mind, while studiously avoiding looking at Gene parading around more than anyone was comfortable with. 

The Werewolves, joined by the wolf pack, turned and headed down the road toward the plant. Char and Sue disappeared across the tracks as they ran toward the base and where they’d dropped their clothes. Clyde ran after them. 

Aaron turned and changed to human form where he was, then picked up his clothes and dressed. When he turned back, he surveyed the damage before him. 

“I take it that we won?” Aaron wondered, looking at Terry. 

Terry nodded. “We did, but it looks like we’ve acquired an elephant and a mahout, along with this wrung-out half-wit.” Terry used the toe of his boot to prod the injured Were. “Sergeant Mark! Police up these bodies and deliver them to the chow hall for processing!” 

“Sir, yes, sir!” Mark shouted, ordering the platoon to sling their weapons. As the sergeant got close, he started stammering. “I’m sorry, sir, I have no idea what happened that we broke and ran. I understand if you bust me back to private. I deserve it.”

Mark looked like a whipped dog. 

“Forsaken mind control, Sergeant. There was nothing you could do. When that happens, it’s my job to protect you. It’s our job, those who are special, to protect you. Your performance and the performance of the platoon was exemplary. If you had a service record, I’d write that in there myself.” Terry clapped the man on the back. 

“And, it’s time you took on more responsibility. I’m promoting you to lieutenant. James to sergeant in your place. You choose the next squad leader. Let me know what you decide. First order of business, get these hogs out of here. I already smell pork chops, and I can’t stop my mouth from watering,” Terry said, leaning close as he confided in his new lieutenant. 

Gene dragged the injured Were out of the blood puddle, opening up the area for the platoon to get to work. 

Akio still had his katana out. He stepped past Gene and with a flick of his wrist, separated Harold’s head from his body. Akio wiped the blade clean on the man’s clothes and slid the katana home. He deftly walked past the platoon and angled toward the mahout. 

He stopped next to the man for a moment before continuing to Terry Henry.

“A word, please, Anjin-san,” Akio said warmly as he motioned for Terry to lead the way. They walked some distance before stopping. 

“Thank you for your help, Akio-sama. I was unsure if we could handle the Forsaken on our own. I would have simply burned the wagon rather than try to fight him within its confines,” Terry suggested, knowing that such an action would have not been the most honorable, but Marine Corps rules—the only fair fight is the one you lose. 

Of course, Akio was in his mind. 

“Maybe not the most honorable, but it would have been an effective approach, exposing no one to harm,” Akio offered, looking at Terry through his dark brown eyes. Akio looked to the sky and breathed deeply of the lake air. “It is nice here. You have chosen wisely.” 

Char appeared through the brush. She was carrying Cordelia. Terry smiled and waved her over. Akio stepped to the side. 

“Let me introduce our daughter, Cordelia,” Terry said proudly. Char shifted the baby, who was growing quicker than a human baby. She was not quite ready to crawl, but Terry gave it two more months and she’d be mobile. 

Akio gently caressed the baby’s head. He stopped to run a finger over Cory’s ear. “She is the best of you both,” he finally said.

“Can you tell if she’s a Werewolf?” Terry blurted out. Char slapped his arm.

“Why the concern, Anjin-san? Is she not healthy? Is she not happy? That is what she is. All will be revealed in its own time, as a butterfly escaping its cocoon shows the wondrous colors of its wings.” Akio continued to play with the baby’s ear. “I wish Yuko was here to see her. She was pleased to hear that you were expecting, Char-san, and I hope that my humble description does the baby justice. She will expect no less than a vivid image.”

Without warning, Cory power-heaved, sending an arc toward Akio. Twisting his body, he rotated to the side and corkscrewed himself around the offending mess, making sure that not a single drop touched him. He straightened as if nothing happened. Char apologized as she wiped Cory’s mouth. 

Terry looked closely and saw that Akio’s clothes were immaculate, no blood, no sweat, no dust, and no baby spit-up. Terry looked at himself. He had a permanent stain on the shoulder of his shirt from the baby. The hogs’ blood had spattered him. There was a sweat-stain down the front, along with small tears in the material where something or other tried to take a chunk of his flesh.

“When will the power be turned back on?” Akio asked, seeing in Terry’s mind a desire for a washing machine. 

“Soon, I believe. We’re working hard on all of it,” Terry answered. 

The train whistle sounded. It sounded again before the squeal signaled that Ted was moving the train. They could hear Gene cursing in Russian. 

“I don’t understand those two at all,” Char said, watching for the train to move, the Mini Cooper visible beyond the trees.

Akio turned serious.

“Terry Henry Walton and his partner, Charumati,” Akio said with a bow, looking from one to the other and back again. “You have a higher calling. Your service to the Queen is already greatly appreciated.” 

Terry understood what that meant. “I am forever in the Queen Bitch’s debt for saving my life, helping make me what I am today. We will do whatever you ask of us.” 

Char wasn’t sure that “whatever” was the right answer, but waited to see what Akio had in mind. 

“People are coming together around the world, reforming communities, rebuilding their societies. Humanity has survived the fall and is starting to grow. With that comes the influence of the Forsaken. Throughout the world, they survived at a much higher rate than humans, understandably so. But they are creating more Forsaken. This concerns us greatly. We will need you and your Force de Guerre to help humanity get out from under their influence. I’m sorry, but they are already marshalling armies to conquer and expand. The Chinese heartland is already in their control.” 

“A Chinese army?” Terry asked, almost pleading. “We only have thirty-four people, forty-four if you count the Weres and me. Although I am honored that you have such regard for our abilities, Akio-sama, I’m not sure we can fight an army.” 

“The army isn’t the problem, Anjin-san. It is the inner circle. With the pods, we can put you and your people close and extract you just as readily. It is the inner circle of fanatics, the type that you encountered in New York City. I was unprepared for their level of devotion,” Akio conceded. “Yuko, Eve, and I have changed our thinking on this, making it that much more important that you and your people are there to save as many humans as possible. Without the Forsaken, we believe they’ll return to an acceptable normalcy.” 

“Can we go back to New York, see how they’re doing?” Terry asked. 

“I think that’s wise, Anjin-san. A covert mission, where they never know you were there?” Akio suggested.

“What if they need help? Maybe they could use someone to keep them from fighting over food,” Terry wondered, looking at the sky as he thought through the possibilities.

“That is what you would find out on a reconnaissance mission, Anjin-san. Go in and learn what they need, then we can plan for what’s next.” 

“We.” Terry Henry mulled over the word. Integrity. Duty. Loyalty. Those words might not mean much when people are fighting over scraps of food. Billy had managed to lift the people to a cooperative level of existence. No one starved. Everyone worked. Everyone mattered. 

The words and what they meant mattered. Was Terry’s duty to the whole world? Were he and Char strong enough to carry such a burden? Were they to be selfish or selfless?

He struggled to balance his selflessness with the needs of his family, with the needs of the town. 

“Fuck!” Jim howled. He was covered in blood from trying to carry one of the hog carcasses by himself. He dropped his burden and waved someone over to help him. There was a mess on the pavement, but Terry assumed the spring rains would wash it all away. 

“What would lighten your burden, Anjin-san, Char-san?” Akio asked. 

Terry looked at Char and then their baby. “That they are taken care of, no matter what happens. I owe it to the family I lost and to the family I’ve found.” 

“If anything happens to us,” Char said, emphasizing the last word, “we want our children to be well-cared for.”

“If anything happens to you both, Yuko and I will raise them as our own,” Akio replied solemnly, the red glow of his eyes lessened in the late afternoon sun. He needed them both to be good with doing Bethany Anne’s bidding, as he understood her bidding to be. 

Char nodded to TH. “We can ask for no better,” Char said softly.

“FUCK, FUCK!” Jim yelled again. Terry closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. 

“I’ll be right back,” he said as he jogged toward the remaining members of the Force who struggled with the last of the swine. 

Char watched him run, marveling at his physical strength, but knowing that his best attribute was his mind, and the honor he carried like a halo. 

Akio was in her mind. “You two are special indeed.” 

Char turned back to the shorter man. “We’ll do what you need, Akio. We’ll have a tactical team ready and the more intelligence you can share with us, the better we’ll be. That was a nasty surprise in Queens,” she said, neither judging nor condemning, but stating a fact. “If we’re going to be outnumbered, at least let us come up with a plan to give us an edge.” 

“I will give you all I have now, on a screen reader. I’ve also brought a solar charger for it,” Akio said. He looked like he was going to excuse himself but Terry’s antics with the remaining members of the platoon made for cheap entertainment. 

The carcass was on the ground and Jim and Charlie were doing pushups while Terry counted. The two warriors jumped to their feet. Terry yelled at them briefly before the two returned to the pushup position. 

They did five excruciatingly slow repetitions, before standing at attention. 

“Figure it the fuck out and watch your language! We have a guest visiting,” Terry finished berating them, making a great show of throwing his hands in the air and gesturing wildly. When he turned back toward Akio and Char, he winked. Jim and Charlie attacked the boar with renewed vigor and quickly disappeared toward the chow hall. 

“I married a little boy,” Char said under her breath. 

“All women do, Char-san,” Akio added sagely. 




















CHAPTER SEVEN




Terry, Char, and Aaron watched as the pod lifted off and soundlessly accelerated away. Terry held the computer tablet that Char had handed to him. 

He turned it on and tapped a couple icons before getting to what he wanted: the intelligence summary of a place outside what used to be Poshangcun, located near a large reservoir southwest of Beijing. 

Terry panned out and then zoomed in, enjoying the embedded maps as if Google still functioned.

“Sometimes I miss this, but most of the time, no,” Terry said while looking. Cory reached a hand to the screen and whisked her little fingers over it so quickly that before he could stop her, Terry lost everything he was looking at and the screen turned into something that wouldn’t recognize his touch. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.

“Sue will be able to help or Shonna or Ted, or well, any of them,” Char suggested as she lifted her daughter out of reach. 

Terry looked at the blank screen, hoping that someone could save him from having to explain to Akio how Terry broke one of the world’s last remaining computers after using it for a sum total of thirty seconds. 

He couldn’t find fault with his daughter. He held something shiny, and she wanted it. Cordelia was growing up quickly. 

Dogs barked from nearby. A great bull was still tied behind the wagon. The mahout and the elephant were still sitting. 

“I guess we better discuss the future with our visitors,” Terry said resignedly. The others followed as he walked back to the wagon.

“Felipe, you are a free man. You can stay or you can go. It is completely up to you since you are beholden to no one,” Terry started.

The train whistle sounded again as Ted and Gene moved the locomotive to the other side of the Mini Cooper. Clangs and bangs signaled a hookup. 

“Where would I go? What would I do, and who would take care of Jumbo?” the distraught man asked, having seen his world crash down around his shoulders. 

Aaron walked to the back of the wagon where the bull stood, looking none too happy about not moving for such an extended period of time. The Weretiger took pity and untied the beast, leading him to the closest patch of grass and weeds. “You probably need a drink too, don’t you?” 

The pack of dogs ran back and forth between the wagon and the ditch, barking unhappily at the great cat. One of the dogs limped, dried blood marking its side and back leg. Aaron had no idea how the dog got injured, but it wouldn’t let him get close.

Aaron didn’t push it, knowing the others would take care of the mutt. He’d only get it riled up. 

“You can always stay here. How can your elephant help us?” Terry asked. 

Felipe pointed to the wagon. “He can pull a great load a long distance. Ha!” he said as he coaxed the great creature to its feet. 

“I hope our horse master doesn’t mind sharing the pasture, just until we find something better,” Char added, rubbing the elephant’s rough gray trunk. 

“I think you will become the best friend to our farming community, Felipe. You’ll get your food for service to them. We need to plant some thousand acres, I’m told. That’s a lot of plowing.” Terry nodded, but Felipe shrugged. 

“It is not a problem for me and Jumbo.” The man smiled, his body still tense. 

“Would you like something to eat?” Char asked. 

“Please, for Jumbo first and then if you have something to spare. It’s been a while…” Felipe didn’t expound. He looked like your average survivor living in the Fallen Lands, gaunt and dirty. 

“You are welcome here, Felipe, both of you. We have food, all the water you can drink, and hopefully enough for Jumbo to eat to her heart’s content. Unhook her from the wagon and we’ll show you around.” Terry slapped the man on the back as he started unhooking the elephant.

Terry surveyed the area. Blood from the boar pack. The shriveled corpse of the Forsaken and the Werewolf. The Forsaken’s blade lay on the ground, clean and undisturbed from where it had fallen. 

Terry picked it up, testing its weight. He looked for the short cavalry sword’s scabbard. It wasn’t with the corpse. He walked behind the wagon and got barked at by the dog pack. He ignored them for the moment as he climbed the short steps to get inside. 

When he opened the door, the stench was nearly overwhelming. He covered his face with his shirt and motioned for Char to stay back. 

Terry rummaged through the inside, wondering if there would be anything useful. There was gold and jewels. Terry would have tossed it, but thought the engineers could use the gold for electronic contacts. He left the jewels. 

He found the leather scabbard, inserted the sword, and put it into his belt. If he was going up against Forsaken, he’d need training with the shorter blade. The longer two-handed katanas and even heavier swords would be a problem for his blade. Maybe I’ll touch up my bullets with silver, he thought. 

He stumbled out of the wagon, feeling like he needed a shower for having been in there. 

When he saw the dogs, he called to them, but they remained wary. He took a knee as Char stood behind him. Two of the dogs approached and sniffed him because he smelled like their old master. He ruffled their ears and they wagged their tails. The others closed in around him, all vying for a moment or two of his attention. 

He checked the dog with the blood, happy that they were only flesh wounds from a rock exploded by a bullet. He would have liked to clean them out to make sure there wasn’t any debris, but events overcame his plan.

The braying signaled Clyde’s return. He never slowed down as he ran past the elephant, under the wagon, and dove into the middle of the dog pack. Fur flew briefly as they sorted things out, then the whole pack ran off together toward the base. 

Terry dusted himself off, turned to Aaron and Char, “Shall we?” Together, they walked toward the main gate, Terry Henry Walton, his Werewolf wife, their baby, their Weretiger manny, a bull on a rope, a mahout, and his elephant. Clyde and his new pack barked somewhere in the distance.

Terry looked at the menagerie.  Business as usual.

***

“Don’t think because of that little interruption that I’m any less mad at you!” Timmons yelled at Ted. 

The smaller man didn’t understand. The Mini Cooper was in place and the steam locomotive was unhooked. They were ready to drive the train back to the tankers and then return to the plant. 

“We’ll take care of it when we get back. I’m sure it’s something simple,” Ted said, dismissing Timmons with a wave. 

“You stupid fuckers were supposed to stay in there and keep the plant running. We can’t tie-in the Mini Cooper if we don’t have power to weld pipe, so get your dumbasses back there and fix it!” The more Timmons talked, the angrier he got. When he pushed Ted, Gene had had enough.

The big Russian stepped between them, picked Timmons up, and tossed him to the side like a rag doll. Then Gene jumped on him like a professional wrestler pinning his opponent.

“You apologize to my friend!” he bellowed an inch from Timmons’ face. 

If Timmons was inclined to apologize, he would not have been able to because of the weight pressing against his diaphragm. He mumbled and grunted instead. 

“Apologize!” Gene reiterated.

“Sorry,” Timmons managed. Gene stood up, dusted off his clothes, which remained filthy because of the coal dust, and whirled his finger in the air, signaling to Ted that it was time to go. 

Ted climbed onto the train, entered the cabin, and checked the system’s vitals before continuing. Water was lower than he liked, but he only needed another ten minutes from his baby. 

He kicked it into gear and it moved forward easily since it wasn’t pulling a load. Gene swung himself to the platform as the old locomotive rolled past. It was easy to forget how agile the big man was, but he demonstrated it day in and day out for anyone willing to look past his size.

They rolled down the tracks backwards, stopping when they approached the tankers on the side track. Gene took the pry bar and switched the line. Ted slowly backed the locomotive up and hooked up to the cars. He pulled them forward to clear the second track. Gene switched back to the main line and Ted carefully backed the train to a point where they were close to the pipeline. He stopped the train, set the brake, and released the excess steam. 

“Need more water when we drive her out again,” Ted said matter-of-factly. Gene grunted noncommittally. 

“Where is Bogdan?” Gene wondered aloud, just in time to hear the trumpeting of a frightened elephant.

***

Billy and Felicity were waiting with the impatient children, Kaeden and Kimber. They’d spent as much time as they could in the dining facility. Looking carefully out the door, they had watched for any sign that the situation was being resolved when Akio’s pod descended. 

Billy took that as a good sign. Felicity figured that Terry and Char would leave with the man and they’d have company for the rest of the night. Kaeden and Kimber were playing with Marcie while she tottered around. Cory gurgled happily watching the others play. 

After what seemed an interminable amount of time, Char appeared and picked up the baby, thanking Billy and Felicity and asking them to watch Kae and Kim for a little while longer. 

Billy and Felicity ran the kids back to the mayor’s building. Felicity looked out the main doors before shutting them.

They’d been damaged sometime in the past and didn’t close all the way. 

“Maybe it’s better if we leave them open so we can see if there’s anything coming?” Billy Spires suggested. Felicity threw her body against the door again and again until she finally conceded that they weren’t going to close. 

“We should get those doors fixed, Billy,” Felicity said, still flustered at not being able to close them. 

“We’ll be fine, my love,” Billy said softly as he ushered the kids into his office. He carried Marcie, bouncing her gently on his hip. “How big was Marcie at two months?” 

“She could barely hold her head up,” Felicity answered flatly. “Was there any doubt those two would make a super-baby?”

They both laughed as they thought about Cory and her ears. Besides those, she looked like a normal baby of eight or nine months. 

She was barely over two months old, but it didn’t matter. Billy and Felicity understood that it was a new world. The mayor completed his transition toward acceptance of the bizarre when the Werebear Gene sat in his office with the grizzly cub. 

Sue had already returned, sitting casually at a table to the side within the big office. She had some papers spread out before her, but on the wall behind her was the best planning tool they could have hoped for—an old time chalkboard. Chalk hadn’t been easy to come by, but once a foraging party had found a small quarry with deposits of calcium carbonate, they brought a satchel full back. 

Terry also liked the thought of making lime. There were a number of uses for lime. All he had to do was heat the CaCO3 to drive off a carbon dioxide molecule which left CaO, which was also known as quicklime. With that, they could make plaster, concrete, food additives, and much more. 

Billy looked at the scribblings on the board, current crop capabilities, future crop needs, livestock projections, and more. Fishing had a big question mark next to it. 

They’d find out the next day what the potential would be and if their newest sailing vessel could manage a commercial level of fishing. If it worked, they’d have to find and scavenge more boats.

Billy shook his head. In the upper right hand corner of the board was the total number of people in North Chicago that he was responsible for. That number was 573. 

Of all the numbers, that one mattered the most. 

***

Kiwi was yelling. Geronimo ran around in circles trying to keep the horses calm. The elephant was trumpeting all the while Bogdan stood with his paws on the top of the fence, bouncing his head up and down as if chuckling at the absurdity of it all. Terry and Char watched from the side, but decided it was best not to get into the middle of it.

Felipe continued to hook Jumbo’s trunk, trying to drag him farther from the antagonistic grizzly.

“Get down, Hank! You mangy ass bag!” Kiwi shouted, waving her arms. 

The bear cub delighted in the fact that the human was playing with him. Kiwi waded in and started pushing to get Bogdan off the fence. He wrapped his paws around her and started licking her head. 

“Get off me, you hairy fuck!” Kiwi bawled, still trying to push him away. Gerry stopped trying to herd the horses and ran to his wife, thinking that Bogdan was hurting her. 

When Gerry pulled one of the cub’s paws away, Bogdan wrapped him into his bear hug. Both humans quickly grew tired of getting licked, so they ducked out of the bear’s embrace. The cub play-growled at them. 

Gene crashed through brush as he ran at top speed to the enclosure they’d made for the horses. He saw the horses’ fright, the unhappy elephant, and two small people trying to hold back his protégé. 

“Bogdan, you dumbass! COME!” Gene roared. Bogdan dropped to all fours and ambled toward his big friend. He jumped at the man who caught him and cradled the two-hundred and fifty-pound bear lovingly while scolding him in Russian. 

“Dick weed, lame ass!” Kiwi yelled, shaking her fist. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t swear,” Gerry said cautiously. 

She turned on him. “I’m mad as fuck! I’m the horse master, not a zookeeper!” 

Gerry’s mouth twisted and turned, but no words would come out. Terry Henry and Char joined them. Cory leaned toward the elephant, but Char held her tightly. 

“I see you have everything back under control. Well done, horse master,” Terry delivered in his most soothing and supportive voice.

That didn’t work either.

“Ass balls!” she yelled. Char snickered. 

“Don’t make me get your father!” Terry stated, smacking his fist into his hand. He had no intention of bothering Chief Foxtail. “What do want, Kiwi, besides venting your spleen to let the world know that you’re angry? Come on, now, out with it!”

“We can’t have her in here. She’s too big and scares the horses,” Kiwi said, flustered, waving her hand at the elephant. Felipe looked crushed. 

“Let’s find you a new place, Felipe. On the beach with unlimited fresh water and bushes and weeds for Jumbo to eat. How would you like that?” Terry offered. 

Felipe couldn’t visualize the future that Terry had in mind, but he knew that he wasn’t welcome with the horses. He should have told them that it wouldn’t work, but was hesitant to say anything. He didn’t want to make waves with the group that seemed pleasant, except for the extreme violence they showed they were capable of. 

Jumbo dropped a massive load on her way out of the horse enclosure. 

“Somebody is cleaning that up, and it is not going to be me,” Kiwi declared. 

Terry pointed at Geronimo. “Put it with the rest for the farmers,” he said, pointing at the young man. 

Gerry’s face fell, but he knew that he had no choice. Between his wife and his commanding officer, he’d received his direction. 

With Jumbo out of the enclosure, the horses calmed immediately. Felipe guided Jumbo where Terry indicated. They headed straight for the lake, where Felipe informed them what the elephant could and couldn’t eat, along with what was best for the pachyderm. 

“If I understand right, she’ll eat anything that’s growing?” Terry finally asked, interrupting Felipe’s endless list of edibles. 

“Pretty much,” Felipe conceded. The elephant didn’t hesitate when she saw the lake. She waded in, drank her fill, washed herself, splattered Felipe, and ate the vegetation growing at the water’s edge. 

“She likes the water,” Felipe said unnecessarily. “She likes to eat, too. I fear that she wasn’t getting enough while traveling with us.”

“It’s a different world today from what it was yesterday. We’ll send someone by with dinner and a blanket,” Terry told the man, assuming he’d stay outside with Jumbo until they found a home. 

“I don’t know what to say.” Felipe watched the elephant rip an entire bush out of the bank and devour it. 

“Just do your best to help us. We all need help at one time or another. Jumbo can make quick work of those fields, I suspect, as well as fertilize them all if her last contribution is any example.” Terry and Char both shook the man’s hand. Felipe found a rock to sit on as he watched Jumbo act at home. 

As Terry and Char walked away, she got a good grip on his butt and squeezed. “What do you say, we pick up the kids, eat dinner, and then get Aaron to take them for a walk while we take care of a little mom and dad business,” Char teased. 

Terry wanted to run, but held himself back because of his dignity, although when Char jogged away, he happily took off after her, almost giddy with expectation.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




Ted stood like the grizzled old sea captain, feet wide with hands on his hips, the ship’s wheel beside him. Terry shook his head at the display, but needed Ted’s expertise to handle the ship. 

First order of business was to train a new ship’s captain, because they needed Ted to work on the nuclear reactor so they could generate power for two years before needing to refuel. 

They couldn’t spare him to go fishing every day. He said that he could do both, which made Terry shake his head once again.

He knew that Ted needed less sleep than others, but they couldn’t have him so tired he made a mistake with the Mini Cooper. They had Gene to help avoid any catastrophic failure, but it was best if both of their nuclear engineers were on top of their games when messing around with the reactor.

A group of five volunteers stepped aboard the sailboat, each getting a warm greeting and a thank you from Terry Henry, while Ted looked at three men and two women as if they were gum on his shoe, each of them a pockmark on his ship.

At the last moment, Merrit and Adams ran to the dock. “Got room for two more?” Terry was good with it, but Ted didn’t want them, saying the ship was overloaded as it was, especially once they hauled the fish aboard.

“Fuck off!” Adams said as he climbed aboard. Once standing on the deck that he had personally scraped, sanded, and polished, he gave Ted the finger. Merrit tiptoed aboard while the others were distracted and quickly took a seat. 

Ted harumphed, before turning to his duties. Terry watched the man as he ran down a checklist that he carried within his mind. Ted mumbled to himself as he checked things off. 

“Prepare the sail!” he called out to the novices. They removed the cover and tucked it into the cabin. Adams stood by the winch to haul the sail to the top of the mast. 

“Cast off the lines!” Terry pointed to the one at the bow while he took the stern line. An older woman called Anne quickly unlooped it from the dock cleat, then wrapped it and tucked it away. 

“Push off!” Ted yelled impatiently. Anne and Terry leaned into the dock and the boat drifted into the harbor. 

“Sail!” Adams started cranking the winch, not too fast because he didn’t want the system to fail before they made it out of the harbor. But it rolled smoothly. The final bit of pig fat provided from the previous night did the trick to keep everything well lubricated. 

The breeze was in their faces, but Ted tacked twice and angled smoothly into the lake, where he could take a more leisurely approach up the coastline. 

“North?” Ted asked. 

“North it is, Ted,” Terry replied, letting the wind whip his hair as he smiled into the lake’s spray. “May fair winds and following seas lead us to fish aplenty.” 

They tacked a few more times to train how to do it. Anne seemed a natural on the ship, walking steadily as the sailing boat clipped through the small waves. 

Terry waved her to him. She seemed to dance alongside the cabin as she came, watching the wind and sail before jumping to the deck. 

“Yes?” she asked. 

“How would you like to be the next captain of this fine vessel?” Terry wondered. 

“Why me?” she wondered.

Terry pointed to one man up front, leaning over the rail and puking his guts out. A young woman was a little green, but holding her own. The others were sitting and watching the waves flash by. Closer, Adams continued to give Ted the finger, while Merrit laughed to himself.

“Because you love this. You see the ship as an extension of your being, just like he does.” Terry nodded toward Ted, whose eyes flitted from sea to sail to clouds and back again in an endless loop of looking for clues that would help or hurt their progress.

“I do love the sailing part. I knew I would the second I heard we were recovering a sailing vessel. I’ll let you in on a secret. I’ve never sailed before,” she whispered. 

Terry didn’t care. A natural was a natural.

“Ted! Meet your new trainee,” Terry said, leaning toward the ship’s captain. “Listen to everything he tells you and learn everything you can. Your test will be in a week.”

“Yes, sir!” she said, saluting sloppily while maintaining her balance through a roll of the ship. She ducked smartly as Ted tacked and called for Merrit to trim the sail. 

Ted was constantly in motion to keep the sail at its best angle. He held the wheel as the ship sailed ahead. 

Terry slapped Adams and Merrit on the backs. “Nice job getting the boat ready,” he told them. 

“Not that he’d notice!” they complained as Ted called out another tack. 

“How long have you two knuckleheads known him?” Terry asked sharply.

They both looked away. 

“A long time, I know,” Terry continued, glaring at the two Werewolves. “The one constant in this universe is Ted, who has probably been the same from when he was a small child. You will have no better man in your corner, so for fuck’s sake, stop giving him the finger!” 

Adams smirked and looked away. 

Ted angled the boat toward a shaded cove. “Look for underwater obstructions,” Ted called. Eight pairs of eyes looked overboard as Ted sailed through the area he expected they’d find fish. 

“Helm’s a lee!” he called as he tacked through the wind, turning the boat through one-hundred and eighty degrees. “Prepare the net.” 

Anne stepped under the boom and grabbed the end. The fishermen each took a handhold and prepared to toss the net over the port side. 

On Ted’s command, they cranked the sail down a few notches to slow their forward progress, then they heaved the net into the water. The four corners of it were tied to a single rope that was wrapped around the base of the mast and tied off, just in case. 

Ted turned the boat to the port slightly so the rope pulling the net didn’t slide past him. Once the slack in the rope was gone, it acted like a sea anchor.

“Run up the sail,” Ted ordered, waving his hand frantically as he looked back at the water behind them, then the lake ahead. “Faster!” 

The wind caught the sail all at once and jerked the boat forward. The boat pulled through the shallows and Ted ordered the sail to be cranked down, so the fishermen could pull the net in. 

As a team they dragged the net to them and out of the water. They dumped the twelve fish on the deck and prepared for round two. 

“My fault,” Ted cried as the sail went back up and he turned to make another pass. “Have to keep the speed up once the net is out to catch the unsuspecting school. We slowed and that allowed them to escape. Keep your hands clear after you throw out the net. We’re going to do it right this time.” 

Ted didn’t smile. For him, it was a technical exercise where he’d failed miserably on the first run. To the others, it was all practice and twelve fish were already in the boat. 

“Alex!” Anne called to her husband. “Start cleaning these fish. I think there are ice chests under the seats.” Adams and Merrit both nodded and pointed to both sides of the deck. 

“We can always chuck them into the cabin,” Adams suggested. “We took the carpet out, but the dinette is intact. The cabinet doors are shot. The bathroom works, for reference.”

“There’s a real bathroom?” Terry asked, smiling. 

“Not for the likes of you!” Merrit held out his hand to stop Terry from going down into the cabin. “It’s a pretty small space. We’d prefer if you didn’t befoul it.” 

Terry feigned shock and surprise. “Me? Befoul? I know not from where the barbs have come, but come they have, visiting their pain upon my person. The anguish I suffer!” 

Terry threw a hand over his eyes, and almost got himself clocked by the boom as Ted called another tack and the sail swung from one side to the other. 

Seven passes through that stretch of coastline later, they had the deck nearly swamped with a wide variety of fish. 

Anne pulled a knife and started to clean fish, but Terry chased her to the aft end to stay with Ted and start learning everything he was doing. Terry used his razor sharp silvered blade and got to work.

***

Pepe and Maria made the daily trip to trade with the farmers in the north when they really wanted to spend full days in their own fields. The half-days were making for long days. The horses were tired. Pepe and Maria were tired. 

As they were dropping off a cartload, Char intercepted them. “We might have some help for you,” she said mysteriously. 

“Anything you can do would be great. There’s so much work and not enough hours in the day!” Pepe groaned. 

“I want to introduce you to Felipe, and his assistant, Jumbo. Together, I think they may be able to make short work of plowing your fields, but I think you should meet them and judge for yourself.” 

Char waved at them to leave the cart as Kaeden and Kimber ran ahead, playing tag as they went. The adults followed, strolling toward the lake. 

Maria took a turn carrying the baby. She couldn’t take her eyes off Cory’s ears, but she was too kind to say anything. 

The farmers didn’t know that the baby’s mother was a Werewolf. 

Char didn’t want anyone beside the FDG to know. The existence of the Weres and the unknown world were not meant to be common knowledge. They feared it would cause too much strife with the humans if they realized the truth of their existence. 

When they cleared the last line of brush, they saw the elephant working its way up the shoreline, systematically eating the bushes and shore grasses. The farmers’ mouths hung open as they looked. 

“She is willing to pull a plow,” Char stated.

Pepe closed his mouth and smiled slowly, giving his wife a small push. “I’m not sure I’ve ever been so happy to see an elephant.” 

After Char introduced them, she excused herself and herded the kids toward the small power plant where Gene was running it with only Lacy for company. 

Because Ted is at sea with the brave sailors and fishermen who seek to provide food for our tables, Char thought philosophically. And I bet Gene is fit to be tied.

They found Bogdan playing along the lakeshore. As soon as the bear cub saw visitors, he ran at them as he loved to do. The humans scattered as he approached so no one got run over. 

He stopped and whimpered as the humans reconvened by his side.

“We can’t have you running us over,” Char informed him. He sniffed her and the baby while Kaeden tried to climb onto his back. Kimber tried to join him but the bear shook like a dog, throwing both children to the ground. 

They were up in an instant and back at him. 

“Come along, there’s no time to play,” Char told them. She wasn’t about to leave them with the bear cub. He was still a wild animal, although most people treated him like a pet dog. He acted like that too, but he didn’t know his own strength. 

When the children were bigger, they could choose for themselves. Until then, Char wasn’t going to leave them alone with Bogdan.

The plant was running, which created a certain amount of noise. The turbine whined at a high rpm, which filled the power plant with sound. Steam made the pipes bang and Char winced. 

The modern world was noisy. Char didn’t miss that. 

She saw Gene and he waved. Lacy had a rag wrapped around her head, holding something over her ears to block the sound. She waved, too.

And they both went back to work, checking one thing or another, making a tiny adjustment on a valve, listening, and watching.

Char backed out before making it a full step inside. 

***

“A little higher,” Shonna said, guiding the pipe into place. “A little more…there.” She slapped the visor down and struck an arc against the first pipe and tacked it to the second pipe. She touched six different spots to close the gap and then ran a final bead around the circumference as an initial fill of the gap between the two pipes. She took her time while Timmons grunted and struggled. 

When she finished and lifted her welding visor, Timmons cautiously lessened the weight he was holding. The pipe stayed steady. They checked the other end, but it had been set in place better and was still aligned. Timmons stood back while Shonna tacked it and sealed the gap. She ran a second bead around it and then a third. She returned to the first weld she’d done and touched it up with two more beads. 

She twisted from the pipe and jumped, landing lightly on the catwalk next to Timmons. 

“Thank God we didn’t lose power. Did they ever tell you what went wrong?” Shonna wondered.

“Lost steam,” Timmons answered as he coiled the welding leads to help carry the welding equipment down the stairs. “The water level dropped too low because they had the autofill system shut off. Once the power is on, that system can be brought online. Otherwise, it’s all manual. You need power to make power. I can’t believe Ted missed that tidbit, but he doesn’t care about that plant or this one. He’s got his nuke, a train, and now a boat. We may never see him again.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” Shonna said, smiling and thinking fondly of Ted and his foibles. 

“How are we doing down there?” Timmons yelled at Sergeant James. 

“Next sections of pipe are ready!” he shouted with hands cupped around his mouth. 

Timmons gave the young man the thumbs up. 

“Three days?” Shonna asked.

“That’s what I figure, but I’m not telling any of them that! I need Ted to stop fishing and make sure that reactor will fire up. I don’t trust Gene to do it alone.” Timmons fussed with the tools. 

As the time grew close to bringing the plant online, his stress was magnified. He took the full responsibility of bringing electricity to North Chicago on his own broad shoulders, despite the number of people helping.

No one expected the power to come back on without a hitch. There would have to be trials where they activated the grid a little at a time. But once they had power, some of the automated systems might come back to life. When they’d checked the grid, they found more grounded faraday cages wrapped around key equipment than they ever imagined. 

The EMP didn’t destroy all of the grid. What it did take out brought the system down and society collapsed, but with time, it could have been resurrected. 

And that was what Timmons intended to do, but he needed Ted, and the smaller man was on his yacht fishing. 

That was how Timmons saw it. He looked at his hands, dirty with cracks where the cuts and scrapes had healed. 

“We still have a long way to go. Three days until the hard work begins,” Timmons thought out loud.




















CHAPTER NINE




Chief Foxtail stood in Billy’s office. When Mayra had arrived, he’d given her his seat. She bristled at the notion, but the chief said he felt like standing, so he did. When she was finally uncomfortable enough, she sat down. 

Sue watched disinterestedly as they waited for the rest of the invitees. 

Char arrived next and helped limit everyone’s discomfort by giving them something to celebrate. She waved for them to follow her outside.

Aaron remained out front with the children. They’d found or created a ball and were kicking it around. Other children were joining in, some of the rescued girls, children from New Boulder, native children. Pretty soon, it was a mob. Once the youngest of the Weathers boys joined in, order came from the chaos and teams were formed. 

Parents and other adults lined the outside of the area as various items were tossed or kicked around. Scuffles were quickly broken up. 

Billy led the parade of adults in the meeting to the main door where they could watch. 

“Which one is that?” Felicity asked, pointing to a young but tall black child who was keeping the peace. 

“I believe he’s eleven and called Auburn,” Char said. “I think the next oldest is Tennessee.” 

“And I think Kimber has a boyfriend,” Billy suggested as Kimber was standing next to Auburn, almost leaning against him. They were holding hands. 

Char took a step toward the door, but stopped when she felt someone’s hand on her arm. She whirled and saw Foxtail’s calm expression. He didn’t have to say anything. She wasn’t sure what she had intended to do, besides exercise a mother’s prerogative. In reality, she didn’t know any children who were raised better than Claire and Antioch’s brood. 

She conceded and held herself back. There were far worse things in the world, as Akio had alluded. 

They watched the children play as the others arrived. Timmons, Pepe, Claire, and finally Terry Henry. 

Pepe smelled of sweat and manure and Terry smelled of fish. Felicity covered her nose while Billy coughed. Char made the unwashed stand outside the doorway while the others filed in. 

“No chairs?” Char scowled at the mayor. Sue was instantly upset that she hadn’t thought of it. Billy would have never remembered something like that. 

Once they had everyone settled, Billy opened up the conversation. 

“This is our first meeting of the elders, although I personally am not a fan of that term, since I’m young and beautiful,” he said in his gruff voice, in his tough way. He leaned back in his chair to watch Felicity roll her eyes. Char snickered. 

“The council has spoken. We are all beautiful people in our own way,” Chief Foxtail suggested, smiling at the group before standing and nodding. Billy signaled for him to continue.

“Spring has come to all our worlds, in ways that only Mother Earth can deliver. The bounty seems endless, just like the opportunity we are given. The future is in how we educate our children.” Foxtail hesitated and looked over his shoulder. The laughter and sounds of joy were clear through the open doors. 

“How we continue to incorporate newcomers as equals is a testament to the good people here. Everyone has their role, everyone works, and everyone benefits. Everyone has a place to stay, for now, and eventually, new areas will open, but we will never forget that we are one people.” 

The chief sat down as if his words weren’t profound, but when he spoke, people listened, and his words forced them to think. 

Terry started to walk into the room, but Char held out a hand and shook her head. He settled for leaning around the door. 

“We proved today that fishing from a sailing ship in Lake Michigan is viable for the quantities that we need. And everyone else here will probably attest to what they foresee in their areas, which is all good, Billy Spires. We are in a good place, doing good things for the town’s people,” Terry told them, having moved into the room since he did his best thinking while pacing. He walked back and forth in the mayor’s office.

“The Force de Guerre is a military force, not a police force. We have the most modern of weapons because of Akio. We have some other advantages because of Akio’s master. That aside, the purpose of the FDG is to protect this community, hell, all peace-loving people from external threats. The recent intrusion was an example of that. We won’t ever police this town, but we will stand on the outside, making sure that someone who doesn’t belong doesn’t find their way inside in order to impose their will on the rest of you. We can’t have that. We’ve worked way too hard to give our liberty away.” 

Terry shuffled his feet, then stopped and looked at the faces of those watching him. 

“We’re going to have to deploy the FDG occasionally as we did with our trip to New York City. We have another couple missions coming up, and I wanted you to know that each of these, in their own way, contribute to the safety of North Chicago and the return of civilization worldwide. There is no one else in the whole world like us, believe it or not. We are the planet’s peacekeepers.” 

Terry was uncomfortable saying it. He didn’t want to sound like he was bragging. He didn’t mind being thought of as a mercenary, but this work was for the good of the world. 

No fortune. No glory.

He was a modern Knight of the Roundtable, but at least he didn’t have to be chaste. He smiled at Char, amazed every time by the sparkle in her purple eyes. Terry didn’t need any other reward. She looked away with her eyes, then looked back. Terry took the hint and coughed politely.

“We’ll be going soon on a short mission, just a few of us and later, we’ll take the entire Force on a mission far away for an unknown amount of time. That’s all I have to say,” Terry finished.

“Thanks for that, TH,” Billy said with a nod. “Do you ever see a reason for us to have a police force?” 

“Not right now, but if we grow big enough, we’ll get someone who doesn’t like the rules, even as loose as ours are. But we can’t ever turn the Force inward. If we become the police, then the people become the enemy. It’s how it’s always been. The military needs to be focused on the enemy and the enemy can never be the population. If it is, then we’ve completely failed the people.” 

Terry stepped back to the doorway, bumping into Kiwi on the way. He stepped aside so she could enter the room. Everyone looked at her and she froze. 

Chief Foxtail stood and waved her to his chair. Billy looked askance at the young woman, then to Terry Henry. 

“Kiwidinok is here at my request,” Foxtail said softly, but with command in his voice. Her presence was not up for debate. “She represents the new blood of our people and her voice is one of many that we need to hear.”

Billy looked from one face to another. “Welcome to the meeting, Kiwi,” Billy said, unsure of what else to tell her. “What you’re going to find is that a bunch of old people talking about stuff can be really boring. I trust that you’ll bring life to our discussions.” 

She couldn’t commit to that since she had no idea what was being discussed. The chief, her father, simply told her to be there. 

“I’m sorry I’m late. I hope I didn’t miss anything,” she apologized.

“Foxtail will catch you up,” Billy answered, before turning back to the matters at hand. “We need to talk about farming, ranching, hunting, and then to what a modern society looks like. It starts with power. How far along are you, Timmons?”

“Only a few days, but we need Ted and he’s driving the sailing boat.” Timmons shook his head as he talked. He clenched his jaw and pursed his lips as he waited for someone to tell him that Ted was going to focus on power generation.

No one stepped up. 

“Come on, Terry!” Timmons blurted, then hung his head.

“I can drive the boat, but I have the external missions to attend to,” Terry started, but seeing Timmons crushed under the weight of expectations, he relented. “I’ll take the boat and train the new skipper. We’ll head out after Anne is ready to captain our fishing fleet on her own.” 

Timmons brightened and nodded thankfully. 

The rest of the meeting covered logistics and stuff that Kiwi found boring as snot. Billy was right, but she also understood the necessity of everyone knowing what the others were doing. Requirements for people were hashed out, with the farmers getting the biggest share. Without volunteers, they’d have to form mandatory work parties, like they did in New Boulder, starting with one everyone working in the fields one day in seven. 

With the addition of Felipe and Jumbo, much of the hardest work would be done with minimal human involvement. Pepe could not have been more thankful. The elephant also worked to clear land of bushes and small trees. They wondered if he was part goat based on the wake of destruction he left behind. 

When the meeting broke, Claire shook Timmons’s hand and thanked him in advance for bringing power back. She was almost ready to run the freezer, but needed to know that she’d get consistent power of more than twelve hours a day. 

“Soon,” Timmons promised. 

They’d cleaned the freezers and were ecstatic that three of the four seemed to be fully functional. Claire made ice every time the power was on. Of all the things that people appreciated, ice water was the most welcome. Many of the younger ones had never had an ice cube in their water before.

After thanking Timmons a second time, Claire rushed away to see how much fish Ted and his crew had brought in. 

Mayra stopped Pepe and Maria from leaving. She looked around before speaking. “We have good, strong women who need work to help them move forward. Will fifteen people help you out? And could we live out there, too, by the fields? I think shifts, morning and evening, would work best to keep everyone from getting too hot.” 

“Five would help us through the hardest of it and fifteen would make all the difference in the world. This soil is so much better than what we had to work with in Boulder,” Pepe replied, then shook her hand vigorously in both of his. Maria hugged her. 

With a terse nod, Mayra took a deep breath, held her head high, and walked outside.

Pepe and Maria went outside to where their cart waited. The horses had wandered, grazing as they went. The farmers recovered the two and returned them to their harness. Pepe and Maria climbed aboard and the horses pulled them away. They waved to the crowd in the grassy area in front of the mayor’s building. 

The chief walked away with his arm draped around his daughter. Timmons and Sue left together, talking animatedly. Last out were Terry and Char. The first thing they did was look for their kids. 

“I need to have a talk with Auburn,” Char said flatly. 

“No, you don’t,” Terry told her. “Because I’m talking with him, man to man!” 

Terry jutted his chest out, put his hands on his hips, and frowned mightily. 

“Bullshit,” Char called, raising one eyebrow as she smirked. “You’re going to go over there and pussyfoot around the issue. This requires someone who is not called TH, as in, someone who will be both firm and tactful.”

“Sounds like me,” Terry replied as he reached down to fondle her backside. 

“Hey!” Billy called. He and Felicity stood in the doorway right behind Terry and Char. Billy was doing the same thing while Felicity wiggled and squirmed. 

“Maybe neither of us need to do anything,” Terry said as they watched Kimber walk away from Auburn, waving and grabbing her brother’s hand to pull him from a pile of other children. Aaron was obvious since he towered over the other parents. He was carrying Cory and had called to Kim and Kae as soon as he saw the meeting had ended. 

“I’ve about had it with boring shit!” Terry exclaimed and ran into the scrum before Kim and Kae had cleared the mass.

***

Once again, Mark found himself in a position where he wasn’t sure whether he was doing the right thing or not. 

With Sergeant James by his side, he continued the strict training regimen. The platoon ran, faster and faster, did more pushups, and excelled in all physical areas of their training. They were always wearing their flak jackets and carrying their rifles. 

The lieutenant carried only a pistol, something that the colonel told him would set him apart. His job was to direct the action, not take part in it, a concept that Terry Henry Walton violated in every engagement. It was the only time where it was ‘do as I say, not as I do.’ 

But the colonel could heal almost instantly and that set him apart from the platoon’s warriors. The major and the other Were folk could heal, too. It was the colonel’s responsibility to keep the warriors as safe as they could be, so he and the Weres bore the brunt of the battles, but at some point, Mark and the others would be on their own. 

So they trained, to be a little faster, execute more quickly, and be tighter as a unit. 

When the time came, there couldn’t be any hesitation.

There wouldn’t be any hesitation. 




















CHAPTER TEN




By the fourth fishing trip that week, Anne was manning the wheel and commanding the boat. Terry pushed her until she almost tipped the boat over, to make sure she respected the power of the wind and the water. 

She was pretty angry since she didn’t want to do what he made her do, but her lesson had been in how to recover from an ill-timed wind shift. Sailing the boat in a light breeze and calm water wasn’t the challenge. She needed to be able to handle the boat if a storm blew in unexpectedly, making the seas rough. Only then would she find out what she was capable of, what the boat could handle, and how the fishermen would respond. 

Her husband was one of her crew. Terry left that one for them to work out as Alex didn’t seem too keen on the idea, especially since he was a puker. He’d yak within five minutes of leaving the dock, but then would recover and man his station without further interruption.

The next two days involved Terry working as a hand aboard the boat. On the seventh day, Terry turned Anne loose and went to the plant instead, where Ted, Gene, Timmons, and Shonna required someone to broker the peace because Char’s easy answer was to kill them all.

A couple setbacks and three days had become six with no end in sight. 

Terry looked at the pack as he carried Cory. He found it easier to be calm with the baby in his arms. Char stood with her arms crossed. She saw their inability to agree as an attack on her position as the alpha. She was ready to kick some serious ass, going right down the line, one after another. 

Char needed to be calmer so Terry pushed Cory at her. Both were instantly furious. Terry gave his best hurt look and apologized before saying please. She took the baby and held her tightly, finding the peace that Terry had hoped.

“What’s the problem this time?” Terry asked the group.

They all started talking at once. 

“SHUT UP!” Terry bellowed, scowling at the group. “Timmons. What is the startup sequence for this plant?” 

Timmons wondered where that came from. “But I need…” Terry stopped him cold. 

“I don’t care who you need to do what. I asked what the startup sequence was,” Terry reiterated, getting closer to Timmons to loom over him. 

“Once we ensure the water feed is functional, we start the reaction. It drives the boiler, which then was supposed to feed an integrated steam turbine, but that wasn’t with the Mini Cooper. So we’ve cobbled together a steam pipe to feed the turbine inside the plant. The rest of the system is within the plant. There’s no recycle on the water, so we need to make sure the feed we have in place is steady otherwise we could get a runaway reaction.” 

Timmons leaned back. 

Terry closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “That’s your startup sequence?” he grumbled.

“Well, no, but I thought you should know the background,” Timmons said meekly.

When Terry opened his eyes, they glowed a faint red. His jaw trembled because he clenched his teeth so hard. Both hands had become fists. 

The smug look on Timmons’s face disappeared and he started to sputter.

Char wore a strange expression, somewhere between relief and joy. She felt vindicated. 

Terry grabbed Timmons by his shirt collar and reared back, ready to punch the engineer in the face. “One last time. I’ve heard you were a brilliant engineer, but right now, you’re dense as a post. If you don’t tell me the startup sequence, I’m going to punch you and keep punching you until you tell me or you’re in a coma. Then it’ll be Shonna’s turn and you don’t want that to happen, do you?”

Timmons spluttered as he held one hand up, begging for time while he dug in his pocket for a rough scrap of paper. He held it up. 

“One…” Timmons read down his list. Terry let go of his collar and looked at Char. Her look of triumph was replaced by one of scorn. 

He had a list the whole time. 

“That seems pretty straightforward,” Terry added once Timmons was done. “Here’s the plan. Shonna on the water feed system. You own it. Do you need any other people?”

“Maybe one or two at the end near the pumps.” She looked indifferent, which made her perfect for the job. 

“I’ll have Corporal Lacy assign a couple to you. Next Ted and Gene will start the reactor and boil the water.” Ted crossed his arms and pressed his lips together until they turned white. Gene looked bored.

“What’s his problem?” Terry asked the Werebear.

“Maybe you ask him?” Gene replied snottily. 

“Because I asked you, fuckstick,” Terry moved close.

Gene didn’t hesitate. He lashed out with a meaty hand, trying to slap Terry in the head, but the human was ready for it. He ducked and with all his enhanced strength, he drove a knife hand into Gene’s abdomen hard enough to send all the air from the Werebear’s lungs. 

Gene grunted and fell to his knees, struggling to draw a breath. Terry whirled with a roundhouse kick, but stopped his foot an inch from Gene’s head. The Werebear hadn’t been able to raise his hands to block it because Terry’s move had been so fast. When Gene got his breath, he held up his hand in surrender. 

“He is mad because starting reactor is not so easy,” he mumbled in his heavy Russian accent.

“No one thought it was easy,” Terry explained, turning to Ted. “There’s probably a hundred things you need to do, but you know what? You make it look easy, because that’s what you do. You make hard things look easy, Ted.” 

“There are only forty-two steps to start the chain reaction,” Ted reported. 

“Forty-two. Key to universe, eh?” Gene said as he struggled to his feet. “Where you get such big punch for such small man?” 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Terry slapped Gene on his heavily-muscled shoulder. “And you’ll be inside manning the generator, the condenser, and then throwing the switch, won’t you, Timmons?”

“I need some help, too.” Timmons tried to sound confident, but he came across as whiny. 

“Sergeant James, Corporal Lacy, and a few others will be at your beck and call. Let’s say we light this candle. What do you think, time to turn the power on?” Terry swept his arm from the Mini Cooper to the plant. 

“Today?” 

***

Terry and Char were talking with Claire, Mrs. Grimes, and Margie Rose, when the lights winked on and stayed on. The freezer motors started to run. A fan spun up somewhere nearby. 

The power had been a daily occurrence for the previous weeks, sometimes lasting longer than others, but always getting shutdown by dinner time. 

“I think it’ll be staying on this time, ladies. Next will be running water and sewage treatment. They’ll bring convenience back one section at a time, but the chow hall has priority.” Terry smiled winningly, but it didn’t prevent him from getting his knuckles rapped with the wooden spoon. 

“Chow hall, TH?” Margie Rose said, finally agreeing to call him by his chosen nickname. “We’re calling it Claire’s Diner.”

Claire Weathers had been the one who catered Terry & Char's wedding, while her husband Antioch officiated. All the town’s people pitched in, pot luck style, but it was Claire's doing to coordinate the dishes. Felicity and Char promised Claire that she'd open the first restaurant, post WWDE, in New Boulder, but Terry and Char uprooted everyone before that could happen.

Claire had taken charge of the dining hall in North Chicago and with Mrs. Grimes and Margie Rose, they made meals a stable event for everyone from the community. In the post-apocalyptic world, eating was not a given. Char was touched, because Claire, as nice a person as one would ever meet, finally got her restaurant.

Char walked around the table to hug the old woman. She had always wanted a restaurant and the name seemed a fitting tribute. Words weren’t needed. 

Cory stood on the floor, using the chair to balance. She pushed off and tottered, but caught herself and staggered a few steps to the next chair. The proud parents watched in shock. The three grandmotherly types cheered. 

The communicator in Terry’s pocket beeped. He pulled it with a sigh and answered.

“Akio-sama,” was all he could manage to say while Char was on a knee next to their daughter helping the baby to dance.

“Good morning, Anjin-san. I hope all is well.” Akio waited politely.

“Very much so, Akio-sama. Cordelia just took her first steps and we have the power on.” Terry smiled at the baby and wiggled his fingers at her.

“Congratulations! That is a big first step in parents’ lives. Nothing is safe now,” Akio deadpanned. Terry chuckled. 

“Indeed. Do you have new information?” Terry asked.

“Yes. I’ve pushed it to your pad. Turn it on and let it update, then you’ll see. Tomorrow night will be optimal for a reconnaissance of New York City with a new moon and clear skies,” Akio answered. 

Terry’s mind raced ahead to the infiltration, the security of his people, the chaos of the group they left without their leader. Char watched his face go vacant as the mission consumed him. 

She picked up their daughter, committed to putting balance in Terry’s life. She sauntered to his side, where he stared at a spot on the wall. Akio signed off and Terry absentmindedly put the communication device into his pocket. 

Char held the baby so she could paw at her father’s face. 

“Hey!” His surprise lasted only an instant as it shocked him from his reverie. 

“Time for that other stuff later. Our daughter walks now and you are going to play with her.” Char smiled and caressed Terry’s neck as he took the baby and hugged her to him. “It doesn’t have to be all or nothing, TH,” Char told him.

He looked at her—this time, his eyes sparkling. Char had given him a second chance at life, and it all started because Margie Rose had given him something to drink. 

He took the baby to Margie Rose. “Say hi to Grandma!” he coaxed Cory, but she only gurgled. The old woman took the baby and bounced her as the proud parents looked on. Terry put his hand on Margie Rose’s shoulder. “Is it what you expected it to be?”

“Spoiling my grandchild? Every bit.” She smiled, looking too gaunt for someone who worked in the kitchen all day, but she had the grandmotherly glow. 

“Just so you know,” Char said to Claire, “Auburn has been holding hands with Kimber.” 

The old lady nodded knowingly as Terry winced.

***

Anne guided the sailboat through the area they fished on the first day. She didn’t want to get too adventurous her first time driving the boat solo. The crew had been the same for all seven days and they were learning as she learned. 

Her first order of business was to clean the boat better after the fish were offloaded. When she showed up with her husband before all the others, she was disgusted by the smell and the shabby look of her boat. She and Alex got to work, but knew they needed better cleaning supplies. They did the best they could, but she resolved to talk with the mayor to see what was available.

The departure from the harbor was flawless. It helped that theirs was the only boat and there was plenty of room. 

They sailed straight into the lake to clear the shallows and then turned north where they’d found good fishing grounds. To the south, the shallows contained too many obstructions. 

Anne determined to map the coastline as a record of her journeys, to memorialize the best fishing grounds for when they had a fleet of sailing ships. She stood tall behind the wheel and let the wind blow against her face. She tacked for a slow leg into the wind, then turned downwind. 

She trimmed the sail tightly, tipping the boat a little as the sailboat angled across the wind as it surged ahead. Anne loved running fast. It was the thrill of sailing. As they approached the shore, she sighed, loosened the sail, and made ready for the last tack that would take them through the fishing area. 

“Prepare the net,” she called out and the fishermen stood ready. They powered through, picking up speed as they went to catch and hold the most fish. When they pulled the net aboard, they found the biggest haul they’d made to date. 

Anne could not have been happier. She considered it a good omen of her first trip as the captain. They made three more passes to fill the boat with fish, then she headed slowly back into the lake to give the men time to clean the fish. 

She took her turn gutting them, too. No job was beneath the captain, Terry had told her. 

Some were quicker than others, but it took a while to clean their haul, dumping the refuse overboard as they went. 

“What’s that?” Alex called, pointing toward the eastern horizon. 

Anne squinted, blocking the late morning sun with her hand. 

“It’s another ship.” She wondered only briefly about what to do. She didn’t maintain Terry’s paranoia. She saw all strangers as potential friends, making her decision easy. 

“Make ready for maximum speed!” she called, moving behind the wheel and adjusting their heading. “Helm’s a lee!”

They tacked across the wind, the sail refilling as the wind snapped it tight. She maintained that heading. 

“No sails,” Anne said unnecessarily as she talked with herself. “She looks to be powered and running, so she’s not a derelict floating free in the lake.” 

They tacked again and picked up speed on a heading directly for the other ship. Within moments, it changed course and accelerated into the wind. 

Anne continued the chase, but when she looked back, the shoreline was lost in haze. “Bring her about,” Anne ordered. “Time to head home. I’m sure people will find this little tidbit interesting, and after we offload the catch, we’re cleaning this boat, gentlemen!”   

Her order was met with groans, but she didn’t care about that. Anne wondered why the other boat would run from them, a sailboat with a minimal crew. What were the strangers afraid of?




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Terry had the platoon sitting on the ground, Mark and Char at his side. The oldsters from the motor pool were there. Eldie and the native volunteers had been fully integrated and were mixed in with the others.

Terry wanted the Weres to sit with the platoon, something he had pushed hard for, but there were too many issues for that to happen. 

Gene sat to the side with Bogdan between him and Blackie. Aaron sat at the other end of that squad, but he had three kids piled on him. 

Sue was far to the side of the group with Clyde and his adopted pack of dogs. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days. Timmons was at her side, resting his hand easily on her arm as she leaned into him. 

Ted was in the back, looking impatient. At least his wolf pack hadn’t joined them. 

Adams, Merrit, and Shonna were in the middle of the platoon, mixing with the humans as Char had wanted. 

As usual, Kiwi was there, too. Terry was okay with that as she was the link between the old and the new. Why shouldn’t spouses know what was going on, officially, from the horse’s mouth? 

Sometimes secrets had to be kept, but then there was the rest of the time.

“We need to organize a tactical team to go back to New York City and recon how they’re doing. Our goal was to save the humans so they could thrive. Are they, or did we create a shitstorm for them from which they can’t dig themselves out?” Terry waited. 

“Volunteers,” he said and every human hand shot up. Finally, Gene thrust his mitt in the air. None of the Werewolves volunteered. 

“Lieutenant. We’ll be traveling heavy, but we need to be quiet. I’d like Gene and Corporal Heitz, too. Find me five more volunteers and don’t include yourself. I need you to prepare for our next op, which will require the entire platoon.” 

Mark saluted, and Terry and Char walked away. Terry headed for Aaron and the kids. When he turned around, he saw that Char was in Sue’s face.

“What is going on here?” she demanded. 

“What?” Sue replied innocently. Char glared at Timmons’s hand on Sue’s arm, then at him. He refused to meet her gaze.

“Fine,” Sue started. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Ted and I have formally dissolved our relationship. I’ve moved in with Timmons.” 

“How is that not my business? I am your alpha, and what kind of turmoil are you two idiots putting Ted through?” Char clenched her fists and jutted her chin as she leaned toward Sue and Timmons.

“Ted suggested it. The last time we, well, you know, was before the fall, Char!” Sue emphasized her last point by almost yelling it. “Sorry, but nothing was going to change. Ted told me he had too many projects here and that I was a distraction. He wouldn’t say it, but as soon as I told him I was moving out, he kissed me and went back to scribbling his damn calculations. He didn’t even help me pack.”

“How much did you have to pack?” Char asked.

“That’s not the point. He was Ted until I left, and I doubt he even saw me go.” A tear trailed down her cheek. 

“You treat her right or I’ll take more than your hand, do you understand me?” Char growled.

Timmons looked solemn. “I wish I had met Sue before she and Ted became a couple. We have a lot of time to make up for,” Timmons said as he softly caressed her shoulder.

“And for fuck’s sake, would you two get some sleep. Take a break from the honeymoon,” Char cautioned.

Sue looked surprised. “It’s not us. It’s those goddamned dogs! Clyde and his fucking non-housebroken pack.” 

Char felt vindicated and that karma had paid a visit.

“Just wait until the puppies come.” Char sneered as she walked away.

***

 The nine-man tac team waited for the pod on the old parade deck in front of the mayor’s office. It had become a park and a playground. It was a place for any and all the town’s people to gather. 

It was also centrally located and clear of vertical obstructions for pod landings and takeoffs. 

Eight of the nine wore flak jackets and helmets. Gene never fought in human form, changing into a Werebear as soon as bullets started flying. 

Corporal Heitz carried a small toolkit, in case they needed his mechanical expertise. Winning the hearts and minds of a conquered population usually meant providing something that they had a problem providing for themselves. 

 Sergeant James was there, as was Eldie. The native was graceful when he moved and the fact that the lieutenant and sergeant had picked him meant that they saw him for his abilities alone. No more natives, whites, blacks, women, or men. They were all FDG warriors.

Just like Terry wanted it.

Charlie was there and Jim, along with someone that Terry hadn’t spent much time with, a private called Bennie. He was dark-skinned and quiet. The lieutenant said he was the best with the rifle out of the whole platoon. Terry wondered how he’d missed the young man’s rise to marksmanship excellence, but accepted the lieutenant’s recommendations. 

They all carried the M4s with grenade launchers, except for Gene. He carried extra ammo cans filled with loaded magazines. They traveled heavy, just in case. There were still hundreds of humans in that area who might be looking for retribution against those who took away their lord and master. 

And that was what the reconnaissance, what they called a recce mission, was all about.

The pod appeared as a black dot in the northwestern sky and approached without a sound, settling to the ground effortlessly. The ramp opened and the tac team ran on board. As the ramp was closing, the pod lifted off, having been on the ground less than ten seconds. 

***

With the addition of constant power, dinners were getting better since they could be planned ahead. Claire’s vision was a sit-down restaurant. They weren’t anywhere near that, but eventually, they would. She committed to unique meals for special occasions, like birthday parties for the children. 

They lacked sugar, but with the promise of sugar beets from the Wisconsin farmers, she had high hopes for cookies and cakes. 

Her first duty was as a mother, and she wanted to reward her children for how they had become an integral part of the New Boulder community. Her oldest boys had been instrumental in bringing the herd of cattle to North Chicago. They remained with the herd to the west of town. 

It would be a while before they could regularly butcher cattle, but Alabama, Clemson, and Eli’s kids were doing everything they could to help build the herd. The latest addition was the stud bull that arrived with the elephant. Next breeding season, he would be in high demand as they introduced him to the heifers, those who had not yet had calves but were of age.  

The mayor kept track of everything, because it was all a valuable resource for the community. There would be a time when they could trade, reintroduce capitalism, but that time lay somewhere in the future. They still had barely enough resources for the people. 

The fishing fleet that consisted of one sailboat had been a good investment in time. Each day’s haul was enough to fill the plates of the people, and when Ted got his way, the bottomless pits of his wolf pack. But they had to fish every day. No one could take a day off. Not yet.

Billy and Felicity watched the pod go as they were returning from the diner.

“Another day, another TH adventure,” Felicity drawled casually. 

Aaron waved at Billy and Felicity as he sat, bouncing Cory on his leg while talking with a group of five children. 

“You know that he was a teacher before the fall? Taught English in China and when he came back to the States, he taught reading and writing, or something like that,” Billy said as he watched the small class. 

Billy had been with New Boulder before and after the WWDE and this was the first time he’d seen what looked like formal schooling. They had selected a building to use, but hadn’t gotten to the teachers or a curriculum yet. They’d only agreed a few days earlier that a school was one of the top five priorities, but only because of the others. 

Billy’s experience with school hadn’t been a good one. He was indifferent to the education it provided, but he found himself alone in that camp. Felicity wanted better for their daughter. She wanted better for all the children.

As civilization returned, she’d be able to live more in the manner that she wanted. 

“Let’s go for a drive, Billy dear,” she pleaded. Who was he to deny her when they’d waited so long to be able to do such things on a whim?

They turned away from Aaron’s class, walking casually in the direction of the motor pool, when they were intercepted by Anne and Alex. 

“I forgot to tell you yesterday that we saw another boat on the lake,” Anne told them.

“There are lots of dead boats on the lake, unless you’re talking about one we might be able to recover. Our fishing fleet is kind of slim at present,” Billy joked.

Anne was not joking, but she was unconcerned.

“It was plenty alive. We tried to sail to it, but it turned and drove away. It wasn’t a sailboat, but powered somehow.” 

Billy was all ears, forgetting that he and Felicity had been on their way to take a drive. 

“You forgot?” Billy spluttered. “Terry and Char are gone. I need to talk with Mark. Somebody knows we’re here and we have to be ready if they come.” 

Billy didn’t wait, he rushed off without asking Anne any more questions. 

“I forgot because it didn’t seem like a big deal. It ran away when six fishermen in a sailboat approached, so how dangerous could it really be? Men! I swear.” Anne shook her head and Alex held up his hands in surrender.

“Glad I’m not one of them,” he replied.

***

“The plan is that we land in the planted fields northeast of our last engagement. We’ll land once they’ve headed home for the day. We’ll disembark and deploy as three sub-teams. Gene and I will be one. The major, Privates Eldie and Jim, will be another. Sergeant James, you lead the last group.” 

They already knew their roles, but Terry started with the basics first. 

“Standard load out, but this mission is stealth. It would be best if they didn’t know we were there. We will land under cover of darkness and infiltrate their compound here, here, and here,” Terry said, pointing to the diagram and picture displayed on his screen.

“Sergeant, you and your group will set up an observation post, an OP, in this location, but it also needs to be a blocking position in case the other two teams need to conduct a tactical retrograde,” Terry explained.

“You mean run away, right?” Gene asked in his Russian accent.

Terry nodded slightly. “Something like that, but be ready to cover us, just in case. Your primary mission is observation. If the shooting starts, then your mission will change, but not until then. If you are compromised, look for a non-combat solution to disengage. We can’t have you getting captured, but we can’t have you killing the humans at a cyclic rate of speed, either. Figure it out and do what’s best. If you do get caught, know that we’ll come for you. We will remain in place until recovery tomorrow at this same time.” 

They’d been through it enough times that no one had any questions. They split up the ammunition and other supplies, each team carrying a can of extra ammunition on top of the load they already carried in their pockets and backpacks. 

The pod started its descent, then hovered. Akio and Char reached out with their senses to confirm the fields were clear of people, then they continued their approach. 

The inside red light turned off, plunging the group into darkness. The touchdown was soft enough that they didn’t realize they’d landed until the rear started opening. Terry kissed Char quickly, then ran out the back with Gene by his side. 

Char went next with Eldie and Jim, disappearing into the darkness. Last off the pod was Sergeant James, Charlie, Bennie, and Max. They didn’t have far to go so they moved cautiously, taking care not to make any noise, while wondering what their footprints would look like in the soft dirt. 

***

North Chicago

“Mark!” Billy yelled as he approached the barracks. 

The lieutenant stuck his head out a window. “You called?” he asked with a smile. Billy didn’t bother going inside.

“The fishing crew saw another boat out on the lake today, powered, and it drove away when they sailed toward it,” Billy spit out quickly, then waited impatiently while Mark processed the information.

“Damn,” Mark finally said, poking fingers in the air to count off his recommended actions. “We’ll start a lake watch and let’s put Adams or Merrit on the fishing boat, because they can sense things.” 

Mark didn’t know how much Billy knew, and he wasn’t too sure himself, but he thought that was what Terry would have done to give them an advantage. 

Billy looked around to make sure no one was near since he didn’t want to get the town’s people excited, just in case it wasn’t a big deal. “That makes sense, and what did you have in mind for the watch?” 

“Ivan. He’s probably wide awake right now, wondering what to do with himself for the rest of the night,” Mark replied, looking confidently into Billy’s eyes. “I’ll go with him and we’ll get this set up, then I’ll handle the rotation to make sure we keep someone there to sound the alarm just in case. You’ll let Adams and Merrit know to join the fishing boat?” 

“I’ll take care of them. Get someone on the shore ASAP! This is information from yesterday. Anne forgot to tell me, if you can believe that.” Billy was still shaking his head in disbelief.

“Will do, boss. You can count on the FDG.” Mark saluted and closed his window. He ran from his room in search of Ivan.

Billy hesitated, admiring the man that Mark had become, certain that the Force de Guerre would protect them. 




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Queens, New York

Terry crouched by a rusted hulk of a long-dead vehicle before slowly moving behind the next. His target was a building that was half-rubble directly across from the brownstone where the Forsaken had lived before Akio ended his existence. 

Terry determined that the rubble across the street would be the best way to observe the buildings that had been used to house large numbers of people, and of course, their comings and goings.

In the stealth business, speed played a role, but sometimes patience and deliberate movement were better options. Terry moved slowly when in the open, to be a living shadow that didn’t attract the eye. Quick movements were easily observed, should anyone be looking. And then there were times where sitting still, even when not in position, was the best course of action.

Gene didn’t like either of those. He preferred to walk in and ask them how they were doing, but that went against Terry’s goal of remaining unseen, of not having the New Yorkers ever know they were there. 

Terry waited while Gene caught up. He had to pull the large man down beside him. “Would you make an effort, for Pete’s sake?” Terry whispered harshly.

“No one watching. We are fine,” Gene said in a low voice, which sounded to Terry like it echoed from all the buildings. 

Terry took two deep breaths while Gene waited.

“What do you sense?” Terry asked.

“Nothing. People doing what people do. If you expected civil war, there is no civil war.” Gene looked like he wanted to go home. 

“Blackie will take good care of Bogdan,” Terry whispered. 

“He is like son to me, an untrainable ruffian, just like I used to be,” Gene said sadly. 

“Soon enough, we’ll be on our way back home. Then we’ll be going to China. We’ll take Bogdan with us on that trip,” Terry promised.

Gene slapped Terry on the back, slamming him into the car with a heavy thud. They both froze as Gene whispered, “Sorry, little man.”

***

Char led her group down the back alley behind the main houses. She wasn’t going as far as the brownstone, but her challenge was in finding a location to establish an OP, because they hadn’t been certain which buildings were occupied. She used her senses to discover that every one of them had people. Some bedrooms contained complete families, and others, just couples. 

She looked at fire escapes to possibly get to the roof, but they couldn’t find anything. “I guess the roof is out,” she whispered to her tactical team.

Noise told them that a group of people approached. Char, Eldie, and Jim dodged into a bushy area beside the alley and willed themselves to disappear into the darkness. 

The four youngsters were drunk and staggered their way past. Char remained motionless until they entered a building behind the main road. 

The basement. People look up at the sky, but no one looks down, she reasoned. 

Char tapped the other two as she stood and headed in the direction that the youngsters had gone. They found the building and slipped into the well around the basement windows. The glass was gone and she crawled inside. 

Eldie followed without making a sound, but Jim was a much bigger man and bumped the window with one of his grenades. He recoiled at the sound and bounced his weapon off the other side of the frame. 

He froze while Char held a finger to her lips. She listened intently as the drunks argued with people upstairs. Char pulled Jim the rest of the way inside. They each took a position by a window and waited. 

***

Sergeant James had no way of knowing if anyone was in the building they’d chosen unless they took a look. 

They snuck up on the building and surrounded it. Then James went inside while the others waited. 

He went quietly from room to room, listening and waiting. Judging from the smell, the place was being used as an outhouse. 

On closer inspection, there were numerous holes cut in the floor. There was debris on the stairs blocking the way up, preventing access to the upper floor.

James counted on the fire escape outside. 

He climbed out the first floor window onto the landing and ascended the rusted steps. They squealed and creaked. He continued slowly and then entered the upper floor. 

James hadn’t been the first to use that approach. The window frame was well worn from bodies sliding across it. Once inside, he listened and heard the sound of a rodent, probably a rat. He stomped on the floor and sent it scurrying away. He climbed back outside and descended the steps, trying to make less noise as he stayed closer to the supports. 

He circled the house and collected the others, returning through the stench of the first floor, out the window, up the rusted stair, and into the upstairs. They each kneeled at a different window and settled in to watch and wait. 

***

North Chicago

Ivan sat on a rock on the lakeshore located at the north end of the base. Mark stood nearby. The gentle lapping of the waves and the calm were overwhelming. 

“I don’t know how you do it, Ivan,” Mark started, rubbing his eyes and yawning. “I’m falling asleep standing here.” 

“There’s so much to think about, Mark. Here we are in Chicago on the great Lake Michigan. Look where we were just a few years ago,” Ivan said, watching the moonbeams sparkle across the ripples. 

“We were a bunch of thugs, and you were fat.” Mark chuckled and yawned again. He stretched and thought about the walk back to the barracks. 

“I was. My nose still hurts sometimes. I think it didn’t heal right,” Ivan lamented. “I know that they still call me Smashface behind my back. It’s okay. I deserved it. I tried to intimidate Colonel Walton with a rusty old shotgun. The thought of it makes me cringe. I don’t remember how he took it away from me or anything. All of a sudden, my face was smashed in and I was blowing blood bubbles.” 

They both laughed out loud. Ivan continued, “Had I known then what I know now, I would have handed him the weapon and held the door open.” 

“It’s been a good fucking ride, man,” Mark said, smiling. “Do you understand that our job is to save the world? Us. A bunch of fucking nobodies. But Terry Henry gave us a name, gave us a purpose, and I think the best part is that he gave us honor. I never used to know what that meant.” 

“Me either, Mark. Go get some shut-eye. Send someone with breakfast as soon as they have it ready,” Ivan asked. 

Mark gave him the thumbs up, vowing to get it himself and return before daylight. 

“One last thing,” Ivan interrupted as Mark was walking away. “What do I do if I see something?” 

“Isn’t that the question of the day?” Mark replied over his shoulder. “Run to the barracks as quick as you can and we’ll bring the platoon and a shit-pot of firepower, just in case they don’t want to talk.”

***

Queens, New York

The night passed uneventfully. Terry had taken cat naps, waking up every time Gene started snoring. Terry had reduced his Gene-rumble reaction time so that his foot impacted Gene’s ribs before the first snore was finished. 

As the sun hinted at coming over the horizon, people started to stir. Terry shook Gene awake. The Werebear staggered to the back of their half-house and peed a stream that sounded like a river crashing against the rocks. 

“Holy fuck, could you make any more noise!” Terry whispered harshly. He looked out, afraid that someone had heard, but there was nothing.

“You should have called your friend Akio last night when we discovered no war and no problems. We would be in our own homes right now,” Gene replied. 

“These people still hate us!” Terry exclaimed.

“They hate you, maybe. I’m just big teddy bear.” Gene sat down, then hiked a cheek and farted. 

“Oh, God,” Terry cried as his eyes started to water. He covered his face with his shirt and got as close to the window as he dared. “You do that again and I will kill you.”

“Smell like mint juleps. I never thought you were big baby, but you are bigger baby than Bogdan,” Gene said in a low voice that was still far too loud.

“Stop making noise so we can hear what they’re saying,” Terry ordered.

The first people who appeared in the street weren’t talking. When the sun appeared and bathed the houses in light, more and more people made their way out of the buildings. Nearly all of the mass of humanity headed in the direction of the fields. Some walked the other way and disappeared around the corner. A couple sat in the windows and watched. 

Terry noted that some people carried weapons, but not many. He wondered if there was a threat or if they carried them out of habit. Those with rifles slung over their backs were mixed in with the rest. They weren’t using their weapons to intimidate the others. 

Terry watched while Gene stayed quiet, leaning back against the wall. He fell asleep with his chin resting on his chest and slumbered peacefully while Terry hoped he stayed that way for the remainder of the day.

***

The noise in the house told Char that the occupants were awake and none too pleased with being roused. Jim and Eldie cradled their weapons, rolling their thumbs back and forth on the selector switches while keeping their fingers off the triggers. 

Char reached out and sensed the anarchy of a house full of people. They coughed and hacked, they argued, then they stumbled out the door. Char had taken the window at the front of the house and watched the young people walk into the street and head for the fields. 

Eldie noted a couple went out the back and strolled down the alley in a direction opposite the others. 

Jim couldn’t see anything from his window, so he tiptoed across the basement and stood next to Char. 

It wasn’t just the people from their house. A whole parade was heading down the street toward the fields. 

“How could they be that organized? It’s like something out of an old Star Trek episode,” Char whispered, wondering what drove this group.

Eldie looked like he was about to sneak upstairs when they heard the floor creak. Char drew a line across her throat. One person remained in the house. Eldie tiptoed back to his position by the window. 

Char felt one person in each of the houses. It didn’t tell her anything except that her team couldn’t move. She wondered how the others were making out.

***

James gagged for the second time, but held it back. The smell was overwhelming. The entire populace of the community streamed to the building and let loose with the worst they had. 

Bennie had already puked once, but had done it quietly. Max seemed indifferent to it, which made James wonder if the man had lost his sense of smell. Max pulled out a strip of jerky and started gnawing on it. Bennie gagged and then wretched for the second time. 

Charlie was breathing through is shirt and studiously avoiding looking at the others. He was close to an open window and getting as much fresh air as he could. 

Finally, the crowd lessened, the line worked its way to the end, and no one new joined in. The last ones finished their business and ran outside, taking a hard turn around the corner and out of sight. 

That side of the house was without windows. James couldn’t see where the people had ended up, and that caused him a great deal of grief. “Watch my back. I’m going to take a look,” he told Max. The older man nodded and looked down the road, opposite the fields. When he was sure there was no one there, he gave the thumbs up.

James leaned out the corner window until his body was balanced. He saw the people gathered in large groups at the edge of each field. The patchwork quilt of growth suggested that careful planning had gone into the initial development of the land plots on what used to be a golf course, according to Terry. 

Max knew what golf was, but nobody else did. They only saw fields and neat rows where the farmers planted their crops.

***

Gene woke up and leaned toward Terry. His Werebear eyes were unfocused. He smacked his lips before speaking. “Something happening.”

“What?” Terry asked, but Gene shrugged.

Terry looked out the window, but couldn’t see anything. He clenched and unclenched his fists as his eyes darted back and forth, looking for any movement.

He heard the door opening. The brownstone directly across the street. The steps where Terry had held Joseph back. 

A man walked out, older, sophisticated. Everything about him screamed Forsaken. Terry looked to Gene and then pointed across the street. Gene shook his head. 

Terry crawled across the open space. “He’s a Forsaken or at least a Were, right?” 

Gene shook his head. “Neither,” he whispered.

Terry crawled back and peeked out. Men were joining the one who looked like the leader. They were armed and carrying their weapons at the ready. The sophisticated man stood tall, carrying only a strap of leather that looked like a riding crop. 

Terry reached down and felt the whip at his side. On the other, the pistol, his .45 ACP. He’d also strapped the short cavalry sword across his back, under his pack. Terry had not practiced with it enough to use it effectively, but he had it just in case he needed to hack off a head. It would be easier than with his silvered knife blade. 

The group walked with purpose toward the fields, their faces set and their muscles taut.

***

Char perked up after fifteen minutes. The person upstairs seemed to be waiting until an armed group came down the street. Without a word, he walked outside and met them. A tall, aristocratic looking man led the newcomers past the building from which Char looked out and toward the field. 

Char was surprised that he wasn’t a Forsaken or special in any way. The men followed him as if he was magnetic. 

She watched them go until the road was empty. “Go upstairs now and see what there is to see. Hurry!” Char told Eldie.

***

“Get back in here!” Max called. 

James pulled himself in and dove to the floor. He was glad of the fresh air he’d gotten when outside, enjoying the breeze coming from the east, bringing a hint of the ocean’s saltiness.

Max leaned sideways to look into the street. A leader with a group of armed men were coming, but their eyes were focused straight ahead. 

They strode forward, their pace quick. They walked past the outhouse building and kept going in the direction the others had gone. 

Max told them what he saw: twenty some men armed with rifles of various types. One well-dressed man walking up front, leading them.

“What do we do?” James asked, looking for input. 

Max understood the old school military better than the others. “We follow the colonel’s orders and stay put until nightfall, then we exfil to the fields where we catch our ride home.”

“But we can’t see what’s going on and I think this is important. Did they trade one strongman for another? We need to know. I’m going to lean out and take another look,” he told them. “Grab my feet.”

He pointed to Bennie and then leaned out the window past his waist while Corporal Heitz watched the streets. 

Once his body was precariously beyond the window sill, James could see to the fields where the people were spread out and working. The armed men walked to them, separated into three single files and continued between the fields, leaving the workers to themselves.

The armed group kept going until they were lost from sight. The farmers didn’t seem to care about the group before or after they walked by.

“Pull me in,” Sergeant James called softly and was immediately dragged back across window sill and into the house. “Easy!” 

It was too late. James gasped and groaned. He limped around massaging his private parts. “You smashed my junk,” he whined.

 “They didn’t bother the people in the fields who didn’t give those guys a second look,” James reported, when he had his breath back and was able to stand up straight. “Maybe it was a hunting party, I don’t know. No one seemed to be under anyone’s boot. They are just fine, so I guess you’re right, Heitzy. We’ll hunker down until nightfall and then get the fuck out of here.” 

***

The first rifle report got everyone’s attention. Then the firefight began in earnest.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




North Chicago

When Mark returned to the lakeshore in the morning with a hot drink that passed for coffee, he found Ivan on the ground, head on a rock, and sound asleep. Mark looked at the lake in the light of the false dawn. 

The waves gently lapped the shore. He was instantly tired, but shook himself, then kicked Ivan’s foot. 

The other man yawned and stretched. “I closed my eyes just for a moment. What time is it?” 

“Morning,” Mark said, getting angrier by the moment, but he wasn’t mad at Ivan. He was angry with himself for not setting up a proper watch. 

“Damn!” Ivan said, standing up and stretching some more. “Is that for me? Thanks!” 

He seemed indifferent to the fact that he slept through his watch. 

“We won’t put this all on you from now on. You can’t be sleeping on watch, Ivan.” Mark stomped his feet as he walked back and forth, destroying the serenity of the morning. “Fuck, man! The colonel would kill you if he knew. He’d kill both of us. You left us vulnerable, you ass!” 

“Come on, Mark, you’re damaging my calm. I’m not sure the last time I slept like that. I feel like a rutting buck!” Ivan smiled and then pounded his chest with his fists. 

“Dammit, Ivan. Just keep watch until I can set something up. Stay awake until I get back.” Mark looked over his shoulder at the lake, watching for any signs of movement. He looked north and south and didn’t see anything. He shook his head and decided that he’d keep his miscue a secret.

Grumbling to himself, he walked briskly toward the barracks.

***

Queens, New York

“Come on, Gene, they’re in trouble!” Terry yelled as he jumped through the hole in the wall and hit the sidewalk running. Gene plowed through the hole after Terry and hit the pavement hard. He was up to speed in no time. 

***

“Come on!” Char yelled, vaulting over an old dresser and bounding up the stairs three at a time. Jim didn’t question the order; he simply followed. Eldie was still upstairs and she yelled at him, too. 

She raced out the front door where she met Terry in the street. He nodded, but didn’t slow down. 

The five ran toward the sound of gunfire. 

Terry waved at them to spread out, present less of a target than moving as a mob. 

“Hey!” Sergeant James yelled at them from a second story window. 

Terry slowed to a walk, then stopped. The firing continued from up ahead, beyond the fields. He was momentarily confused. He’d thought Sergeant James and his team had been engaged, but the FDG warriors were secure. 

“Well, fuck,” Terry said, running for the cover of the building. Char and Gene took two steps and stopped. 

“No fucking way,” Gene bellowed in his heavy Russian accent. 

“You guys holed up in an outhouse?” Terry called to James. 

“We’re coming down,” James said. 

No one argued with him. One by one, the four men descended as the fire escape loudly complained.  They jumped to the ground and ran out front to meet the colonel and the others.

Then the screaming started. They watched as the armed men backed into the fields, firing at an unseen target beyond them. Incoming rounds tore at the ground; two people fell before the rest turned to flee in panic.

The workers started streaming toward them. 

“Firing positions, Sergeant to my right, set up a line abreast. Everyone else, follow me.” Terry ran to the left, picking a small rise to lay behind. The three with rifles pulled a second magazine to place within reach, and waited. Char unholstered both her pistols and lay next to Terry, reaching out with her senses. 

“I count forty inbound,” she said calmly. 

The sophisticated man calmly walked his men backward, while keeping them in order and directing their fire at the targets coming toward them.

Gene tore off his clothes and changed form, growling and running farther to the left, seeking the shelter of trees. 

The armed men’s fire became more sporadic as they ran low on ammunition. Starting with more than twenty, they were down to twelve men. Fear gripped them and they would have panicked had it not been for the older man who remained stalwart throughout. There was a break in the firing, and the older man ordered the others to run. 

They turned and darted down the street, back toward the brownstone. 

A howling mob broke from the trees, running through the fields and carelessly tearing things up as they passed. Their eyes focused only on their enemy. 

Terry didn’t know which group was better, but he had to pick a side because they were right in the middle of it. He appreciated the discipline of the sophisticated man and decided that was someone he could work with. That made his decision for him.

He waited as the mob ran into the kill zone, the place where his three tactical teams were aimed and ready to catch the enemy in a crossfire. 

“Grenades,” he ordered softly. His three people had already loaded them. They moved their hands to the triggers on the grenade launchers and chose their targets to bracket the enemy. 

“Fire,” he said, sending the first grenade into the front rank. The high explosive detonated, spraying killing shrapnel through the ranks and stopping the charge cold. The next two rounds landed in the middle of the screaming mass. 

“FIRE!” Terry bellowed, and every member of the FDG opened up, rapidly firing well aimed shots. The attack was broken in seconds, and the survivors turned to flee, but found themselves face to face with a raging Werebear. 

Gene tore into their ranks with unnatural speed, slashing as he went.

“CEASE FIRE!” Terry ordered and the friendly fire stopped. A couple weapons from the mob discharged, but it had to be in panic. Gene was wreaking havoc on the tightly packed enemy, dropping them like bowling pins. 

Terry jumped from his hiding place and ran toward Gene. Char bolted after him. 

“There’s a few playing possum,” she yelled, which slowed him down. 

Terry would heal from a gunshot wound, but it would hurt like hell and there was no rush. He waited for Char, taking the time to check the position of his people. He checked their lines of fire, moved to the side, and gave them the thumbs up. 

Terry slung his rifle, pulled his .45, and looked over the barrel as he cautiously moved forward. He shifted left and right, watching for any movement. Char was at his side, both pistols out and ready. 

“There,” she whispered, pointing with her pistol. 

Terry dashed in, zigzagging and then stepping on the man’s weapon. Terry grabbed the man by the back of his shirt and pulled him upright, tearing his hands from his rifle. 

He was short and had oriental facial features. Terry looked quickly at the faces of the fallen and saw similarities. 

The man looked defiant. Char fired her pistol and a man gasped and grunted. She continued her search, stepping carefully through the mass of torn flesh. 

“A fucking gang war?” Terry exclaimed, disgusted. The man tried an arm bar and then a punch to the abs, but Terry easily blocked the moves. He punched the smaller man in the side of the head, expecting to get the man’s attention.

He spat in Terry’s face. Terry growled, animal-like, before picking the man up, spinning around, and launching him through the air. Forty feet later, the man slammed into the ground and rolled toward Gene. The man jumped up and tried a spinning roundhouse kick to the Werebear’s face.

The man impaled his leg on Gene’s claws as the Werebear blocked the kick with an attack of his own. With his other paw, Gene slashed upward and disemboweled the man. 

His screams didn’t last long. 

Terry heard the man’s death cries and with guilty pleasure, he smiled. There was nothing he hated more than getting spit on.

Char fired again. “That’s it for the sleepers,” she declared. 

Terry put his hands on his hips. “That’s it? No one left to question?” 

Char pointed a finger to her ear. Terry listened and heard the moaning of the wounded. She winked at him. 

Gene stood on his back legs and roared. Terry jumped. “Thanks for that. Now you want to be all big and scary.” Terry looked at the Werebear and felt comfortable joking with him. 

Are you my friend? he wondered about the crass Werebear, thinking about those he’d served in combat with, those he’d entrusted with his life.

Gene was one of those men. 

“Establish a perimeter and secure the area!” Terry ordered, taking control of the FDG’s tactical teams. Six warriors ran to various points, found cover, and aimed their weapons away from the kill zone. Terry, Char, and Gene remained within the circle. Terry and Char paid attention to the dead and wounded as they tried to figure out what was going on.

“Halt!” Sergeant James yelled. Gene roared anew.

Terry turned and crouched. The sophisticated man and his soldiers had returned.

***

North Chicago

Billy and Adams walked onto the dock while Anne and Alex cleaned the boat and prepared it for the day of fishing. 

“I brought you a new hand,” Billy started. 

“Sorry. I have my crew. There’s no more space,” she said without looking up. 

“Adams did a lot of work to get this boat ready. Maybe you shouldn’t dismiss him like that,” Billy said, displeased with her initial response. He was proud of himself for not dropping the F bomb on her. 

She looked up, but shook her head. “I’m not sure…” 

“This isn’t a request, Anne. Adams has special skills and with you being the town’s eyes and ears…” Billy said, while Adams shifted uncomfortably. “We need someone like him on board. And you know he can sail the ship. He’s already sailed on it.” 

“Billy Spires, you bastard!” she yelled, eyes on fire and shaking her fist. “You’re trying to replace me because I’m a woman.” 

Alex stumbled the length of the boat, trying to get to his wife and calm her down. 

“You can stop that bullshit right there! I don’t care that you’re a woman, and I’m not trying to replace you. Ted and Terry Henry picked you for your skill. That’s the reason you’re captain and the reason you’ll remain the captain, so fuck you, and fuck you, too!” Billy flipped the bird to both Anne and Alex before storming off. 

Adams was unsure of whether to get on the boat or not. Anne stood there with her arms crossed and tapped her foot. 

“Well?” she asked.

“I don’t want your job,” Adams replied defensively. 

“Good enough,” she answered. “Come on now, get in here and get to work. Help us scrub this deck.” 

Alex pulled Adams to the side. “Somebody made a comment in Claire’s Diner that the fish wasn’t very good, and she’s still pretty mad about that.” 

Adams stepped back. “It wasn’t me!” he exclaimed. 

“The complainer spoke for all men,” Alex clarified. 

“No, he didn’t!” 

“Not to you and me, he didn’t. Sometimes, we paint with too broad a brush and sometimes, when a person does great things time and again, others grow to expect that. That’s a high bar to live up to,” Alex said in a low voice. He clapped Adams on the back. “Time to get to work. The others should be along shortly and we have some fish to catch.”

Adams joined Anne and got on his knees to scrub. “You are doing a fabulous job, Anne. Even if I wanted to be the captain, I couldn’t out-captain you, and I wouldn’t deserve it.” 

She looked at him, then at her husband, and smiled.

“Billy’s still a bastard,” she said softly as she returned to her scrubbing.

“But not today, Anne,” Adams replied, just as softly.

***

Kiwidinok sat tall in the saddle of a horse that hadn’t been ridden since that fateful day it split its hoof, the day she realized that she loved Geronimo as much as she loved the animals. 

The hoof had grown out and with a special shoe that one of her fellow villagers had crafted, the horse was mobile without threatening further damage. 

Kiwi pulled two horses behind her to swap out with those that Pepe and Maria maintained. 

She tugged on the leads as she nudged her horse forward. Kiwi knew the way to the farm, having gone there a number of times already to help them with their horses and harnesses. 

The foodstuffs that Pepe and Maria traded for were so vital that Kiwi determined they needed to maintain fresh horses. The two farmers didn’t know what to say, how such a young girl could wield so much influence, but wield it she did. She had the full confidence of the council and was even one of its members.

She was the horse master and partner of an FDG warrior. Kiwi carried her own sword, a blade that she took from her dead enemy on the day they first arrived in North Chicago. She carried it with pride, for she was a warrior too.

 The horse responded well after having not been ridden for so long. Kiwi headed out, taking the well-traveled streets. The way was clear, with most debris moved to the sides to make it easier for the carts to pass. The neighborhood was mostly quiet, but the occasional bang or clang from something loose on the derelict houses could be unnerving. She still cast glances left and right at the myriad of odd noises that seemed to fill that neighborhood.

It was there that the crazies had been hiding. She shivered, even though she had her sword and the horses. She didn’t know why she was concerned.

She approached the wolf pack, stopped her horse, and climbed down to greet them. They’d become friendly with the humans because of Ted. They wagged their tails as she approached. She took a knee and they came to her to get their ears scratched. They closed in tightly around her. One of them dug a piece of jerky out of her pocket and ran off, getting chased by two others. 

Kiwi mounted again and was relieved when the pack accompanied her. She looked around carefully for Metaguas as a sign that death was near, but he was nowhere to be found, and for that, she was thankful. 

She let her horse trot, carefully putting more stress on the hoof. They cleared the residential area and continued into the open, where Jumbo could be seen far away, dragging a wide plow through a newly recovered field. 

The wolf pack followed her for a long time, playing as they ran, before darting into the woods close to the farm. She watched them go, as Pepe waved and started walking toward her. 

With great wolf growls and screams of pain, Kiwi was galvanized into action. She vaulted from her horse and unsheathed her sword as she ran.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




New York City

“Thank you for the help, friend,” the man said flatly while his twelve soldiers aimed their rifles at Terry and the others. 

“Do friends aim their weapons at each other?” Terry asked, seeing that half his people were aiming back. 

“Do friends appear in the middle of your town, fully armed, and ready to fight a war?” the man replied.

“I’m Terry Henry Walton,” Terry said, taking a few steps forward. 

The sophisticated man took one step toward Terry. 

Gene stood on his back feet and roared. One of the soldiers fired and hit the Werebear in the chest. 

Char’s pistol flashed upward and she squeezed the trigger. The soldier dropped where he was when her bullet tore through his eyeball and into his brain. She dropped her arm as quickly. For those not watching, they would have never known where the shot came from. For those who did see it, they wouldn’t believe it.

“HOLD!” Terry screamed, raising his hands and trying to make eye contact, but each side watched the other, riveted.

The New York City leader looked at his men and shook his head. Only half remained from when they started the day. 

“Put your weapons down,” he ordered calmly. The men complied immediately, although their body language suggested they didn’t want to. “My name is Eddie Jones. You’re the ones who killed my old boss, if I’m not mistaken.” 

Terry watched the man closely for tells, signs that he was trying to deceive them, but there weren’t any, no inflection in his voice, no twitches near his mouth, nothing from his eyes, and his body stayed relaxed. 

Terry walked up to the man and held out his hand. Eddie looked at it for a moment, then shook it firmly, but not with anything resembling TH’s strength. Eddie wasn’t enhanced. 

Char joined them, staring at the man as if looking into his soul. He turned to her and was taken aback at her striking beauty. 

Eddie found himself at a disadvantage. 

Finally, Terry saw through the outer shell of confidence. Eddie had always been the best, until he met the Forsaken where he’d been pressed into service. Thanks to Akio, he had been given his freedom back. 

Once again, he found that he wasn’t the best. 

“What was this all about?” Terry asked, seeing the workers reappearing in the street behind Eddie’s soldiers. 

“Queens was taken over recently by an Asian gang. They’re trying to horn in on our territory. We can’t allow that.” Eddie waved at the people to get back to work.  

“How many people are around here?” Char asked. 

“Fewer and fewer, every time you show up,” Eddie said, holding his hands up, palms out as he pointed out the obvious—the pile of bodies behind them. 

“It’s not what we wanted,” Terry explained. He sighed before continuing. “There are too few humans left to be doing this. You couldn’t let this gang take over, just like we couldn’t let your boss take over. Unfortunately, some good people got in the way.” 

“That’s not quite true, Terry Henry Walton. The good people got out of the way.” Eddie pulled his collar down and showed that there were no marks on his neck. He hadn’t been bitten by the Forsaken. “I should thank you for that. Now we can start being human again.” 

“Better words were never spoken,” Terry told him and they shook hands a second time. “We’ll help police up these bodies.”

“You serve, in the before time?” Eddie asked.

“Marine Corps,” Terry told him. Eddie looked skeptical because Terry appeared to be far younger than he really was. “I know you did.”

“I couldn’t go into the Marines because my parents weren’t brother and sister. Rangers, all the way.” He saluted and Terry saluted back, smiling at a joke he hadn’t heard in decades. 

Char rolled her eyes and waved the FDG’s warriors to her so they could start carrying the bodies out of the field. 

***

North Chicago

Kiwi ran into the trees and pulled up short as the wolf pack snarled and circled two creatures that looked like small bears, with long claws and vicious fangs. Two wolves limped as they circled, still bleeding from their wounds. 

She’d only heard stories about them from her grandfather. His point had always been to avoid wolverines, but it was too late for that.

The makeshift sword looked small and insignificant when compared to the angry creatures before her. Ten wolves and a human didn’t seem like enough to deal with the wolverines. 

But she couldn’t leave the creatures there. No one working in the fields would be safe. She didn’t know if anyone from the FDG would be coming that morning, but she expected not. They had their own agenda, and she had hers. 

“If we can’t find a way to live in peace, then war is thrust upon us,” she told the gathering of predators, even though none of them spoke her language. She didn’t say it for them, though. 

The wolverines continued to snarl, showing their long fangs and ferocity. 

The wolves attacked, three at once, and the wolverines fought back. A wolf yipped as the fangs dug deeply into his shoulder. A fourth wolf dashed in to grab a mouthful of the smaller creature’s neck.

The wolf shook his head, but the wolverine’s neck wouldn’t break. He let go of the first wolf’s shoulder so he could fight back against the one who held him. The first wolf was wounded, but not out of the fight. He caught one of the struggling legs in his mouth and clamped down, breaking the bones as he tried to rip the leg off.

He let go after getting his face mauled by a flailing paw. He was angry and went after the other leg while the second wolf continued to crush the life from the wolverine’s dense neck. The creature slowed its struggles as darkness overwhelmed it.

The other wolves had the second wolverine pinned to the ground, but he twisted and clawed until he freed himself and went on the attack to free his partner. Kiwi timed the creature’s jump and took a mighty swing, hitting the wolverine in the side and driving it off course, but not penetrating the tough hide. It flew sideways into two more waiting wolves who pounced when it hit the ground. They were on it in an instant. The wolves ripped chunks of meat and flesh from the wolverine while it did the same to them. 

Kiwi looked for an opening to swing her sword, but the bodies were intertwined. She couldn’t risk hitting the wolves, but they were finally winning. The end for the wolverines didn’t come quickly, but from a thousand cuts. 

The wolf pack whimpered as they settled in to devour their prey. Of the ten wolves, four were seriously injured and four more needed attention, but less urgently. Two stood unscathed, the only two that weren’t in the fight. 

Kiwi took off running for her horse and the saddlebags where she kept her first aid kit. She didn’t know if she had enough thread. 

Ted’s going to be really mad when he sees the wolves and inconsolable if any of them die, she thought.

“Get the cart!” she yelled at Pepe and Maria. Mayra had been in the field with some of the other women and girls. She started running toward Kiwi while telling the others to stay.

***

New York City

“How did you get here?” Eddie asked.

“We flew, but that’s not in our control. All technology is not lost, but it is in the hands of those who won’t misuse it.” Terry didn’t want to tell the man that none of it was for him, but would lay down the law if Eddie pressed. “What do you need here, besides the peace that I hope this slaughter just gave you?”

“I think we’re okay, now that the bloodsucker is out of our lives. His minions are a little more docile in one way, but a little more on edge in another. I think they need a deity.” He watched as his people made a wide berth around the bodies. 

“Where do you want us to put these? And we could use a little help if you were wondering,” Char yelled out. 

“A sharp tongue on that one,” Eddie said.

“That one is my wife, and she doesn’t suffer fools gladly,” Terry warned the man. 

“My apologies,” Eddie said, keeping his poker face intact. “Over there, please, chuck them on the other side of the wall.” 

Eddie pointed at a gap in the trees where a rough brick wall could be seen.

With a look, Eddie’s men started yelling at the people to drop everything and help move the bodies. They slung their weapons and led by example, each pairing off to grab a body and carry it out of the field. 

James and Max stood to the side with two wounded survivors. 

“Would you like to join me in discussing this group’s transgressions with these two?” Terry asked pleasantly, still undecided as to how hard he was going to press the interrogation.

“Sure,” Eddie replied and together, they walked up to the two oriental men. 

Field bandages had been applied to the wounds—arms, legs, and torso. Terry wondered how they survived and expected that they’d die at any moment. 

“How many more of you are there?” Terry asked. Eddie shook his head. 

“This was their armed group. There are no more and now, we have all their weapons and probably all their ammunition.” Eddie explained.

“Any questions you have for them, before they expire?” 

Eddie looked at the first man and then the second. He didn’t have any questions. 

“Is there anyone willing to talk in your gang?” Terry asked, leaning close. The man’s lips worked as he pursed them and looked like he was going to spit. Terry’s hand shot and grabbed the man by his throat. “What is with you dumbfucks? It must suck going through life as an asshole, a short life it appears.” 

The man struggled even after Terry loosened his grip. Eddie pointed to his men. “Send these two over the wall,” he ordered. 

Terry and Eddie gave the soldiers room to work and the two injured men disappeared. Sergeant James and Corporal Heitz looked a little dismayed. 

“When they were in our charge, you did your duty. But we always have to defer to the host nation at some point. We turned them over, because we had to. This wasn’t our war, but when we fight, we fight to win,” Terry told his men in an attempt to explain Eddie’s actions and why Terry had allowed them. He wasn’t pleased either, but in the world after the WWDE, there was no room for prisoners. 

“And you,” Terry said coldly, looking at Eddie Jones. “Don’t you become the next warlord. You might find us standing on the other side of that wall, and you won’t know that until you’ve taken one step too far.” 

Gene grumbled from the side. He was still in Were form and had sat down, watching everything that was going on. The mass of people were giving him a wide berth.  

“How would you like to meet him in a dark alley?” Terry asked.

“He was shot, but he seems uninjured,” Eddie said, squinting his eyes as he tried to better see the Werebear’s chest. 

“Shooting him just pisses him off. That was ill advised, as would be any military adventurism.” Terry wanted to be clear without blatantly threatening the man.

“Like you did here?” Eddie countered, taking in the battleground with his eyes, while standing calmly.

“The difference with the Force de Guerre is that we don’t start any of these fights, but we sure as fuck finish them. And then we leave the people to their business. That’s what we do, make the world safe for people to live their lives, so they can do a little bit better today than yesterday.” Terry watched the man closely.

“Maybe all people aren’t so honest. They say they’re going to do one thing, but then do something completely different.” Eddie looked down and kicked the soil, digging a scrap of shrapnel out of the dirt with his toe. He leaned down and picked it up, taking care not to cut himself on the sharp edges. 

“Politicians in the before time. Here’s to never having to tolerate such wankers ever again!” Terry toasted with his flask. Eddie smiled and nodded. 

“Thank you again for your help. I believe that I and my men would be dead if it weren’t for you. We underestimated their numbers, but even if we had known, this is all we have—soldiers, rifles, and ammunition…” Eddie trailed off, as if his confidence took a trip into the land of what-could-have-been.

“Maybe you can make do without the weapons. You have the savvy to talk and if these fields are as successful as I suspect, you’ll have something worthwhile to trade,” Terry suggested, trying to look the man in the eye. “And you have enough weapons that no one is going to try to roll over you. Don’t use them and your ammunition will last forever.” 

Eddie nodded, shook Terry’s hand, and assembled his men so they could leave the fields. Eddie Jones waved as they walked away. 




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




North Chicago

Pepe and Maria hurriedly harnessed their horses, not the replacements that Kiwi had brought. They tore long grasses from the edge of the field to make a bed in the cart and then drove close to the wooded area where the battle had been fought. Pepe reined back the horses when Kiwi called out to them. 

She led the first wolf out and he jumped into the cart. “That was easy,” she said, surprised. The next one was a little more reluctant and the third was downright defiant. The big male outweighed her by a good thirty pounds, but she resorted to manhandling him, which didn’t do his wounds any good. They were high on his shoulder where he couldn’t lick them himself. 

Mayra ran up, out of breath but ready to help.

Pepe jumped from the buckboard and ran to the cabin they were using for a home. Kiwi left the recalcitrant male and collected the fourth, who was like the first, jumping into the cart and settling onto the grass bed. It was already getting crowded as the wolves were used to spreading out when they laid down. 

The seriously injured looked afraid. Kiwi talked with them constantly, reassuring them as she would a human as tears rolled down her face. Some of the wounds were horrific, flesh ripped to the bone, hide flapping free. One of the wolves passed out and Kiwi went to work, sewing up the wounds in hopes of staunching the bleeding. 

Pepe returned from the cabin with thin slices of meat that he used to lure the injured wolves into the cart.

Kiwi finished quickly and found that she couldn’t pick the animal up because it weighed as much as she did. 

“I need help,” she called in a faint voice, choked up as she looked at her rough work on the wolf’s hide. Mayra appeared and together they carried the unconscious animal to the cart and put him in. The next three took all four of them to treat the wounds. The wolves snapped and Pepe had to wrestle with the beasts’ heads to give Kiwi and Mayra room to work. Maria tried her best to keep them still, but it would have been easier to sew while riding the waves in a sailboat. 

She did the best she could. They walked the last three to the cart and helped them in. Two wolves had climbed out and they had to wrestle with them to put them back in. Eight full grown wolves made for a heavy load, but Pepe was confident his cart could handle it. The uninjured wolves ran alongside.

Mayra waved to them, then wiped her hands on the ground trying to clean the wolf blood off. She sighed as she watched the cart slowly drive away.

As Kiwi mounted her horse, the first of the ravens descended from the trees to feast on whatever remained of the wolverines’ carcasses.

It was a hard fought calm that fell over the farm.

***

Anne was looking for a new fishing ground to set up a rotation, helping her find more varieties of fish without overfishing any one area. She headed north to avoid the urban sprawl of downtown Chicago, but Milwaukee and its environs weren’t much better. They had cast off early to give themselves more time to sail. 

After two hours, they cruised past a large marina in the center of Racine, south of Milwaukee. Anne decided that they’d gone far enough and she turned the boat around, letting the boom swing wide as she turned through the wind, to avoid getting overturned by a strong gust.

She slowed the boat as they hugged the jetty. Anne wanted to see if there were viable boats hiding in the open. The stress on her and her crew would be lessened with a second and even third boat. Anne was proud to say that her one boat was providing more than half of the main courses for the entirety of North Chicago. The hunters were having to go farther and farther out, making red meat more and more of a delicacy. 

And there were plenty of days where there was no meat, but with the power and the freezers, Claire assured everyone that she could better manage things, avoiding the feast or famine approach to post-apocalyptic dining. With Billy’s help, they were able to provide a meal to anyone who wanted one, at almost any time, day or night. 

Anne smiled to herself as she remembered Claire tearing into people who showed up covered in dirt and mud. She marched them outside to the cleaning trough and wouldn’t let them back in until they were washed and dried. 

Adams stretched out with his senses and felt a good number of humans. He figured that Billy and Terry would love to hear that, another opportunity to grow the community. 

He didn’t sense any Weres, and he was good with that.

Anne coasted past the marina where wrecks filled her view. It looked like a storm had gone through at some point in the past and thrown the boats around. She wasn’t sure how destroyed they were but wanted an even closer look. Around the south end of the man-made breakwater, she found a small marina that was empty. She dropped most of the sail, leaving enough to propel them at a snail’s pace. 

Alex hung over the front, looking into the water for obstructions. He was relieved to see only seaweed as he guided the boat in. Anne settled it next to the pier and they tied the boat up. All six of the crew went ashore on their way to the large marina.

They topped the rise and looked in at hundreds of boats of all shapes and sizes. Anne ran onto the main pier then turned onto an old, floating dock, which instantly collapsed under her. She plunged into the water, but there was enough debris that she was able to get her feet under her. Alex was first there and pulled her out.

“I’m not sure that went as planned,” he observed. She did her best to scrape off the green slime, but there was no hope of getting clean without stripping down and finding a wash tub. 

She resigned herself with her fate and kept to the main walkway. Unsurprisingly, they found that the boats had been looted and almost everything that wasn’t bolted down had been taken. 

Anne didn’t care about any of that. She cared about the hulls and the sails. Most of the sails were crap, destroyed by the sun or wind, but not all of them. They found one that was completely contained within a steel case on the boom of a big sailboat. The boom had a motor to pull it up. When they ran out of power, they lost the ability to raise the sail. 

And that had saved the sail. 

“Go get our tools,” Anne said, but the crew didn’t need to go anywhere. They had brought their tools because they were more experienced at acquisition than Anne was. 

“Never go scavenging without your tools,” they told her. 

Twenty minutes later, they had removed the sail. An hour after that, they had a spare boom of the size needed for the forward sail. Their boat was intended to use two sails and now they had a second one, but Anne needed Terry or Ted’s help in learning how to sail with that configuration. 

“You did the work to salvage our boat. Do you think any of these can be brought back to life?” Anne asked. 

Adams rubbed his chin as he looked from one ship to the next. 

“The bigger boats are trashed, but I think we can get some of the thirty-footers back into the water. With a crew of three, that might be a good working boat size. And would you look at that.” Adams pointed at a small river that led inland from the marina. “There’s boats there and look at that!” he exclaimed, smiling as he spoke. 

Across the river was a storage yard that was packed with boats that had been stored during the WWDE. They remained in place where they’d been. Stacked and some were even still covered, Adams assumed that many survived.

They trooped back to the boat like the seven dwarves with their freshly mined load of jewels. 

***

Queens, New York

Terry, Char, and the others sat in the open, upwind from the outhouse as they waited. The people in the fields cast furtive glances, wondering if this group of strangers were their new overseers. The strangers had both the guns and the gall to take over.

Terry only wanted night to fall so Akio could pick them up. Terry figured if they returned every six months, they’d be able to tell in about fifteen minutes whether everything was okay or not. And that was the extent of the commitment Terry was willing to make. 

He had no intention of taking over. He wasn’t sure about Eddie Jones, but Terry couldn’t argue with the result. The people were building a foundation for a better life. 

Terry had learned what he needed to learn. This trip had been successful and the FDG once again acquitted themselves well in battle. 

He felt bad about tossing the spitter where Gene ended up tearing the man apart, but that was the guy’s own fault for trying to fight the Werebear. 

Gene was still in Were form, opting not to change as he continued to heal from the bullet wound. It had struck home, burying itself in his heart, which gave it farther for the nanocytes to push it out. Max carried Gene’s clothes because no one wanted to be trapped on the pod with Gene if he changed back into a human, strutting around in his naked glory.

Mostly the warriors slept, taking turns on watch. It had been a long night and then there was nothing to do all day.

When night thankfully fell, the workers left the fields and streamed past on their way to find food. Terry didn’t know what they ate since the field that was ripest hadn’t yielded more than a couple bushels full of vegetables. 

“Do you have an idea how many people are in this group?” Terry asked.

“What did we count before we hit it—two hundred, three hundred? I’m seeing barely more than a hundred now. Did we kill that many?” Char wondered. 

“I don’t think that was it. I think the gang war hurt them. Wouldn’t be the first time that gangs tried to take over New York, would it?”

Char smirked. 

“Something like that, but they didn’t have us here, did they?” Char asked, although it wasn’t a question. “It’s a whole new world with you and your code of honor setting things right. Just a question—are we torturing prisoners now?”

“Only those who spit on me,” he whispered, although he felt the sting from Char’s tone. “We shouldn’t. We shouldn’t torture prisoners, or kill upstarts, no matter how much they beg for it. I’m going to have to talk with Gene about that.”

Terry tried to keep it light, but the warriors watched every move he made. It wouldn’t take much before they’d be executing prisoners. He had to have rules that applied to all, because not everyone had his moral compass. He couldn’t do something different from what he expected of his people. 

“No, we can’t be torturing prisoners or turning them over when we know they’ll be killed. That was pretty crappy.” Terry hung his head in shame. 

“We understand, sir,” Sergeant James interjected, standing up to join the conversation. “We were put in the middle of a bad situation. Making the best of it meant that people were going to die. You had the job of picking which ones. I can’t imagine how much that sucks. Every time, you’re the one who makes the life and death decisions, and usually that means you are first in the line of fire.” 

“I don’t know what to say,” Terry said slowly. 

Corporal Heitz joined them. “There’s nothing to say. It is what it is, sir. That’s why you make the big bucks.” 

James didn’t understand, but to Terry and Char, that was a bullseye to defuse the tension. 

Gene bear laughed, which meant he snuffled and growled with his lips pulled back. No one else understood why Terry, Char, Max, and Gene were laughing. 

The pod seemed to appear out of the darkness, close enough that when the ramp dropped, they ran aboard. Ten seconds after touchdown, it took off again.

***

North Chicago

Kiwi rode to get Ted, while Pepe and Maria headed for the building where Ted’s room was located. 

Ted dropped everything he was doing the instant he heard. Kiwi helped him onto the saddle behind her and they rode together, but not too fast despite Ted’s urging. Her horse had split its hoof along that stretch quite some time ago and she remained wary.  

They rode through the gate and she heeled the horse into a faster run once soft ground was beneath her. Ted jumped from the saddle as they approached and ran toward his room.

He was almost in tears when he saw the pack. They flocked around him as he petted and caressed each one. “What did this to my babies?” he cried.

“Two wolverines,” Kiwi said firmly. “They paid with their lives for what they did.” 

Ted nodded as he looked at the most seriously injured. One was able to crawl from the cart, but the other three whimpered. He lifted them carefully, one at a time, and carried them into his room to put them on the bed. He used his flask to give them water.

“We need meat, as much as you can carry, fish if the boat is back,” Ted said, waving his hand dismissively. Kiwi checked her horse’s hoof before climbing into the saddle and riding quickly to Claire’s.

The boat had come in and the fish had been delivered, but the haul was minimal. 

Claire didn’t care. “When we have anyone in need, we give them the shirt off our back,” the old woman declared. “How much do you need, Kiwi honey?”

“Twenty? Two for each wolf, and do you have any jerky?” Kiwi felt bad for asking, but seeing one of the pack die would be worse.

Claire waved at one of her helpers to get the twenty biggest fish they just brought in. He nodded and ran off. “We don’t have any jerky, but we have some venison that was overcooked and is inedible, for humans anyway.” 

The young man delivered a bag that he struggled to carry. Kiwi looked at it. 

“You help her carry that, you cretin!” Claire bawled, digging for her wooden spoon so she could wave it menacingly toward his face. “Where are the gentlemen when you need them?” 

Antioch stuck his head out of a backroom. “I’m here, my love!” 

“Get back in there, you old fool. That bag will snap you like a twig.” She smiled at her husband, before turning back to the distraught young woman before her. “Off with you! Go save those wolves!”




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“You saw what, and you forgot to tell me?” Terry was on the verge of coming completely unhinged.

“I don’t know why everyone’s making such a big deal about this,” Anne said, shaking her head.

Terry took a deep breath and tried not to yell. “Because four out of the last five groups that we’ve run across tried to kill us. It might even be eight out of the last ten. That’s why. This world is a violent place. My job is to make sure you don’t see that part of it, and I guess I’ve insulated you too well. Maybe you should talk with Mayra about the evil that’s out there.”

Anne remained unconvinced. “You told me it was my boat and my crew, but Billy forced me to take Adams. Since he knows what he’s doing, I guess that’ll be our compromise.”

Terry felt a throbbing in his temples. “What would it take to convince you to be a little more suspect of the unknown?” Terry tried to reason.

She shrugged. 

He wanted to choke her, but pulled her into a hug instead. “Then I will continue to do my job in such a way that you feel this safe always. It makes me tingly all over.” 

He hurried away before his head exploded.

Char, Aaron, and the kids were waiting for him. “You really don’t understand her, do you, TH?” Char asked. 

“Not in any way, shape, or form,” Terry admitted. “Doesn’t mean she’s not good people. Billy put Adams on the boat,” Terry said. “Adams will watch out for us, and he’s best suited to know what kind of danger we’ll be facing. I guess everything will be fine.”

“There’s one more thing!” Anne called, jogging to join them. 

Terry’s hand started to shake. 

“We found a marina with quite a few boats we can recover. It’s in Racine, south of Milwaukee. Lots and lots of boats and boat supplies. We recovered a sail that I think we can use as our jib. I would ask Ted to help us put it on, but he needs to take care of the injured wolves. Maybe you can help us?”

“What happened to the pack?” Terry asked. He and the tactical teams had returned later at night and hadn’t met with anyone yet. Terry, Char, Aaron, and the kids began their day with a stroll to check on the boat and that was how they ran into Anne. 

They’d moved the sailboat to the small marina behind the power plant and one of the housing units where Terry, Char, and the Were folk lived. It made sense since it was closest to the diner where the catch of the day was delivered.

From where Terry and Char were staying, it was only a couple hundred yards away. Terry liked to start his day looking at the lake, smelling the water, feeling the breeze—all the things that made him feel one with Mother Earth. Having his family by his side kept him grounded with what made life worth living. 

“They ran into a pair of wolverines out by the fields, I guess. I didn’t hear too much. You’ll have to ask Ted.” Anne waved happily as she continued to her boat. She was alone. 

“I wonder if she fired Alex,” Terry whispered. 

“Stop it!” Char said, slapping his arm while she bit her lip to keep from laughing. Then she turned instantly serious. “We need to find Ted.”

They hurried away with Kim and Kae running to catch up. The two always seemed to be running, but they had a great deal of energy and their parents kept a fast pace.

Cory wanted to get down, but as usual, they were in a hurry.

Less than a minute later, they were outside Ted’s room. The guest quarters billeting in this area were one-story, like an old-time motel with each door opening to the outside. 

Part of the wolf pack was outside. They rose and greeted the incoming group warmly. Terry and Char wondered how they’d missed the injured pack the night before. Char should have been able to sense them. Both were upset that they missed such an emotional upheaval so close to where they slept.

Aaron kept his distance as the wolf pack remained skeptical of him, although they were growing more tolerant with each day.

The two uninjured and three of the lesser wounded animals stood together as Terry and Char examined them. Kaeden and Kimber waded in, scratching ears and necks, completely unafraid of the born killers.

Char shook her head at the torn flesh and scabs. Ted’s door was open. Terry tiptoed in to find Ted on the floor with one wolf and the other four hogging his bed. In the room’s darkness, Terry’s enhanced eyes helped him to see that the mattress was ruined from the blood, but the wolves were alive. 

Ted roused, seemingly unfazed by the fact that someone was in his room. He looked to the pack, checking one then another, relieved that they’d survived the night. 

“Fill these,” Ted ordered, handing two flasks to Terry. He took them without question and ran for the lake. Before the fall, the water would not have been palatable, but more than twenty years after the loss of technology, the lake had recovered on its own. 

Char and the kids entered the room, cautiously. Ted picked up the worst injured of the animals and carried her outside. She licked his face and he had to blink the tears away. He helped her as she peed, then carried her back inside. The bites on her leg had gone through muscle and clipped the tendons. They had no way to repair those if they were torn all the way through. All he could do was help her keep the stress off so they wouldn’t tear further until her muscles were healed enough to help carry the load.

She’d also lost a lot of blood. 

“Where is he?” Ted scowled. Terry jogged in moments later and handed the flasks to the waiting man. He gave each of his patients a drink then handed the empty flasks back. “More.” 

Terry raised one eyebrow before turning and darting out.

“What’s wrong with our friends?” Kae asked in his small voice, holding onto Char’s hand with both of his. His sister hung on to his shoulders as she peered around the boy’s head. 

Ted was completely absorbed in the pain and suffering of his pack and didn’t hear. 

“Some vicious animals showed up and the pack protected us,” Char explained, unsure of what happened. “The pack loves us. This is what we do for you and what the wolves have done for us.” 

Char kneeled to put Cory down. The baby stood on her own and staggered to Ted’s side, leaning on him as she looked at the wolves. She reached a small hand to the injured side of one of the animals. 

She rested her hand on the injury, and her fingers started to glow a light blue, faintly, until the wound glowed, too. Then the glow faded. She used her other hand to touch another wolf and the same thing happened again. 

Terry arrived to see his small daughter among the injured. He thought he saw a blue light, but it disappeared when he tried to look more closely. The baby sighed deeply, then curled up against the wolf and went to sleep. 

“Holy shit,” Char whispered.

***

Chief Foxtail intercepted his daughter as she ran out of her home. “The morning is too beautiful to race through it, Kiwidinok.” 

“I’m sorry, Father, but I want to check on the wolf pack and Ted. I got them injured and it’s tearing me up.” 

“Did you get them injured? I thought they hunted on their own, but I may have been mistaken, knowing so little of wolves and ravens,” the chief said mysteriously. 

“They found the wolverines on their own, and they fought them, but I couldn’t help them with my sword. It only bounced off the hide of those horrible creatures,” she cried, leaning away from the chief to hide her tears, shuffling her feet as she wanted to go. 

“You treated the injured and brought them back here?” the chief asked, remaining where he was, pointedly looking at her and the ground in front of him. She hung her head as she returned and stood before her father. 

“Yes, all of that. I would never leave a wounded animal, especially not one I would call a friend.” She threw her shoulders back as she tried to stand tall. It didn’t help. She still felt guilty.

“Let us see your friends then, and ask Mother Earth to help them on their journey in this life,” the chief said softly, crooking his elbow for Kiwi to take so she would walk at his pace. 

One tended to miss the important things when rushing, he thought, but didn’t need to say aloud.

***

“Debrief!” Mark told Sergeant James when he saw him in the hallway of the barracks. He hadn’t realized the pod and the tac teams had returned, because he was exhausted. He stood a shift on the beach with two others in the middle of the night. He didn’t trust anyone to stand watch alone because the siren’s call to sleep was too strong. 

“Yes, Lieutenant,” the sergeant replied easily. “Overall, the people of New York City are doing fine, those who are left, anyway. Some of those that the vamp hadn’t sucked on had taken over. They were farming and doing what they needed to do, but then there was this gang moved in next door. We kind of got in the middle of that because those lousy fuckers came at us. We put them out of their misery, expended a bit of ammo, four forty-millimeter grenades and nearly four hundred rounds. I think the major emptied a magazine or two of nine-millimeter. Total of forty-seven enemy killed and wounded, no injuries on our side, although Gene got himself shot, but you know how they are.”

“Good report,” Mark confirmed as he processed the information. “How did Bennie do?”

“He is a crack shot. I watched him. He fired the least number of rounds, cool and calm-like, and no one walked away once they were in his field of fire. And here’s an important safety tip for future planning.” The sergeant looked around to make sure no one was listening. “If the colonel picks your observation post, make sure you have a backup. He put us in a house that they’d turned into an outhouse. Bennie puked his guts out. I could barely breathe, and then there was Heitzy. He ate his lunch in there without batting an eye. I tell you those old dudes are hard as woodpecker lips.” 

“Well done, James. Sounds like a great time. I’m sorry I missed it, but you know, duties and shit.” Mark turned serious. “Did Akio happen to mention when the next op goes down?” 

“No one told me anything, but I get the impression that it’s going to be soon.” James waited, but Mark didn’t reply as he was lost in thought. “If it’s okay, I’m going to hit chow. Missed a couple meals out there. That outhouse thing was some grisly shit. Didn’t feel like eating, but now, the engine needs fuel, you know what I mean, Lieutenant?”

Mark nodded and waved him away. “Good job, James, and thanks for the update.” 

The lieutenant listened and could hear people stirring. “CHOW!” he bellowed, smiling as his call echoed down the hallway. He had a training plan for the day, but was ready to adjust based on what the colonel needed. In between, he had to make sure the warriors were ready. 

***

Ted looked at the two wolves, heavily scarred but the redness around the wounds was gone and the flesh had grown back together. Ted stroked the baby’s arm, hoping she’d wake and heal the others. 

He didn’t seem bothered by the how or the why, but embraced the result. 

“Hey! Let her sleep, Ted. She probably needs it after that, but she only sleeps for fifteen minutes at a time. Still.” Char shook her head while watching her daughter. 

Terry turned to his wife, “I guess she was more than a gift to just us.” 

“That was neat! I wanna do that,” Kaeden cried, straining to be turned loose to try his hand at healing. 

Kimber joined him, but Char had a firm grasp on each. “I wanna try, too,” Kimber said, a little louder than her brother.

“We don’t know what it is, darlings, but whatever it is, that was something special to watch. Until then, we’ll have to wonder how Cordelia did it. She can’t talk so she can’t tell us.” Char held her hand on the children’s chests, showing them that there wasn’t a glow. 

The two healed wolves got up and walked outside. Cory remained asleep. 

They heard Kiwi’s startled cry when she encountered too many healthy animals out front. 

Terry and Char left the room, hauling Kae and Kim with them and leaving Cory sleeping between three wolves with Ted watching closely. Aaron had been leaning in the doorway the whole time and was still trying to understand what had happened. He finally resigned himself to being amazed. Some things were best left to wonder.

“Good morning, TH, Char,” Chief Foxtail called, embracing Terry as the close friends they’d become. He leaned back to look at the wolves. “It appears that everyone is worried about the wolf pack, but maybe our worries were more than they should have been?”

“There was plenty to worry about, but that’s another story. We’d like to know what happened,” Terry replied. 

“It was my fault,” Kiwi blurted out. The chief rolled his eyes. She delivered her explanation for the second time that morning. 

“Yep, I’m sure,” Terry said, nodding and stroking his chin. “I’m sure that it wasn’t your fault, and the only reason we didn’t lose one of these fine creatures is because of your actions. If you weren’t there, would they have fought the wolverines?”

“But they wouldn’t have been there! They followed me,” she cried. 

“Then the wolverines could have attacked Pepe, Maria, Mayra, or any of the others who were out there. You didn’t cost us lives. You saved lives,” Char suggested. 

“Aaron?” Terry looked at the tall Weretiger. “Why don’t you go eat breakfast? We’ll wait here.” 

“I wouldn’t miss this for anything!” Aaron exclaimed. Everyone wanted to see what the baby would do when she woke up. Kiwi played catch with the wolves, throwing a hide-bound stick for them to run after. Everything stopped when they heard Clyde braying in the distance. 

Cory yawned and smacked her lips, which pulled everyone back to the doorway. She sat up as Ted stared at her. She crawled off the mattress and tottered toward her mother. Char picked her up and looked into the baby’s big blue eyes, the eyes of her father. 

Terry hadn’t said anything, but Char knew he was disappointed that she didn’t have her mother’s purple eyes, but when they looked closely enough, they could see purple flecks. 

“How did you fix the wolves’ ouchies, honey munchkins?” Char said softly, making a face. Cory showed her hands and put them on her mother’s chest, then clapped them together. Terry clapped with her. 

“Can you show us again? Please, for your mommy?” Char cooed and smiled. Cory looked at Ted suspiciously. 

“Okay, Sir Theodore, that’s enough staring. How about we stand over here?” Terry bodily moved Ted to the far side of the room. 

Char set Cory down by the bed. The baby dropped to her butt, then crawled onto the mattress. 

It was like watching the winning touchdown drive in the super bowl. Seven pairs of eyes were fixed, unblinkingly, on a child that was three months old. She looked much bigger, more coordinated, older, but that was from the enhancements she’d inherited from her parents. 

Come on, little sweetheart, there you go, Terry encouraged in his mind. His daughter had always been special and would always be special, but this was something far beyond a parent’s belief that his kid was the best. 

She put a hand on the worst wound, startling the wolf. The injured animal raised her head, tongue lolling as if drugged, but as the glow began, she leaned back and rested as the pain left her body. 

Cory helped the second wolf, while the third kept them company. Cory looked tired again, but she put both hands on the last animal. There was barely a glow as Cordelia struggled. Once the glow passed, the baby flopped down, too tired to lift her head up. 

“We’re going to the diner, now,” Char declared, entering the room and picking up her daughter. “Let’s feed those hybrid nanocytes of yours, shall we?” 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Japan

Akio looked at the imagery for the fourth time. The army looked like it was getting ready to move. Hundreds and hundreds of soldiers had been consolidated into a single camp, not far from Baoding, on the outskirts of the small town of Poshangcun.

“The areas outside the big city have not changed since before the fall. Xidayang Reservoir continues to provide water and power for the rural population. It is from these working people that the Forsaken draws his power,” Akio said in Japanese.

Eve watched the information that Akio had on the screen, but she was linked with the computer systems and processed input directly. She stood in silence while Yuko sipped her tea and looked on.

“It is not just those people, Akio-chan,” Yuko said, using the affectionate title. “It is circumstance and promise.”

“You are right, of course. It is the combination of events which the Forsaken exploits. We need to go today, if we are to arrive before they move, while they are still vulnerable.”

“We must before it does irreparable damage wherever it intends to take that army,” Yuko agreed.

“That’s the question that I can’t answer,” Akio said softly. “The Forsaken has scoured the countryside, consolidated the people. There’s nothing left for a hundred miles in any direction and after that, there isn’t much. Do you think he might be headed for Shanghai or a port city, to launch attacks by sea?” 

“There is a seventy-one point three percent chance that is his goal,” Eve intoned. 

“Thank you, Eve,” Akio said pleasantly, before picking up his communication device and calling Terry. 

“Akio-sama, is it time already?” Terry’s voice relayed through the speaker. 

“It is. I am leaving right now. We will be there shortly.” 

“We’ll be here,” Terry replied flatly. Akio looked at the device and signed off. 

***

North Chicago

“Akio is on his way to pick us up,” Terry told Char, then turned to Aaron. “We need you with us, because we’re going to China.”

Char hung her head and exhaled. “We can’t take the kids with us. It’ll be a hot zone from the second we get there. Let’s ask Billy and Felicity.”

Terry didn’t know what to say, but they had little choice but to leave the children behind. He wouldn’t go into combat without his better half. They balanced each other in ways that neither could do without, in ways that vastly improved their chances of survival. 

They needed the Weretiger because he spoke Chinese and maybe the tiger part of him would intimidate the masses in ways that firepower couldn’t. 

“Clemson!” Terry yelled when he caught sight of the young man. The Weathers boy ran over. “Do me a solid and go get Mark and tell him to bring the platoon, armed as we discussed, and we need them in front of the mayor’s building in twenty minutes. Fast as you please, good sir.” 

Clemson smiled with teeth that were too white against his dark features. It was infectious and Terry and Char had to smile back, even though they weren’t in the mood. He ran off, almost as fast as a Were. 

Terry walked with Aaron to pay the mayor a visit while Char had to bring the Werewolves in. She ran for the motor pool, hopped in the dune buggy, and then returned to their quarters where she grabbed Ted, since the wolves were mostly healed. He resisted for only a moment, but her hair was on fire. 

They spun out on their way out of the old parking lot on their way to the power plant. She drove up the road faster than she should have, but slowed as they approached the turn. She powered through it and into the plant’s lot. She slid to a stop, jumped out, and ran inside. 

Ted climbed out casually and headed for the reactor. Gene was standing at the control station with his arms crossed. 

“You need to go. Akio is on his way,” Ted told Gene without emotion.

“Are you coming, my friend?” Gene asked in his booming voice.

“No. Someone needs to stay behind and keep an eye on the instruments,” Ted replied. “Make sure that it doesn’t do anything it’s not supposed to do.”

“A joke! Well done, little man!” Gene climbed from the platform and started jogging toward the base. He stopped, removed his clothes and changed into his Were form. He picked up the bundle of clothes in his mouth and rumbled toward the base. He stepped on a sleeve with his shirt firmly in his mouth, yanking his head down, his back legs went up and over, driving his face into the pavement. He rolled once and ended flat on his back. 

Ted watched out of idle curiosity, wondering how the Werebear was so different from Gene the nuclear engineer. Ted then turned his attention to his baby, the Mini Cooper. 

Although he fiddled with it, the system had been hands-off once the reaction had started. 

Char returned dragging Timmons, Shonna, and Merrit from the plant. They complained mightily, but they had no choice.

Where the alpha led, they had to follow. 

“Hold down the fort, Ted!” Timmons called as the four of them piled into the dune buggy, hanging on to the machine gun mount as they stood within. Char took it easy on the drive so she wouldn’t lose anyone. 

When she pulled back into the motor pool, the oldsters were waiting, ready to go to war. But Char had something different in mind for them.

“Blevin, what are you doing?” Char asked. 

“We’re ready to go, ma’am,” the first sergeant reported. 

“We have a more important mission for you. Have you heard that we’ve seen another boat offshore?” Blevin nodded and Char continued. “We need to secure the base and when the platoon leaves, Billy Spires is going to have a complete meltdown. None of us want to see that, so it’ll be up to you and your people to secure the base from strangers. I think that fifty cal on the top of this baby might make a great deterrent. If they want to talk, we’re counting on you to make sure they do it without being a threat to our people.”

“We won’t let you down, ma’am,” First Sergeant Blevin replied, saluting. He looked relieved in one sense, while disappointed in another. The other oldsters seemed happy to be able to stay home. 

“Twenty-four-hour watch, starting now, First Sergeant. Get to the armory and get yourself some weapons, AK-47s for each one of your people,” Char ordered, snapping a sharp salute and walking away. Timmons, Shonna, and Merrit followed.

Adams was with the fishing crew, which meant that he’d be left behind. When the fishing boat returned, he would find his pack gone, the entire FDG would be gone, but they couldn’t wait for him.  

Char didn’t mind sending Timmons to tell Sue she was going. Since they were in a relationship, there was nothing like throwing a little water on the fire to see if they were serious. 

Terry had already gone to see the mayor. Sue would probably already know, spoiling Char’s fun.

And then there was Clyde. He’d gone into combat with them on previous occasions, but Char wasn’t convinced that was a good thing. Terry loved that dog, despite his foibles and his new pack. 

Char yelled after Timmons, “And find someone to take care of that dog!” 

***

As soon as Clemson arrived, Mark knew what it was about. It took five seconds before the lieutenant was yelling for the platoon that they were to gear up and report out front. 

Mark sent Clemson after Sergeant James, Corporal Lacy, and Private Geronimo. Married members of the platoon were in separate quarters in between the barracks and the other housing on base as a balance between the military and civilian worlds.

He expected the warriors of the FDG would be ready to go in two minutes. They slept with their weapons and their packs were maintained as go-bags. All they had to do was throw on their uniforms, flak jackets, backpacks, and grab their weapons and helmets as they left their rooms. 

The first man was out the door in thirty seconds. Next out were the two squad leaders. 

“Three days of combat operations. What’s ammo look like?” Mark asked.

“The standard—two full magazines and two boxes in the bottom of the pack,” Corporal Charlie replied. 

Mark didn’t have to think about it. “Open the armory and issue eight more boxes and two extra magazines per man. Max load of grenades and gas for those with the launchers.” 

“What about those rounds that shoot the nets?” 

“One each to the squad leaders,” Mark answered, then raised his voice. “Make it happen, people. Form up out front, ASAP!”

Mark returned to his room to get his gear. He had been waiting and was ready. It took no time for him to gear up and head outside. 

The dune buggy rolled in carrying First Sergeant Blevin and Corporal Heitz. The first sergeant jumped out and saluted. “The major ordered us to remain behind and assume the role of shore patrol. We’re to be issued AK-47s, one each, so twelve total. The major didn’t say anything about ammunition, but we’ll take what you got.”

“They’re at the armory now,” the lieutenant replied, returning a crisp salute. “Go tell Charlie what you need, but you’ll probably have to help yourselves.” 

The two older men hurried into the barracks and found themselves swimming upstream against a flood of grim-faced warriors. They allowed the younger men to pass. They were all shapes and sizes—from the man-mountain that was Jim to the diminutive Blackbeard. They were all colors and nationalities.

And no one cared about any of that. The only thing that mattered was how they did their duty. 

Terry had worked relentlessly to instill his ideals in each and every member of the Force de Guerre. They fought for a reason: to free humanity from the bonds that kept it from returning to civilization. When they went into battle, it was to save lives, not end them. 

It was ten minutes before James, Lacy, and Gerry approached at a full sprint. Sergeant James ran to the front of the platoon, saluted the lieutenant, then turned and yelled, “Report!”

Corporal Lacy stood at the head of first squad and was breathing heavily. It took her a second to gather herself. She saluted. “All present!”

James returned her salute. 

Corporal Charlie saluted. “All present!” 

James returned his salute.

Corporal Blackbeard was hidden behind the larger warriors in front of him, but he belted out his report with confidence. Mark assumed the small man was saluting. “One absent!” he reported.

“What?” Mark asked before James could say anything.

“Who?” Sergeant James asked. 

“Ivan,” Blackie said softly. 

“Find him!” the lieutenant and sergeant yelled together. Blackie bolted from the formation. 

“Not you!” James growled. Blackie slid to a stop and ordered two of his people out of formation. The selected squad members were happy to leave and disappeared into the barracks. 

They returned less than a minute later. 

“He’s not in there,” came the unhappy report. 

Eldie raised his hand. “What?” James barked.

“I think he’s been sleeping down by the beach,” Eldie answered. 

The oldsters made their way out of the barracks, loaded down with weapons and ammo. Lacy dispatched two of her people to help them. Mark jogged to the dune buggy to talk with the oldsters. 

“Can you whip down to the beach and check on Ivan? We think he’s sleeping somewhere around there,” Mark said, rolling his finger to hurry the men. 

“I’m on it, boss!” Blevin called as he climbed in, saluted from the driver’s seat, fired the beast up, and spun the tires as he drove away. 

The dirt sprayed the platoon, but no one ran. They heard Blevin call “sorry” as the dune buggy skidded around a corner.

“Why do they drive like that?” James asked.

“It’s an old-timer thing. I guess before the fall, they were kind of reckless, but it must have taken a lot of practice to get it right, because I tried, and I can’t really drive that thing. I’m almost ashamed to admit it. Almost,” Mark confided.

James chuckled. “They won’t let me near it, so consider yourself lucky for getting the chance.” 

Together, they checked the platoon, verified ammo load out and weapon cleanliness, then they executed a right face and marched in the direction of the field where they’d be picked up. 

Instead of the mayor’s park, Terry wanted to call it the LZ for landing zone. 

But no one would let him call it that. 




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




When Char arrived at the mayor’s building with the others, Terry, Sue, and Timmons were out front. Clyde sat between the two Werewolves. Timmons wouldn’t look at Char as she delivered her best stink-eye. 

“Fuck no,” she said in a low voice when she was close enough. She didn’t want to project as the children stood in the doorway with Billy and Felicity. She saw they were crying and didn’t want the last words they heard from her to be cursing. She knew that she would take fewer risks, because of her family. She knew that Terry felt the same way and that was why he brought the whole platoon.

Aaron stood in the back and was getting mobbed by the rest of Clyde’s pack. He held his hands up in frustration.

Terry looked at the FDG’s special members. Gene was walking across the field with the grizzly cub, Bogdan. Aaron was fighting off a dog pack. Timmons and Sue were avoiding looking at each other, Char, or Clyde, the big blue-tick hound. Merrit was fumbling with something in his pack. Shonna was trying to help so neither was able to get their hands all the way in. 

Char had her arms crossed as she glared at her pack. 

“Pistols for you four,” Terry directed them, looking specifically at Timmons. “Take Sue and go get four pistols, eight magazines and four hundred rounds. Hurry up, Akio will be here soon. And Clyde’s not going.”

“We’ll see about that!” Sue declared as she and Timmons ran off. Clyde chased after them. Sue laughed and pointed at the dog, then turned back as they picked up speed. 

Gene ambled up, Bogdan at his side. “Where is plane?” he asked, annoyed at being made to wait. 

Terry shook his head, not bothering to answer the Werebear, happy that he’d changed back into human form and was dressed.

TH turned to his wife, taking her hand as they walked over to see the children. It was hard for both the parents.

“I want to go!” Kaeden cried, while holding his arms out to be picked up. Terry kneeled to be at the boy’s level.

“Not this time, little man,” Terry told him. 

More tears. 

“This is going to be dangerous, worse than the other times. We were never comfortable with you being in a battle zone with us. Never,” Char clarified.

Kimber understood only what she’d seen at the compound where she and the other women were being held hostage. She’d seen how the warriors had laid waste to the compound, killing all the men but one. She knew that the women were satisfied by the retribution that had been delivered.

They were happy in North Chicago and Kim was happy there, too. She didn’t want to leave. 

“I’m here with you, and it’s okay that we stay,” Kim told her brother. 

Kae looked at her through red and puffy eyes. 

“It’s okay, little darlings,” Felicity drawled. Marcie stood on her own, holding hands with Cory. The two appeared to be the same age as they stood side by side. 

Billy had his hand against Cory’s back as she teetered precariously close to falling. 

She was still new to the whole walking thing, but it wouldn’t take long before she was running. 

Sue and Timmons jogged back into view, and they had company. 

Mayra jogged easily with them and she carried a pistol of her own. 

“This is new,” Terry said, still holding Kae by the shoulders. “I need you to be strong for everyone. There’s no reason for anyone to be crying. Before you know it, we’ll be back and then we’re going fishing! I hear we may be able to find a small boat that will be just for us and family outings!” 

“Promise?” Kae asked, turning his head to look out of one skeptical eye. 

“I promise that we’ll go and look. If we can find a boat, then we will all work on it together, earn the right to sail it. How about that?” 

“I guess,” Kae conceded. Terry kissed him on the head, then Kim, and finally Cory. Char stayed with them as Terry left to talk with Mayra.

“I’m going,” she stated flatly. 

“Like hell you are,” Terry responded, firmly with no room for negotiation. 

“If you are going to free more people, then I’m going,” she insisted, this time with less confidence.

“This one is different, Mayra,” Terry started as he saw three familiar ships appear in the distant sky. “We’re going where the bad guy has surrounded himself with an army. This is all-out war, and you haven’t trained with us. I can’t let you wade into the middle of it.” 

“Maybe it’s not your decision what I’m in the middle of. I don’t remember asking you for permission for anything.” She threw her head back and jutted her chin out in defiance. 

“No, you haven’t, but this is a military operation, and the one flying those pods? He invited us, a combat unit to go make war. Stay here and please, help Billy and Felicity protect our kids, protect the whole town,” Terry pleaded as the three pods descended, slowing rapidly to touch down soundlessly. “If you want to go in the future, we can work you into some training, make sure you know what we’re doing so you don’t get into the line of fire. We would hate to see something bad happen to such a good person.” 

When she turned, she was surprised to see three pods simultaneously lowering their ramps. 

“One squad per pod!” Terry yelled. Mayra stepped aside and Terry moved past her and started directing traffic. A Japanese man left the pod as the FDG loaded.

She shoved the pistol into her belt. The man approached, stopped, and bowed. 

“In due time,” Akio told Mayra. She hadn’t said anything, but he knew what she was thinking. That didn’t upset her. “You have many people who look up to you. You have been and will be their beacon of hope. If they are to be at peace, they need you.”

Akio turned and walked away. Mayra watched him go, feeling a strange sense of calm, knowing he was right. Rash decisions made on emotion would not help those in her charge. 

Char separated the Were folk, putting Gene and Bogdan on the pod with Blackie. Timmons, Sue, and Merrit were on the second pod and Aaron was with Terry and Char on Akio’s pod. 

Mark approached Terry as he was about to yell his trademark “wagons ho!” 

“We’re still missing Ivan,” he reported. 

“Get on board, Lieutenant, with the bear and put the platoon sergeant in number two. We need to go.” Mark saluted and did as Terry had ordered. 

“Whenever you see Ivan,” he yelled at Billy, “tell him he works for Blevin and when we get back, he’ll be peeling potatoes for the rest of his god-awful life.” 

“We don’t have any potatoes,” Felicity said, confused. 

Terry checked the third pod, getting the thumbs up from the lieutenant. Terry nodded and headed to the second pod. The entire center area was filled with dogs. 

“Get out!” Terry yelled. No one moved. “SERGEANT!” 

James jumped up and started chasing the pack out of the pod. After a couple started running, the rest joined them, all except Clyde. He was held firmly in place at Sue’s side. She looked at him, challenging him to say something. 

“Button it up, Sergeant,” Terry ordered, twirling his finger in the air. 

He ran onto the first pod, getting the thumbs up on his arrival. He nodded to Akio and that was it. 

The ramp closed and they lifted off.

***

On Lake Michigan

Anne was watching the sky as she always did, looking for clues to wind shift, for storms, for anything that she needed to react to. 

She saw the pods ascending from the base. “Are those what I think they are?” she asked.

Adams looked at them and with his senses, he realized the rest of the pack was on board, every one of them except Ted. 

“Damn. They left me behind,” Adams said.

“Are you sure?” Anne wondered.

“Yep,” Adams replied, sitting down and feeling alone, like the first time he woke up and knew that Xandrie would never be by his side again. He watched the ripples in the lake, losing himself in their hypnotic sparkle.

Anne realized that Adams had disappeared into himself. She wanted to ask why he was so upset, since in her mind, the pods would be back later. It wasn’t any big deal. 

But Adams knew where they’d gone and was sure not everyone would return. Of all the Weres, he was the next most capable warrior beside the alphas. He and Xandrie had been the hunters of the group. 

Now he fished and hadn’t been made welcome, not because the crew wasn’t friendly but because they didn’t need him. They already had a full boat.

Anne sailed an area off shore where there were shallows. They rolled out the net and dragged it through, coming up with almost nothing for their troubles. She swung the boat wide, tacking into the wind, then turning across it to head back in the direction from which they’d just come, but farther away from the shallows.

They cast the net and the boat slowed as the net filled. The men tried to drag it back into the boat, but the lines fought them. 

“Adams! Grab on!” Anne yelled as she called to trim the sail, keep the pressure on the lines so they wouldn’t lose their catch. 

Adams sulked, but moved to the other side of the boat and started to pull. It resisted him. He put more and more effort into it while the four men took the other line. Adams grunted with effort as he let the wet line coiled at his feet inside the boat. Hand over hand he continued to pull, winning the battle one foot of rope at a time. When the net appeared, they saw a mass of seaweed. 

Anne was crushed.

“Wait!” Adams called triumphantly as the net bulged with fish. Alex used his knife to cut the seaweed loose and the men, in unison, heaved the net into the boat. Dumping the fish onto the deck. 

Flopping fish filled the space and overflowed into the cabin. 

“Here, here!” the men cheered. Adams smiled and rubbed his arms. 

“Get out your knives, boys,” Anne ordered from behind the wheel. “Time to go home.” 

They waded through the mountain of fish to their positions where they could control the sail. Two tacks later and the sailboat was on course for a lazy return to their home marina.

As they powered through their second tack, Alex noticed a boat on the horizon. 

“They’re back,” he reported softly.

***

On the way to China

“We will land in the middle of their compound. It used to be a mining complex on the edge of the Xidayang Reservoir. The Forsaken and his confidants are somewhere deep inside. We believe he has less powerful Forsaken in addition to Weretigers, at least two that we’ve seen,” Akio briefed.

Terry’s eyes, of their own accord, turned to look at Aaron. The man sat a head taller than those around him. His eyes were closed, but he was awake. He looked too tense to be sleeping. 

Terry felt for the man. 

Aaron wouldn’t say how he was made into a Weretiger, but the Kurtherian technology in China had been used. The reasons behind why Aaron was changed remained hidden. 

When the time was right, he hoped that Aaron would tell them. Until then, it didn’t matter.

“Your people will secure the entrance. Only the enhanced will enter the mines. It is too dangerous for normal people. Any questions?” Akio asked. 

“We wanted to tell you something that our daughter can do. You can see the images in my mind,” Char offered, thinking about the healing that Cory had done. She replayed the incident for her own benefit as much as Akio’s.

“We have seen something like this before. The nanites in her blood are tuned to that part of her that is you, Charumati-san and you, Anjin-san. She can share them, but they cannot exist outside of her body, they need the energy that only she can provide. That’s why she needed to put her hands directly on the wounds. It is how the nanites had the energy to heal. This is a very rare gift.” 

Akio bowed to the parents of the gifted child, and they bowed back.

***

Zhenchiang, west of Baoding, China

Night had settled long ago. The rain made the darkness complete. 

Human guards carried stout crossbows and walked back and forth in front of the entrance to the master’s home and more around the perimeter wall. It had been a mine once, but not anymore, not really. It was where the night people lived. 

It was where the master lived, but soon, he’d emerge and lead them to victory, conquering his enemies until China was under his rule. 

The master’s destiny was inevitable. 




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




China

“There are guards patrolling in the landing area, Anjin-san. This is new,” Akio reported. Terry looked at the group within the pod and started to formulate a plan. 

“And we don’t want to hit the ground guns blazing, I suspect,” Terry said, thinking aloud. 

Akio nodded slightly.

“I will take care of them, Anjin-san, but to be sure no one raises the alarm, I could use some help from those who can run in the night without making a sound.” 

“Aaron and Char,” Terry whispered.

“And yourself,” Akio replied softly.

Terry nodded and brought Aaron and Char close. “We have a bunch of patrolling guards to take out. Akio will do the bulk of the work, but he needs us, the three of us, to remove the outliers. Then we’ll move the platoon in to take over security of the mine entrance. The key to the attack is to secure the entrance at dawn,” Terry briefed as his plan gelled within his mind. He wanted to brief those in the other two pods as soon as he could. 

“The daylight will protect our people on top from the Forsaken, but not his minions. I suggest that when the rest of us go below, Aaron stays in the daylight, as a Weretiger, to protect our people from the evil that hides in the darkness.” Terry wasn’t a fan of being dramatic, but he didn’t know what was underground that concerned Akio, and that scared the hell out of TH.

Char shifted her pistols, torn between changing into Were form for the initial attack. “Werewolf?” she asked. 

“Or an aware wolf?” Terry replied. 

“What?” Char didn’t understand Terry’s joke.

“I think, therefore I am,” Terry intoned. “Revenge is a dish best served cold, and revenge is sweet, so for all intents and purposes, revenge is ice cream. I never ate much ice cream before the fall, but I would like some, although not as much as a Guinness. I mean, I’m brewing some righteous beer when we get back, but it still won’t be a Guinness, poured from a wood cask on top of the bar, warm and yet so refreshing, a meal unto itself.” 

Aaron sat slack-jawed and stared at Terry Henry Walton. “We’re following the orders of a raving lunatic,” Aaron said seriously, looking about himself frantically. “How do I get off this express train to nut land?”

Char shook her head. “Dammit, TH! You and your combat humor. Werewolf or not?” 

“Not,” he said, looking around inside the pod. To change into a werewolf, she’d strip and he wasn’t good with the platoon seeing his wife naked. He knew that she didn’t care and would do whatever was best for the mission. 

Between his back and his pack, he carried the short cavalry sword, the weapon carried by the Forsaken that Akio had killed. It hadn’t helped the nightwalker, but Terry didn’t care about that. The sword was a tool, just like his whip, his pistol, his silvered knife, and his M4 carbine. Terry carried one flask of water and extra ammunition. 

He looked at himself, a walking armory. In the Marine Corps, he’d have made fun of someone loaded down like he was, said that they were outfitted by Saigon Sam’s, a surplus and military clothing store outside the main gate of Camp Lejeune. 

Too many Marines bought neat-looking gear made in China that failed under the rigors of combat. 

Although he may have looked like a Saigon Sam special, everything he carried had already been used in life or death battles. Everything he carried would be used again. 

He wondered how many more he would have to kill. 

He wondered if this was his time to cash it in, although he didn’t bother worrying about that. He trusted his instincts in the middle of a fight. He saw the battlefield with a clarity that only came during the adrenaline-fueled rush of real-life combat.

Terry worried about Char. He was okay with dying, but he was not okay with her dying. 

Damn Knights of the Roundtable. 

Who said chivalry was dead. 

“Anjin-san,” Akio interrupted Terry’s spiraling train of thought. “Focus and all will be fine.”

Char looked sideways at her husband, wondering where his mind had gone. 

“Can you patch me through to the other two pods, please?” Terry asked. Akio used a pad nearby to key in a couple commands. He signaled for Terry to start speaking. 

“Okay, you slimy worms, listen up!” Terry bellowed at the group in his pod. Feedback crackled through the sound system for only a second, then self-corrected. “We’re hitting a hot LZ early in the Chinese morning. Only one pod will go in, under cover of darkness, drop off four of us to eliminate the guards and seize control of the mine’s entrance. The other two pods will wait until the zone is clear. Then, they will land and the platoon will deploy into a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree perimeter around the entrance. Your job will be to keep people from surprising those of us who are going inside.” 

Terry let that settle in. 

“Although we are going up against an army, we won’t be fighting it head to head. Best case is we don’t fight it all. Our goal is to be in and out before they realize that their snake is getting its head cut off. Aaron will remain outside with you, as a tiger. Make sure you know what he looks like because I can’t guarantee that more like him won’t show up. Know the difference. Sue, are you there?” 

“Yes,” came a disembodied voice. 

“Don’t tell me that Clyde is going with us into the mine,” Terry asked, seeking affirmation of what he suspected.

“Okay, I won’t tell you,” Sue replied. Terry could hear the snickers from the other two pods. Lacy started to laugh outright. He looked at her and shook his head, smiling. 

“The tac team going inside will be Akio, the major and I, Timmons, Sue, Merrit, Shonna, and Gene. Gene, when we took Bogdan into Cheyenne Mountain, he didn’t like it. Tell me that he’s going to stay outside with Blackbeard.”

“That is plan,” Gene’s heavy Russian accent boomed through the speakers.

Akio flashed ten fingers. 

“Stand by, people. My pod lands in ten, expect touchdown and deployment for everyone else in twenty. Saddle up, people! This is not going to be a cakewalk. Welcome to China.” Terry drew a finger across his throat and Akio cut the link. 

Terry flexed and stretched, while rocking back and forth as the adrenaline surged into his body. The look of grim determination gripped his features. He called it his war face. Aaron stood up, ducking slightly so he wouldn’t hit the roof of the pod. He hung his head, because he didn’t want to be there. He didn’t want to change into a Weretiger and didn’t want to do what he never remembered doing. 

He took a deep breath, sighed and changed into the magnificent tiger that was his Were form. Char stood beside him, loosened the pistols in her holsters, then pulled them one by one, checking to make sure a round was chambered, the magazine was seated, and both were on safe. 

Akio stood and pulled his katana from its saya, the scabbard for the Japanese blade. He moved closest to the rear hatch and stood with his legs wide. The ramp started to descend as the pod dropped the last two feet. Akio was gone before the ramp hit the ground with Terry, Aaron, and Char following him into the darkness.

***

North Chicago

Ivan sat with his head hanging between his knees. Billy looked at him, not knowing what the man needed. 

“I really fucked up, didn’t I, Billy?” he asked for the twelfth time.

“Ivan, you were on guard duty all night. How could they expect you to be two places at once? You slept on the beach so you could be there for the next watch. It’ll be okay. You know that I would never let anything happen to my uncle’s brother-in-law’s grandson, so buck up and get the hell back out there! We’ve been left pretty thin in case an unwelcome surprise shows up.”

Felicity was outside with the four kids. She wasn’t happy. She and Billy were ill-prepared for Cordelia’s sleep pattern. The baby slept for fifteen minutes at a time, then was up for the next four hours. Billy didn’t know how Terry and Char did it. 

Billy and Felicity had taken shifts, but that gave them less than half the amount of sleep they were used to. 

Marcie was sound asleep in Felicity’s arms. The little girl had been sleeping through the night for most of the past year and wasn’t used to being awoken as Cory had done to her. 

Being tired didn’t help Billy’s patience.

“I hope they come home soon,” Billy told Ivan. They both sat with their shoulders hunched. “Then you’ll find out that it wasn’t any big deal. Shit happens. In between, I need you to make sure that we’re safe. Can you do that, Ivan?” 

Ivan looked up, his features distorted from where Terry had smashed his face in with the butt of his own shotgun. “You can count on me, Uncle Billy!” he said, trying to sound confident. 

Billy hated being called Uncle Billy. Most of the time he didn’t tolerate it, but Ivan continued to use the title. Maybe being related to the mayor made Ivan feel like he was somebody. 

The lesson that Billy learned from Terry was that everyone was somebody. 

Billy sighed, stood up, and waved at Ivan to go away. The man continued to sit there, so Billy walked outside to join his wife. 

***

China

Terry never saw Akio once the Vampire left the pod. He had disappeared completely, and Terry had no idea how he did it and wouldn’t bother to find out. Some things were best left secret.

Terry lost sight of Char and Aaron right away as they all ran in different directions.

They’d split the area into sectors. Aaron stayed closest to where the pod landed while Terry went right and Char went left. 

The pod lifted off immediately after the four hit the ground. Terry had insisted on it leaving after the insert, especially since it moved without making a sound. 

Terry dismissed all the distractions from his mind. He had to discover where the guards were since he didn’t have Char or Aaron’s ability to sense them. 

The compound that he moved through was well-defined. Terry related what he saw to his studies of history and defensive structures. 

The Forsaken had built a fortress around the entrance to his home, disguising the ramparts through the use of shrubbery and buildings. Terry didn’t know who the Vampire was trying to fool, and he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was that it would give his platoon the edge should the army turn and attack. 

He stayed away from the outer barrier, scouting the guard routes wherever he could find them. The ground was hard and didn’t surrender footprints. There were broad open areas that Terry shied away from. The first guard he found was asleep. 

Terry looked about quickly, wondering if the man was not on duty. He was off the beaten path. Terry only found him because he almost stepped on him. 

Can’t have you behind me, Terry told himself. He reached down, one hand hovering by the man’s chin, the other over the top of his head. At the speed of a springing mousetrap, Terry grabbed, pushed, pulled, and twisted, alarmed at how loud the neck snapping was in the still of the early morning. 

He waited, motionless, barely breathing. Someone nearby said something in Chinese. Terry had no idea what the other voice said. His impression was that the other person was annoyed. 

Terry continued to wait. The man grumbled something, before sighing heavily as if trying to go back to sleep. 

After a reasonable period of time, Terry headed toward where he’d heard the voice and found eight men sleeping. 

It took two seconds for him to realize that killing them would be noisy. He decided to save them for last, rebutting the argument he’d used minutes prior in killing the sleeping guard. Terry slunk out to find the guards actively patrolling the area. He unsheathed his knife and held it in one hand while gripping the sword’s hilt tightly in the other. With a blade in each hand, he headed toward the perimeter.

***

Char ran to the right once she left the pod. She used her senses to find the guards and made a beeline for the closest one. As she approached, she unbuttoned her shirt and let it hang suggestively. She raised her hands and sauntered forward until he could see her. 

“Halt!” he said in Chinese, leveling his crossbow. He didn’t yell, but the sound carried in the still morning air. Char immediately regretted her choice of methods to neutralize the guards in her sector. 

She’d only seen two and hadn’t felt the need for anything other than a direct and casual approach.

“I’m sorry, I don’t speak Chinese. I’m a lost tourist,” she said as she continued to walk forward, swaying her hips to make her shirt swing and give the man enough of a look that he would not notice her pistols. He kept his weapon pointed in her direction with his finger on the release. 

Char continued forward slowly with a big smile. “There’s nothing you can do for me, you big husky hunk of man candy?” 

He didn’t understand the words, but the tone caught him off guard. He was confused. 

“Where did you come from?” he asked in Chinese, but she didn’t understand, keeping her hands up and shrugging. 

“You stop!” he yelled.

Char was done playing. The alarm had been given and she’d put the others in danger. She took a quick step left, planting her foot to drive to the right. She pushed off hard, getting away from the man’s aim. He tried bringing the crossbow around, but she moved too fast and caught the limb with her left hand, stopping the weapon from tracking her. 

She continued forward with a short jump, twist, and drove a right-cross into the man’s temple. He went down, and his crossbow fell from numbed fingers. She crushed his throat with a second punch.  

“Note to self, next time stop being cute.” Char buttoned her shirt as she reached out with her senses, looking for the next guard. He was coming her way and quickly. 

The crossbow lay on the ground, bolt still nocked. She picked it up and crouched as she watched the second guard approach. 

The man scanned the area, looking for his fellow guard. He stopped when he saw the shapes on the ground. Char fired, sending the bolt feathers-deep into the man’s chest. He grunted and gagged as he tried to sound the alarm. 

Char was off like a shot, catching him as he fell. She held her hand over his mouth to stifle his cries. Convulsing and helpless, he looked at her through pain-filled eyes, confused that his death had come so suddenly. 

“There’s no other way,” Char whispered, waiting until the man’s last breath to let go. 

With her sector clear, she checked on her husband’s progress. It was clear that he needed help because of the number of humans in his area. She jumped up and ran across the middle of the compound.

*** 

Aaron padded from the ship and waited as it lifted off and faded into the night sky. He looked at it both curiously and indifferently. 

He wondered about their mission, unsure of why the Chinese couldn’t rule, why it had to be Akio’s way with Terry Henry Walton as the tip of the spear. 

They’d treated him as an equal, not as a freak, unlike the other. He finally left China, because he was too tall and scared the children. 

Too tall? How about too much of a Were? But no one besides the others who lived in the unknown world knew his secret.

He felt every bit the freak that they made him out to be. For years he struggled, alone in the world, moving from one place to the next unaware that when a tiger, he remembered his human side. The fear of not remembering as a human, causing him so many problems.

Finally, he met Terry Henry Walton and Charumati, and then everything changed. They had welcomed him into their family, made him feel at home. They understood that he didn’t want to fight. They kept Ted out of it and they let Aaron stay away, too, except for now.

It was time to let the Chinese know that he’d returned.

He saw two men conversing up ahead. He loped soundlessly toward them, unsure of whether he was going to kill them or not. 

They made the decision for him, by throwing their hands in the air before dropping to their knees and bowing, foreheads touching the ground. 

Minions. It appears I have minions, he thought as he moved closer and sniffed them. Their fear of him was real and palpable. 

It smelled like urine.




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Terry snuck up behind the next guard in line and stabbed him in the side of the neck, ripping forward to keep the man from crying out. He gurgled in death as he toppled to the ground. 

Terry didn’t hesitate. He pushed forward into the semi-darkness. The false dawn was coming and the sky was beginning to lighten. Soon, he’d be exposed. 

The perimeter was longer than he thought and he picked up his pace, foregoing stealth for speed. 

There were times when extreme violence was the only course of action. 

He ran into the next guard, surprising them both, but only Terry Henry was ready to act. He slashed with his sword, chopping into the crossbow and destroying it. The man fumbled and started to fall backwards. Terry followed the man as he fell. Two more quick strikes and the guard was silenced, neutralized as Terry preferred to think.

The colonel jumped over him and ran. 

The next man he came to was already dead with Char standing over him. 

“The guard camp?” she asked.

“There’s a bunch of them. You start at the far end and we’ll meet in the middle?” Terry asked. 

“Sounds good, lover,” Char said. She turned and ran away, at an angle to get around the far end of the shallow trench in which the men were sleeping.

Terry retraced his path, trying to step lightly, but not slowing down as he pushed for more speed. 

He didn’t know when Char would hit the other end so he slowed and stopped, facing the closest of the men. He put his sword back in its scabbard, and then prepared to use his free hand to cup the sleeping man’s mouth in preparation for flicking the knife blade across the exposed throat. 

Terry couldn’t do it. Killing a guard on post was one thing, but killing a sleeping man was something completely different. He’d already killed one sleeper after assuming that the man was sleeping on duty. 

He took the man’s weapon and quickly went down the line, taking weapons and tossing them out of the trench. When he reached the other end of the line, he met Char, who stopped, put her hands on her hips, raised her eyebrows at him, and smiled. 

He held a finger over his lips and strode boldly along the line of sleeping men. Eight of them remained asleep. 

Terry shrugged the thoughts of the other sleeping man away. At least these eight would get a reprieve. 

He sheathed his knife, drew his sword, and kicked the feet of the guard second from the end. The man woke with a start and yelped in surprise as the large stranger loomed over him. He started to yell, something the colonel had counted on. The other men woke up and disoriented for an instant before looking for their weapons.

They found themselves at a distinct disadvantage. 

Terry grabbed the second man, pulled him up with one hand and bodily threw him onto the guard at the end. He pointed to the next newly risen and then to the two trying to disentangle themselves.

The man was too slow and Terry felt obliged to help him, grabbing him with one hand to propel him into the pile. The feisty man pulled a knife from somewhere and stabbed at Terry. He twisted, trapped the man’s arm between his sword-arm and his side, and drove forward, jamming his forearm against the guard’s throat. 

Terry pushed and the man struggled to breath. Two other bodies slammed into him and he staggered. 

The colonel exploded in fury. 

Terry’s enhanced strength took over. His leg muscles uncoiled like tightly packed springs, slamming his shoulder into one of the two brawlers. He cleared his sword-arm and slashed, ripping across one man’s raised arms. Terry followed with a return strike into the man’s legs, and he fell forward.

Terry leapt over the body, swinging wide at the guard still pressed against the trench wall, catching him unaware. His faith in his friends to save him had been misplaced. Blood spurted from his severed carotid artery as his head teetered on his slashed neck.

The colonel didn’t look back. When he hit the ground, the final attacker crouched, ready to fight. Terry swung his sword overhead and down, cleaving the man’s skull. 

Terry Henry turned back, ready to face the next, assuming the entire line was engaged, but they sat there, hands up as Char aimed her pistols at their faces. 

“All secure,” she reported. “All three of us.”

Terry wiped his sword and looked at it. He kept it out as he pulled the communicator. 

“All secure, Akio-sama. Please bring the platoon in. We have prisoners.” Terry clicked off before he could second guess himself on allowing the men to live.

“Aaron has two prisoners as well,” Char told him.

Terry looked at the men, roughly grabbing the closest and forcefully putting the guard’s hands on his head. Terry pointed at the other four. They followed suit and he kicked them out of the trench. Terry, Char, and the five prisoners walked toward the landing area. 

As dawn’s first light cast shadows across the compound, three pods descended and landed. The warriors, Weres, bear, and Clyde ran off. The first thing they did was set up a perimeter while Terry intercepted Mark.

“Setup a detail to secure the prisoners. The compound is walled. Setup weapons emplacements and random patrols. This group was armed with crossbows. Check the range and make appropriate adjustments in defenses. Make it happen,” Terry directed the lieutenant.

He saluted and Terry stopped him. “No saluting in the field,” he ordered. Saluting made identifying high value targets easy for snipers.

“Let me grab Aaron’s clothes and then relieve him of his prisoners,” Char said before running off. 

Mark spent twenty seconds briefing the squad leaders, pointing to punctuate his orders. They ran off to brief their squads, one fire team at a time, then the full deployment began. 

A fire team from Charlie’s squad had taken the prisoners from Terry and Char immediately after the pods had landed, and they received the inauspicious task of continuing guard duty. 

The disappointment was clear on their faces. 

Terry stopped by on his way to the mine entrance to thank them, let them know the importance of their job, and remind them that these prisoners were incentivized to escape. 

Turning one’s back could be a costly mistake. 

Char arrived with two prisoners and a handful of clothes. Aaron remained as a Weretiger. The two prisoners were cowed when they joined the other five. All of the prisoners bowed to the tiger as Aaron passed.

Terry and the Weres ignored it and they gathered at the mine entrance where Akio waited. The bodies in this area were headless. During the compound clearing, neither Terry nor Char had heard anything from this area. 

Akio had taken care of business, silent as death itself.

Five Werewolves, a Werebear, a Weretiger, a real bear, a dog, and Terry Henry Walton greeted Akio. Clyde sniffed the Vampire and growled. Sue shushed him, but Clyde remained wary.

Akio smiled serenely. 

The smell of blood permeated the air, making the grizzly cub anxious. Gene stood upright, stretching his muscles and preparing himself to fight. Bogdan stood on his back legs, mirroring the actions of his big friend.

Akio raised a hand to get everyone’s attention.

“Take nothing for granted in the underground. This Forsaken has dug in, expanded his influence, and built his circle of followers. Expect to find other Forsaken, Weres, fanatical humans. None of them can be saved. I will go first, but we will have to spread out. Stay in pairs. The only way they can win this fight is to divide and conquer. Do not let them cut you off and get between us. Anjin-san, you have the greatest handicap. Please stay close to Charumati-san.” 

Akio bowed his head, turned, and opened the door. 

“Now that’s an order I can follow,” Terry quipped, reaching down to pinch Char’s backside. 

She gave him the stink-eye, and he returned a hurt expression. They both shook their heads. “Down we go, into the pit of despair,” Terry added before pulling his bullwhip and his silvered knife. 

Clyde whimpered and Bogdan took the opportunity to sit down the moment they started moving forward. 

Terry and Char followed Akio through the door. They stayed close, side by side as they moved.  




Timmons and Sue followed Terry and Char through the door. Sue looked back and waved Clyde to her, smiling at the dog. He wagged his tail as he ran to her side. 

Aaron went next, with Shonna and Merrit close behind him. 

Gene growled at Bogdan and the grizzly cub worked his way to his feet and lumbered after his big friend. Gene left bear hairs on the doorframe as he squeezed through. 

Bogdan was last inside, even though it was never the intent that he go. The cub had changed the plan through his willingness to go inside, same with Aaron and the fact that there were Weretigers within. 

The door to the mine remained open. 

Eldie watched them disappear into the underground. He looked furtively to see if anyone was watching, then slipped inside and shut the door behind himself. 

*** 

North Chicago

“There was a Were on board,” Adams told Billy in a low voice, after sensing that no one was nearby. “They took off when we got close. I don’t think they’re a threat, but they are definitely checking us out.” 

“Who is they?” Billy wondered.

“That’s the ten-thousand-dollar question, Billy,” Adams replied. 

The mayor stood and went to the door to his office, then to the door out of the building and stopped. He looked at the area that used to be the parade deck, but the residents of North Chicago had started calling it the mayor’s park. 

Children played. Off to the side, Chief Foxtail sat on an old bench and watched. The older man turned to look at Billy Spires, staring as if looking into the mayor’s soul. 

Billy shivered at the exchange, never sure what the chief saw in him. 

Felicity walked like a zombie as the four children played. They’d found Kaeden and Kimber to be a great help with the little ones. Cory staggered away, picking up speed as she learned to run. She’d only been walking for a few days, but she rapidly climbed the learning curve as her body grew at an unnatural rate. 

Cordelia’s joy at being alive was infectious. She made those around her happier. No one knew if it was from a special ability or simply from her own happiness. It didn’t matter for those she influenced. Everyone could use a little boost. Billy looked back to the chief and saw him nod. 

Adams joined Billy in the doorway. “I think we need some silver to touch up a few weapons,” the Werewolf offered, shifting uncomfortably at the thought of being around silver. “Just in case.”

“Tell Ivan and Blevin to make it so,” Billy ordered, still watching the children play. A ball had materialized and the two older ones were directing it toward the toddlers who weren’t able to kick yet, so they pushed it with their bodies.

Adams looked at the people in the field. He could sense their serenity. They didn’t know what was out there. Terry Henry Walton and Charumati had done their jobs well in keeping the people safe. 

And it was Adams’ turn to man the invisible wall, keep the bad guys out. He stayed behind while the others flew away to find the danger where it would never affect those in North Chicago, because it was the right thing to do. Terry and his FDG, exporting justice to all parts of the known world. 

For the good of all mankind, Adams thought. “I’ll take care of it, Billy. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

The alpha has directed it, and I won’t let her down.

*** 

China

The entrance to the mine was wide, constricted at the top by a movable wall built across the entrance with the single door. Inside, cart tracks, like those for a mini-railroad, led down the middle of the tunnel. Three carts were parked near the top—one was motorized to pull or push the other two. The wide tunnel led in a straight line as far as they could see.  

Akio headed down with a purpose.

Char reached into the etheric. “They must be deep. I can’t sense anything,” she whispered. 

Terry could see well enough in the near pitch-blackness. He could make out lights on the rock ceiling and mounted on the walls and wondered why they didn’t light them up.

“Can we turn on the lights?” he asked Char, unsure of what Akio would allow. He cursed himself for not asking. 

He felt her shrug more than saw it. 

“Fuck it. Darkness helps them, not us.” Terry found a switch on the wall and flipped it up. The lights came on, nearly blinding them as night turned into day. 

The walls were smooth and covered in concrete, with extra support beams for the ceiling standing tall every ten feet. The mine had been built for the long-term. 

Only the world’s worst day ever, the WWDE, took it out of service, not because they couldn’t mine it but because the market for their ore evaporated. 

Terry wondered what equipment may have survived the devastating EMP. Being underground would have protected the electronics. 

“We need to take any kind of circuit boards we find, chips, computers, that stuff,” Terry whispered.

Char shushed him, feeling exposed in the light and with the extra sounds that carried away into the tunnels. Terry sulked, but only for a moment. He didn’t know why he was so readily distracted by the mundane.

I’m the weak sister, he thought. Of everyone here, I’m the most vulnerable and I’ve already surrendered the battlefield to the others. They will fight and I’ll be digging around trying to find circuit boards. That chaps my ass!

Terry conceded that he was in a supporting role, but not so far removed that he wouldn’t see the enemy. He would fight, because Char was there. He would die for her. Get your head out of your ass, he warned himself.

They walked a quarter of a mile before they encountered the first side tunnels and had the first impressions that others were there.

Akio waited for them, squatting on his knees, looking like he was meditating. He stood upon their arrival. He signaled for Shonna and Merrit to go one way and Sue and Timmons to go another. He waved for the rest to follow him. 

Clyde sniffed the intersection and marked one corner. Terry watched the dog, who had calmed when the lights came on. Clyde was unperturbed at the presence of a Weretiger, a Werebear, and a grizzly cub, especially since he was with Sue. 

Terry felt bad that he hadn’t trained the dog as Sue had, but Clyde was a better dog because of her. She snapped her fingers, which echoed loudly. She cringed, but Clyde trotted after her and Timmons as they continued into the tunnel and disappeared around a bend. 

In the other direction, Shonna and Merrit crouched before running ahead. 

Char leaned close. “A small group of humans in that direction.” She pointed at the tunnel that Sue and Timmons had taken. “Two Weretigers that way. At least two.”

Terry pointed to Gene and motioned for him to follow Shonna and Merrit. Akio nodded and the great Werebear lumbered after them with Bogdan bouncing along behind. 

Aaron stood serenely, sniffing the air. 

Akio unsheathed his katana. It caught the light, reflecting it in a rainbow arc across the gray wall. Terry looked at his bullwhip, a silver chain sewn into the end toward the tip. He held a small knife with a silvered blade in his other hand. 

He vowed to silver the blade of his cavalry sword. He felt unarmed compared to the others. 

Akio moved ahead, continuing downward. He looked to be walking casually, but quickly outpaced Terry, Char, and Aaron. 

“Three Forsaken and two Weretigers,” Char whispered as they hurried forward. 

“Are they a threat to Akio?” Terry asked, angling toward the wall to flip yet another light switch.  

Char shook her head while gripping her pistols more tightly.

Then the lights went out.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Terry’s anxiety rose exponentially. Not because of the darkness or the enemy, but because he didn’t know the terrain and there didn’t seem to be a plan. It reminded him of the old days, when he first joined the Corps. The instructions from the recon team leaders had always been to keep up. That was it. 

Keep up.

He hurried ahead, fingering the only tools that would make a difference. The darkness enveloped him. His enhanced eyes could hardly make out the difference between the wall and the tunnel, let alone anything else.

Terry felt the air pressure change slightly. He crouched and listened. A padded footfall. A snarl. And Char was thrown into him as something ran into her and knocked her off balance.

She rolled to the side and fired three times in rapid succession. Terry saw the Weretiger recoil with the impact of each bullet. 

Terry lashed out with the whip, drawing a long red line across the creature’s back. 

“Where are you, Aaron?” Terry called out. A snarl to his left gave him his answer.

Terry drew his arm back for a second crack of the whip, but the Weretiger was faster. It leapt at TH. Terry dropped his whip as he bent backwards and twisted, letting the Were pass over him. He rammed his knife into the creature’s side. 

The Weretiger drove the claws of its back feet into Terry’s chest, gripping and ripping the flak jacket. Terry was pulled over, landing on his back with the beast’s back paws still entangled in his gear. 

Terry grunted as it pushed off, trying to leap free, but it fell on its side. It raked one claw at the human, who barely warded it off with an arm. The claws tore flesh and muscle to the bone. 

Terry cried out in pain.

Char landed on the creature’s head and wrapped an arm around its neck. She gripped her second arm and pulled tightly, cutting off the air as the creature twisted and thrashed. Terry punched upward, trying to pound the soft spot that all men carried on the outside. 

When another furry creature landed on him, Terry thought he was done. A new front paw dug into his chest as Aaron slashed into the soft underbelly of his fellow Weretiger. 

Blood and entrails splashed over Terry, who struggled to get out from under the fighting felines. The smell was overwhelming. 

Char finally dragged the creature to the side and Terry rolled over. Aaron attacked in a frenzy, driving Char away.

Terry crawled to his feet, cradling his injured arm. He found a nearby light switch and flipped it. His nanocytes were hard at work repairing his arm, but the damage was extensive. It would be a while before his arm worked right again. 

Char had a long claw mark down her back, leaving blood trails down her shirt and pants. Her wounds were also starting to close. She’d reacted quickly and kept the claws from digging too deeply. 

She winced as she tried to straighten up. 

“Where?” he asked her. 

“Up ahead. Two Forsaken and two more Weretigers.”

“Two? Go, Akio!” Terry cheered while clenching his jaw from the pain in his arm. 

The smell of the Weretiger remained as it fought valiantly but futilely against its superior enemy. They waited until Aaron was finished and retreated against the wall, cowering, almost as if embarrassed by his display of primal fury. 

Terry pulled his sword and hacked with his one hand until the creature’s head came free. He wiped the sword on the magnificent Weretiger pelt, then used his silvered blade on the neck as a redundancy. He couldn’t have the Weretiger recover. 

“It’s plenty dead, TH,” Char reassured him, but he was an old school adherent when it came to killing Werewolves, keeping the tradition and his superstitions alive, even though his wife had appropriately schooled him to a modern understanding.

She relaxed as the healing process repaired the injuries on her back and relieved her pain.

“What’s next?” Terry asked, grimacing as the nerves in his arm rebelled at the less-than-gentle caress from the nanocytes. 

*** 

Timmons and Sue moved forward silently, while Clyde’s nails clicked on the tunnel floor. Ahead, a dim light signaled a side room dug out of the mountain where four humans were sitting around a single table. 

The tunnel continued ahead, deep into the mountain, where faint sounds told them that more humans were somewhere in the distance. 

Timmons and Sue pondered changing into Were form, but decided against it. With the training that Terry had provided, they felt they were better fighters in human form. They could always change into Werewolves if they needed to, if the humans in the room were capable of something unexpected. 

The Werewolves waited outside the door while the two men and two women sat around the table, probably eating breakfast. Timmons counted down on his fingers—three, two, one. He slowly turned the knob and they burst into the room. 

One man jumped, upsetting the table and sending dishes flying. The other three dove to the side and popped up with silvered swords unsheathed. 

Timmons looked at Sue. 

“Nice pig stickers,” Timmons said coldly. 

One of the women answered, but in Chinese, a language that neither of the Werewolves spoke. They had no idea what she said, but the surprise and anger on her face suggested she hadn’t delivered a warm welcome. Clyde sniffed at furniture close by. 

Timmons pulled his pistol from the waistband of his pants and took aim. Sue slowly wrapped her fingers around the butt of her pistol and slid it free. 

Two of the humans in the room started shouting. Clyde had had enough and started barking at them, baring his fangs in anger. 

One man charged and the sound of two pistols firing simultaneously was deafening. Two went down. The other two tried to run, but the shots were too close together. They barely made it a step before the nine millimeter slugs slammed into their bodies, followed by a second round in a classic double-tap. 

None of the four moved. Carefully, Timmons and Sue picked up the four swords, sheathed them, and stuffed them between their packs and their bodies. 

Clyde peed on one of the people. Neither Timmons nor Sue cared. Timmons left the room. 

“Come on, Clyde. Let’s see what the others are up to,” Sue called as she held the door for her dog.

 *** 

Gene caught up to Shonna and Merrit as they jogged forward. He made so much noise as his nails scraped the concrete floor that they picked up their pace. The Weretigers ahead had to know they were coming, by their senses and from the sound. 

There would be no surprise. Bogdan slowed as he sniffed the air, tasting the scent of the great cats. 

Shonna and Merrit stopped. They both removed small knives and their pistols. Gene almost ran into them, sliding to a stop, and snuffled as he cocked his head, looking at them and wondering why they hadn’t kept going.

They started moving again, striding confidently forward. Ahead, the Weretigers paced and waited for the interlopers. 

There would be no conversation, just a battle for supremacy of the underground. Werewolves, Werebear, or Weretigers. 

Gene’s great brown muzzle forced its way between Shonna and Merrit. He pushed them aside as he surged ahead, adrenaline firing his soul. 

If he could have spoken, he would have denigrated the entire lineage of the Weretigers, paying particular attention to the recessive genes that led to the abominations before them. 

When they found the chamber from which numerous smaller tunnels led, the Weretigers were ready. These two were huge, about half Gene’s size, which made them twice as large as Aaron. 

Shonna and Merrit breathed deeply and considered for only a moment, then they stripped and changed. They were more deadly as Werewolves, especially facing the Weretigers. 

Gene stood and roared. Bogdan followed suit. Gene tottered on his back legs and then ambled forward, staying on two feet to keep his front claws before him. He remembered well his fight with the polar bear, knowing that the Weretigers were deadlier. He looked back, caught sight of the two Werewolves, and tipped his head to the right. 

They didn’t understand if that meant he was going right or they were to go right. 

They bounded behind him as he charged in between the two Weretigers, then dodged right at the last instant. They met him with a feline snarl. He didn’t bother roaring. A low guttural growl escaped his throat as he sought purchase on the tiger’s body with his claws, to pull his enemy close, overwhelm it with his size, and bite it to death.

He left the other Were to Merrit and Shonna, but Gene had made his move too quickly and the Werewolves’ response came too slowly. 

The second Weretiger landed on Gene’s back, digging four sets of long claws into the heavy meat of the Werebear’s body. He screamed in pain while grasping the Weretiger before him and dragging it into a tighter embrace. 

They jousted muzzles, each seeking a hold on the other. Gene was incensed. 

Two Werewolves ripped the Weretiger from Gene’s back, their jaws clamped tightly on the shoulder and haunch. The three tumbled to the floor together. 

Gene felt the weight lift from his back as his nanocytes went to work. He powered forward with his back legs, driving the Weretiger off balance. It scrambled to get leverage, twisting and turning as it went down under the bulky Werebear. Gene clamped his jaws on the cat’s throat and bit down. 

Long claws tore into his midsection as the cat braced his back against the floor. It continued to twists its neck, attempting to get free, while ripping and shredding with its hind legs. 

The polar bear had hurt him, but he had dragged that creature into the icy water and drowned it. He didn’t have that trick here. His guts were on fire and he struggled to maintain his grip on the Weretiger. He dropped onto the creature. Its claws tore deeper into his midsection until they were past the fur, fat, and muscle. 

The great cat tore his insides up. With one great gasp, Gene gave all he had to his bite, finally breaking the Weretiger’s neck. The Werebear rolled to the side, pulling away from the claws dug too deeply within his body. 

Bogdan jumped on the beast and ferociously tore into it.

On the other side of the chamber, a battle just as deadly was being waged.

*** 

North Chicago

Blevin knew that silver was important in dealing with special folk, like Forsaken. There had been no silver within Cheyenne Mountain. The Vampires had removed all of it—wedding rings, necklaces, even fillings from teeth if there was a hint of silver. 

But Chief Foxtail came through for the defenders of North Chicago. His people carried a wealth of sterling silver. When the chief presented the need to his people, they donated their jewelry and accoutrements. 

First Sergeant Blevin took it all solemnly and swore that it would be put to good use. 

The motor pool consolidated their people and built a small oven where they could smelt the silver and then dip various items into it. 

Blevin took every third bullet from the belt of the fifty cal and carefully dipped the tips, then wiped them to leave a thin gleam of silver, enough that it would not affect the aerodynamics of the bullet. 

Knives were coated and finally, pistol bullets. All of those filling the role of lake watch were armed with pistols. They had emptied the armory, but they considered the immediate need more pressing than maintaining a reserve supply of weapons and ammunition. 

Adams was feeling good about himself when he approached Anne and asked where he could mount the fifty cal on the sailboat.

That was when she lost her shit.

“You will under no circumstance put that monster on my sailboat!” she declared, shaking her fist at Adams. He looked at her oddly. 

“You’re willing to fight me to prove that you don’t want to fight?” Adams asked. She looked at her fist, unclenched it, and shoved her hand in her pocket. 

“No. I run a fishing boat. I won’t sail it if you put that cannon on board.” She pulled her hand from her pocket so she could cross her arms and show fierce determination on her face. 

“Fair enough,” Adams said. He knew that as an alternative, he’d carry his pistol with two magazines loaded with nothing but silver-tipped bullets. He would wear a loose shirt to cover the pistol because Anne couldn’t know. 

He respected her position, but he had a mission, too. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




China

Shonna was slammed into the wall as the cat gyrated wildly. She lost her grip, but used her freedom to find a more vulnerable spot. 

Merrit hung on, kicking his four paws to maintain his leverage, but more importantly, to keep the Weretiger off balance. 

With its torn shoulder free of Werewolf, the cat twisted around and sunk its front claws into Merrit’s back. 

This gave Shonna the opening she needed. She came at its exposed throat like an eagle diving onto a rabbit. She caught the soft part of the creature’s throat and ripped out a bite-sized hunk. The Weretiger gurgled as it tried to scream in agony. 

Merrit hung on as it let go of him and sought to retaliate against its new attacker. Merrit turned and dragged the Weretiger backwards, flipping it onto its side. 

Bogdan appeared and jumped onto it, immediately getting thrown off as the cat kicked with its four paws. Shonna appeared as the bear cub flew into the wall. She bit down into one of the paws, cracking bones in the creature’s ankle. 

Merrit tried to drag the Weretiger to the side, refusing to let it get its legs underneath itself. Shonna jumped away, then came back for another leg, but the Weretiger was still. She savaged its throat until she was able to grind her way through its neck, severing its head and killing it for all time. 

Merrit staggered away, looking at Gene’s still form. Both he and his enemy were on the tunnel floor, each healing slowly from their horrendous wounds. Merrit returned to human form, dug his knife out, and decapitated the Weretiger. 

The bleeding from the wounds in Merrit’s back slowed. Instead of using his shirt to bind his own wounds, he bundled it onto the Werebear’s stomach. The Werebear’s intestines had been ripped and were hanging through the tears across his soft mid-section. 

Merrit gently pushed Gene’s entrails back in and held them there. 

“Go, find the others,” Merrit told Shonna. His head hung and his shoulders slumped in exhaustion. “We both need some time.” 

Shonna nuzzled him for a second before changing back into human form, dressing quickly, and running up the tunnel toward the main intersection where she’d last seen the others. 

She sensed a human ahead. She was angry that her mate and friend had been injured. She wanted vengeance and ran faster toward the man who seemed to be waiting.

With a pistol in one hand and a knife in the other, she ran past the corner and fired just as she saw that it was Eldie.

*** 

Terry and Char continued downhill.

“One Forsaken and one Weretiger,” she whispered. Terry thought about telling her that they should simply stay out of Akio’s way, but she seemed determined.

Who was he to deny his wife? And his arm hurt too much to argue. They jogged past two small side tunnels. They looked like test shafts that didn’t pan out. They passed more and more of those as the air became more stale and foul-smelling. 

Char slowed, flipping a light switch as they passed. The lights remained on only briefly.  

When they turned off, Char cried out, “Watch it!”

Terry instinctively ducked. The darkness in this part of the mine was so complete, he could see nothing, not even his hand in front of his own face. Terry continued downward, hitting the ground and rolling into a half-kneeling crouch. He listened intently, only hearing what he thought was Char scuffling her feet. 

She grunted with effort and he took that as his cue, launching himself at full speed toward her. He glanced off something as he reached out, unable to stop himself as he body-slammed into his wife. They both went down, and deftly rolled away from each other. 

As Terry started to stand, the hot breath of a Forsaken danced across his neck. Terry lashed out but his hands were beaten back as if he was a petulant child. He brought his knee up, but it was blocked as if he’d jammed it against the mountain’s bedrock. He gasped in pain as a kick with all the force of a pile driver hit him mid-chest. 

Terry was thrown into the wall, stunned. Char attacked with all the speed at her enhanced command, and she was still too slow. She matched him blow for blow for three swings only, before he reached inside and caught her cheek with a powerful punch that twisted her head, spinning her to the ground. 

The snarl and hiss of a Weretiger came to them as they both lay on the ground. Aaron launched himself through the air, twisting at the last second as he passed over Terry and Char. The Forsaken dodged, but Aaron twirled like a dervish and raked his rear claws across the Vampire’s chest, continuing to spin until his front claws were firmly embedded in the Forsaken’s back.

The Vampire shook off the Weretiger and seemed to speed up, to disappear and then reappeared on Aaron’s other side. He punched the Weretiger once in the top of its head. Aaron’s jaw bounced off the rock floor and he was still. 

Just as suddenly, the Forsaken’s head toppled from its body, thudded into the floor, and rolled to rest against the Weretiger. 

Akio stood, statuesque as he held his form for an instant, then wiped the blade clean on the Forsaken’s clothes before returning it to the saya. 

Akio checked Aaron first, then Terry, and finally Char. They stirred, but didn’t attempt to sit up. 

“My apologies, Anjin-san, Charumati-san. The Forsaken used a side tunnel to get past me. You kept him from getting away. Thank you.” Akio bowed his head slightly.

“Any time you need a speed bump on the Forsaken super-highway, I’m your man, Akio-sama,” Terry croaked, closing his eyes, exhausted as his nanocytes rushed around his body and tried to repair the massive amount of damage that had been done. 

The sound of pistol fire echoed down the tunnel. Terry lurched upright.

***

Eldie gripped his shoulder where the bullet had torn through. Shonna had raised the pistol just enough to keep from shooting him in the chest. Eldie had ducked at the same time, too. 

It had almost been enough. 

He lay back on the cool stone and concrete floor. Shonna reached out with her senses and only felt Sue, Timmons, and Clyde heading toward her. Deep down the tunnel before her, she felt Akio, Terry, Char, and Aaron. Everyone but Akio was severely injured. 

She inhaled deeply before joining Eldie on the floor and shaking her head.

“You shouldn’t be down here,” she scolded him.

“I realize that,” he moaned, wincing with the pain that throbbed from his shoulder to his whole body. “Now.”

When Sue and Timmons appeared, they asked what happened, but Shonna waved them away. “Gene needs help,” she said, pointing down the tunnel where Gene and Merrit both were.

Bogdan howled from somewhere down that way, and Sue and Timmons took off running with Clyde right on their heels.

*** 

Akio helped Char to stand, then Terry, and they waited for Aaron to come to. The injured leaned against the wall as Akio stretched out his senses, looking for other dangers. He found a few humans, but they were working the mine and not a threat. 

He knew the Werebear was seriously injured, but didn’t share that. It wouldn’t help any of those present to heal. They did not need to run up the tunnel after someone who wouldn’t know what they’d done. 

Gene was in a coma as his body struggled to survive. 

Aaron looked up at Akio, the Weretiger’s eyes spinning in his head. Akio projected calm into Aaron’s mind and he relaxed. 

He changed back into human form, so he could hold his head in his hands. 

“It is time to go, Aaron-san,” Akio said calmly in a soft voice. He stood to the side and offered his arm to help Aaron pull himself upright. 

When he was standing, as wobbly as it was, the four of them started to climb.

*** 

North Chicago

Anne cast furtive glances at Adams as they sailed into the lake. Another day, another fishing trip. No matter what else went on, they needed the sustenance that the fish provided. 

“South?” she called. No one had a preference, leaving the choice of where they fished to her. She shrugged and spun the wheel to the right, bringing the bow across the wind. The sail snapped tight and she trimmed it, leaning the boat on its side as she raced downwind. 

After thirty minutes of hard sailing, she loosened the lines and let the sail ruffle with the wind, greatly slowing the boat. 

“I’ll be damned,” she said as they continued to drift southward. Ahead, the boat that they’d seen was at anchor. She tightened the sail and pointed the prow in that direction. 

Adams focused all of his attention at the ship, missing his cue to trim the sail. The boat jerked as Anne fought with it. One of the others jumped in to take over. She recovered and they picked up speed quickly.

Adams could feel a Werewolf on board the ship, along with eight humans. Someone yelled from its deck and there was a frenzy of activity as they tried to pull up the anchor. 

“Ho there!” Anne called out, hands cupped around her mouth to help her project. “We just want to talk.”

Someone appeared and leaned on the rail. Anne guided the sailboat alongside, bringing the sail down and turning in a tight circle to slow the boat to a near stop. 

“Can I help you?” a young man replied, his blond hair and blue eyes clear in the morning sun. 

Alex looked sideways at his wife and she waved at him, shaking her head. 

“We just wanted to stop by and say hi! We have a nice community where you’re always welcome. There’s no reason to be afraid of us,” she said happily. 

Adams cringed, and when he looked up, the Werewolf in human form was staring at him. Adams glared back. 

“You look familiar,” the man said, squinting as he looked down. “What is your name?”

“I am Adams, my…” The others didn’t know that Adams was Were. “My leader is Charumati. And who might you be?” 

“Charumati? Of the purple eyes? Yes, she is Marcus’s mate. We know Marcus,” the man replied. 

“Marcus passed away a few years ago. Char is in charge now,” Adams clarified.

“Billy Spires is the mayor of North Chicago,” Anne offered helpfully. 

“I am Jonas,” the Werewolf said, continuing to ignore the human female. “Marcus has passed away? He was the greatest of our kind. I can’t imagine what it would take to fell a glorious creature such as him.”

Adams didn’t respond to the probe. He didn’t trust this Jonas. 

“What are you doing here and how did you get this ship up and running?” Adams asked. 

“You know, things,” the man evaded. “We have some people here that we fish for. I would love to see Char and catch up.” 

“In due time,” Adams replied, shifting on the deck and signaling for Anne to run up the sail. She finally understood that they were speaking a different language, that what she heard didn’t mean what she thought it meant. “Until then, Jonas.” 

Adams waved with an exaggerated motion until Anne called for helm’s a lee. Adams ducked to avoid getting hit by the boom, then stood back up and waved again. The sailboat quickly pulled away from the anchored ship on a track to the northeast. 

Jonas remained on deck and watched them go. 

Adams counted the people in the area. He only felt one Werewolf and the rest were humans, but the numbers were small compared to the population of North Chicago. They could absorb Jonas and his bunch without issue, assuming they were willing to join the party.

The fact that Jonas showed such reverence for Marcus told him that he wasn’t that powerful, not strong enough to defeat Char or Terry Henry Walton. If that was the best they had? This Werewolf and his small posse of humans was no threat, although they’d have to be dealt with, sooner or later.

Because a lone wolf could be dangerous.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Terry, Char, and Aaron staggered up the tunnel as quickly as they could, heading for the sound of the pistol fire. Terry noticed a light switch on the wall and flipped it, hoping that the circuit hadn’t been shut down. 

His perseverance was rewarded as the lights came on. 

Up ahead, they saw Shonna jogging toward them. 

“Report!” Terry called. Shonna looked at him like he had a planetoid growing out of his head. 

“Eldie followed us in and got himself shot,” she finally said matter-of-factly. 

Terry had no patience for lack of clarity. “Did you shoot him, Shonna?” he asked, looking at her through pain-filled eyes.

“I did,” she said proudly. “But pulled my aim at the last second, enough to just wing him. He should not have been down here.”

“I agree and thank you for not killing him,” Terry sighed. He stumbled up the ramp, holding onto Char, who held onto Aaron. Shonna watched them. “Well?”

“Well what?” 

“Aren’t you going to help Aaron or Char? They’re in a pretty bad way,” Terry mumbled. 

Shonna worked her way between them and ran her arms beneath theirs and over their shoulders. The new energy helped them stand straighter and walk better. Akio strolled along behind, lost in his own thoughts. 

When they made it to the main intersection, Eldie leaned against the wall and moaned softly. 

“You gonna be okay?” Terry slurred. 

Eldie looked at him, saw the wounds, and struggled to his feet. “Yes, sir. I’ll be just fine,” he said, grimacing. 

“Well, Private, what do you say we grab our people and get the hell out of here?” Terry started to perk up as his nanocytes fixed one thing after another and as he got closer to the surface and fresh air. “Let’s call it mission accomplished and go home. Fuck this place. It’s a tomb and we need to fire it, burn it all.”

“I couldn’t agree more, sir,” Leaping Deer replied, wrapping his good arm over Terry’s shoulder and helping them both in the direction that Gene was supposed to be.

They limped and stumbled their way down the side tunnel until they reached the intersection where the others fought the Weretigers. Bogdan keened, because he didn’t understand why his friend wouldn’t wake up. Terry rushed ahead, almost falling in his weakened state. The small lake of blood and ichor on the floor told a tale of a vicious fight where the winner was only slightly less injured than the one who died.

Gene lived, but he was in rough shape and would be for some time to come. Merrit continued to hold pressure on the Werebear’s mid-section, helping keep the wound closed so the nanocytes could do their job. 

“How are we going to get him out of here?” Timmons asked. 

“I think I have an idea,” Sue replied, her expression determined. “There might be a piece of furniture. Come on, Timmons.” 

Sue didn’t wait. She ran for the room where they’d killed the four people. Timmons ran after his mate. She was easy to follow because Clyde brayed as if he were hot on the trail of a deer.

Timmons and Sue returned ten minutes later carrying a couch. Terry narrowed his eyes, not seeing how it would work. 

They put the couch next to Gene and with all of them, including Akio, lifting due to lack of leverage, they were able to get the Werebear onto it. Gene overhung all sides, tongue hanging out of his muzzle and arms and legs splayed sideways.  

Akio moved to one end, stood with his back to it, and bent down. He grasped the couch and lifted one end of it. Sue, Timmons, and Merrit took the other end and managed to get it off the ground. The other four shuffled along behind as the team started back up the side tunnel on their way to the surface. 

Terry worried about getting through the small door, but when they reached the top, they only had to unbolt the wall from one side of the tunnel and it easily swung open. They walked outside into the bright sunshine of the early morning. They’d only been gone for an hour and a half. 

Akio led the way, carrying the front of the couch all the way to a pod, where he put the Werebear inside. Those carrying the back half were dogged when they finally made it aboard. Bogdan curled up next to his comatose friend. 

Terry was feeling better after sufficient time had passed so that he was mostly recovered from the crushing injuries. He still limped and figured that he would for a few days to come, and his arms remained shredded. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to use his rifle since he wasn’t sure he could hold it steady.

He was a mess, but there was work to do. He gimped his way to the perimeter and looked upon the assembled army. Terry wanted to talk with someone important, so he returned to those under guard, dragging Aaron with him.  

“Who here wants to go find the most important person out there and bring that individual to me?” Terry asked. Aaron interpreted. 

The prisoners looked at him emotionlessly. 

“Fine,” Terry grumbled. He walked into the group and picked one who looked less beat up than the others. “You, go out there and find me someone important to talk with. I will meet that person outside the wall here. If you don’t return, then I kill the rest of these people and fuck you. We take off and you return to being a rabble. If you do anything we don’t like in the future, we come back and kill all of you. Yes, your whole fucking army. You got that?” 

Aaron tried to keep up during the interpretation, but couldn’t. He encapsulated the conversation after Terry finished his diatribe. 

The chosen man was led to the perimeter and shown the way through. Once on the other side, he ran as if the hounds of hell nipped at his heels. 

“Are we going to kill them?” James asked. 

“Of course not,” Terry replied with a half-smile. “We’ll just leave them tied up as we re-board the pods and go on our merry way.”

Mark angled close. He’d seen the group emerge and saw how messed up they all were, including Eldie.

“What happened down there, sir?” he asked.

“Later, Lieutenant. Suffice it to say that they were pretty badass. Thank God for Akio, Gene, Aaron, all of them. They held their own against some really tough creatures,” Terry shared.

“What happened to Eldie?” 

“You deal with that, Lieutenant. He followed us in, against orders, and got himself shot because he was where he wasn’t supposed to be,” Terry told him. 

Mark nodded and started to salute, caught himself and headed off to give the platoon a frag order—a partial order that they were to prepare to retrograde to the pods for extraction. 

Terry went through the thoughts in his head. Classic military speak for stand by to stand by. They’d wait for an interminable amount of time, then they’d have to hurry.

Hurry up and wait. 

The order had been given.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Terry put his hands on his hips as he let out a long breath. “I’ll be damned. No balls. I doubt that pack of pantywaists will be taking over the world any time soon.”

He looked at the position they’d assumed. The warriors from the Force de Guerre looked back and forth between the colonel and their fields of fire. No one was mustering at the bottom of the hill preparing to attack. 

Terry waved his arm in an exaggerated circle. “Saddle up!” he ordered and the warriors sprang into action. 

It took less than five minutes to repack the pods. Terry waited until Mark verified that all hands were on board. 

As much as he wanted to, he didn’t double-check. 

He asked Char to do that using her Werewolf senses. She confirmed that all were on board. Terry nodded to Akio, the ramps closed, and the pods lifted into the air, gaining speed rapidly and flying northeast over the pole as the quickest route to North Chicago. Aaron breathed a sigh of relief, closed his eyes, and went to sleep.

It was a full day before the general brought a contingent of his soldiers up the hill and another week before he entered the mine. When he emerged from the mine, General Tsao smiled and ordered his most trusted advisors to him.

North Chicago

“Is that them already?” Billy asked, pointing skyward. He was laying on the ground, having surrendered to the boundless energy of the children. Felicity sat and watched the four continue to play in the mayor’s park. 

They’d had to repair their ball twice, but the latest iteration was going strong. 

Margie Rose walked slowly toward them, done with her work for the day. Claire had closed the diner, supervised the cleaning effort, checked the freezers, and sent the group of elders home. 

Margie Rose strolled across the open area, making the pods delay their landing. As soon as she passed, they settled in behind her. She sensed something was different, turned and stumbled when she saw that the air vehicles had landed and their ramps were descending. 

The Force disembarked, helping their injured. Char and the beautiful people wore clothes either stained with blood or in tatters. And then there was Gene, still comatose on the couch.

Akio bent down and grasped the front of the couch, as he had done before. Terry, Char, and Merrit took the back and they lugged the great Werebear out of the pod and deposited him on the ground. Terry and Char’s children ran and tottered their way to get to Uncle Gene. 

Cordelia started to cry when she saw him, but she steeled her small body and reached under his bandages. Nobody could see what happened, but after a minute, the little baby’s eyes rolled back in her head. Char was there to catch her when she fell. She seemed to know instantly that she was in her mother’s arms and settled in for a nap. 

Gene stirred, blinked twice, then changed into human form. 

“Damn!” Margie rose exclaimed. She’d been standing too close as a very large, very naked man appeared before her. 

“Give us kiss,” Gene rumbled, looking at Margie Rose.

“Well, I never!” she said, dismissing Gene with a wave of her hand and one last extended look, before turning and walking away. 

“I could eat whole elephant,” Gene mumbled as he settled back onto the couch. 

Terry draped an arm across his wife’s shoulders while Kaeden and Kimber hugged his legs. 

Adams appeared.

“Good mission?” he asked.

“We survived another one,” Terry replied mirthlessly.

“We need to talk, about a Werewolf called Jonas.” Adams tossed into the mix. 

Char looked up, blinked slowly, and shook her head. "That jackass?" she harumphed.







The End of Nomad’s Justice
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TIMELINE




World’s Worst Day Ever (WWDE)

WWDE + 20 years – Terry Henry Walton Returns to humanity

                            	Nomad Found

                            	Nomad Redeemed

                            	Nomad Unleashed

WWDE + 23 years – Terry & Char get married in New Boulder

                            	Nomad Supreme

WWDE + 24 years – The move to North Chicago is complete, Kaeden & Kimber join Terry & Char’s family

                            	Nomad’s Fury

WWDE + 25 years – Cordelia is born

                            	Nomad’s Justice

WWDE + 50 years – Terry Henry is taken prisoner

                            	Nomad Avenged

WWDE +50 years – Nomad Mortis

WWDE + 82 years – Nomad’s Force

WWDE + 150 years – Nomad’s Galaxy


PROLOGUE




One month before the WWDE…

Gilbert Kirkus had never been the strongest, but usually was the brightest. Addicted to knowledge, his face was always in a book. Along with being gifted, he studied hard. Columbia for his undergrad and MIT for his PhD. He had no equal in his class. 

Everyone had been bigger and stronger than Kirkus, but he refused to be intimidated by size.

Kirkus had become one of the top engineers with a defense contractor. His ambition started to outweigh his thirst for knowledge. He didn’t understand why he hadn’t been vaulted into the CEO’s corner office. Kirkus learned what it was like to hate. 

One evening, the company met with a group of strange people who had a different air about them. The leadership of Kirkus’s firm seemed to be afraid of this group. Kirkus had simply been curious. He was invited as the senior engineer, despite his newfound abrasiveness, because the group had some interesting proposals and a short timeline for implementation.

The group, headed by Mister Smith, would only meet at night. Kirkus didn’t believe that was the pasty-looking man’s real name, but he had the appropriate clearance, which meant that he’d been vetted.

Kirkus didn’t care about any of that. He was fascinated by their claims of working with certain technologies, like nanites that worked within the bloodstream and anti-gravity for propulsion. Kirkus was taken by both. 

Mr. Smith’s small entourage showed some of the math and discussed just enough of the engineering to convince Kirkus. No one else understood. The contractor’s leadership considered the information to be theoretical and were dismissive. They remained fearful. Kirkus could see it in their eyes. They only wanted the group to go away.

Not Kirkus. He believed, and he was smitten.

When the meeting wrapped up at midnight, the group invited Kirkus to join them at a downtown club. Although he’d never been interested in Washington D.C.’s nightlife, he didn’t want to miss an opportunity to question them further about the math and science. 

He almost forgot his ambitions when these new challenges appeared.

That night, he learned Mr. Smith’s true nature. That night, he learned the most important lesson of his life—that he could never go back.

***

Kirkus woke in a strange bed, in a strange room.

The change.

The nanocytes coursing through his body. He could feel what they were doing to him. 

Or was it only in his mind? 

Kirkus gripped the edge of the bed as his mind and his body wrestled for control. 

Jekyll and Hyde. Bela Lugosi as Dracula. Visions raced through his mind on a river of pain. 

The hunger. His stomach twisted in knots. It wanted what it wanted, nothing that he’d ever tasted before but had to have.

He tore from the room, singularly focused on one thing. No one was there.

Kirkus was all alone. But there were sounds, noises from outside.

He yanked the door open to a fading sunset. The brightness of the setting sun slammed into him like a shockwave. 

He was thrown back and landed heavily. Kirkus crawled to a dark corner, out of the light and away from the pain as he nursed the burns on his tender skin. He passed out.

When he woke up, it was the middle of night, dark outside. Hands were fumbling through his clothes. The man jumped back when he saw the glowing red eyes. 

“Whoa, buddy, sorry. We thought you was homeless just like us. You know how it is. Nothing personal, friend. We’ll leave you be,” the other man said as he finished going through Kirkus’s pockets. 

Kirkus grabbed the man by the throat in a crushing grip. He stood and lifted the stranger until his feet dangled above the ground. The first man tried to run. Kirkus kicked his feet. The man stumbled and fell. Kirkus held him down with his foot.

The hunger, it pulled him in. He knew what to do without ever having done it before.

His body knew.

Kirkus’s canines extended, hollowed, and he bit deeply into the man’s neck, finding the carotid. 

Nourishment. So much more than eating.

Kirkus threw the shriveled corpse to the side as his body reveled in the strength surging through his veins. There was more he could eat, but not yet. His mind came back to him, seeking to regain control.

“Not yet, my friend, but I have plans for you,” Kirkus told the terrified man squirming underfoot.

Kirkus picked him up, punched him a few times to settle him, and carried the man upstairs where he locked him inside the room in which Kirkus had earlier found himself.

He had found a new him. The pain had unleashed something incredible. 

***

Kirkus only saw Mr. Smith one more time, on the night before the WWDE. As a fellow Vampire, Kirkus was one of the newcomers, subordinate to Mr. Smith, who had shared his nanocytes and allowed Kirkus to change, become one of the elite.

One of the Forsaken, as others called them.

“What do you think of our ride?” Mr. Smith asked from within the small hangar on the outskirts of a rural Virginia town. 

“Not very aerodynamic,” were the first words out of Kirkus’s mouth. 

“Stop thinking like a Neanderthal,” Mr. Smith had cautioned. “What if air resistance was eliminated by creating a bubble around the ship, by accelerating by way of anti-gravity device using standard Newtonian physics?” 

“It’s not theory?” Kirkus asked. Mr. Smith backhanded Kirkus across the face. 

“I thought you were supposed to be smart. We don’t have time for me to paint a picture for you. Accept what you see and we can continue.” The Vampire looked down at him. Kirkus was appropriately chastened, while at the same time invigorated. He was being intellectually challenged. His body had become something incredible. 

And his mind. He found that he heard wisps from other people’s minds. He erected walls to stop the bombardment of nonsense. He didn’t want to be bothered by their limited understanding of the universe. Mr. Smith was a telepath, a rarity in the Unknown World, of which Kirkus had only recently been made a member. 

“Exactly,” Mr. Smith said aloud. “We can’t be bothered by the trivial. Rise above it all, my son. Know that we are higher on the food chain. Normal humans are beneath us. Now and for all time, they will be beneath us. They are beasts of burden, tools, and food. Nothing more.”

Kirkus nodded his agreement. He could see the wisdom in it all. The pain was gone. He’d survived his rite of passage, while reducing the homeless population of D.C. 

They were food. Nothing more.

“The Sacred Clan Weretigers brought us this gift, a pod that they claim they stole from Bethany Anne’s people.” Mr. Smith made a face, “We believe it is technology from New Schwabenland, but either way, it is more advanced than anything with regular propulsion.”

When the world collapsed, Kirkus was still in the remote town studying the pod, as they called it. He’d been assigned a watcher from the Sacred Clan itself, a beautiful Chinese woman named Yanmei. 

Vampires, Weretigers, and technology so advanced that only science fiction had dreamed of it. 

Kirkus found that he didn’t care if humanity survived or not. He waited a couple weeks, dining regularly on looters who stopped by the hangar. It was convenient that food came to him, almost like room service. He laughed as he gained strength. 

Yanmei started training him how to fight. He’d never had to before and figured that he would be able to overcome any enemy, simply because of the power within.

The Weretiger told him that a time would come when that wouldn’t be enough. He’d have to fight and fight well. 

She remained distant. He expected they’d become lovers. He learned quickly that that wouldn’t be the case, and would never be the case. She kicked his ass so hard, it made him question who was higher on the food chain. She liked it that way, but he improved quickly until he could stand his own against her.

In no time, he discovered that he was faster and stronger.

Vampires. 

The top of the food chain.




















CHAPTER ONE




WWDE + 50 years

The room was darkened. It was meant to be, as most prisons were. Kirkus had gone to great lengths to prepare this room for this very purpose. 

Great lengths and great sacrifice, but the Forsaken’s trophy was there, hanging in the chains. Kirkus was both triumphant and furious. 

Terry Henry Walton winced in pain and gasped for air. His nanocytes fought to keep up with the damage done to his body, but they were losing the battle.

The chains cut into his wrists; blood dripped slowly down his arms. One shoulder was dislocated. He’d hung there too long, feet barely touching the ground, unable to support himself when he passed out. 

The Forsaken looked at his prisoner, pleased that the feeding marks still shown waxy red, but that didn’t outweigh his anger. He was furious that Terry’s nanocytes had killed one of his minions. 

The bite that killed.

Kirkus considered himself a genius for not attempting the first feeding on the enhanced Terry Henry Walton. That he made a minion do it. 

The Forsaken had yet to ask Terry any questions. He didn’t need to. At the moment, Terry passed out and the instant when he returned to consciousness, he was vulnerable and Kirkus exploited that. Even with the anguish of being in chains, Terry maintained enough mental discipline to hold back most of the Vampire’s probes. 

Once Kirkus was inside Terry’s incredible mind, he explored much that the human thought about, his enhancements at Bethany Anne’s hand, his exploits with the FDG, and his work with Akio. 

Especially his work with Akio.

Kirkus had seen TH’s moral compass, and it made his Forsaken hair stand on end. Kirkus had never met an individual like Terry Henry Walton. A pure soul, some would call him. A person who knew Forsaken and didn’t hate them. He considered them people who deserved a chance to prove themselves.

He saw the colonel joking with the one called Joseph. A Forsaken and the human, having a laugh. Kirkus made a fist and drove it into TH’s ribs. The colonel grunted as his head lolled on his sweaty chest.

Terry’s tongue felt like a dry rag stuffed in his mouth. The air didn’t come quickly enough, and he stopped fighting it, letting himself slip into the darkness. 

And Kirkus dove back in at that moment of weakness.




North Chicago

Char’s eyes locked on Timmons’s, the purple flaring. Without warning, her fist lashed out, shattering his eye socket and sending him sprawling. She growled, more animal than human. 

“If you fucking limp dicks had done your job, Terry wouldn’t have been captured. HOW IN THE FUCK DID YOU LET THAT HAPPEN?” she screamed, spittle flying from her mouth. The pack had failed her, had failed the entire community.

She viciously kicked a withering body. 

“Look at this shit! He fought this fucking army by himself,” she snarled. Eight Forsaken lay dead, shredded by whip and knife. TH had not gone easily. No whining, no running. He had fought, toe-to-toe, but in the end, there had been too many. She studied the marks on the ground. At least four of them had carried Terry into their ship. 

“We heard it take off, but we didn’t hear it land. How?” she wondered, but none of the pack knew. 

“Cory?” Char asked her daughter. 

Cordelia had grown into a near twin of her mother over the past twenty-five years.  

Time had been kind to them both. The only difference between them was in their eyes and the faint scar that trailed to the edge of Char’s mouth from the fight with her former mate decades earlier. 

Cory’s twenty-six-year-old body was lean and hard. She carried herself confidently and spoke intelligently. Her blue eyes sparkled, just like her father’s. Her hair was almost like her mother’s. She had the silver streak down the side, except Cory’s hair was black. Her mark of the Werewolf was her furry wolf ears. 

She considered that her cross to bear, especially since she wasn’t a Werewolf. 

It wasn’t a very heavy cross, though, and she wore her hair long, to keep her ears covered as much as possible.

“It is Dad’s blood, but not a terrible amount. He was unconscious when they carried him away. For whatever reason, I know in my heart and soul that he is still alive. We must move quickly, overwhelm them as they overwhelmed him. Is Akio on his way?” Cory asked.

“Soon. He told us yesterday that he would have to deal with a small Forsaken infestation in China. It cannot have been a coincidence. I don’t care why, except in how that will help us know where he is. Then we go get him as soon as possible. All of us.” Her last statement was aimed at the pack--Timmons, Ted, Adams, Merritt, Shonna, and Sue. She also included the Weretiger Aaron and the Werebear Gene in her piercing gaze. 

No one disputed her. She was the alpha, and her mate had been taken.

The sun was just starting to rise. The ship that had carried Terry away should not have existed. It had been almost fifty years since the fall, the World’s Worst Day Ever, and industry was starting to make a comeback, but not enough to build airplanes. 

“Maybe it was a pod or some alien craft. Have they returned to Earth? Has Bethany Anne lost the battle and we’re being invaded?” Char wondered, looking helplessly at the tracks on the ground and where the aircraft’s landing struts had crushed the grass. 

“No,” Timmons ventured. Terry Henry Walton left all the evidence behind that they needed. “It was a Forsaken who has been rebuilding, just like we’re doing here, but he’s flown under our radar. Now we know he’s there, and we’ll make him pay.”

Timmons rubbed his crushed eye socket as his nanocytes knitted the bone together, rebuilding his face. The pain was mostly gone. He didn’t want another beating. He only wanted what was best for the pack, and that was to recover the alpha’s mate.

“What do we tell the people?” Aaron asked softly.

Char looked at him out of the corner of her eye. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. 

***

Time had not been kind to Billy Spires, but he was blessed in different ways. Marcie had grown up to be a lovely blond woman, short like her parents. 

Billy and Felicity would have never guessed, on that first day when Terry Henry Walton walked into their lives, that their families would become inextricably linked and they would become lifelong friends.

Kaeden had grown up to be a hearty young man. Everyone was surprised that neither he nor Kimber joined the Force de Guerre. The FDG had its place, and although Kae and Kim often trained with them, they didn’t deploy. 

Their pasts made them appreciate family life so much that it physically pained them to be apart. When Marcie turned sixteen, Kae was in his early twenties. She blossomed, and he was smitten. They’d been friends forever, but she had always been a child.

Until she wasn’t. All of a sudden, she became a woman, and Kaeden turned awkward. As soon as they started dating, he returned to being himself and they became inseparable. They waited before having children, but that was inevitable too, further cementing the family bond between Terry and Billy. 

Billy leaned heavily on his cane. Marcie fussed over her toddler while Kaeden carried the baby. Felicity still looked young and vibrant. Like Char, she appeared to be a sister to her daughter, not her mother. 

And she definitely did not look like a grandmother. 

“Had I known that you received the gift of nanocytes, I wouldn’t have changed anything,” Billy said, his rough voice barely more than a croak. His hard life had caught up with him as he approached sixty-five years of age. 

“I honestly never knew,” Felicity drawled. “One day not long after the fall, I was hiding in the ruins. Someone came and I ran. I fell and was badly injured. When I woke up, I was different. Healed but different.”

She shook her head as she thought back to that time. Afterward, she felt stronger and healed quickly whenever she was injured. That was when she headed for the hills, deciding to stay out of sight until she could find someone with enough power to make her comfortable. 

She found New Boulder and Billy Spires. “When Terry showed up, I sensed that he had something similar to what I had, but so much greater. You know, Billy, I never wanted to be different like that. I wanted to be young and beautiful, but that was a stupid teenager’s dream.” 

Felicity hugged her husband, holding him to keep from pushing the frail man down. 

“This is the part that makes me question how worthwhile it was. I’m going to lose you, Billy, and here I am, forced to live on without you. Marcie doesn’t have the nanocytes, and neither do their kids. My greatest fear is that I’m going to outlive them all.” Her blue eyes started to glisten. She blinked because she didn’t want to cry. “Be careful what you ask for, because you may get it.” 

A tear trailed down Felicity’s beautiful cheek. Her hair was styled, and she wore makeup like she always did. That was her persona, perpetually beautiful. She had always been the mayor’s wife, it seemed, but no longer.

She was simply called the mayor now. 

Without Billy, time was losing its luster. She thought about stepping down and moving on, but that wasn’t what she wanted either. She liked being able to manage the town, take care of the people. Felicity wasn’t going to get her greatest desire. She only wanted to grow old.

She laughed out loud.  

“My, how times change, don’t they, Billy dear?” she quipped, not expecting a response. He looked at her and smiled. 

“I’ll sit here and watch you play with the kids,” he told her. They’d installed a bench outside the mayor’s building a long time back. It was Billy and Felicity’s favorite place. They watched the entire community pass through Mayor’s Park at one point or another. It hosted all the best social gatherings of North Chicago. 

Felicity patted Billy’s arm and hurried down the steps into the park to join Kaeden and Marcie. For yet another in a seemingly infinite number of times, she walked on the grass of Mayor’s Park. 

This was their home and grass was their reward for moving from New Boulder to North Chicago. Terry Henry and Charumati had made that happen, saved the people, saved the town. 

Marcie had only been a toddler when they’d made the trip. Kaeden had joined the community during the move. 

Kaeden had turned into a stout young man, barely taller than Billy, but wide and strong. He worked on the fishing boat most days, but not today. Six days on and one off. This happened to be his day to rest. He’d be back on the lake the next day. 

Kaeden and Marcie’s baby fussed in Kae’s arms. “Do you need your mommy?” he asked little William, but Marcie gave him the stink-eye. He reconsidered his position, before adding, “No, you don’t!”

He turned and walked away, bouncing the baby merrily and hoping to remain in the good graces of his beautiful wife. She smiled and shook her head at him. 

“I love you,” he mouthed to her. Terry had taught him that it was important to mean it and important to say it. He’d learned that late in life and didn’t want Kae to miss out because he was a stubborn man. 

“Just like his mother, that one,” Felicity suggested. Marcie furled her brow.

“You’re saying I was a fussy baby? That’s not how I remember it,” she retorted.

“People thought I was a mutant with a permanent attachment on my hip,” Felicity replied, smiling. “You always needed to be bounced. If that’s the worst of it? You’re going to be just fine.” 

Marcie and Kae’s daughter, the three-year-old Mary Ellen, ran away from her mother and grandmother, giggling. Felicity took chase and soon they found themselves on the other side of the park. 

Kimber ran up, out of breath. “Where’s Kae?” she demanded without explaining. The worry on her face surprised Felicity.

“What happened?” the mayor asked, turning to the side so Kim could see her brother.

“They’ve taken Father. The Forsaken have taken our father!”

Felicity didn’t hesitate. She scooped up Mary Ellen and ran. Kim kept pace as they crossed the field. Kae stopped what he was doing, concern spreading across his face. 

“Forsaken have taken Father. We need to join the FDG!” she insisted, waving William away when he reached toward his aunt. Her tone scared him, and he started to cry. 

“I’m sorry, Liam,” she cooed, but still wouldn’t take him. Kae handed the boy to Marcie, kissing her on the cheek as he did so. He wrapped his fingers in his wife’s blond hair and twirled one lock. 

Her big blue eyes glistened, because she too was afraid. William started to cry harder as Marcie hugged him to her. “I’ll come back to you. I’ll always come home to you.”

She nodded as her lips trembled. Kaeden couldn’t stand to see her cry. It was heart-wrenching. He kissed her again and joined his sister as they ran for the FDG barracks.

 

Terry’s Prison

“You are one sad fucker,” Terry mumbled, blinking away the sweat and blood to better see his tormentor.

“Terry Henry Walton. You are renowned in many circles for your ability to sling a phrase, and the best you can come up with is ‘sad fucker?’ I am truly disappointed,” Kirkus complained with a half-smile. 

“My apologies to your sensibilities. Methink’st thou art a general offence and every man should beat thee,” Terry quoted Shakespeare in a gravelly voice. “Or maybe, you are a gorbellied, fen-sucked coxcomb?” 

Terry’s mind was a jumble, but the mental exercise of stringing various Shakespearean words together to create insults comforted him. It reminded him of his daughter, named after one of Shakespeare’s characters. 

Cordelia. He saw the toddler in his mind’s eye. He thought he heard something, but it faded into the distance. The only thing before him was his daughter.

She was barely walking, but fearless. Once she saved their lives after the wolverine attack, the wolf pack took to following her around. The former alpha walked at the child’s side, letting her wrap her hand in the heavy neck hair to help her balance, help her run. 

Terry looked away for only a moment. When he looked back, Cory was on the wolf’s back, riding the bitch as nine others ran alongside. They disappeared into the woods on the south side of the former base that the people of North Chicago now called home.

He ran after them, jogging at first, but when he entered the woods, he couldn’t hear the wolves at all. It was like they never passed through there, like they never existed.

Terry ran, as fast as his enhanced body would carry him, but he found no sign of the pack. He turned and ran home, needing to rally the people and search for his daughter. 

When he entered Mayor’s Park, he found Cory riding the wolf. They were running in circles. 

“How’d you get back here?” he asked, wondering whether it was a dream or a memory.

“We made a loop!” Cory said excitedly. The pack knew that she was a child and since they had adopted her, they were teaching her their ways, while also playing like a bunch of puppies. Terry Henry could not have been prouder. 

Cory was growing up to know both the way of the pack and the way of humanity. As she matured, those lessons would keep her safe, but Terry always worried. 

Terry’s memory clouded for an instant, and when it cleared, it was more than a decade later.

Thirteen-year-old Cordelia was a beautiful young lady who looked too much like an adult. The men had too much to drink. Alcohol reduced one of them into a savage. He grabbed Cory by her hair and tried to kiss her. 

Terry watched from a second-story window, unable to move. The young man needed to be taught a lesson, harshly enough that the young man would learn what civilization was all about. 

What bothered Terry the most was that the man looked at Cory like a piece of meat and not an intelligent human being. 

Cory kneed the man hard. Being tall like her parents, she was able to leverage more power into her move. The man came off the ground and crumpled, laying in the fetal position and crying. “BITCH!” the man yelled through gritted teeth. 

Terry was angry and demanded retribution. 

Cory kicked the man in the face, not a roundhouse but a snap-kick using a well-practiced technique. She laughed, musically, in a way that naturally drew others to her. She smiled, tossed her hair over her shoulders, and strolled away. Terry smiled.

Until someone slapped him. 

“Come back to me, TH. I don’t give a shit about your mutant spawn. Show me the woman with the purple eyes,” Kirkus demanded, wiping Terry’s sweat and blood from his hand with a rag. 

“Love to, dickless, but shit-eating ass monkeys like you don’t rate. Since we’re talking about asses, why don’t you go fuck yourself, Kirky-poo,” Terry chuckled. 

Kirkus snorted in derision and balled his fist, but he’d had enough of punching Terry Henry Walton. The man felt like he was made of steel. Kirkus wondered how a metal pipe would fare against a man of steel. 

“I’ll be right back, Mister Terry Henry Walton, and we can discuss purple eyes and all manner of things that I have in store for her,” the Forsaken sneered. 

Kirkus strolled away, dousing the light on his way out and plunging the room into complete darkness.

“That’s Colonel, you asswipe.”




















CHAPTER TWO




North Chicago

“Akio, answer, please answer,” Char pleaded with the silent communication device. “Why won’t you answer?” she bellowed, clenching her jaw, hands curling into fists.

She reared back to slam the device into the table but thought better of it. TH had the other device, and if they lost hers, then they would have no way of contacting Akio, guaranteeing that Terry Henry would be left alone to his fate. 

She couldn’t have that, but her anger brought clarity. They needed to do something. 

“Where could they have taken him?” she asked the pack. No one answered, but no one looked away. They watched as the alpha dominated. Her pheromones were overwhelming. 

Timmons had already been on the receiving end of being unhelpful. He and the others were ready to do her bidding. All she had to do was command it.

Cordelia was there, along with the rest of the pack. They simply stood in silence and watched, wondering what to do next. 

“How did they know where TH was going to be?” Char wondered. She steeled herself, standing up straight. She remembered a tidbit of Terry Henry wisdom. If you lack information, get it. “Spread out, run the perimeter and find someone who saw something, find if they used technology, find out how they knew! You have one hour. Go.”

Cordelia waited while the others conferred and then, at Were speed, they ran in separate directions, heading for the town’s border to search for people and things. 

“We’ll find him. If it’s the last thing we do, we’ll find him,” Cory said softly as she rubbed her mother’s arm. 

Char nodded, her features set. No tears. No crippling angst. Heat burned within her like a volcano ready to erupt. Her mind was clear and focused. 

“Take this,” she said, handing the communication device to Cory. “I’m going to see Jonas and then Joseph. Send up a flare if you hear from Akio. Have him bring at least one pod and all the Earth-searching horsepower at his disposal. I will return as soon as I see your signal. I know we’ll find him. If I have to kill every living creature between here and hell, I’ll do it to get him back.”

Cory nodded, although she didn’t agree. She did not want to see her beautiful mother rampage across the countryside, killing innocents as she went. The young woman knew that the Werewolf would leave no skin unshredded as she searched if it came to that. 

Char stripped, tied her clothes into a tight bundle, and then changed into a brown-pelted Werewolf, lean and majestic. She grabbed the clothes bundle in her jaws and dashed away. 

Please don’t kill everyone, Cory begged in a whisper as she rubbed the fur on her ears, a nervous habit that she’d had her whole life.

 

Beijing

The Forsaken had been raising their heads at inconvenient places and inconvenient times. It was Akio’s place to stop them. 

Akio was in China, the place that had been demanding more and more of his time. They were breeding Weretigers and creating more Forsaken. 

Akio had found himself rushing from one crisis to another. He hesitated to use the Force de Guerre because the issues were small with minimal numbers of Forsaken involved. Akio found it easiest to take care of them himself. 

But they were becoming increasingly complex, almost as if the Forsaken were sacrificing their own in order to find the tipping point where they could overwhelm Akio, maybe take on the FDG directly.

Not this time, Akio thought.

The pod landed, opened, and Akio faded into the darkness. The ten-story building on the outskirts of Beijing was being used by yet another Forsaken, building yet another stronghold from which to harvest humanity. 

Akio couldn’t allow that. 

Four guards watched, three on the ground outside and one on the roof. Akio slipped soundlessly through the urban sprawl, stopping when his communication device vibrated ever so gently. Without looking at it, he shut the device down. He would turn it on when he finished cleaning out the hornet’s nest.

The first man never knew that someone else was there, a shadow hidden within the blackness of night. A crushing throat punch, followed by a hand clamped tightly over the man’s mouth. The guard spasmed as his muscles demanded oxygen that would never come. 

The man died kicking against the ground as he lost control of his legs. Akio froze, then gently laid the body to the side and hurried toward his next victim.

The second man died in the same way, in the shadows, with no voice to cry for help, wondering until the end of his life what had happened. 

The third man knew something had happened when he expected to cross paths with the others during his rounds and they were nowhere to be seen. He shouted to the man on the roof in Chinese. “Sound the alarm!” 

Akio heard the men yelling. He pulled his katana from its saya, its scabbard, and ran toward the third man. He saw the movement and lowered his spear, but it was too late. Akio was past, and his sword had already bitten deeply, rending the man from shoulder to belly. 

The man jerked as he flopped to the ground in disbelief at how quickly he was going to die. 

Akio moved to the side of the building, and as gracefully as a dancer on the stage, he climbed the building. Over one hundred feet into the air, he continued until he vaulted over the retaining wall and onto the roof. He crouched low to keep from further silhouetting himself. The guard had been looking over the other side. Akio ran, his footfalls making no sound on the light sandy gravel of the roof. 

When the man turned, Akio’s blade embedded itself in his body. Twisting and turning, Akio finished the guard, pulling his sword free. He headed for the roof’s door without looking back. 

Before he opened the door, he reached out, found the Forsaken, the acolytes, and the victims. His lip curled as he fought to maintain his external calm. He loosened his shoulders and narrowed his eyes as he turned the knob and prepared to go to work.

 

North Chicago

“You tell me what you heard!” Gene demanded, pounding on the door frame. A family lived on the edge of town, maintaining a small garden and two horses that they used to travel back and forth to the real farms to the west. 

The young man looked alarmed while his children cowered in fear. Many in the community had never gotten used to Gene because of his size and rough manners. 

“What happened again?” the man asked, leaning away from Gene as if expecting a blow from the Werebear’s massive fists.

“Colonel Terry has been taken by bad people flying an air vehicle of some sort,” Gene said in his heavy Russian accent. “It was not far. You heard something. You tell me now!”

The man tried to shut the door, but Gene punched it. Aaron appeared behind him and tried to work his way in where Gene would see him before Gene did anything untoward. 

“I’m sorry, good sir,” Aaron said pleasantly, taller than Gene but a sapling compared to a redwood’s trunk. “If you heard or saw anything in the pre-dawn, we would really like to know.”

“Nothing. We were sleeping,” the man replied, never taking his eyes from Gene. 

“The lady of the house? Maybe your children?” Aaron pressed. 

The man turned to look inside the aging structure. “Wait, what?” he asked someone within. A woman appeared, with straggly hair, brown eyes, and an expression of perpetual interest. 

“I heard something. One man yelling in the dawn. Usually, it’s so quiet out here, that’s what woke me up,” she offered in a faint voice.

Aaron slapped Gene on the arm before the Werebear chased her away. “Only one man was yelling? No one else?” Aaron wondered.

“Yes, only Terry Henry,” she answered.

“You know it was him for a fact?” 

“Pretty sure.” She inched closer to the door with the greater interest that Aaron was taking in her words. 

“What did he say?” Aaron focused like a laser beam on her.

“I couldn’t hear the words, not all of them, but there were plenty of F-Bombs. I’m sure of that!” she said proudly. 

Gene snickered. “Of course he drop fuck bomb. He did not go down without fight.” 

“Terry’s dead?” the man blurted, eyes wide as he tried to get his head wrapped around what the two were saying. 

“No!” Gene exclaimed, waving his hands wildly as the conversation wasn’t helping him and there were others in the area that he wanted to talk with. “He was taken by bad men with an airplane. You had to hear airplane?”

“Nope,” the man replied, relaxing since Terry wasn’t dead. He, like everyone else in town, considered Terry Henry Walton to be invincible. If he were only taken, then they wouldn’t worry because he would not treat them kindly.

“Bah!” Gene threw his hands up in disgust and stormed away, almost mowing Aaron down as he passed. 

“Thank you, both. Wish us luck!” Aaron said with a smile before walking away. 

The story was the same from the rest. Everybody heard something. No one saw anything. No one did anything. 

And that was how Terry Henry was taken. How many times in the past thirty years had Colonel Walton shown up and saved the day? It was his way. But when his time came, when he needed help, everyone slept soundly in the secure bubble that he’d created for them. 

He was condemned to fight alone. 

After the last house, Gene changed into his Werebear form so he could stand and roar his anger, demand vengeance, and beg forgiveness. 

Crashing through the brush, a graying face appeared. 

“Bogdan,” Aaron whispered. The two bears nuzzled, and Gene changed back into human form so he could hug his friend. The grizzly weighed in at nearly eight hundred pounds. He’d been with humans nearly his whole life, so he wasn’t a threat to them. The people of North Chicago looked at him as the town mascot. He and the elephant Jumbo held special places within the community. 

Bogdan wasn’t sporting the lean muscle of a wild bear, but he could hunt and take care of himself. 

Like the time he got into the Weathers’ cow pasture. 

“You are lucky you survived that one, my son,” Gene told him. 

“You need to get your clothes on,” Aaron said, averting his eyes from the big man. 

“What for? This is Grade A prime beef!” Gene bellowed, beating on his chest like a gorilla. Bogdan mirrored the big man’s motions.

“Clothes!” Aaron insisted. 

 

Terry’s Prison

Someone opened the door and entered. Without raising his head, Terry looked up from under his brow. He tracked the newcomer until the door closed, cutting off the little light from the hallway beyond.

“I can smell you,” Terry whispered, listening with every fiber of his being. He could hear his own heartbeat. The newcomer moved almost as quietly as a butterfly, but the slight rustle of clothing gave him away. 

Terry leaned back against his chains, rotating his shoulder as he stretched onto his tiptoes. It popped back into the socket with an audible thump. He gasped, but already his augmented nanocytes were at work. 

Char, you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. You make life worth living, he thought as if in prayer. 

The newcomer stopped moving, becoming a hole in the empty space of the room. 

A Forsaken, listening in to Terry’s mind. 

Char, I love you so, Terry continued, letting his thoughts return to the sailboat and the open lake, two days away from North Chicago. They’d made love on the deck, sailed naked until they made love again. Under the cerulean sky on water so deep blue, it looked black, a light breeze flapping against the sail. They didn’t care to make any speed. They were where they were meant to be.

“Char,” Terry whispered in the lightness of breath. 

He heard the creature only inches from his face. 

Terry lunged, driving his forehead at the Forsaken’s face. The Vampire was caught unaware; his nose shattered and flattened against his face. Terry pulled himself up until his legs were off the ground. He hooked the creature’s leg as it was falling backward. 

He dragged the Forsaken to him and stomped on its head. Mercilessly, he continued. “You don’t deserve to see her, not in my mind. Not anywhere.”

Terry crushed the Forsaken’s head and kept driving his boot heel into it until its brains were scattered across the floor. 

The door opened and Kirkus entered. He turned on the lights.

“A sailboat, very creative lovemaking, TH. I think we need to bring this woman to us. The sacrifice of this one, I think, was well worth those images, my friend. Oh, how those purple eyes sparkle,” the Forsaken taunted. 

Terry Henry glared at Kirkus and imagined all manners of ways in which he would kill the Forsaken. 

All manners. 

Kirkus stared back, refusing to be intimidated. The world was his to take, not Terry Henry Walton’s. Not a different Forsaken. Not anyone but him. 

Gilbert Kirkus planned years in advance. The world didn’t know who he was, but they would. Soon enough, they all would know. With purple eyes by his side, no one could stand before him. Then he’d make his move to take over what had been the United States, and then he’d expand to the rest of the world. 

He chuckled to himself. His plans were finally coming to fruition.

Terry saw a wisp of madness pass across the Forsaken’s eyes. In an instant, it was gone, and the eyes were cold once again. It wasn’t time to challenge the creature.

Terry looked at the stinking corpse on the floor. He’d seen worse, but not by much. He turned his attention to Kirkus. “Sorry about your minion, there, fuckstick, but not really. He was a fuckstick, too. As a matter of fact, you can’t swing a dead cat around here without hitting a fuckstick. It’s like a fuckstick farm--just when you harvest one, another pops up in its place. Would you look at that? Just when we thought we stomped the living shit out of a fuckstick, its twin fuckstick brother shows up. I’ll be damned.” 

“You will indeed be damned, Terry Henry Walton, by me and me alone. Your living hell has only just begun.” Kirkus walked away casually, ignoring the body on the floor. He turned off the lights and shut the door slowly, darkening the room one agonizing inch at a time, until total darkness returned.

Terry heard Kirkus laughing as he walked away. 




















CHAPTER THREE




Beijing

Akio saw them clearly in his mind: five Forsaken and six humans, two of which were kept for their blood, although by Forsaken logic, any human life was forfeit if the Forsaken were hungry enough. 

Not today, Akio thought as he descended the stairs, silent as a ghost. 

The most dangerous Forsaken was on the top floor. Akio decided to forego the stealth approach and walked into the hallway and toward the room where his enemy would be found. The Forsaken was pacing. 

Akio opened the door casually and walked in. He was surprised to see a westerner. 

“My name is unimportant,” the Forsaken started with a dismissive wave. “I expect you are the famous Akio, slayer of my kind. A shame. We didn’t choose to be what we are. That decision was made for us, and we have to live with it, the best we can.” 

Akio didn’t reply. He kept his distance as he took stock of the room, noting the furniture, tripping hazards, possible traps. 

Despite his words, the unnamed one carried a long curved blade with an ivory grip. A filigree was engraved down the blade. Akio had only seen one other like it. A Mameluke, the sword carried by United States Marine officers in the before time. 

The kaleidoscopic color of the steel suggested it was a Damascus blade, one of the very best. 

Akio’s appreciation of his enemy’s steel was limited to what he needed to do to kill the creature and then move through the building to eliminate the rest. Akio still didn’t say anything because there was nothing to say. He gripped his katana in both hands as he approached, sidestepping without crossing his feet. 

He shifted from right to left, looking for the side that the Forsaken favored. The unnamed didn’t give it away. He smoothly matched Akio’s moves. 

The first blow came as each swung toward the head of the other. Akio turned his blade slightly to catch the cutting edge of the Mameluke on the flat of his blade, letting it slide the length and past his head. Akio ducked low and swung low, diving to the side as he saw the glint of a redirected slash. 

The unnamed barely missed Akio, but the master Japanese swordsman’s aim was true. The tip of his katana tore through the Forsaken’s thigh, slicing a notch into the femur as it passed. Blood spurted from the sliced artery. 

Akio returned upright and bounced away, ready for a counterstrike. 

But the Forsaken held his leg with one hand, backing up slowly. He twirled his sword in front of him, carving a figure eight in the air. Akio saw a door, and he ran at the unnamed.

The Forsaken turned to bolt, but his leg betrayed him and he stumbled. Akio’s first slash removed the Forsaken’s sword arm. In less than a blink of the eye, the unnamed’s head was rolling on the floor. The body remained upright for a moment, then toppled. 

Akio looked at the blade on the floor. He picked it up and studied it briefly. A fitting sword for a man he would call a friend. Akio cleaned it on the couch, then drove it home into its silver and gold scabbard. He slipped it next to the katana’s saya and hurried into the corridor and toward the steps.

 

Chicago

“My! What brings you to my doorstep?” Jonas said warmly to the purple-eyed Werewolf standing before him. She was still in Were form. She dropped her clothes bundle and changed into human form. 

Jonas leered at her. “You decided that you needed a real man, that the human couldn’t satisfy you?” 

She stopped reaching for her clothes, frozen for an instant, before rotating and driving the heel of her hand into his chest. He flew backwards, crashing into a wall. 

Char didn’t bother with her clothes. She launched herself at him, pounding his face with punch after punch. She pulled him to his feet so she could step back and send a sidekick into his belly button that slammed him against the wall a second time. With a spinning roundhouse that caught him on the side of his head, he went down. 

She dressed while she waited impatiently for him to wake up. His eyes fluttered, and she pulled him roughly to his feet and slammed him against the wall.

“You always were a limp dick piece of shit, Jonas. I should probably just kill you, but first, I need to know why you did it. Tell me!” she demanded. 

“What do you think I did?” he stammered.

“Sold us out, you whiny bitch. I want to know why. And while you’re telling, I want to know where they took him.” Char emphasized her question by slamming the Werewolf into the wall. 

“Who did I sell out?” he asked, clearly confused. 

Char started to believe it wasn’t him, but she was certain he’d done something to deserve a beating. He always deserved to have his ass kicked.

She let him go. “A dozen Forsaken flew in here and took Terry Henry prisoner. They escaped before we could get to them. I know you’re in bed with the evil of this world. You had something to do with it, because that’s the fucked up shit that you do.” 

She jabbed a finger into his chest hard enough to make him wince. She felt gratified seeing him in pain. She did it again, smiling at his anguish.

“Although I’ll be the first to congratulate the sonofabitch that kills your husband, I had nothing to do with this. If you find them, let me know. Tell them the first round is on me,” Jonas sneered.

Char had had enough. She turned into him with her arm raised, fist in hand as she rocketed her elbow into his face, crushing the bones beneath. She punched him twice for good measure. He didn’t go down until she kneed him in the groin hard enough to lift him off his feet. He landed in a crumpled pile, barely breathing but alive. 

He’d live. Char shrugged, removed her clothes, and changed into Were form for the long run to downtown Chicago in search of the Forsaken, Joseph.

 

Terry’s Prison

Terry didn’t know how long he had hung there. He’d put himself into a higher state of calm through meditation to give the nanocytes an easier path to do what they needed to do to repair his injuries. But he hadn’t eaten or drank anything for too long. His nanocytes needed the energy to continue their work. 

He thought about eating the shriveled Forsaken on the floor, but decided he wasn’t hungry enough for that, probably would never be that hungry. 

TH couldn’t remember the last time he’d been truly hungry. He remembered the last time he’d eaten too much. That was just last week. He and Char were visiting the ranch that Auburn and Kimber ran. They had bred the livestock over the past twenty-five years and had a massive herd, many produced with the longhorns that Eli had provided out of Wyoming. 

Kimber and Auburn. He remembered the day he saw them holding hands. She was eleven and he thought the Weathers boy was twelve at the time. They were friends long before they became adults and fell in love. 

“Auburn! Your brother Clemson isn’t even in the Southeastern Conference!” Terry shouted to the empty room. Terry shook his head, rattling the heavy chains attached to the shackles on his wrists. “Antioch. Even after you snagged your seat on the great rocking chair in the sky, you are still messing with me. Well done, my man, well done.”

TH shifted, flexed, and stretched as much as he could. The nanocytes were working overtime. He was starting to feel more like his old self. Whatever they hit him with to get him into the pod, it was finally wearing off. 

“If you’re listening, Kirky-poo, I could use a drink of some agua fria. Being healthy will make your torture last so much longer. You don’t want me to die while you’re pleasuring yourself, do you?” Terry chuckled as he grabbed the chains and pulled, rocking back and forth, pulling, working at the eyebolts set into the wall. 

They didn’t move, but it looked like he had time. In the darkness, he strained against the chains. He flexed and pulled. 

Not bad for an eighty-five-year-old man, he thought. The cords of his thick muscles stood out along his arms and back. He grunted with the effort, but nothing moved. 

Not yet anyway.

 

North Chicago

Timmons ran into the motor pool. Resources were dwindling, but they were at the forefront of a second industrial revolution. The newest vehicles were better than a Model T, but the engineering was as simple. It was Timmons and Shonna’s design. 

They hadn’t had any problems with the engines and transmissions, but the tires were still giving them fits. 

Timmons looked at the newest four vehicles, which looked like an old Willys Jeep. 

Corporal Heitz leaned heavily on his cane as he limped forward to greet the engineer. First Sergeant Blevin joined him, walking gingerly but without help. The oldsters no longer ran the motor pool, but they had nowhere else to go, so they hung out and made life hell for the young mechanics. 

Timmons didn’t waste any time. “The colonel’s been taken by a mob of Forsaken. They took him away in an aircraft of some sort. Did any of you guys see anything?”

“I’m lucky if I can see the sun rise,” Max Heitz responded coldly. “But if I sure as hell heard anything, I’d tell you. But I didn’t.” 

Blevin shook his head. The motor pool was on the other side of their community, opposite where Terry had been attacked. 

“We want to go,” Max stated, shuffling close to Timmons and looking up into his face. “On the rescue. You are going, right?”

“We can’t get a hold of Akio, for some reason. I’m afraid we’re dead in the water, Max. We’re asking everyone if they saw anything. We don’t even know which direction they went when they flew away. We need to be able to start looking somewhere and we got nothing!” Timmons shared sadly.

“Ain’t that a ballbuster? When you do go, we’re going, too. These babies will fit in those pods of yours. We can take one, haul our old carcasses around the battlefield. One last romp, eh, Blevin?” 

“One last romp,” the first sergeant repeated in an old voice. 

“Mount the fifty, Blevin. We’re going to war!” Max called in a freshly energized voice. 

“We haven’t been able to get a hold of Akio!” Timmons exclaimed, trying to get the old men’s attention. “No one is going anywhere.”

“We have faith. You’ll get a hold of him and Akio will come. Then we’ll go get our colonel. Who’d you say had him?” Max asked.

“The Forsaken. They overwhelmed him and took him away,” Timmons explained.

“A temporary state of affairs. The reason they took the colonel and didn’t just kill him is because he’s invincible. They can’t kill him. They’ll try to lock him up, but that won’t work either. We’ll probably just go pick him up as he’ll have already killed them all. We’ll know where to go because of the funeral pyre lighting the sky. He’ll make them pay alright. But we had best not make him wait. Lug my ma deuce over here, Blevin!” Heitz was on a roll.

Blevin raised his eyebrows skeptically. He had neither the desire nor strength to carry the fifty-caliber machine gun by himself.

Timmons elbowed his way past them to the motor pool’s weapons locker and recovered the fifty cal. He carried it to the jeep and mounted it for the two old men. 

“Remember the last time we used that big bastard?” Heitz asked.

“Oh yeah,” Blevins said with a crooked smile. 

“Stupid fuckers thought they were going to land that old boat of theirs right here on our beach!” Max cackled like an old man. Blevin was older, but Max had it worse inside Cheyenne Mountain. They never talked about their twenty years trapped with the Forsaken. They only talked about the good times afterwards, brought to them by Terry Henry Walton.

“I think the colonel was mad that he didn’t get to fire the big gun,” Blevin suggested.

The men had rehashed the incident a thousand times since it happened. A boat came from nowhere with rough looking men carrying bows. They made the mistake of coming too close and firing an arrow at Corporal Heitz. 

It took no time for the men of the motor pool to bring the M2 to bear. They blew the small boat and the intruders out of the water. 

The hulk was still on the bottom a hundred yards out, in the shallower water. “Fuck those pussies,” Heitz said. 

“It’s Darwin, my friend. Darwin naturally selected those knuckleheads to end their participation in the gene pool. Thank you for playing. Next!” Blevin bellowed. 

The two men howled, until a racking cough seized Corporal Heitz. Blevin beat on his back while Max tried to push him away. It was a routine they’d done often.

Max wiped a mouth on his sleeve, then headed for the passenger seat. He couldn’t see well enough to drive, so Blevin took the wheel. After a couple turns, the engine coughed to life, belching acrid black smoke. 

“We need to fix that,” Timmons offered. A ring was shot, and one of the cylinders was burning oil. “Why don’t you take number four?” 

The two old men waved their hands at Timmons, gunning the jeep and working up to second gear as they drove from the motor pool. Timmons watched them go, wondering what he’d accomplished.

***

Sue was leaving Claire’s Diner when she caught sight of Kimber and Kaeden running toward the barracks. The grim expressions on their faces told Sue that something was up.  She changed course and intercepted them. 

After a quick recap, Kae headed inside the building, taking a left and going straight to the weapons locker, the second to last room on the first floor. Captain Mark occupied the last room and oversaw the logistics for the FDG. He was no longer active with the troops.

That was a young person’s game, but the Force couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without support. The FDG also maintained a storage building behind the barracks. It was chock-full of weapons and equipment. 

As the colonel always said, amateurs talk tactics, professionals talk logistics. Mark had been a professional with the FDG for nearly thirty years. 

He was up and already dressed. He had the armory open and was working on one of the rifles. They were still fully stocked on ammunition because they made regular trips back to Cheyenne Mountain. They had been incrementally emptying its supplies. Once the survivors had been rescued, all maintenance on the vehicles had stopped. They looked good sitting in those tunnels, but none of them were ever going to leave the darkness of their tomb. 

The ammunition and weapons would last forever in that kind of environment. After all this time, there was still a stock, but it was getting low. The FDG had used more than they would admit. 

Mark removed and cleaned the glasses that someone had found somewhere. He said they helped him to see like an eagle. 

The others weren’t sure, but no one made fun of the captain. You wouldn’t get your ammunition issued and then you wouldn’t be able to join a deployment. Mark held the power of logistics and used it as a finely honed instrument to shape the warriors as they needed to be shaped.

He listened carefully as Kimber told the tale. Mark’s expression didn’t change. He nodded when Kim finished, putting the disassembled rifle to the side. He looked at the racks, lips moving as he took inventory, although he knew it all by heart. It was his routine.

It was what he always did before a deployment, because when the FDG deployed, it was to fight an enemy. Sometimes the enemy surrendered, but most of the time, they decided to fight. Combat was the worst time to find out that the warriors were missing something they needed. 

Mark flexed his trunk, grimacing as the old wound acted up. He clenched his teeth to power through the pain. 

“Still hurt?” Sue asked. She’d been there when it happened. Adams had jumped in to carry the lieutenant out of the line of fire. 

One of the warriors had bandaged his wounds. He refused Cory’s help, because there were those who were worse off and her influence was limited. 

Mark nodded.

“Honor, before all things,” he replied proudly. Terry Henry Walton had made him and the Force de Guerre the symbol of the oppressed, the bane of would-be dictators. “When do we leave?”

“I don’t know, but Mom wants you to be ready to deploy,” Kae responded.

“We’ll meet you in Mayor’s Park in fifteen minutes. All of us,” Mark said. He followed them out of the armory, making them jump when he yelled down the hallway for an emergency callout of the entire Force.

“What’s up, Captain?” someone called.

“We’re going to war, ladies. Out in front in ten, now MOVE!” Mark bellowed.




















CHAPTER FOUR




Terry’s Prison

Terry breathed slowly and rhythmically, feeling the strength returning to his body. He squinted and concentrated, finally able to make out the crack under the door where one or two lumens crept past. Despite his best efforts, he could see nothing else in the room. 

He kicked at the dead body, now shriveled to a mere husk of its former self. Terry kicked it away from him so he wouldn’t have to touch it. 

In the silence, he heard footsteps, hard soles on a hard floor, clickety clack. 

It wasn’t Kirkus, unless he’d swapped his soft-sole slippers for cowboy boots. 

The door was thrown open and the light turned on. Terry blinked and squinted against the brightness. Kirkus stood next to an incredibly beautiful Chinese woman, tall and shapely, skin like alabaster. Her oversized almond-shaped eyes were dark as she visually explored the body of Terry Henry Walton. 

“How nice of you to bring your pet kitty,” Terry said in a low voice, tensing with the expectation of what she was there to do. 

Kirkus stepped aside without a word. The young-looking woman started to undress, slowly, seductively. A lesser man may have been lulled into enjoying the show, but with each article of clothing removed, she was one step closer to turning into a Weretiger. 

TH couldn’t defend himself. He’d seen Aaron in Were form too many times to count and knew the damage that would be wrought by a Weretiger’s claws. 

Kirkus chuckled softly to himself, but didn’t tell the woman to hurry. He was enjoying the anticipation of pain that filled Terry’s mind. 

Once fully naked, she turned one way and then another to show her curves and her pride in her body. Terry only saw the muscles of a fighter. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to block her out while all the muscles in his body tensed. 

When he felt hot breath on his face, he opened his eyes and found himself face-to-face with the orange-furred Weretiger. He didn’t try to head-butt her; she was just out of range. He remained still while she sniffed him. 

He saw her eye twitch as a paw blurred in how quickly it raked its claws across his stomach. He didn’t feel it at first, then it was like fire burning through his skin and into his very soul. 

The Weretiger stalked back and forth, sizing up her prey while TH worked through the pain. He chanced a look, saw the shredded skin and torn muscle beneath.

Terry consoled himself with believing that Kirkus needed him alive for some reason. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be playing games. 

“Damn, kitten. Look what you did to my beach body?” Terry taunted, flexing himself in anticipation of another slash. She jumped up and he flinched. 

She landed with the pads of her paws on his shoulders. She was heavy and his shoulders screamed with the strain. The shackles dug deeply into his wrists. 

The Weretiger leaned close. Her feline eyes studied him. She licked his face from chin to forehead with her wide and raspy tongue. 

“Come on, kitten. You’ve been eating too much ass lately. Maybe try a breath mint every now and again,” Terry grumbled. 

She sniffed and nuzzled his face, then nibbled his ear. He froze. She clamped down, driving a fang through the cartilage. 

Terry gasped, but didn’t cry out. His stomach hurt more than his ear. He decided not to taunt her further and forced himself to relax. 

She spun and slapped his knee with a paw, then did it again, much harder the second time and with her claws out. He lost his balance and hopped on one leg to take the weight off his shoulders. 

She stalked away, changing into her human form. She bent at the waist to put her shoes on, then gathered her clothes, carrying them in her arm as she walked naked from the room, clickety-clacking into the hallway beyond the door. 

Kirkus held the door for her. Neither of them had said a single word. 

Blood ran down Terry’s stomach, drenching his shorts. Drips were starting to build into a puddle on the floor. 

“I suggest you not kill this one if you wish to eat and drink,” Kirkus said over a shoulder as he walked away. The light was still on in the room. TH would have wondered except moments later, a minion entered. Female, Terry thought, but not completely certain. 

She brought a tray of food and a pitcher of water. He smacked his dry lips, barely able to keep his eyes open as his nanocytes were taking energy from anywhere they could find it, making him unnaturally tired. 

The minion held the pitcher to his lips and he drank, swallowing heavily as it had been awhile and his throat was parched. She was much shorter than Terry and held the jug at arm’s length over her head, trying to control the flow. The water dribbled over his face when he couldn’t keep up.

“Food, please,” he said, but she shook her head. He didn’t know where she came from, but she looked Asian. He suspected she didn’t speak English so he pointed with his chin and eyes. She handed him the first bite, then the second, until the tray was empty. 

Terry felt like he could have eaten a horse, but what she gave him was all he was going to get. She poured the rest of the pitcher into his mouth, bowed and started to leave. 

 “Thank you,” he said, before digging into his mind and pulling out the Mandarin words and then the Cantonese words. “Xie xie. M goi.” She nodded slightly as she walked out, closing the door behind herself. She did him the courtesy of leaving the light on. 

 

Beijing

Akio saw four humans coming toward him. They carried short spears. He pulled one pistol and shot them, one by one. They never knew that they didn’t stand a chance. Akio holstered his pistol, one of two that he always carried and rarely used. 

The Forsaken stepped into the hallway on the first floor of the building. He was the last, and he knew it. Like the rest, he was arrogant enough to believe he had a chance against the sword master. 

The man pulled two short blades from behind his back. They looked like the Elven blades from Lord of the Rings. Akio cocked his head, wondering if they were real.

The man sauntered past the human bodies. He didn’t waste time looking at them as he sized up his enemy. He whirled his blades and moved close. 

Akio waited while the Forsaken continued his intricate sword dance. 

The katana whistled past the Forsaken’s dipped blade. The curved blade bit deeply into the creature’s neck. A second swing cleanly removed the Forsaken’s head. 

Akio crouched in the ready position, weaving his blade through the air around him as he explored the etheric looking for more enemies. None remained. 

He wiped his blade clean on the clothes of his enemy, examined its length for nicks, and then sent the blade home. 

Akio walked with a purpose to the room where the prisoners were being kept. He opened the door, walked in, released them, and left. He didn’t say anything as he left them to themselves. 

Akio strolled from the modern building on the outskirts of what used to be Beijing, stopping to look at the city’s lights in the distance. Power had been restored in enclaves around the world, serving the city-states in which the plants could be found. 

City-states had been combined to form loose nation-states. Transportation was still iffy at best, but the trains were running in many areas and made up the only form of long-distance travel. The people still did not have high-speed air travel fifty years after the world’s worst day ever (WWDE). 

On rare occasions, blimps could be seen making their way through the skies. Akio had almost hit one as the pod flew itself to the designated landing coordinates on this trip. 

He looked up into the darkness. The stars winked back at him. The air had cleared after the WWDE as pollutants stopped being sent skyward. Beijing had been one of the worst cities on the planet. Now, it was like the others, boasting clean air and crystal clear skies overhead. 

There was minimal light pollution to cloud the view. 

Almost like home, Akio thought. Almost.

The pod opened as Akio approached, his mission complete. It was time to go home. 

He stopped and looked back at the building, wondering why this bunch had exposed themselves as they did, becoming a flashing red light on his map of emergencies. 

He sat down within, pulling out his communication device and turning it back on. Char had tried three times to contact him, which was three more times than she’d called in the past twenty-five years. 

He immediately activated a call to her. 

“Akio?” a young-sounding voice replied. 

“Cordelia? You called me?” Akio asked softly.

“No, it was my mother. You must come at once and bring all the pods! Forsaken have taken Father. They took him away in an aircraft of some sort. We need to find him!” Cory pleaded, her detached voice coming through the device loud and clear.

“When?”

“Maybe two hours ago? Maybe a little longer,” she replied. 

“I will be there shortly. Be ready,” Akio told her before signing off. 

 

North Chicago

Ted stood in the power plant’s parking lot. He had run from the center of North Chicago, past the perimeter of the community. He’d continued all the way to the plant. 

There were too many people doing too many different things in the town. It was crushing him, and he panted in distress.

He had to get away, even though he expected his alpha would be annoyed. His pack was with him. Several generations removed from his original pack, the timber wolves had all grown up knowing Ted as their alpha. They lived their lives and they passed on. The latest pack had wolves up to eight generations from the first pack he’d taken over near the Rocky Mountains.

The pack had split a few times when it had grown too large. As it was, the current pack of twenty-three wolves ate a great deal of food, but big game was migrating from Canada, close enough to keep everyone happy without the wolves digging into the herd of cattle. Or waiting on the shore for one of the fishing boats to return.

Ted absentmindedly walked among his pack, not having to bend over to scratch their heads. An outsider would have had a heart attack from fear, but Ted and the insiders of North Chicago considered the wolf pack to be family. 

He moved through the meandering beasts to his baby, looking shiny and new. 

The Mini Cooper modular nuclear reactor. They’d only had to refuel seven times in twenty-five years. The original design called for refueling every two years, but Ted knew they could get more mileage from the system. At the beginning, they didn’t need to burn so hot that they expended the rods in two years. He’d been able to stretch the operation to four years on the original fueling before they had to search for more fuel rods. 

With Akio’s help, they found replacement fuel rods in cold storage. With a minimal number of reactors running in the new world, there were sufficient rods for hundreds of years of operation. Ted thought beyond that and had talked with Terry about establishing a new uranium mine and fuel processing facility. 

Terry had nodded but refused to work with the mayor to commit any resources to such a venture. He told Ted that it was added to the long-term needs list. 

Ted smiled, thinking of how he’d managed the reaction over the years with limited computer resources. He’d done many of the calculations in his head, because he could. No one could do what he could, but he didn’t brag.

That wasn’t what Ted was about. His was a constant internal struggle with the math. Equations bombarded him like he was standing in a pouring rain. He needed to answer the problem, and then move to the next. There was a never-ending stream.

Ted saw the flare arc into the sky over North Chicago. He saw it but it didn’t register. The Mini Cooper was calling his name. It needed an adjustment. He climbed the ladder that he’d climbed thousands of times before. He closed his eyes as he caressed the control panel. He could see everything within his mind. 

He opened his eyes to look at the numbers. He tweaked a couple settings, estimating an efficiency improvement of a thousandth of one percent. Not much, but better.

Ted always did better, especially when it came to math. 

The wolves were scattered in a parking lot devoid of vehicles. They lounged on the concrete, soaking up the heat. Ted was tired. He climbed down the ladder and laid down with his pack, making himself comfortable against their shaggy coats as he went to sleep. 




















CHAPTER FIVE




Chicago

Char sensed something behind her. She turned her Werewolf head to see a flare rocketing into the early morning sky. The green light slowly descended, the parachute above it invisible. 

She was both relieved and angry. She had not yet found Joseph and she wanted to talk with him, recruit him to go along. 

The flare meant that Akio had been in touch, was maybe even on his way. Char hadn’t told Cory to wait for her, an oversight on Char’s part. 

She had to decide.

Char turned and ran toward the tallest building of the downtown, picking up speed with each stride. She didn’t care if she was seen. None of that mattered as long as Terry Henry Walton was missing.

She reached out with her senses as she ran, looking for the Forsaken that she grudgingly called a friend. Terry had seen the potential in Joseph when they first met. He’d given Joseph a chance and from then on, the Forsaken had been one of Terry’s team.

He’d been one of the pack, the ultimate tactical team. They’d never failed in a mission, although they’d left bits and pieces of themselves behind. They’d even lost one of their own. In Cheyenne Mountain, Xandrie died at the hands of a Forsaken. In China, Gene almost died after a fight with a Weretiger.

Since then, Terry had spent a great deal of time turning the wrestler into a fighter, helping him understand how best to use his strengths while limiting his weaknesses. He no longer allowed an opponent to get close. 

Char couldn’t help thinking about him. Her mind started to drift.

“As big as that fucking melon is on your shoulders, you’d think there’d be a fucking brain in there bigger than a fucking walnut!” Terry had yelled. No one wanted to see Gene injured like that again. 

Char realized that she was trotting. The flare was long gone. She bolted forward, picking up speed. 

She was relieved when she sensed the Forsaken. He was a few stories below ground and that had been blocking his presence. She stopped in an alley, changed back into human form, and dressed. 

When she walked back into the street, three young punks were there, knives out, and ready to go after the big dog they’d seen just a few moments earlier. 

 

Terry’s Prison

Terry’s mouth was dry again, but the food and water he’d been given earlier was providing the energy his nanocytes needed. He flexed to lean down and look, finding that the wound on his stomach had closed. His muscles were still sore, but he was recovering.

“How long are we going to keep this up?” he asked the empty room. Terry flexed his knee and found that it could support his weight again. He started working his shoulders and pulling on the chains, rocking back and forth. 

His wrists were sore, but he pushed the pain out of his mind. He thought about the history of prisoners of war, those who were taken in Vietnam and returned alive after up to nine years in the harshest of conditions. 

They were emaciated, but they smiled as they walked toward freedom. Terry recalled the video footage in great detail. He remembered every word of the biographies--Captain Floyd Thompson, the longest held American POW ever. Nine years in captivity. How much of his life was wasted behind the bars of a North Vietnamese prison?

Terry chased the thoughts away, gritting his teeth to strain against his chains. Work them a little at a time. Every minute of every day, he would pull on the eyebolts until they started to give, then he would redouble his efforts and tear them from the wall. 

He thought back to the images in his mind of the survivors. He decided that he would rather die trying to escape. 

Terry Henry Walton was okay with disappointing his captor. Stockholm syndrome? No. With each passing second, he only wanted to kill the Forsaken that much more. 

 

North Chicago

“Where’s Mother?” Cory asked impatiently. Felicity shook her head. Billy tried to calm her down.

“She’ll be here when she needs to be here,” Billy said slowly in his rough, gravelly voice. “Your mother isn’t going to abandon TH. You know that she’s doing what she needs to be doing for your father.”

Cory looked at the old man seated in a rocking chair. The sound of dogs barking filled the air. 

Dogs were always barking in North Chicago. Clyde’s descendants were every bit as vocal and happy as the old coonhound had been. The dog guaranteed his legacy when he had taken over the pack left behind by the circus-wagon Forsaken. 

Cory had only been a baby back then. 

A scrappy coonhound-mix pup ran into Mayor’s Park and started to squat. “You stop that!” Billy tried to yell before coughing himself silly. Felicity ran after it, but the dog finished his business and ran circles around Felicity. The community had put the tools to clean up the inevitable messes nearby. 

The mayor took care of the dog’s healthy dump. She looked, but no one was there. She cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled. “Whoever is responsible for that mangy cur, you owe me!”

Cory tried not to make eye contact with the mayor. She walked down the stairs to the mayor’s building. The pup ran to her, putting his front paws on her thighs and expecting to get his ears scratched. 

“Yours?” Felicity asked, narrowing her eyes. 

“Afraid so. I guess I could have stopped you and taken over,” she suggested. 

“Guess so,” Felicity replied, before slapping the taller woman on the back and continuing up the steps. 

“Look what you did, Clovis. You got me in trouble with the mayor!” Cory corrected the dog, but in a playful voice. She needed to be stricter, as Sue kept telling her. The pup was eight months old and getting bigger by the minute. She wondered how big he was going to get.

Her father had an innate love for canines of all sorts, dogs or wolves. It didn’t matter. “Man’s best friend!” Terry would yell from anywhere, usually earning himself a punch from his wife. Cory smiled, thinking of her parents. Her father had been taken and her mother was off on a private mission to find anything or anyone who could help them. 

The tears threatened to fall. She wasn’t prone to crying. Crying had never helped her with anything. Charumati taught her that physical activity was the cure for tears. That was why Char made such an effective pack leader, the alpha dog, because if she got too frustrated, someone would get their ass kicked. 

Cory felt the adrenaline flowing through her veins. She couldn’t wait to unleash her anger on those who had caused her family such pain. 

***

“Company, Ah-ten-shun!” Mark bellowed, using his diaphragm to project the words in the compound between the barracks and Claire’s Diner. The Force de Guerre snapped to attention. 

Nearly one hundred men and women were split between four platoons. The only constant was the physical fitness demanded of the Force de Guerre. They needed to be able to function in any environment, carrying any load. Everything else was secondary. From young to old, all shapes and sizes filled the ranks. 

  “Report!” Lieutenant Blackbeard ordered from his position in front. The platoon sergeants each reported all present. He executed a sharp salute, followed by an about face. He saluted the captain. “All present.” 

Mark saluted back. He stepped close to Blackbeard. They’d served together a long time, but they were getting older. 

“One last hurrah, Blackie,” Mark said in a low voice, not wanting the others to hear. “Somebody took the colonel and we need to go get him. Let’s see who measures up, see who’s next in line to lead these fine warriors.” 

Blackie didn’t move. He was contemplating the fact that Colonel Walton had been taken. “Who could pull that off?” he finally asked.

“Forsaken. The colonel killed eight of them, if I heard right. But Akio will come and get us and then we’ll go get him,” Mark replied, looking past the lieutenant. “Let me talk to our people.” 

Blackbeard stepped aside, opening the way for Mark to address the Force.

“Who’s up for a rescue mission?” Mark belted out.

Oorahs and cheers answered him. 

“The colonel’s been taken by a bunch of Forsaken and we need to go get him. Any of you goofy fuckers wanna stay home?” The cheering stopped and there was a brief silence.

“Fuck no!” somebody yelled from within the formation. Mark would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so dire. 

“We have no idea about anything except that Akio will bring the pods. We’ll load up everything we can, and then we’ll hunt those bastards down.”

Mark stepped back. “Platoon Sergeants, front and center,” he ordered. The four at the front of the formation hustled to reach the captain. Sergeants Boris, Allen, Allison, and Nickles reported smartly. The platoon sergeants were young, a newer generation of warrior. All of them had been born during the time of the rebuilding. 

Gunnery Sergeant Lacy was there, too, as the company gunny. Jim and some of the other originals were in the back row. They were too old or too broken to keep up. They’d surrendered their positions to younger, more capable warriors, but they were always ready to go and for a mission like this, they wouldn’t miss it for the world.

“Inspect your people. We need a good variety of weapons and equipment, because we don’t know anything. They could be in the greatest fortress known to man or they could be in a paper shack in the middle of the Wasteland. If it’s the fortress? We need to be able to breach it. Fix your load out and get ready to move to Mayor’s Park and wait for pickup. Questions?” 

Nobody had any. 

“Go.”

Mark pulled Blackie aside as the platoon sergeants got to work. “Nothing is more important than this, Lieutenant,” Mark emphasized.

His words were unnecessary. They saluted each other and went their separate ways, each committed to their jobs. Gunnery Sergeant Lacy, affectionately called Gunny in the style of the old Marine Corps, joined Blackie to map out the deployment plan and to inject their own preferences into the equipment load outs. 

 

Chicago

“Hot mama! What brings you to our side of town?” the first young tough asked, presenting a knife blade and making a show of licking it. The other two laughed and nodded. 

“No time for the likes of you. Get the fuck out of my way,” Char growled. 

“Kiss your baby with that mouth?” the young man taunted. He spoke over his shoulder. “Grab her.” 

The other two hooted as they rushed in, each heading for an arm. Char was thinking the same thing. She only needed one arm to deal with the likes of them.

She balanced on the balls of her feet, flexing in anticipation. As they came within arm’s reach, she rushed forward, grabbing each young man by his throat. Char picked them off the ground and slammed their heads together. She let them both drop to the ground. 

“I told you that I had no time. Now take these two and leave this place,” she ordered with a half-growl. 

The young man wasn’t going to give up that easily. He turned the blade point forward and charged. Char dodged the clumsy attack, blocked the knife away from her, and with her follow through, she elbowed the man in the face so hard that it snapped his neck. 

His head flopped sideways on his shoulders as his dead body fell across the other two. 

“Won’t you be surprised when you wake up,” she told them as she ran to the front door, through it, and down the stairs. She’d been there many times before. 

She knew the way. 

She also knew the code to get into Joseph’s chambers, but she didn’t need to use it. He was waiting for her. By the time Char arrived six levels down, he was walking toward her, having already explored her mind and seen the urgency. 

“There’s no time to waste,” he told her as he hurried past her. She turned and followed him. They ran up the stairs, through the lobby, and out the door. The three men were where she’d left them.

“Your handiwork?” he asked.

“They were in my way,” she replied.

“Clearly,” he agreed. Together, they ran like the wind for North Chicago.




















CHAPTER SIX




Terry’s Prison

Terry pulled himself from his meditation, feeling much better. Kirkus was standing there, looking at him. 

“What’s for breakfast, huggy muffins?” Terry said casually, not surprised at how silently the Forsaken moved. It didn’t matter. Terry couldn’t do anything about the Forsaken’s movements. 

Terry wasn’t going to watch the corridor like a psychopath, fixating on the anticipation of the next visit, the next bout of pain that would be inflicted. It was a self-defeating approach, mind and soul-crushing. 

And that wasn’t how TH lived his life. 

“So, you think you can break the eyebolts from the wall?” Kirkus said casually, staying out of his prisoner’s reach as he checked the chains and the attachments. “I honestly don’t know if you can or not, but I’ll keep checking. We simply cannot have you running free in here.”

“In here? Where would that be, you warthog-faced buffoon, you miserable vomitous mass?” Terry smiled pleasantly, flexing his shoulders to keep them limber, just in case.

“Honestly, TH, I thought you would be more intellectual than quoting bad movies,” Kirkus replied.

Terry rattled his chains. His lip curled and he yelled, “Hey! There’s a line that you just don’t cross. Why do you have to use such hurtful words?” 

Terry chuckled at his joke.

Kirkus spun and kicked the prisoner in the abdomen, where the muscles were still knitting back together. Terry gasped and fought the urge to power puke. He calmed his breathing. As soon as he took his second slow, deep breath, the Forsaken kicked him again.

There wasn’t much of Terry’s meal remaining in his stomach, but it spewed forth. He arced it, trying to get some on the Forsaken, but Kirkus moved lithely out of the way, similar to Akio. Despite some of the best efforts of baby Cory, Akio had never gotten puke on him. 

Terry’s shoulders ached as he’d been thrown backward by the Forsaken’s power. Terry struggled to get his feet back under him, but his stomach muscles protested, suggesting that he should stay doubled over. He ignored their protests and forced himself upright, managing a smile along with it. 

“Is that all you got, little man?” Terry taunted.

“As you wish,” Kirkus replied. 

Terry was in the middle of saying “Touché” when the next blow landed. Two minutes later, Terry’s shoulder had popped back out of the socket and he hung like a limp rag, sweat running from him in small streams. 

Kirkus left the room, leaving the door open and the lights on. It was the next step in getting Terry Henry Walton to watch the corridor in anticipation of pain. 

It might take a while for Terry to fixate on the anticipation, but Kirkus didn’t care. He had time. Kirkus’s was the superior mind and with that, the entire world was his laboratory in which to work. 

A shadow darkened the doorway as the servant entered, carrying a tray of food and a pitcher of water. 

 

Beijing

Akio set the pod for maximum acceleration. He steeled himself against the forces imparted on his body as the ship raced from China back to Japan. The short trip ended with the pod landing and Akio jogging impatiently from it. 

Once in his command center, he engaged Eve to search for the aircraft. If the Forsaken had a pod, he expected he’d be able to find it because of its unique technological signature. He’d searched for such technology after Bethany Anne left, but that was long ago.

The worst case that kept coming to the fore of his mind was that someone had used the Queen Bitch’s absence to their advantage, coming to Earth for whatever reasons drove them. 

He sat on his meditation pillow while Eve and the computers worked. He needed to clear the pre-conceived notions from his mind so they didn’t distract him from the mission at hand. First order of business was to find Terry Henry Walton. Second, collect Char and the others. Third, ruin someone’s day, but they should have expected that by taking the one man who strove to bring humanity back to civilization. 

Akio wondered if the lost pod had been recovered. They’d looked for it after the events with the Sacred Clan, but it had never materialized. Akio hadn’t thought about that missing pod in over fifty years. 

“There are two blimps in the skies over Europe,” Eve reported emotionlessly. “One over China and one outside the city of New York.” 

Akio didn’t respond. Yuko sat patiently, waiting for the information that Akio was looking for. 

“Eve. Factor in the notification from the Forsaken for the last raid. Analyze how the information came to us and use that as a base signature. That was a diversion to get me out of the way for their main effort, which was to seize Terry Henry. I am convinced of it. The Forsaken are rebuilding a global network,” Akio stated, speaking slowly as he thought through the implication of his words.

That meant communications. China was in touch with someone else. If they were in the area, then the long flight over or around Japan would have been obvious to the satellites that Akio could access. 

It was taking time, and Akio knew that the longer it took, the colder the trail would become. 

He opened his eyes and activated his communication device. Cordelia answered immediately. “We are searching for your father with all the resources at our disposal. We will dispatch the pods shortly so we are in position when we find him,” Akio explained.

 “Hell hath no fury, Akio. My mother is ready to shake down every city from here to kingdom come, if need be, but that would not be best. The Forsaken have no idea what they’ve done,” Cory firmly stated. “We’ll be ready when you arrive.” 

Akio thought about telling her he’d call when the pods took off, but he saved his words. He knew what the pack and the members of the FDG were doing. Telling them when he’d arrive would change nothing. They would sit, and the wound would fester. 

Their only relief would come when they faced their enemies. When they stared their fears down and let the courage of their convictions give them strength. It was what Terry preached day in, day out. 

It was the very best of civilization, but to rescue him would bring out the worst in mankind. Akio heard it in Cory’s voice. 

Unbridled rage.

 

Chicago

Char remained in human form to run alongside Joseph. In her Were form, she would have been faster, but getting there ahead of the Forsaken would not benefit her. She wanted him in the fight against the other Forsaken. He’d helped many times in the past twenty-five years. 

She thought about Paris, but only for a moment. Joseph had saved the FDG from walking into an ambush. He’d finally earned her trust.

Char was asking for his help because she knew that she couldn’t do it alone. If Akio never showed up, then she would have to continue on her current course, which meant that she needed every asset at her command.

She needed Joseph’s abilities to help her understand the mind of the Forsaken that would do something so extreme as kidnapping Terry Henry. Minions had been sacrificed in the effort.  

She would leave no door unopened and no room unchecked in her search for her husband. 

Joseph’s eyes clouded as he thought of what it must be like to have the love of such a woman. He clamped his jaws tightly and continued to push his body for more speed as they ran toward North Chicago.

“What do you need from me?” Joseph stammered as he tried to keep pace.

“All the insight you can bring, Joseph. You have the ability to read minds. That is a gift. We can use that and any influence you might be able to wield within a Forsaken stronghold. Make them hesitate, if only for a moment. I don’t want them to kill TH when they realize that they’ve lost,” Char shared sincerely. 

“You know that I will do everything in my power to help free your husband and bring him home.”

Joseph retreated within his own mind and concentrated on running. He could plan nothing, only hope that he was up for the challenge when it arose. 

 

North Chicago

Mark walked up to Cory as she stood in front of the mayor’s building. 

“I’m sorry, Cory, that this happened to your father. I’m here for you. Anything you need. The colonel saved my life, helped me become a person I’m proud to see in the mirror.” Mark hesitated, turning back to catch sight of the platoon double-timing their way through the park. “We’re ready to go get him.”

“Akio isn’t on his way yet, but said he’d be coming soon,” she told him without looking at the older man. 

 The company of warriors slowed to a walk. Blackie bellowed the cadence. They fell in step, halting on the single command. They remained in formation while Blackbeard checked in with the captain. 

“We have some time. Get chow for those who haven’t eaten. You know what it’s like killing Forsaken on an empty stomach,” Mark said with Terry-Henry-style bravado. 

Blackbeard snickered. He returned to the company. “Listen up. We have a few minutes, so stack weapons. I’ll stand guard. All the rest of you sorry asses, go get chow. Be back in thirty minutes, not one second longer!” he yelled.

At the mention of food, they almost lost all discipline, but the platoon sergeants started to yell. Felicity winced, as she always did at the brute force the FDG sometimes applied to its own people. But they came to attention, were released by their platoon sergeants, and like a mob, they ran for Claire’s Diner. 

Geronimo was standing to the side. He’d left the FDG after tweaking his knee. He couldn’t run at the level the FDG demanded, and although Terry Henry had given him the opportunity to stay in a logistics role, he turned him down. It was combat or the quiet life of a rancher.  

He joined his wife in taking care of the horses and the children. They had seven kids ranging from ten to twenty-four. The oldest was a member of the Force and had run off without saying anything to her father. He expected no less, because the lieutenant had told them there was hot chow on the objective. 

Gerry laughed to himself. They always said there’d be hot chow on the objective, but there never was. It didn’t matter. They accomplished the mission and didn’t wait around. Other people filled the void after the FDG cut the head off whatever snake was terrorizing the populace. 

Gerry leaned on his cane as he slowly approached. Mark smiled broadly and closed the distance, offering his hand.

The two friends shook warmly.

“What’s going on?” Gerry wondered. 

“The short version? Forsaken have kidnapped the colonel and we’re waiting on Akio, because we’re going after him.” 

“How did that happen?” Gerry was all ears.

Mark shrugged. “He killed eight of them, but they had an airship of some sort and flew away. Akio is going to take us to them so we can kill all the rest of them. If they’ve hurt the colonel, I suspect the major will lay waste to every fiber of their beings.” 

“I expect that she will. Give me a pistol, because I’m going, too,” Gerry demanded. 

Mark looked at his friend before shaking his head. “Can’t do it, man. Only the active members of the Force,” Mark said sadly.

The sound of a vehicle approaching drew their attention. It was one of the jeeps that they’d started to produce in one of the nearby factories that had been refurbished and restarted. It belched black smoke as it kicked up dirt during a high-speed cornering maneuver. The engine screamed as the driver revved the engine, powering through the curve and sliding to a stop next to the weapons stack. 

Blevin was laughing as he climbed out, shuffling to the other side to help Corporal Heitz. 

“Is this where they’re boarding the train?” Blevin called. 

“If they’re going, I’m going,” Gerry said flatly.

“They’re not going,” Mark said definitively as he intercepted the oldsters.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




North Chicago

Ted woke with a start, feeling refreshed but realizing he may have missed the pod. 

“Oh, no!” Ted cried, getting up and high-stepping over the sleeping wolves. “Come on, my pretties!”  

He usually wouldn’t waste a brain cell thinking about going to war, but this was different. Someone had come into their house and taken the patriarch right out from under their noses. There was a line that one didn’t cross, and that was it. Ted’s peace and security had been shattered. His ability to work without interruption was gone as long as he was afraid that strangers could enter their town with impunity. 

That wasn’t the deal. The FDG was there to keep the bad out. Ted needed them to keep it out. 

He’d been able to concentrate in peace since setting up in New Chicago. Terry Henry Walton and Charumati, the pack’s alphas, saw to his safety and their security. 

Although Ted lost his way briefly, getting sucked into the Mini Cooper and the allure of the wolf pack sleeping in the morning sun, he felt that he had to take things into his own hands to ensure status quo was regained. That meant finding and recovering Terry Henry Walton. 

As in all things, Ted believed that if they wanted something done right, Ted had to be the one to do it. 

Which meant that his equilibrium was in jeopardy if they left without him. He cursed himself for not seeing it sooner. He took his clothes off and changed into Were form.

He ran like the wind, the wolves barely able to keep up. 

When they arrived, they found Cory and a few others still waiting. Ted changed into human form. 

“Thank God you haven’t left!” he exclaimed.

“Uncle Ted,” Cory said softly, looking over his head. “Where are your clothes?”

He shrugged as if that was inconsequential. Felicity was enjoying the show, not in a hurry to see Ted get dressed. Billy shook his head and cackled. 

“I don’t mind you looking at the menu, my love,” he told her before he started coughing. It had been getting worse of late. 

He covered his mouth with his arm as the violence of his fit wracked his body. When he finished and pulled his arm away, the blood splatters stood out in sharp contrast to his pale skin. Billy looked at them oddly, something that shouldn’t be there but was. 

“That ain’t good,” Billy Spires suggested slowly in his gruff voice.  

 

Terry’s Prison

Terry woke up with a start. It had not been a nightmare.

He was still in chains. TH stood on his toes and worked his shoulder until the nanocytes helped pop it back into place. He grunted with the effort. 

Terry had no idea how long he’d been there. Hours? Days? His insides still felt like mush, which made him think that he’d only been out for a few minutes. He hated not knowing. 

A shadow darkened the doorway. He flinched, which made him angry. Flinching was caused by fear. Was Terry Henry that afraid of the pain? 

“FUCK YOU!” Terry screamed, straining at his shackles as he leaned forward to glare at the Forsaken.

But Kirkus wasn’t the one who walked through the door. The Weretiger walked through, in human form, wearing slipper-like shoes and dressed casually in blue jeans and a floppy sweatshirt.

She looked at him, seemed to study him. She called into the hallway in Chinese. The other woman appeared with yet another tray of food. Terry could have eaten a whole buffalo, so he looked at the tray in anticipation. His mouth started to water.

The Weretiger held up a hand, stopping the servant. 

Terry growled. He was being played. From pain to pleasure, to withholding pleasure, creating a different mental anguish. 

“You will not hurt my servant?” the tall woman said with a Chinese accent. She articulated her words smoothly, as if she had spent a great deal of time in America. 

“No. I did not before and I won’t now. I will not because she is an innocent. Not so much for you, though,” Terry cautioned, glaring at the Weretiger as he flexed his injured shoulder, willing the strength to return to it. 

She signaled for her servant to feed the prisoner.

“Maybe we do as we are ordered. Not everyone is the great Terry Henry Walton, master of the world’s destiny with final say over life and death itself,” she said in a sultry voice. 

Terry wondered if her accent and breathy voice were part of a ploy to get inside his mind, try to seduce him, but he had more control than that. Her body language suggested otherwise, so he discounted his initial impression.

“Master of life and death? Is that how you see me?” Terry asked between bites.

“It is what you do, is it not, keep the world safe from people like him, people like me?” she clarified.

“Not people like you. My wife is Were. You should see my daughter’s ears. Wolf ears on a human. It could be her best feature, definitely makes her stand out,” Terry said, smiling as he thought about Cory. “No, not Weres, but Forsaken. They have no place here, and even then, there is a Forsaken who I call a friend. Tell me, why did Kirkus come after me?” 

She waited while Terry took a long drink from the pitcher. When it was drained, the servant wiped Terry’s mouth, bowed to her mistress, and left.

“We know about Joseph,” she answered softly. 

“Then you know that I don’t kill every Forsaken I meet. I don’t kill every Were. Look at who is around me—Werewolves, Weretiger, and a Werebear. We have an elephant, but she’s a real elephant, not Were. Can you imagine a Were elephant?” Terry continued to watch her closely, looking for any sign of duplicity, but he didn’t see any twitches in her lips or eyes. “What’s your name?”

Leaning against the wall, she blinked slowly without replying. Terry waited. She pushed away from the wall, turned toward the door, and with one last glance in his direction, she was gone. 

“Well now, whoever you are, what’s your game? Or are you out there, Kirky-poo, listening in, doing your Forsaken voyeur thing? Well, you can suck my hairy balls. NO! Scratch that. I don’t want your lips anywhere near there, so how about suck my ass or maybe you can just fuck off, you jack wagon.”

Terry was feeling better by the minute. They’d fueled his body well. That meant round two of pain was coming. He didn’t let that bother him. For the moment, he was good enough. 

*** 

Char and Joseph ran through the gate and continued running to Mayor’s Park, where they found the weapons stacked and Cory talking with some of the others. She wondered why Ted was naked, but only for a moment. 

“Akio should be on his way any time now,” Cory reported as she handed the communication device back to her mother. Char looked at the small piece of technology. 

Everyone used to carry something like that. Char kept hers for months after the fall before realizing that it was a waste, a relic. She didn’t need anything on the phone to survive, which was what her life had devolved into.

She had hidden the phone in a sturdy building outside Toronto, refusing to simply throw it away as the others had. 

Someday, she thought she would go back and get it. Charge it and see if there was anything from her former life that mattered. 

Cory cocked her head as she looked at her mother. The young woman’s hairy, wolf ears stuck out beyond her hair. 

Seeing Cordelia, Char knew that she didn’t need any reminders from her past. It was a brand new world, a good place that they’d created from the ashes of humanity’s conflagration. 

She reached out to play with her daughter’s ears as she stuffed the communication device into her pocket. 

“Mom!” Cory pulled away and straightened her hair to drape it over her ear. Char laughed. 

“The little things that make us all unique,” she said, looking around her at the assembled group. Ted, Joseph, Billy, Felicity, Gerry, Mark, and a few others. “Ted. Go get some clothes on. What are those reprobates doing here?”

She smiled at the two old men as they waved, grinning. 

“We’re bringing the firepower, ma’am!” Blevin belted out, almost falling over as he snapped to attention and saluted. Heitz caught him but lost his grip on his cane. Mark stepped in to keep them both from falling. Gerry limped over to help.

“Is that still bothering you?” Cory asked, upset that he had refused her help. “Are you here because you want to go?” 

Gerry nodded sheepishly. 

“Pull up your pant leg,” she ordered, passing Ted, who had not yet left. She turned to Ted. “And you, go get some clothes on!” 

Gerry tugged at his pants, Mark helping to steady him. Cory gripped the man’s knee and closed her eyes as she let her nanocytes flow through her hands. She squeezed his knee tightly to stay in contact as long as possible. Without linking to her flesh, the nanocytes quickly died. She stood up after a minute, weaving a little, dazed for a moment as she always was after healing someone.

Geronimo smirked as he flexed his knee. “Why didn’t we do this ages ago?” he asked.

“If your knee was good, what would you have done?” Cory asked sagely.

“I would still be a warrior in the Force!” he exclaimed proudly, before his exuberance faded.

“Because you needed to be with Kiwi and your family,” Cory replied. The older men shifted uncomfortably. No one wanted to think they were being manipulated. Cory saw them all as family, but her father’s demands on those in the Force de Guerre were monumental. 

“It is my gift to use as I choose. No one has the right to demand that I use it on them. It is not theirs to command. We live in a society of free will, don’t we? My father taught us that,” Cory said passionately. She looked intently at the oldsters.

“We owe each other the gift of courtesy and honesty. If anyone is down, someone will always show up to help. It’s what we do. If someone is where they shouldn’t be, isn’t it incumbent upon us to let them know? Kiwi was carrying a heavy burden, and you weren’t there, but we were.” Cory stopped to lift Gerry’s chin to look at her. “Not helping you was my way of helping you. You didn’t know that you needed that help, but you did. And look how it turned out. Your daughter is in the Force and doing well. Your family is happy. Kiwi is happy. I’d like to think that you are, too.” 

Gerry looked befuddled. He hadn’t complained about his knee, only looked longingly at a life of adventure and excitement. 

“I guess I was always a family man,” he finally admitted. “The horses, Kiwi, the children, the tribe. My family.” 

“Who in the fuck started a shmoopfest?” Char yelled. “Family is why we’re here because my husband is in the hands of some fucking Forsaken who’s written his own fucking death certificate!” 

Ted finally ran toward the housing units where they all still lived from when they’d first arrived. Felicity watched him go, the wolf pack running alongside. Despite Ted’s foibles, he was a good-looking man, something he never paid any attention to.

The others sobered. 

“Prop me up so I can fire my baby!” Corporal Heitz called. Blevin wasn’t sure, but Char nodded. The two old men climbed back into the jeep, where Max stood in the saddle, bracing the fifty cal against his shoulder. He leaned backward and cocked the weapon, not an easy task even for a young man.

Shocked expressions preceded people diving out of the way. Even Billy ran two steps to the side and dove to the ground. That made him cough and hack again. Felicity joined him, to help him up.

“Get that idiot away from that gun!” the mayor yelled. Corporal Heitz bristled, but he immediately unloaded the weapon, and then refed the belt into it, before leaning back. 

“I’m nobody’s idiot,” Max said coldly. Felicity was angry because Billy continued to cough, sending blood specks over his arm. 

Cory joined the mayor, shaking her head sadly. Billy’s problems were internal, where her nanocytes couldn’t reach, unlike repairing a knee where she could get close enough to the damaged tissue. 

They propped Billy up. Felicity looked daggers at the two oldsters and started to go after them. Char stopped her.

“They didn’t do this. No one did,” Char whispered, looking deep into Felicity’s eyes. “Seeing people grow old is the bane of our existence.”

Felicity looked down, sighing heavily. Billy’s skin was pale and clammy, his lips blue. 

A somber mood descended on the group. Char and Cory stood together, looking more like sisters than mother and daughter. Char needed the anger. She wanted to tear into the Forsaken, into the minions, and rip Terry Henry from their grip. 

“We will rise to the occasion, dear lady,” Joseph told her.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




“What kind of damn Neanderthals are you?” Mayra yelled from the kitchen as nearly one hundred members of the Force de Guerre stormed through the serving line.

Everyone tried to talk at the same time while cleaning out all the pans in rapid succession. 

Mayra rallied the kitchen crew while those with empty trays waited impatiently.

“Now tell old Mayra why you’re causing such a ruckus,” the older woman demanded. Once again, they all started talking. She stopped them by holding up her hand. She heard the retiree table laughing. Mrs. Grimes was pushing ninety years old, but she still had plenty of fire. Claire Weathers had passed on not long after her husband passed away, but in her honor, they kept the name of the diner the same. 

Margie Rose sat next to Mrs. Grimes and giggled. Both of them raised their wooden spoons in solidarity with Mayra, who was soon to join them at the retiree table, where the two old women sat like mobsters from the before time. 

The company calmed down. Margie Rose pointed her spoon at the mob. One person stepped up as the designated spokesman.

“Colonel Walton has been kidnapped, and we’re waiting for our ride to go get him. We need energy, woman!” the young man shouted.

Someone punched him in the back of the head, almost knocking him down. 

Another spoke. “We only have fifteen minutes to eat before we have to leave. Anything you can do would be greatly appreciated.” It was Kiwi and Geronimo’s young daughter who had stepped up. She wasn’t the youngest in the company, but close.

“I should have simply asked you since I know you have manners, Ayashe.” Mayra smiled. Someone pushed the private, and she stumbled. She turned and dove at the man, winding up to punch his face. 

“No fighting!” Mayra said without raising her voice, but everyone heard. Ayashe stopped mid-swing. 

Margie Rose and Mrs. Grimes banged their spoons on the table instead of clapping. 

“Get that food out here. It’s so they can rescue Terry Henry!” Mayra bellowed.  

Most of the kitchen staff was comprised of the girls who Terry Henry had rescued twenty-six years earlier. She and her people had worked the fields until Margie Rose asked if she wanted to run the diner. It wasn’t easy work and it wasn’t women’s work. That wasn’t it at all. 

It took a family to do it right, and that was what Claire had originally built, and it seemed only natural that Mayra take over. Some of the girls never came out of the shells that the evil ones had put them into. 

Terry and the FDG had killed those men, maybe too swiftly for some of the women and girls to gain closure. Mayra kept them close and together, showed them love and helped them feel safe. The FDG had done their share as well to protect the women rescued from that compound so long ago. 

The food started arriving, much of it raw vegetables and smoked meats. They still hadn’t been able to raise chickens in a way that provided eggs and meat for the thousands of people who lived in North Chicago. The herd of cattle made up for it. The Weathers legacy lived on as the oldest children were the tycoons of the cattle ranch.

The warriors moved quickly through the line, and soon everyone was eating. The only sounds were utensils ringing against the metal trays. They had nicer plates, pottery style that had been manufactured nearby, but the warriors preferred the trays, a holdover from the oldest members of the group.

They felt more in touch with the militaries of old.

The new people had no idea, having only heard the stories of those who lived in the before time. They accepted it without question.

“Join us, dear,” old Mrs. Grimes said slowly and softly. Ayashe heard her and picked up her tray while still chewing, walking quickly to the retiree’s table. She sat down and nodded to the old women.

“Reminds me of my cousin, John. He always ate so fast, just like that young pup Terry Henry Walton and your dad, Geronimo. Kiwi tried to slow him down, but he was too busy. They were all so busy,” Mrs. Grimes lamented, looking through old gray eyes at a point on the ceiling. She sat in her wheelchair, barely able to stand on her own, let alone walk.

“John always told people that you don’t mess with his cousin. He wasn’t talking about me, because nobody messed with me, as a cousin by marriage. You see, my husband was a bit older than me.” The old lady stopped as she teared up. She wiped her nose on a napkin before continuing.

“My man didn’t survive the fall. He died protecting me. That is a Grimes trait. Selfless men doing what they have to for their family. No, John was talking about Cheryl Lynn, who needed his help. Her husband was bad news, but she had wonderful children.” Mrs. Grimes looked into the distance, reliving those memories from long ago.

“John used to say that everyone was his friend until he pulled out a grenade. Then, they’d all disappear. He thought it was funny, but I can’t imagine what he’d be doing with grenades. One day, he left with Bethany Anne and never came back. That one had a temper, she did, but only if you deserved it. She took care of my cousin, took care of Cheryl Lynn. I hope she’s still taking care of John. He’d be old now.” The old woman drifted off. She tried to grip her cup of tea, but her hand failed her, so she left the mug on the table. 

Margie Rose leaned close and with one skeletal hand, wrapped in skin peppered with age spots, she patted the other, even thinner wrist. Mrs. Grimes seemed to be skin wrapped tightly over bones, with little muscle remaining. She’d always been thin, but the twilight of her life left her with little except her memories and those she would call friend.

Ayashe wasn’t sure what to say. “I hope we all do Bethany Anne proud,” she finally offered. “She’ll be back, and we need to have the world in good order. There is so much work left to do, and it starts with getting the colonel back. I’m not sure what the Force would do without him. We can’t look ourselves in the mirror thinking we left him behind.”

Ayashe was only repeating what she’d heard the others say. Only Terry and Akio had ever met the legend that was Bethany Anne. Ayashe had no idea who she was or where she’d gone. The FDG had faith, because the colonel had faith. 

Margie Rose’s eyes glistened as she thought about the day she met Terry Henry. He needed a drink of water, and she gave it to him. His kindness was never in doubt. She remembered the years with Terry and Char living under her roof, in separate rooms and then together, inseparable ever since. 

And they always treated her well. 

“You find him, and you bring him home. I don’t want to live in a world without Terry Henry Walton,” she said selfishly. Her hand shook as she finished her tea. The first members of the Force delivered their trays to the scullery and hurried out. The current crew washing dishes was only on for the day, and then it would rotate to a different group. Everyone served their time in the diner. Thousands ate three meals a day in there every single day. 

The diner was a respite from the outside world where hard work was the order of the day. 

For the FDG, it was a break from making war. Margie Rose’s lip curled at the thought of someone coming into their town and seizing TH. “Go now, dear, and you kill those bastards who had anything to do with this. Bring Terry home to us.”

“I will, Margie Rose. Good day to you, and you too, Mrs. Grimes. I need to go. We’ll do everything we can to make them pay,” Ayashe promised.

 

Terry’s Prison

“Look at you, player!” Terry called to a Forsaken he hadn’t seen before. “Darkening my doorway at this late hour.”

Terry had no idea what hour it was, which meant the Forsaken knew that he didn’t know. The awareness ruined what TH was going for. “So what brings you to my neck of the woods, Mr. Sucky McSuckface?” 

The Forsaken cocked an eyebrow. “Terry Henry, shame on you. Such violent thoughts raging through your mind,” the young-looking man said. 

“Why do you all have to be such twits? Well-spoken twits, mind you, but twits nonetheless.” Terry worked his shoulders and flexed his stomach muscles as he prepared to tighten them to lessen the impact of the inevitable blows that the creature would deliver.

“If you were nicer, someone we could work with, we’d probably let you go,” the Forsaken said smoothly, letting the words roll off his tongue as if trying to sell Terry a new product.

“When monkeys fly out of my ass!” Terry blurted. He let his mind drift to Lake Michigan and sailing, completely submersing himself in the wind and the sea as he tried to block the Forsaken’s mind. 

The Vampire edged closer. Terry closed his eyes, hearing the snap of the sail and thumping of small waves against the hull. He adjusted the tiller, trimming closer to the wind.

The impact surprised him as the Forsaken drove a fist into his mid-section. Terry jumped upward, pulling on his chains as he wrapped his legs around his tormentor. 

The Forsaken’s eyes shot wide in fear. Terry drove his forehead into the bridge of the creature’s nose again and again. Terry’s stomach muscles protested as he kept his enemy tightly in his grip. 

The colonel leaned as far sideways as he could manage, trying to knock the Forsaken off its feet. He turned the other way, and the creature lost his balance. Terry flipped him onto his head, then stomped on his neck. 

The Forsaken was able to roll out of TH’s reach.

Terry kicked furiously, trying to hook one of the creature’s legs and drag him back within reach. Terry pulled on his chains, straining against them as he stretched his body. Nothing gave. He leaned back and relaxed, letting his complaining shoulder settle.

Kirkus appeared in the doorway.

“Another sacrifice for your entertainment?” Terry said between heavy breaths. 

“Not quite. His job was to soften you up a little, but that can wait. I see you are making no progress on the eyebolts. Keep at it, TH. I’m sure you’ll succeed if you just give it enough of your attention and strength,” Kirkus laughed. He grabbed the creature on the floor and pulled him roughly to his feet. 

Kirkus pushed the other into the hallway, shut off the light, and closed the door.

Terry blinked in the near absolute darkness. “Twit,” he said with a grin as his stomach muscles protested the endless pummeling.




















CHAPTER NINE




North Chicago

Timmons pulled Sue aside. He hugged her fiercely as he shook his head. He hadn’t found out anything about TH. No one had seen or heard a thing. The lack of information was as frustrating to him as it was to Char.

He continued to hold Sue tightly until she gently pushed him away.

“What gives?” she asked. They’d been together for a while. She loved it when he was affectionate, but usually, she knew why.

“I thought about how I’d feel if something happened to you, if someone took you, and no one saw anything. I’d want to kill someone, but the enemy wouldn’t be there. I see the frustration on Char’s face. I’d lose my mind,” Timmons whispered.

“We went through that years ago, and you moved mountains for me,” Sue purred.

“It wasn’t quite all that.” He let the words drift away as his mind took him to their incursion into Toronto. He blinked rapidly to fight off the tears.

She looked at him as his eyes glistened. 

“This has been the best twenty-five years of my life,” he whispered.

***

Gunny Lacy searched for her husband, trying not to look frantic while doing it. 

No one had seen James. Someone needed to stay home with the children, and they flipped for it because neither wanted to leave the Force. Lacy won the toss, and she remained with the FDG.

Terry Henry Walton and Charumati had gone out of their way to help James to transition. He’d gotten depressed, but Aaron stepped up to help, and soon James was incorporated into the fledgling school system. 

He taught the kids survival courses and enjoyed that greatly. It brought him out of his funk. And then they had two more kids. 

Lacy was getting ready to pack it in and join James in retirement by moving north. Terry and Char told incredible stories about their time in Canada. 

“One last run,” Lacy told Mark as she joined him in front of the mayor’s building. She shook her head. 

“James?” 

“Yup. Can’t find him,” she answered. 

“We’ll be home in time for dinner. He won’t even know that you’ve gone,” Mark suggested.

“He’ll know. That’s why we need to pack it in, Mark. I’m tired of leaving, but I believe in what we’re doing. I mean, fanatically believe. Where would the world be without us saving the people so they can grow without being someone’s servant?” 

Mark shrugged. “The FDG needs to do this. It needs to grow and be the stabilizing force for the whole planet. That’s a tall order for one hundred people. We need thousands, and we need to be stationed all over the world so we can more rapidly respond. Maybe we move the FDG headquarters to Japan where Akio maintains his command post.”

“Sounds like you’ve been thinking a lot about it,” Lacy said, looking at the captain.

“I sit alone in the armory an awful lot.” Mark didn’t expound on that. He was too old to start a family, but he wasn’t too old to find someone to spend his later years with. 

He’d always been kind to Mayra, and she reciprocated. He wondered if he could retire and join her in the diner. 

“This one’s different, isn’t it, Mark?” Lacy asked, not using Mark’s rank as she would have in front of others from the Force. 

“What kind of enemy are we facing who can walk in here and take someone like the colonel? Sure, he killed a few of them, but fuck! And now they have him in their house. What the hell does that look like? Yeah, this one is way different. This could be the strongest enemy we’ve ever faced,” Mark said in a low voice, looking around to make sure no one could hear him.

“And combined, we’re the strongest they will have ever faced. We will erase their existence, make no mistake about that,” Lacy promised.

 

Japan

Akio looked anxiously at the screen. Eve was sifting through the entire planet’s worth of data. At least the timeframe was constrained to a smaller period.

Eve had found something, but she was having trouble tracking it because it looked and acted like a pod. Despite their boxy shape, they were naturally stealthy because they weren’t based on human technology. 

Yuko was interested in how Akio was holding up. Recent demands on him had been great, and although Akio would never show strain, she didn’t want it to eat at him or affect his well-ordered mind. 

The data ran across the screen in rivers, crystallizing when it saw a pattern and then moved on when it turned out to be nothing.

Two hours later and Akio was still waiting. 

“I cannot wait any longer, Eve. You stay here and keep at it. Find me that pod. I’ll take all three pods and go to North Chicago. May the winds of fortune carry you home.” Akio bowed deeply to Yuko, who returned his gesture. He jogged to the pod, and moments later, the three took off, soundlessly racing skyward. 

Akio instructed the pods to accelerate at their maximum rate. He was pressed tightly into his seat as the g-forces reached extreme levels. Akio grunted with his effort to fight the pressure. Soon enough, he was weightless as the ship transitioned through the edge of the atmosphere before starting its descent. Then Akio was pressed into his seat for another five minutes of spleen-crushing acceleration, followed by getting thrown forward for several minutes of chest-pounding deceleration. 

One hour after taking off from Japan, Akio landed in North Chicago. He recovered from the effects of the g-forces almost instantly. He straightened the pistols set on his black uniform. He looked paramilitary, as he always did, ready to blend in with the dark recesses of any terrain. 

His face was grim as the ramp lowered, and he stepped onto the grass of Mayor’s Park.  

 

North Chicago

Char was first to see the pods approach. 

“About fucking time,” she said to herself. Cory pursed her lips, having nothing to say, waiting for Akio to tell them where they were going. 

Timmons had his arm wrapped around Sue’s slender waist as they watched and waited.

Gene grumbled and rocked impatiently. Aaron stood close to him. The two had become fast friends over the years as the two who were both outsiders and insiders. 

Ted held his wolf pack back. He wanted them to go but knew there wouldn’t be room. He liked having his pack with them. They were the closest thing he had to a family. 

The other Weres stood patiently. They’d been ready to go and were willing to wait a few more minutes. They knew what was on the other end. Battles with Forsaken meant pain. Someone always got hurt. 

Clovis broke free and ran to the pod where the ramp was lowering and barked furiously while his tail wagged out of control.

The oldsters fired up the jeep and revved the engine, preparing to drive the vehicle into the pod. They’d taken one of the jeeps on an earlier mission, so they knew it would fit.

Kiwi arrived as the pods were descending and found her husband, where he showed that his knee was healed. She nodded tersely, having just found out about the colonel. She assumed that she’d be going, too. She demanded to go, but wasn’t sure who to talk with.

With the company of warriors from the FDG, half the town, and only three pods, someone would have to stay behind. 

Char looked at the determined faces surrounding her. She knew that Terry Henry was well-respected in North Chicago, but the highest honor one can pay is to risk their life for another. None of the people there were concerned about the danger. They knew that something had to be done.

And they all wanted a part of doing it.

Akio walked from the pod wearing his usual expression. He dipped his head in recognition of the large number of people in the welcoming party. He expected no less for Terry Henry Walton, but he was at a loss as to how they were going to accommodate all the volunteers.

The big coonhound pup came close, barking and dipping into play pose, prancing and barking some more. Akio sent a sense of calm to the dog. Clovis relaxed and joined Akio at his side, where the shorter man could easily scratch behind the dog’s ears. 

He waved for Char to join him. Since Cory wasn’t going to leave her mother’s side, she came too. Char held up a hand to prevent a mob from approaching. 

“Charumati-san. Cordelia-san.” Akio bowed thirty degrees to the two women. They bowed in return. “Before you ask, we have not located him yet. Please, follow me.”

Without a word, they walked onto the shuttle. He stood before a computer screen that was linked through satellites to the system that Eve was operating. The EI was focusing on the eastern half of what used to be the United States. 

A voice came over the pod’s sound system. “I think we have them,” Eve said with a tinge of excitement. 

They watched as Eve zoomed in on open fields off the southern end of Lake Michigan. A small shadow appeared, and after refocusing, the unmistakable shape of a pod filled the screen. 

“Where did a Forsaken get a pod?” Char asked.

“That, I can’t be sure of, but I think it was the pod that the Sacred Clan stole many, many years ago,” Akio replied. “Eve. Can you track it?” 

“Of course, Akio-san, now that I know what to look for, where to look for it, and when to look. I will piece it together frame by frame. It’s flying low, so I suspect it did not go very much farther,” Eve said before going silent. 

The image remained on the screen while the EI worked her behind- the-scenes magic. 

“I think we need to saddle up,” Cory suggested. Char nodded and the two left the aircraft.

Char waved the leadership to her. The Were folk came without question. Mark brought the lieutenant, the company gunny, and the platoon sergeants. Blevin climbed out of the jeep and hurried to join the others. Gerry and Kiwi helped the old man and were the final ones to join the mix.

“You all know what will and won’t fit. I’d love to take everyone, but they all can’t go. The tac team goes, without a doubt. We are going up against Forsaken. How many? I have no idea. What kind of stronghold? No idea. How many human minions? No idea. You get the picture. Opinions, people,” Char demanded. She gritted her teeth and pounded her fist into her hand. Every second was one more second that Terry Henry was captive. 

She found the waiting unbearable. 

“Then it’s important that we go, bring the jeep with the ma deuce, grenades, and rocket launchers,” Blevin suggested helpfully. “Just in case.” 

“More gear means fewer people,” Char replied. 

Mark shuffled his feet and shook his head. “We’ve gone up against Forsaken before. Only you guys have a real chance against them.” Mark nodded toward the pack. “We’ll handle the cannon fodder. We’ll bring two platoons, and that should give us enough room. I think we’ll need the jeep, assuming we don’t have to land in the boonies somewhere. Are they coming?” 

Everyone looked at Ted’s wolf pack. He raised his eyebrows as he looked to Char for confirmation. 

“Not this time, Ted. Sorry,” Char apologized.

Cory put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him. He didn’t usually like people touching his person, but he always welcomed Cordelia. Her touch brought him peace. 

“They’ll be fine staying here,” Ted said firmly. 

Char looked at the coonhound. “Don’t even,” Cory stated preemptively. Char rolled her eyes. 

“Load the jeep, First Sergeant Blevin. Lacy and you two--” Char pointed to Gerry and Kiwi. “--go with them and ride in that pod. You all spread out.” 

The Weres nodded. 

Timmons and Sue headed toward the second pod. Gene and Aaron remained with Char and Cory. Adams and Merrit joined the group manhandling the jeep into the third pod, which they called number three. 

Shonna and Ted walked toward the second pod, joining Timmons and Sue. 

The look on the faces of those who couldn’t go ranged from anger to soul-crushing despair. Mark didn’t budge. He sent the two platoons to fill in the spaces on the pods. He put the platoons that would remain behind on watch.

“If we don’t return, who is going to protect these people?” Cory heard Mark say. The thought was sobering. The young woman never contemplated that they wouldn’t come back. 

She wondered why she had such complete faith in Akio. Maybe it was because Akio always brought them home. More likely it was because her father’s loyalty to Akio was complete and unquestioning.

Cordelia trusted her father like he trusted Akio. 

“Thank you, Akio,” Cory told him when she took her seat. Akio nodded briefly before returning his attention to the screen where Eve was funneling the video composite she was building of the Forsaken’s pod’s flight profile. 

Blackie stayed in pod three with the jeep and the heavy weapons. Those he hand-selected to operate the weapons were squeezed in around the jeep. Blevin and Heitz sat in the front seats of the vehicle, and both were smiling.

Mark got the thumbs up from Blackie and from the platoon sergeant in the second pod, Sergeant Allison. The captain signaled for pods two and three to button up. He ran up the ramp to the first pod and took his seat next to Joseph. Char acknowledged him before buttoning up the aircraft.

Akio ordered the pods airborne. They flew slowly away, staying low as they headed over the lake, toward the open water, and then turned south to pick up the trail where Eve first spotted the enemy pod. 

“We will find them, Char-san,” Akio promised as the pod picked up speed.

 

Terry’s Prison

“Ass-grabbing, ball-slapping shitbag!” Terry yelled when Kirkus walked through the door. Terry wasn’t angry. He just wanted the Forsaken to get a clear delivery of what Terry really thought. 

“Good morning to you, too, TH!” Kirkus said happily. “It’s time that we celebrate your first week in your new home.” 

Terry was instantly confused. He flexed his stomach muscles and rotated his shoulder. Had he been there a week, certain injuries would have already healed. He couldn’t believe that he’d been gone more than half a day, and he suspected it was less than that. He’d only eaten three times while in captivity.

No. Nice mind game, motherfucker. Can you hear me now, cheesedick? Terry thought. 

Kirkus stopped approaching but continued to smile. He raised a hand and snapped his fingers. The Weretiger strolled in. She was in her human form and dressed the same as the first time Terry had seen her. 

“Hi, kitten,” he said in a friendly manner. He had no animosity for her. He wondered how Weretigers got along. Aaron had been alone for a long time. Would he be able to relate to another Weretiger or had the Werewolves and Werebear ruined him? 

Terry chuckled thinking about it. He felt tired but was in good spirits. 

“I have to say, TH, your once-disciplined mind so easily breaks down with a little pain and lack of real sleep. What you would give for a bed,” the Forsaken taunted.

“Doesn’t quite take a mind-reader to figure that one out, ass-face,” Terry replied casually.

“Kick him in the balls,” Kirkus ordered.

The Weretiger hesitated before taking two steps forward, spinning and driving her heel into Terry’s pelvis, a couple inches from the directed target. Terry grunted and doubled over as much as he could while still chained to the walls. 

He thought of his first mission to China with Akio. They’d gone deep into the mine. He’d been the weak link in the mission, the only one who couldn’t see in the dark, but he’d gone in any way. Terry had been in danger too many times to feel fear like normal people. He had confidence in his own abilities and those who surrounded him. 

His fear was of failure, failing the good people who put their faith in him. Char was brave and undyingly faithful. He knew that he was safe as anyone could be when he was with her. She was a fierce fighter. Now that Cory was grown, she’d redoubled her efforts to train and get better, be more deadly. He thought that she’d become the deadliest killer he’d ever met who wasn’t like Akio or Bethany Anne. 

Terry’s lip curled of its own accord. He yanked on his chains, hoping to snap a link or a bolt. He only needed one arm free, and he’d finish the Forsaken.

Kirkus laughed. “I think you’ll need more than one arm to deal with me, Colonel Terry Henry Walton. You think you can defeat me with one arm tied behind your back? Maybe we should try it and see.” The Forsaken was no longer smiling.

The air in the room turned cold as the Forsaken contemplated Terry’s punishment. Kirkus waved the Weretiger to the side as he stepped past her.

He dove in and punched Terry quickly, jabbing his ribs and hitting his face. 

Terry lashed out with his legs, but the Forsaken blocked them. Kirkus rotated and with extra force, landed the heel of his hand on Terry’s mouth, splitting his lips and loosening a tooth. 

Kirkus stepped back as Terry reeled from the impact. He licked his lips, tasting the blood. “You could be the biggest jagoff I’ve ever met,” Terry slurred as his mouth filled with blood. He spit it at the Forsaken, hoping the nanocytes would have pity and survive long enough outside his body to kill his enemy. 

Kirkus laughed at him and with head raised, strutted from the room, leaving the light on, the door open, and the Weretiger behind. 

“My name is Yanmei,” she said softly, picking up a rag and approaching Terry. She didn’t shy away from his unshackled legs. She didn’t think that she had to. 

She dabbed at his lips, then called for her servant. The petite woman appeared almost immediately carrying a pitcher of water. Yanmei took the pitcher and held it to Terry’s lips. He winced at first contact but drank readily.

Once the pitcher was drained, Terry slowed his breathing, trying to relax and let the nanocytes do their thing.  

The Weretiger watched him for a few moments and then left. 




















CHAPTER TEN




Flying in the Pod

Blackie sat next to the young Sergeant Nickles. “It took that pudknocker, General Tsao, five years before he raised his ugly head. We had to go in with the same kind of load out we got today,” Blackie told him.

“Well before my time, Lieutenant,” the sergeant replied. “That was twenty years ago.” 

The lieutenant recounted the story as they flew, delivering only the highlights.  

Everyone was listening intently to the story. Some had been there, most had not. It had been a long time since the Force de Guerre had destroyed the army of General Tsao. 

“Over a thousand soldiers walked down that road, one hundred and seventeen lived to see the sunrise. That’s the story people need to know. Get on the wrong side of the new world, and the FDG is coming for you, coming to ruin your day. Fuck those guys,” Blackie said without looking at anyone in the pod.

“To whoever took him? Fuck you! We’re coming, and you ain’t seen nothin’ yet, bitches! Here’s to Terry Henry Walton!” Corporal Max Heitz bellowed with renewed vigor. 

“To Terry Henry Walton!” those in the pod echoed. Adams and Merrit nodded. They were ready to do their part. They were ready to take on the Forsaken who had come into their house in the middle of the night. 

 

Terry’s Prison

Terry stood upright, trying to relax. His legs didn’t ache, which told him that he hadn’t been there that long. His shoulder was healing, once again. The nanocytes had already knitted the skin of his lips back together and tightened his teeth. He worked his jaw, loosening it. He’d been clenching it ever since getting punched. 

“Let me out of these chains, pus-wad and we’ll see what you can do in a straight up fight. Jagoffs. All the Forsaken are jagoffs. Maybe it’s in your nature or something. I don’t know. Twits,” Terry said, having a perfectly congenial conversation with himself. Since the lights were on, he took the opportunity to study the eyebolts.

He flexed and pulled, looking for the slightest movement. He continued working it. Terry was able to hold himself upright and brace his feet on the wall on one side to give himself additional leverage, but the bolt wouldn’t move. 

Terry had been chained into a corner, with his arms stretched to the side and slightly upward. The eyebolts were over his head, on each wall. He had limited movement, not enough to give it a good yank. 

He let himself back down to the floor and found Yanmei leaning in the doorway watching. 

“Hey!” he exclaimed with a scowl. “Don’t you people ever knock?” 

“I would think less of you if you weren’t trying to escape,” she offered.

“That might matter if I cared what you thought about me. If you release me, then I would care a whole lot,” Terry replied with a half-smile. He saw that she had changed clothes again.

“Are you twins or something?” he asked.

“No, just one of me, but my room is not far. I prefer comfort; he prefers the elegant look.” 

Terry wondered why she was trying to become his friend. He wouldn’t mention that it seemed forced. If he did, the Forsaken would be in her mind and see that she had failed. Terry held out hope that he could block the creature. 

In the interim, he decided to play the game. The eyebolts weren’t budging. 

“I can’t release you, because he wouldn’t take it well,” she finally answered. “Care for a game of chess?” 

She produced a board from behind her back. 

“I’m pretty busy,” he started, smiling. She didn’t see the humor in it. “Of course, I’d love to play. It’s been awhile so you’ll have to forgive me until I shake off some of the rust.” 

She set up the board on the floor in front of him. She sat cross-legged and arranged the pieces. “You are the guest. You shall play white.” 

He called out the square for his pawn. Yanmei moved it, and the battle began. 

Yanmei was not a fast player, where Terry had been conditioned with timed play. He had never had time to contemplate moves and countermoves five plays ahead. He could usually think three moves ahead, and that had always been good enough.

The young-looking woman would make her play, and within seconds, Terry would move. She’d look at the board for several minutes before taking her next turn. What felt like forty-five minutes in and the game was barely underway. Terry took a risk and paid for it, losing a knight and a bishop in rapid succession. He slowed down, but the damage was done. 

He started playing for a draw and succeeded, though he was unhappy that he forced himself into playing a defensive game, but sometimes, as in life, the best one could hope for was a draw.

She gathered the board and pieces, thanked him for the good game, and left.

“I’ll be damned,” he told himself when he was alone. “Pleasure and pain. Pain and pleasure. What is this fucker’s game? Play away, Kirkus. I’ll figure your ass out or die trying. You can take that to the bank!” 

Terry was fiercely defiant. Then he realized that there were no banks. They were some of the first things to go after the fall. Food was useful. Money was not. Anything needed to get food was useful. That wasn’t money. Tellers, managers, and security had simply walked away after the WWDE.

“Nice one, TH. You need some new idiomatic expressions. Maybe you should make your own,” Terry told himself. He thought long and hard, but nothing came to him. 

A shadow darkened the doorway, and his muscles tightened. It was Yanmei’s servant with a tray of food and water. 

He was angry at how he tensed. Kirkus had scored a point, and he wasn’t even there. 

“I could really use a beer if you have one,” he said softly. She simply shook her head, not understanding what he was saying. 

 

Flying in the Pod

Sue, Timmons, Shonna, and Ted sat together in the second pod. The warriors were packed in tightly around them. The space in the middle of the pod was empty. Timmons shook his head.

“What?” Sue asked.

“We could have brought some more weapons or more of something. It’s wasted space. Terry would be mad,” Timmons replied. 

“He can be mad after we’ve saved him,” Sue suggested. 

Ayashe released her seatbelt and staggered across the pod to kneel in front of Sue and Timmons. They looked up together.

“You look worried,” Kiwi and Gerry’s daughter told them.

“We are always going into combat,” Timmons dodged.

“No, you aren’t,” she replied. 

“Too smart for your own good,” Sue said, smiling. “This is different, for sure, because we don’t have Terry Henry Walton leading us. There is no finer warrior. He takes no unnecessary risks. His battle plans are meant to minimize our casualties and maximize those of the enemy, while always accomplishing the mission. He is the consummate professional when it comes to war.”

“And the major isn’t?” Ayashe asked in a young voice.

“We will follow anywhere she leads, if that answers your question,” Timmons answered.

“As would we.” Ayashe looked at the perpetually-young faces of the Werewolves. They returned her gaze, waiting for the question they could see she wanted to ask. Her face turned troubled. “What do we do if something happens to the colonel?”

“We comfort ourselves that we did everything we could to prevent it, then we keep Char from burning the Earth. Her grief will be more than all the rest of ours combined. We help her, and then we move forward, keep civilization from collapsing under the weight of tyranny,” Timmons said. 

Sue looked at her mate, wondering where the philosophy had come from. Tyranny wasn’t a word that Timmons used. 

“If we don’t move forward, then what would we do? Why would we exist?” Sue asked.

Ayashe shrugged.

“Why do you ask?” Timmons wondered.

“My mother saw Metaguas today. Someone is going to die. I know it. It’s been a long time since the rabbit has appeared, but there he was, in the park with the rest of us. I didn’t see anything, but my mother has the gift.”

“Then we will see who Metaguas has come for. No matter what, the survivors will always carry on, because they have to. We have a responsibility to humanity. Our alpha has declared that as our purpose. It is how things are and how they will be,” Sue replied matter-of-factly. 

Timmons grabbed one of the young woman’s shoulders and Sue took the other. “We’re in this together. All of us. We’ll see it to the end, won’t we, Ayashe? No matter how it turns out, the one thing we guarantee is that we will win or die trying.”

***

“I gotta pee,” Max told his friend. 

“What the hell am I supposed to do about it?” Blevin replied. Someone nearby snickered. 

“I don’t know. Drop the ramp and let me pee out the back.” Max started struggling to pull himself out of the jeep. 

Adams and Merrit watched curiously, wondering what the oldster was going to do. They wondered what it was like to get old, something they wouldn’t experience for a long time.

“Sit your ass down!” Blackbeard bellowed. Max gave him the finger.

The lieutenant calmly got up and climbed over people, balancing himself between the seats along the side of the pod and the jeep. 

“Come on, Max. We’re not dropping the ramp. You have to hold it,” Blackie told the old man. 

“Listen here, you little fucker, when you get to be my age, peeing isn’t something you can turn on and off. When it’s time, it’s time. It’s like when the rain comes. You can’t hold that back. Now, I gotta go, Lieutenant. What are you going to do to accommodate the troops?” 

Blackie rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“Who’s got a mortar round?” A couple of the warriors raised their hands. He pointed to one of them. “Take the round out and give me the case.” 

There was some discombobulation as the warrior removed his pack and pulled the round out, holding it away from himself so he didn’t dent the delicate fins. 

Blackie took the case--a long, plastic cylinder sealed at one end with a cap at the other. The gasket was intact, which meant the case would seal after Max was done taking care of business. 

“Here. Don’t make a mess,” Blackie tried to order.

“No guarantees, Lieutenant. Thanks, but I would have been perfectly happy hanging it off the end of the ramp!” Max and Blevin both laughed as they thought how that would have worked. 

“Sure. Can you imagine the colonel’s face when we told him we let you fall out the back of the pod?” 

Max mumbled something, but he was already at work, taking care of his personal business. Blackie made a hasty retreat, giving the thumbs up to the warrior still holding the mortar round in his hands and a look of confusion on his face. 

Blackie studiously ignored him as did the rest of the warriors. He resigned himself to holding the mortar round and remembered the old adage of “never volunteer for anything.”




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Flying in the Pod

The pod slowed as Eve painstakingly reconstructed the other pod’s path. The target had flown beneath the clouds, forcing Eve to search every opening on the original flight path, but the pod never reappeared. Then Eve traced the borders of the entire clouded area and searched, looking for where the pod emerged.

The clouds covered half a state. That was too much territory to search, but if Char was given no other choice, she would walk every inch of the ground. 

From the southern end of what used to be Indiana to the southern border of Kentucky and for a similar distance from east to west was the refined search area. 

“I am afraid, Charumati-san, that this is the best we can do. The Forsaken’s pod has landed somewhere within this area.” Akio drew a box with his hands over the map displayed on the screen. 

“What’s the biggest city in that area?” Char asked.

“Louisville,” Akio replied, clearly pronouncing the ‘s.’

“Let’s start with Louisville,” she suggested, pronouncing it as ‘Looavull.’ “We’ll pass low and slow over the city, separate the pods by ten miles. If a Forsaken is down there, we’ll sense him.”

Akio nodded and quickly programmed the flight computers of the three aircraft. 

They covered the distance quickly and slowed once they reached the outskirts of what had once been Louisville, Kentucky. The city had never recovered, but it looked like the small towns that cropped up on the outskirts were thriving. In an agricultural world, it made sense that places best suited for growing food would rebound the best. 

The pods made three passes over the city, discovering three Werewolves, but no Forsaken. 

“We’ll come back later to find out who you are,” she promised the unknown Weres on the ground. “Anything, Joseph?” 

The Forsaken shook his head. “I share your concern,” was all he said. He closed his eyes and leaned back, digging deeper into the etheric, continuing his own search for his brethren. They’d crossed the line, and he had no intention of protecting them. 

He liked the status quo, where he could be himself and not worry about getting his head cut off. Twenty-five years ago, Joseph had excused himself from the community of North Chicago and gone to sleep. He woke four years later, refreshed and famished. Terry had welcomed him back like one would an old friend. Joseph didn’t have to wonder. He knew.

Terry Henry Walton was his only friend. The others tolerated him, but given a choice, they wouldn’t simply stand around and do nothing with the Forsaken. Terry was special, because he would and he had no errant thoughts. He did it because he was a nice guy, not because he felt pity. Joseph would know that, and that wasn’t Terry. 

Joseph opened his eyes and found himself on the pod. The others were occupying their minds with a variety of diversions, many simply daydreaming. Char was singularly focused. Her aura glowed like the top of an erupting volcano. He was amazed that she wasn’t tearing the inside of the pod apart in her furor.

The warriors had their eyes closed, most of them sleeping. Terry had taught them to sleep when they could because once they hit the ground, they never knew when they’d be able to rest. 

Terry had learned the trick during his time in the Marine Corps. He learned the lesson well because Terry could fall asleep anywhere at a moment’s notice and wake up thirty minutes later completely refreshed. Joseph was always amazed by the man’s glowing red eyes. He’d achieved near Forsaken-level strength and speed. With his training, he was better than the Forsaken.

But not better than a dozen of them at one time. “We need to find him,” Joseph blurted without thinking. He was afraid of what his fellows would do to the Terry Henry Walton. 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Char replied, looking at the Forsaken through narrowed eyes, wondering what he’d been thinking about. 

***

Timmons and Sue held hands as the pod flew back and forth in the hopes that one of the Were folk would sense a Forsaken on the grounds below and that Akio or Joseph would be able to touch Terry’s mind, know that he was alive. 

From Louisville, they continued east to Frankfort and Lexington. They slowly crisscrossed the skies over the mostly abandoned cities and their growing suburbs. The world was starting to return. From dozens of people here and there to hundreds in the more fertile areas. 

The mountains of Kentucky fought off the majority of the heat and desert that had swallowed most of North America. From west of the Appalachians to the Rockies, the land was arid. What used to be Oklahoma and Kansas was nothing but parched land. 

Timmons had run the pack through Arizona and New Mexico, almost killing them in the heat and dry, but they made it and were stronger because of it. 

They wouldn’t do it again, not because they couldn’t but because it sucked so badly.

Kentucky wasn’t anything like that. It was green and growing. Water flowed in the rivers. Wildlife was extensive, and the people were almost as populous as what they found in Chicago or New York, even though they were spread farther apart. 

“Maybe we can retire here?” Sue quipped. 

“Retirement,” Timmons said slowly. “What a concept. I wonder if we’ll ever have anything like that, or if we’ll be running that power plant, working, fighting evil until the day we die.” 

Sue shrugged. “That’s a long ways off. I think we’ll like getting old, unless this was the first shot in a war among those from the Unknown World.” 

Timmons had to think about that. He couldn’t fathom being at war for the rest of his life. It would be like being condemned to Hell--fighting every day of their existence.

The speaker in the pod came to life.

“Attention all pods,” Char announced. “Forsaken spotted south of Louisville. We’re going in, triangular pattern. Special tac teams only converge on the target. He’s alone and we need information. Force personnel, small arms only. Secure the pods and wait for our return.” 

Sue and Timmons’s pod twisted mid-air and raced in a new direction. They sensed the Forsaken in the distance.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Sue said through gritted teeth.

***

 “Joseph, when we load back up, I think you should be in a different pod. Jump in number three. We can cover more territory that way. It’s redundant having you and Akio on the same pod,” Char said conversationally.

“Wow!” Joseph whispered. “You’ve raised me to Akio’s level. I don’t know what to say.” 

“Bullshit,” Char shot back. “You always have something to say.” She reached past Cory to punch the Forsaken in the chest, forcing herself to smile. The strain was taking its toll on her, creating wrinkles around her eyes. She tried to keep it light, but Terry’s abduction was tearing her apart.

“How he in peace is wounded, not in war,” Joseph quoted. “I believe you’re a fan of Shakespeare?”

“Be great in act, as you have been in thought,” Char replied before her face turned sour. The target Forsaken was not far. She looked at Akio across the pod, but his expression hadn’t changed.

Joseph’s face went blank as he reached out. His fellow Forsaken knew they were coming and had started to run. The pod jerked as it flew to cut him off. The other two pods responded instantly. 

Their descent was rapid, and the ramp opened before they hit the ground. With Joseph and Akio, the Were folk bolted from the pod. From the two other pods, the rest of the pack hit the ground running.

Some changed into Were form; others didn’t. Char never told them to change or not. The choice was theirs.

Gene removed his clothes as he ran off the pod, throwing them to the side and leaping from the ramp. His Werebear paws dug into the dirt and he raced past Char, Cory, and Clovis. The pup always kept up. He’d been brought up running after Cory and accepted it as a normal way to travel.

The warriors from the FDG filed off and took up positions fifty yards away in a circle around the pod as they defended their ride. They remained behind cover and watched impatiently, hoping for a quick resolution. 

Joseph and Akio split up, each going in a different direction as they tried to bracket their target. Aaron kept pace with Char and Cory, remaining in human form. He’d never been able to remember what he did as a Weretiger, and that bothered him. 

Aaron also considered himself to be Cory’s protector. He’d been there almost every single day of her life. He’d been close with Kaeden and Kimber, having watched over them on numerous occasions while the Force deployed. 

He’d been their teacher, taught them to read. He’d been their friend and to Kaeden, he’d been his savior, having pulled him from the water and the wreckage. Aaron felt the sting of the jagged cut he’d gotten during that effort. It quickly healed completely, but he could still feel it. After that, he’d changed into his Were form and didn’t remember a thing until he changed back. 

Aaron thought that both Kae and Kim liked him as a tiger. They said so, when he was in human form. He wished he’d remembered the fun they said they had together.

He stayed close to Cory, ready to change to a Weretiger should she be threatened. The ever-vigilant Charumati was leading the way, determined to find her husband, and Aaron didn’t think she’d let anyone get past her. 

There was no doubt who was in charge. Even Akio was in a supporting role to the purple-eyed Werewolf. 

The Forsaken stopped running. 

“It knows we’re here,” Char told the others as she maintained her blistering pace. Gene loped ahead, not overexerting himself. He slavered as if a good meal waited. Usually he wasn’t a drooler, but even he wanted this over with and his body was anxious.

They all hoped that this Forsaken would bring them one step closer to Terry Henry Walton. 

The middle-aged looking man was backed against a tree, staying in the shade. He was completely covered and looked uncomfortable. Akio and Joseph stood nearby. The three Were teams arrived at the same time. Sue and Timmons remained in the woods behind the Forsaken while Shonna, Merrit, and Ted stayed in the clearing. They made way for Char, Cory, Aaron, and Gene. 

Cordelia tried to walk alongside her mother, but Char put out an arm and forced her daughter to walk behind, bracketed by the Weretiger and the Werebear. Clovis growled and barked at the Forsaken.

Nothing was as deadly as a cornered animal. 

“Where is he?” Char asked, dispensing with the usual verbal jousting that Forsaken seemed to prefer and that TH reveled in. 

“I’m sure I don’t know,” the Forsaken replied. Char looked to Akio. He nodded almost imperceptibly. Joseph held up a hand and approached.

“Why would you say such a thing, when you know we can tell you’re lying?” Joseph asked, cocking his head so the other could see his face under the wide brim of his leather hat.

“If you know it isn’t true, then it’s not a lie,” the Forsaken stated casually. He wore a sword and had a rifle slung over his shoulder, but his arms were crossed and his hands empty. He stood defiant but not aggressive.

“Where are the other Forsaken? Where did they take Terry Henry Walton?” Char demanded.

The Forsaken’s mind clamped shut, and Akio drew his sword. 




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Terry’s Prison

“Tell me, TH, why do you insist on sacrificing yourself for the weak?” Kirkus pressed.

“For the seventy-fourth time, it’s the right thing to do. None of my previous answers convinced you?” Terry replied, looking into the Forsaken’s eyes and seeing nothing except a dark cruelty. Terry was obligated to add a taunt. “You warthog-faced buffoon. You are dense as a post.”

Kirkus didn’t acknowledge that he’d heard Terry speak. 

“Moral compass? Because of your moral compass. Let’s review, shall we,” Kirkus started in a low voice as he sought to make his point. “You return home to find your wife and daughter dead after a valiant battle. You killed the murderer, but then you went on to kill everyone else who was present. The images of their deaths, TH? Even I find those shocking.” 

It had been nearly fifty years since that happened, yet it had stamped darkness onto his soul. He knew that he’d be capable of that again if anyone put him in the same situation. His moral compass pointed true unless someone came after his family. 

He was ready to become Hell on Earth. All he needed was to be tipped over the edge. Kirkus laughed. 

“Payback? I am making amends for the last time I willingly left my family when I shouldn’t have to work for someone who saw me as a warm body and not a man with a family. This is my chance to fix that.” Terry knew there was no reason to lie, so he embraced his honesty, something the Forsaken probably found uncomfortable.

“I will share that they have come for you. They are fumbling around, flying in circles nowhere near here. We’ve tossed out a bit of bait to keep them distracted while we return to your little home. Kimber, Kaeden, and you have grandchildren, too! Can you imagine William and Mary Ellen playing in the hallways here?” Kirkus smiled, but it wasn’t of happiness or even forced to get a rise from TH. It was a smile of pure evil.

“Because I can see it, Terry Henry,” Kirkus added. 

Terry froze, glaring at the creature that called itself Kirkus. He lived underground because daylight was death. Terry had been taken while it was still dark. He wondered who was going to North Chicago. 

Char would not have left the community unprotected. Kimber and Kaeden were no pushovers either, assuming they stayed behind. Kae still carried the knife that Terry had given a boy of nine. Kimber was a martial arts master. Cory was almost as good as her mother, almost as fast. 

And there was the FDG. His captain, lieutenant, and sergeants wouldn’t let anything happen to the civilians. They’d lay down their lives to protect them. 

It wasn’t just Terry’s moral compass that the Forsaken was questioning. It was all of theirs. 

Terry smiled. The Forsaken was challenging humanity’s right to exist as free and independent souls. They would refuse. All of them. Forsaken running rampant around the community? They’d have to fight them all. Everyone would swing a shovel or a chair, stab with a knife. 

Everyone was armed with at least a knife. Terry had encouraged it, made sure that the residents had something with which to defend themselves. He wanted to join the fight, take it to the Forsaken right there. 

Terry ground his teeth together, clenching so tightly that his jaw started to ache. He opened his mouth and took deep breaths, calming himself. The only way to help his family was to escape his chains, something he’d done emotionally, a long time ago, when he returned to mankind. 

“We will wipe you and your spawn from the face of the Earth,” Terry promised, pulling and twisting on his all-too-real chains. 

 

North Chicago

Kimberly and Kaeden had wanted to go, but Char had put her foot down. They were to stay and watch over the grandchildren. 

As well as the others. 

Jim stood nearby, older, still a large man, but his running days were well behind him. He helped Mark on occasion, but he preferred working in the kitchen, probably because he loved to eat. Without the running, he was starting to fill out. 

Jim patted his ample stomach and found a seat on the steps. 

The pods were not long gone, but those standing around watched the sky as if their return was imminent. 

The two sergeants who had been left behind had dispatched their platoons to key areas around North Chicago. 

No warrior stood post alone. Two full squads surrounded the mayor’s building, walking the perimeter with weapons at the ready. 

Billy was back in his chair, looking pale as he took rapid, shallow breaths.

“I remember a long time ago when my security chief manned a security patrol at our house,” Billy managed to say between gasping breaths.

“And they tried to build that god-awful thing in our front yard, Billy dear,” Felicity drawled. “I know what you did for me. You made me out to be the bad guy!”

Her laugh was musical, but Billy’s degenerated into a racking cough. “Don’t make me laugh, woman,” he mumbled after the latest fit, but he was smiling.

“But Marcus hadn’t been after us. He was after Terry and Char. This time? No different. There’s always someone coming after them. Can’t people leave good folks like them alone? We’ve known those two for a long time, almost thirty years, and they’ve never been anything but selfless. That attracts the wrong sort, I guess,” Felicity said, squeezing Billy’s hand tightly. 

“I guess,” he croaked.

“Kim. Kae. What’s next?” Felicity was curious. Usually, Terry Henry and Char did what they needed to do, keeping the mayor informed with what she needed to know, but they weren’t there to tell her. 

Kim shrugged. Kae looked at the mayor. “We guard and we wait. They will return and when they do, they’ll have our father with them, because Mother would not leave him behind. If the pods return without him, Mother will not be on board, because they will have had to kill her. I guarantee you that.” 

“Sergeant Boris!” Kim called as she walked toward one of the uniformed warriors. “What is your load out?” 

“Standard loads, five point five six millimeter, full-metal jacket,” he replied, cocking his head at the question. 

“I recommend you give your people some of the silver-tipped ammo, at least the first one or two in each magazine.” She wasn’t a tall woman, but her demeanor made her seem larger. She spoke confidently and had a way about her that people noticed. When she talked, people listened.

Sergeant Boris nodded and passed the word. The two newest recruits left their posts and ran at top speed toward the barracks and the weapons locker where the special ammunition was stored. 

They had fallen out with silver-tipped rounds, but those who were selected to remain behind had given theirs to the warriors who were going. Boris wasn’t sure how many of the special rounds were left, but as long as the number was greater than zero, he wanted them.

The other platoon sergeant, Sergeant Allen, had his people farther out, creating a secondary line of defense. Anyone coming from the outside would be dealt with first by his platoon before encountering the close-in defense. 

Two platoons weren’t enough to protect all of North Chicago. They had to spread themselves thin. 

Maybe too thin.

 

Kentucky

The Forsaken had clammed up, not saying a word, not thinking a thought that Akio or Joseph could hear, not giving anything away. 

Char moved in close using a fighter’s stance, ready for the Forsaken to lash out. He was a daywalker, weaker than those who had to stay in the dark.

Joseph moved close on one side, and Akio, the other.

“Tell me, you motherfucker!” Char growled. Like a whisper of the wind, her fist flew at the Forsaken’s face. He caught it in his hand, smiling. 

A sunbeam through the branches flashed off Akio’s blade as he swung and sliced through the Vampire’s arm. The Forsaken howled, grabbing his stump with his free hand. Char reared back and drove her fist home, splattering the Forsaken’s nose. He tried to run, but Joseph caught him, hiked him over his hip, and body-slammed him into the tree trunk. 

Joseph jumped back as Akio’s blade arced a second time and removed the Forsaken’s other arm. The creature howled as dark blood spurted, then slowed. It continued to ebb with the beating of the Forsaken’s heart. 

“The Black Knight’s had worse,” Timmons quipped. Sue stifled a laugh before elbowing her mate in the ribs. 

Cory had no idea what they meant and was miffed at the horseplay. Char was too hell-bent on getting answers, but she expected that she’d find it funny later, when TH was safe. All of that passed through her mind in a millisecond. She returned to the business at hand, grabbing the Forsaken by his shirt, hauling him to his feet, and slamming him against the tree.

“I think the lady asked you a question, brother,” Joseph said softly. The Forsaken snapped his head to the side to glare at his fellow Forsaken. 

“How could you?” the Forsaken grunted.

“Winners.” Joseph waved his open hand at everyone who wasn’t bleeding, and then he pointed at the armless Forsaken. “Losers.” 

The Forsaken lunged at Joseph, but Char caught him and slammed him back into the tree. “You know where he is. Terry Henry Walton and the scum who took him. Tell me,” she demanded. 

Akio caressed the creature’s face with his katana, then let it hover in front of its throat. He started to saw with only the slightest pressure. The razor sharp blade sliced neatly into the skin.

“If you cut my throat, I won’t be able to tell you where he is…” Before the Forsaken finished speaking, Akio thrust forward and drew the blade backwards, pressing toward the tree and cleanly removing the creature’s head from its body.

Char looked furiously at Akio, clenching and unclenching her hands compulsively. Joseph put a hand on her shoulder. She whipped around to face him. 

“We need to go,” Joseph said. “They’re holding him in Mammoth Cave.”

“Run like the wind!” Char yelled, turned, and ran. Clovis was barking furiously at the dead body, watching it shrivel as its nanocytes died. 

“Come on, you dumb dog,” Cory said, swatting his hindquarters and getting him to run with her. The others were already on their way out of the clearing, fleeing toward their respective pods. Joseph joined Adams and Merrit as they headed for pod three. 

Cory ran for all she was worth, but Char was outdistancing her. Aaron was up ahead but slowed to let her catch up. Together, they pounded through the grassy underbrush of a gently rolling hill. When they came upon the pod, Char was waving at them impatiently. As soon as their feet and paws hit the ramp, it started to close. 

 

Mammoth Cave

Kirkus looked at his minions, still angry that Terry Henry had killed so many of his best foot soldiers. Those that remained were not the cream of the crop, so he was stuck adding the human slaves to the mix. He expected that the humans would die in the attack, but they would distract whoever was left long enough for his Forsaken minions to do their work, capture Walton’s children and bring them back. 

Kirkus didn’t care if they recovered any of the humans or not. Once Kirkus was the power, people would flock to him. They would be easy to manipulate and he’d have an army in no time. General Gilbert Kirkus, master of the world. 

He liked it, but back to the business at hand.

The humans he was sending were eager, having been properly brainwashed, but he’d always intended them to be food. 

“Your mission is to wreak havoc among anyone who is not the child or grandchild of Terry Henry and Charumati Walton,” he informed them. 

One brave human raised his hand. “How do we know them?” he asked.

Kirkus rolled his eyes. “Because they’ll tell you.” He pointed at the Forsaken looking down on the human minions. 

The man nodded happily. 

Twelve humans and four Forsaken stood in the gaping maw that was the entrance to Mammoth Cave. An earthquake sometime around the fall had widened the opening and made it possible for the Forsaken to move a stolen pod in. 

Under the cover of darkness, he’d flown it from the hangar in rural Virginia throughout the eastern seaboard and the Appalachians, looking for the perfect place to hide and start building an empire. 

When he came across Mammoth Cave, he knew he had found the right spot. 

Kirkus had established security, buttoned the pod up tightly, and gone to sleep. For decades he slept, rising thirty years after the WWDE. That was when he started to build. He became the denizen of the night, scouring everything that remained to find the technology he needed to access the satellites he knew were still in orbit. 

Satellites that the Queen Bitch had used to command. He had no doubt he could get into them. He had a pod, the technology that it contained, and his own immense intellect. He refused to consider that he wouldn’t be able to do it.

He knew about the satellites because he’d once been close enough to find out, learn what there was to know about the Kurtherians and the technology they’d left on Earth. Mr. Smith had recognized his potential and helped him to expand his mind in the short time they had together. 

It was enough. 

Once Kirkus had tapped into the satellites, he had to build his database from scratch, learn how the world had changed since the world’s worst day ever. 

In time, he started making short forays into the populated areas, taking the pod and landing silently in the dark of night. He learned of the FDG and the colonel who ran it with his purple-eyed partner, a beautiful woman with a silver streak of hair running down one side of her face. 

Kirkus knew that they were enhanced. He didn’t know to what degree, only that they were different, more like him than normal humans.

The Forsaken learned how different when he took the pod on a well-planned raid to capture Terry Henry Walton and his partner. 

Kirkus reached out and grabbed one of the other Forsaken. “How did he kill eight of you?” he demanded. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked that question.

“He was faster, deadlier. His eyes glowed red, but he’s not like us. I’ve never seen anything like it.” The Forsaken cowered before Kirkus. 

“Of course you’ve never seen anything like him. No one has seen anything like that, you moron!” Kirkus sent the minion sprawling. The lesser Forsaken hurried to get up and brush himself off, glaring at the humans, but they were looking down. They knew not to incur Kirkus’s wrath. 

“Go, you fucking toads, and bring me back those kids!” Kirkus screamed maniacally before storming away. 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Mammoth Cave had been a massive national park back in the day. Now, it was heavily overgrown, and the entrance wasn’t as obvious as Char had hoped. The whole world looked different, but the interstates and main roads still held much of the vegetation at bay. 

Akio had found the old interstate and followed it. They missed the turn off for the park and had to circle back. The second and third pods took up a position in the general area and hovered while Akio searched.

The minutes stretched as the pod slowed to a crawl, looking for a winding road that was no longer there. 

Eve’s voice projected through the pod’s sound system. “A pod has just appeared and is now flying north. I’ve input the coordinates from where it came. You can be there in moments. Would you like me to send the other pods after this new one?” 

Char’s mind raced, and her decision was quick.

“Send the pod number two after them at best possible speed. Get close enough so our people can sense who is on board. The rest of us are going spelunking.” 

Akio issued the orders, and two pods raced for the spot from where the other pod had appeared. 

“Put me on speaker with pod two, please,” she asked Akio. 

He nodded to her. “Timmons! Take charge and hunt those bastards down, wherever they are going. Keep us informed,” she said loudly, looking out the window as the pod descended toward a massive cave mouth. 

“Will do, Char,” Timmons replied. He had nothing else to say. Everyone in the second pod was pressed heavily into the seats as the pod continued its acceleration in an attempt to overtake the intruder. 

“And if possible, take that pod away from them. We could use a new piece of gear. Do us proud, Sergeant Allison,” Char told them.

“Always,” the sergeant replied.

***

“What do you mean they were right there?” Kirkus bellowed toward the communications station. 

A voice crackled through the speaker. “When we emerged from the cave mouth, three pods were scattered across the area. We headed north, and one pod is following. I lost the other two. I think they stayed there. I’m sorry, but they had to see where we came from.” 

Kirkus fumed. He picked up a cup and threw it, shattering it on the far wall of the cave. 

He was left with nearly no manpower, only the weakest of servants, a Weretiger, and his wits. 

Kirkus had never been one to count on winging it. He had built booby traps into the cave and knew it was time to activate them. The Forsaken walked through in his mind how the events would unfold. Terry’s people would land and enter the cave, they’d be worn down by traps of various types, and then Kirkus would kill them one by one. 

No one could stand up to him. 

“Carry out your mission. When the other pod lands, kill everyone on it and take it. We could use another one of those,” Kirkus replied calmly and then put the microphone back in its cradle. 

He looked up for a moment and then ran for the cave mouth. There was much work to do.

 

Flying in the Pod

Timmons and the others hung on as the pod executed a series of high-speed maneuvers. According to the screen, the other pod was headed straight for Chicago, by which Timmons assumed that it was headed for North Chicago. They’d taken all the comm devices. He had no way to warn them. 

“We need to fix that,” Timmons said. 

Sergeant Allison glanced his way. 

“Comm. We need more comm devices,” Timmons explained. Sue squeezed his leg as the adrenaline started to course through her body. 

The pod leapt forward. “Forsaken,” Sue said loudly. “Four and twelve humans.” 

Allison looked at her. “Four Forsaken and twelve humans?” he asked. 

The Werewolves nodded in unison. Shonna and Ted had sensed them, too. 

“Listen up!” the sergeant belted out. “There are twelve humans on that pod. They are our business. We cannot let them gain a foothold in North Chicago. No matter where they land, we will put ourselves between them and the community. This time, we’re not looking to take any prisoners. There are four others on that pod. Forsaken. Our friends here will take care of them, but if you get a shot, you all have silver-tipped bullets. Use them wisely.”

Allison looked from one to the next, insisting on the thumbs up sign to show that they understood. 

The pod dipped and jerked as they flew between some of the tall buildings still standing in old Chicago. 

“Why are we doing this, Eve? Can’t we just fly above it all?” Timmons asked the ceiling. 

Eve’s disembodied voice replied, “Of course.” And the ship headed upward, greatly smoothing the ride as they kept the other pod in sight. Eve took the pod higher. 

Soon the other pod exited the winding confines of the remnants of Chicago’s skyscrapers and launched itself due north. Timmons followed its line of travel on the projected map. 

“We’re going home, people. Try not to shoot any of our own,” he cautioned, gritting his teeth. 

The sanctuary of North Chicago was about to be invaded for the second time that day. And he couldn’t have that. “NO MERCY!” he yelled. 

Sue jumped at the outburst. 

A chorus of oorahs filled the inside of the pod. The FDG warriors performed one final check of their weapons, that their helmet chinstraps were tight, and that their flak vests were closed. With one hand on their rifles and the second hand on their restraints, they prepared to disembark.

Their pod followed the other in. 

 

Mammoth Cave Entrance

Akio hovered the pod outside the entrance, hesitant to enter. “It is too confined within,” he said in a tone that wasn’t open for discussion. “We need to find a place to land and then enter the cave on foot.” 

“Lower the ramp,” Char growled, looking through narrowed eyes at the video projection of the cave’s entrance. “I’ll jump down.”

Akio hesitated. He zoomed out to find a landing spot only a hundred yards away, but it was only big enough for one pod at a time. 

“New plan, Char-san,” Akio said as he fingered one of the two pistols at his side. “We will descend close to the mouth. We will jump into the entrance and then the pod will land. The others will disembark and move here. Our pod will return to hover over the entrance. The number three pod will then land and disembark. We will have three groups. Not optimal, but it will suffice. I can only sense one Forsaken within the cave and nothing else. There is too much rock. We will know more once we are inside.”

Char nodded tersely as she stood and walked to the ramp. She relayed the plan to the pod three, ordering the jeep to remain in the clearing with the pods to protect them. She’d seen that there was no way they could get inside the cave. People would be hard-pressed to get through the entrance, but it was perfectly suited for a craft like a pod. 

Akio wouldn’t risk taking a pod inside. It was the enemy’s stronghold, and this was shaping up to be the final battle. 

 

Terry’s Prison

Yanmei hurried down the corridor. Terry heard her coming, which was out of the norm. She had foregone stealth for speed. 

That meant something was happening. 

She entered Terry’s prison and shut the door behind her. She leaned her back against the wall beside it and waited. 

“That’s different,” Terry said conversationally. He watched to see what else her body language would give away. She didn’t reply to his statement, so he took a more direct route.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“I am to watch you, and if necessary, I am to kill you.” She talked without changing her facial expression. The rest of her body was stiff, as if made of wood. 

At least she hadn’t changed into her Were form.

“So there is something happening. Why didn’t Kirkus come? Isn’t he all about domination and control?” Terry probed. 

She blinked, but made no move to answer. Yanmei leaned over and put an ear to the door, then shrugged almost imperceptibly and resumed her position against the wall. 

“Did you bring your chess board?” Terry wondered, knowing that she hadn’t. 

She held out two empty hands. 

“I’m sorry, too. I won’t make the same mistake I made in the last game,” he promised with a smile. “Since it looks like we’re going to be here for some uncertain amount of time, do you mind if I tell you a story?” 

Yanmei looked at him, blinking slowly, expression unchanged.

“Cory was five years old, and everything in North Chicago was going great. Everyone had enough to eat. The power was on, and we were expanding the operational grid. Even as far out as the Weathers’ ranch, we had electric lights. We decided it was time for a little camping trip. Just me, Char, and our daughter Cory. We also adopted two kids that we found wandering the Wastelands, Kim and Kae. We took four horses and headed north toward Canada. We spent two weeks getting there because we weren’t in a hurry. It was an opportunity for Char and me to teach them some life skills, living off the land, that kind of stuff. We had a good life in North Chicago, and things were coming pretty easy. The kids went to school, and the adults went to work. Everyone ate in Claire’s Diner.” 

Terry shifted his feet and rolled his shoulders as much as he could. He needed to let his arms hang at his sides, at least long enough to let the blood flow back into his fingers. He flexed his hands and tried to encourage the nanocytes to stretch their legs. His stomach started to feel better. 

Yanmei watched him emotionlessly.

“You know what we found in Canada?” 

Terry waited, but there was no answer.

“Peace. We found peace. A small cabin on a lake where the fish were always biting. Game that wasn’t afraid of humans. We stayed there for a week, then two weeks. It was like our own paradise. Char and I talked about staying. The FDG had competent leadership, so they didn’t need me.” 

Terry hopped from one foot to the other as he encouraged blood flow. He expected that he’d take a beating soon and needed his body to be ready.

“But then we got a call from Akio. Do you know who he is? He’s one of the Queen’s Bitches, left behind when she went to space. She’s out there somewhere, protecting the world that tried to kill itself. Ain’t that some shit?” Terry looked at a spot on the wall and shook his head. Someone like the Queen risking their life for a belief that humanity deserved to be saved.  

And humanity turned the world into a shithole. Terry had a hard time reconciling himself with what they found in the Wasteland. Humanity had tried to kill the planet, and Mother Earth was still reeling from the body blows. But she’d survived. Humanity had survived. Maybe the Queen’s faith wasn’t misplaced.

At least it wasn’t when it came to her faith in TH and Akio. 

“Akio is here to help us save what’s left and rebuild. Anyway, he had a mission that only the great Terry Henry Walton could perform. Terry Henry and his partner, the Werewolf Charumati,” Terry said, tossing his head and smirking at the sound of his name coming from his own lips. 

“You wouldn’t believe how much I love her. It physically hurts me to be apart from her. We’ve been together for something like twenty-nine years. Hear my soul speak. Of the very instant that I saw you, did my heart fly at your service, Shakespeare said in The Tempest. There were no truer words written. Or maybe, Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, and therefore is winged Cupid blind. Although she’s really something to look at, too. I’m pretty sure that I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman, no disrespect intended toward you. I see her looking over her shoulder at me, purple eyes glowing, and mischief in her face. CHAR!” Terry yelled all of a sudden, grimacing.

His body convulsed as he flexed his muscles, enraged at still being chained to the wall.

“Akio called and told us he was on his way to North Chicago to pick us up, along with Char’s pack. But we were in Canada, far to the north. He adjusted his flight and came to Canada. We had to leave the horses behind, and we had kids with us, but none of that mattered. The world needed to be saved. We flew to New York City, a place that Akio seems to have a hard-on for, as we keep going back there to make sure they are on the straight and narrow.” 

Terry shifted his shoulders again, leaning one way until the chain would give no more, then leaning the opposite direction. 

“Is there any way you could loosen this chain just a touch?” he asked. She ran her tongue over her lips to moisten them. Terry was thirsty, too. He wondered when he’d next get a drink.

He had remembered a classified terrorist threat briefing he’d once prepared regarding Brigadier General Dozier and his kidnapping by the Red Brigade in Italy. He’d avoided talking about religion and politics, but instead talked about those things where they had common ground. The terrorists started to see him as a human being and not as a prisoner in their silent war. The general’s guard, who was supposed to kill him in case of a rescue attempt, did not, and the general was freed and the entire cell captured without the special police force firing a shot.  

“In New York City, we found a small group trying to act like a gang. Char, Kim, Kae, and I left the pod. Cory was with Akio. I thought it odd that he didn’t go, but he’s Akio and had his reasons. We confronted the gang. We let them encircle us because we wanted them in one place, you know, so we could talk with them all at one time. A couple thought Kimber would make a nice addition to their group. You should have seen her beat the crap out of those two knuckleheads. Once we showed them the error of their ways, which earned their leader two broken arms, they were much more amenable to a humane approach to rebuilding society.”

Terry watched the Weretiger’s reactions to see if he was having an impact, becoming a real person in her mind, but she gave nothing away.

“Cory healed the man. Five-years-old and she didn’t want to see him in pain. That made him a believer. The New Yorkers wouldn’t have stood a chance. Kim and Kae could have taken that whole gang by themselves. They learned at a young age that there’s nothing like being able to protect yourself. That gang leader? I think he’s the mayor of one of the biggest boroughs in New York. Last time there, we found them making it into a real city again. They have power, food, and even trade. In another fifty years, I think we may see New York City at the heart of a modern world. I’d like to be around to see that, visit there with my kids and their kids. And my wife, too. God, I miss her,” Terry lamented, eyes tearing, but he blinked them away.

He could smell a fight coming and needed to be out of his chains. 

“Do you have anyone?” Terry asked softly.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Mammoth Cave Entrance

The ramp descended, and Char didn’t hesitate as she ran off the back and jumped. The two-story drop was through light branches. Char kept her legs together on her way down, one hand clasped over her face. She hit the ground hard, but let her knees collapse as she pushed, rolling on the ground and coming up ready to fight. Akio was right behind her, then Gene, who was less graceful, crashed through the branches and hit the ground with a heavy thud. Aaron landed on a higher branch and bounced down the tree like an elf, landing lightly next to Gene, who he helped to his feet. 

Gene angrily ripped his clothes off and changed into Were form. Aaron thought about changing and decided he needed to be at the top of his game. He looked sad as he became a Weretiger because he knew that he would remember nothing of what happened from this point until he changed back. 

Joseph hit the ground and crumpled into a pile. His combat roll left a lot to be desired.

Another grunt drew their attention as Cory hit and rolled. She came to her feet and quickly brushed herself off. Char glared at her and Cory glared back, putting her hands on her hips for added emphasis. “Stay behind me,” Char conceded.

Akio drew his pistols and walked quickly toward the cave. The others fell in behind him. 

At one time, the cave mouth had concrete steps leading down to an area called Houchins Narrows, a wide and high tunnel that led downward into the main part of the cave. That was before the fall. Afterward, the quake had opened things up, while also destroying the visitor’s entrance. It was now covered in boulders of all sizes, making for a rough climb to get past. 

Cool air breezed past as they worked their way through the jumble at the entrance.

Akio stopped every few steps to look and sniff. He continued through the rubble at the entrance until he was first to the bottom, where Houchins Narrows spread out before him. This was the pod’s hangar, judging from the cleared space and netting on the cave’s roof to catch rocks before they fell on the aircraft. 

Char stopped when she heard a noise behind her. Mark was waving with the warriors from the first pod. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Follow us in. Third pod cover the entrance. Be ready to shoot that pod down if it comes back and tries to enter the cave.”

Mark gave the thumbs up and started sending the two squads down, one man at a time. They dislodged rocks and stumbled as they hurried to catch up.

Cory was the last one of the first group. She turned and glared at the squad leader. “Slow down and get yourself under control!” she snarled. He recoiled as if slapped. Cory was usually calm, the one every one looked to for keeping the peace. 

She put a finger to her lips and he passed it up the line. Be quiet.

Akio raised a fist to hold the others in place as he remained still and studied every detail of the cave from near to far, low to high. Char froze while standing on the final rock before setting foot on the tunnel floor. The stone below the fall remained smooth from hundreds of thousands of feet walking over it, millions of gallons of water polishing it.

Akio took one careful step forward and then another. On his third step, he dodged as a massive explosion rocked the cave wall, sending debris flying across the path he was on. 

Char was hit and rolled to the side. She was able to get her hands up, blocking her face with her pistols. Char let the force of the blast carry her before hitting and rolling into a ball, to minimize the beating.

Gene was behind her. The smaller rocks hit and bounced off the Werebear. He shook the dust off and roared his anger. 

The Weretiger leapt the rocks and snarled as cats do, screaming as the dust settled. Cory jumped from rock to rock to get past Gene, but he held her up, blocking her way as he forced a path through the newly fallen rock. Joseph remained behind Cory. 

Char was already getting up, cuts marked her arms from the chips that had sprayed across her, but she hadn’t been on the receiving end of the bone-crushing boulders like Akio had been. She worked her way through the fallen rocks, pistols out and ready, watching the tunnel carefully, wondering when and from where the next strike would happen.

She reached Akio, his body shattered, but he was still alive and already healing. His lightning quick dodge had saved his life, a maneuver that only one of his ability could have pulled off. 

She cleared the rocks away and helped him to sit. He gurgled and wheezed with each breath. “I still live,” he whispered. 

“For a long time to come, my friend,” Char replied softly, letting him rest his head against her hand. Cory finally appeared at Char’s side. 

She started to put her hands on Akio’s chest, but Char stopped her. “He has his own nanocytes. They may fight against yours,” Char tried to explain.

“Then I’ll stop. Mother, please, let me do what I do,” Cory pleaded. Char removed her hand and nodded once.

Clovis tried to stuff his dog nose in between Cory and Akio, but Char pulled the big pup back.

Cory looked more closely at Akio, trying to determine which wounds were the worst. His arms and legs were battered, but the crushed rib cage and torn up lungs needed her attention the most. Her first impression had been right.

She spread her fingers as she gently worked her hands beneath Akio’s combat shirt. His body trembled at the touch, but only slightly. He was fighting to control the pain. Akio was attempting to meditate, free his mind and body to quicken the healing process.

Cory shuddered as her nanocytes started to interact with Akio’s. A spasm torqued her abdomen and she lurched forward. Char grabbed her by the arms, ready to pull her away. 

“It’s okay,” Cory gasped, visibly relaxing as each moment passed. A slight blue glow emanated from beneath Akio’s shirt as his chest filled out, repairing itself at a fantastic pace. Cordelia sighed heavily and fell backward. 

Char caught her and gently leaned her next to Akio. Cory was breathing slowly and rhythmically. Her hands continued to glow for a few more seconds before the light faded. Her eyelids fluttered as she struggled to wake up. When she forced her eyes open, they glowed blue. 

“Are you okay?” Char wondered, not seeing anything unusual besides her daughter’s eyes. 

“I am. Tired, but getting over that quickly. What?” Cory asked. 

“Your eyes. They’re glowing,” Char said matter-of-factly as she kept stealing glances down the tunnel. “We need to go. You should stay here with Akio.”

“No,” Cory replied. She stood, took two deep breaths, and motioned for her mother to precede her. 

Gene was fifty yards down the tunnel, turning his head back and forth as if one ear would hear better than the other. The Weretiger was standing between Cory and where the booby trap had been detonated. Joseph was standing next to Aaron, studying the cavern wall.

“What if there are more of those things?” Char asked Cory.

“Then you’ll need me more than ever,” Cory answered, gesturing impatiently down the tunnel. 

“Leave one person with Akio and follow us,” Char ordered the captain. 

Mark looked at Ayashe and motioned for her to remain. 

“No way,” she argued. Mark almost came unglued. 

“You’ll do as you’re ordered, Private!” he barked, before turning to follow the Were folk and the Forsaken into the cave. Ayashe stood in front of Akio and watched her fellow warriors enter the cave. 

She wasn’t one for being insubordinate, but she realized what made her speak out of turn.

Ayashe was afraid. She was alone in the enemy’s stronghold, and she was afraid.

“Nothing to fear, Ayashe-chan,” Akio said softly from behind her. She jumped and then hung her head as she worked through the irrationality of it all. 

“Yes, Master Akio,” she replied respectfully.

“Come, sit with me.” Akio patted the rock next to him, grimacing with the effort. 

Who was she to turn him down? She joined him, sitting up and watching down the tunnel, her finger outside of the trigger guard and her thumb on the selector lever, ready to flip it off safe.

 

Terry’s Prison

The thunder of the explosion reverberated through the walls of Terry’s room. He could feel the vibration through the chains and into his arms. He smiled.

“They’re here, aren’t they?” he asked. 

Yanmei licked her lips as she started to breathe faster, more the trait of a cat trapped where it didn’t want to be than a human waiting for orders from her master. 

“Let me go and we’ll leave here together. We’ll protect each other and then, when we’re back with Char and the pack, we’ll protect you from him. We’ll protect the whole world from him, but you have to let me go first,” Terry told her in a gentle voice as he tried to sound rational, logical, when what he really wanted to do was scream in fury. 

Char was close, and someone was blowing stuff up. He hoped the explosion was from breaching charges. He couldn’t tell. C4 sounded like HMX sounded like TATP through the bedrock beyond the walls.

It told him that he was in a cave. More importantly, it told him that he’d been found. 

Yanmei knew it, and she was starting to feel the strain. Her once stoic features were starting to twitch.

“You can’t protect me from him. You can’t even protect yourself,” she blurted, smirking and waving a hand to take in a chained Terry Henry. 

“Do you know how many of them came after me?” he asked coldly. She didn’t respond. “A dozen of them. Eight didn’t come back. I’m giving you my word that if you let me out of here, I will die to protect you, just like I would anyone facing an evil like Kirkus.”

She licked her lips again and chanced a look at the door. She reached for the knob, but it was already turning.

 

Flying in the Pod

Timmons, Sue, and Sergeant Allison had their eyes glued to the screen as the other pod slowed on approach to the former naval base that the community of New Boulder had taken over and claimed as North Chicago. 

The pod flew low over the FDG barracks and the diner. It headed for Mayor’s Park, where it hovered for an instant and then dropped to the deck with the back ramp lowering as it landed. 

“Hurry!” Allison yelled, and the pod lurched and pitched nose first as it rapidly closed the distance between it and the other pod. 

 

North Chicago

“Hey! They’re back already!” one of the Force privates yelled. “Pass it on!”

He slung his rifle over his shoulder as he left his post and walked toward the rapidly descending pod. He wondered why they were coming in so quickly, as well as a second pod, too. 

Somebody’s injured. They need help, he thought and started to run. He pulled up short when he saw within the pod. Men and Forsaken. He didn’t recognize them. 

“IT’S A TRAP!” he yelled as an Uzi burped and the bullets hit his vest and climbed upward, tearing into his neck and face. He flopped to the ground in a fountain of blood. 

Boris took a knee and with his first two shots, dropped the first two humans off the pod. The others ran free and scattered. He flipped his selector switch to a three-round burst and sprayed the running men. The Forsaken walked off last.

Boris thumbed the magazine release and the magazine fell free. He slapped in the magazine with the silver bullets on top, pulled the charging handle, and sent an unfired round flying. He let the handle go to ram the first silver-tipped round into the chamber, and Boris took aim. 

The Forsaken stepped from the pod and looked right at the sergeant. Boris’s mind filled with overwhelming terror. He dropped his weapon, covered his ears, and ran. 

The Forsaken laughed. He looked at the other residents. Two of the minions were running toward the entrance to a building that overlooked the landing field. A young woman was trying to drag an old man inside while a young man and young woman looked on defiantly. A third young woman put her hand on the young man’s arm, joining him in glaring at the new arrivals.

“That’s them!” the Forsaken yelled, pointing to the people at the entrance of the large brick building. 

Two of the minions broke into a full sprint, expecting their targets to run. They didn’t. Kaeden and Kimber stood their ground. As the two men vaulted up the steps, they were met by snap-kicks. They fell in unison. Kae throat-punched his and rolled him to the side. Kim kicked her opponent twice more until he stilled, then she stomped on his neck. The snap of a bone breaking echoed from the walls behind them. 

Kae and Kim descended to the sidewalk and assumed their fighting positions. They didn’t have firearms while the enemy did, but they heard the Forsaken’s call. The enemy had come for them, and they weren’t going to be taken.

Kimber vowed never to be taken again, not alive anyway.

A second pod approached rapidly, flaring to land. The rear deck dropped and friendly faces bellowed their war cries as they ran into Mayor’s Park.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Terry’s Prison

Yanmei jumped back but quickly relaxed. Terry stared wide-eyed as the knob turned and the door slowly opened. Yanmei’s servant sheepishly entered and closed the door behind her.

Terry’s first thought was about food and water, and she had brought nothing with her. He was disappointed, his hunger and thirst at the forefront of his mind.

That made him feel bad, because he could see the look of fear on her face. She said something in Chinese. Yanmei answered softly, putting a comforting hand on the shorter woman’s shoulder. They hugged, and the servant found a seat in the corner, away from the withered body of the dead Forsaken, the one that Terry had killed without using his hands. 

Kirkus made sure that no one had taken the Forsaken’s body away. He considered it a reminder of what Terry Henry Walton was capable of. Yanmei ignored it, but her servant was uncomfortable and averted her eyes.

“She will come too, of course, to a place where she’ll live free. We don’t have servants in North Chicago,” Terry said smoothly, trying to keep his voice free from judgment. 

“What if that’s what she wants to do?” Yanmei asked pointedly.

“Then she’ll be free to do it. Let me revise my earlier statement. Everyone is free to find their own destiny. The only thing we require is that everyone works, everyone gives back to the community in some way,” Terry explained. 

“You are a communist, like those in old China?” Yanmei asked.

“NO!” Terry blurted. He’d thought about that over the past thirty years, but hadn’t expected to deliver an answer.

“I’m sorry. Communism is a political system. I would say that we probably have something more like socialism, or a free society that is heavily taxed. We used to contribute everything to a central pool, but now, it’s less than half. We have the dining hall and that is the main focus of it all. As long as people can eat regularly, then everything else becomes possible.” 

In his mind, Terry had looked through a mountain of history books regarding political and economic systems. 

None of it was exciting reading, but he found it all fascinating. He’d recognized a trend early in his studies. 

“Most systems have their merits, just until the leadership is corrupted. No, we don’t have elections, but the mayor consistently does what is in the best interest of the people. I guess I’m the self-appointed overseer. Have been ever since my first meeting with Billy Spires. I’ve done things that I will spend the rest of my life making up for. Kirkus called it a moral compass. I call it a conscience that will never be satisfied with my apologies.” 

Terry was opening up to Yanmei in his continuing efforts to gain her confidence. Kirkus only had the pain of failure to offer. Terry was talking about the power of freedom. 

And Terry was starting to like this captor, not because of Stockholm syndrome, but because of her simple act of calming her servant. She was providing a promised level of protection. She made her servant feel safe without being afraid to ask for that security. He also felt that she was as much Kirkus’s prisoner as he was.

“Kirkus will fall, because his style of control cannot survive the new world. We won’t let it. I won’t allow it. Maybe that’s why I’m here. He lost eight of his minions to capture and one, almost two more attempting to restrain me.” Terry nodded toward the body on the floor. “He must have calculated that it was worth the cost. What does that tell you?” 

Yanmei shook her head. 

Another explosion shook the walls. This one was closer.

***

Joseph laughed as dust filled the air. Gene roared his disapproval once again at the noise of the explosion.

“I read your goddamned book!” Joseph yelled. He’d seen the trap and tossed a large rock to activate it. 

“Next time, fucknuts, give us a warning!” Char yelled, her ears still ringing from the power of the blast. They were almost at the end of Houchins Narrows, which led into the area known as the Rotunda, a massive open space rounded from eons past when water circled within. 

Char stayed behind Joseph as he walked from the tunnel into the Rotunda.

Behind her, a man screamed while another started shooting. Mark yelled to cease fire. 

“What the fuck are you shooting at?” Mark yelled. 

“Something took Glen,” another replied. Char looked back. One of the privates was aiming his rifle at the tunnel wall. She hadn’t seen any side passages. 

The lighting was still on despite the explosions. Char expected they would lose that benefit of illumination when it was most inconvenient. 

“Flashlights!” she called. Some of the Force warriors started winding furiously. Others had taken the ride on the pod to charge their flashlights. A number of beams appeared, clearly outlined in the dust floating through the cave. They danced along the wall until they all converged on a single spot.

“There’s a tunnel here,” Mark said loudly, motioning for the warrior aiming the rifle to join him. “Blood on the rock. Hang on. Cover me. Wait, you got silver bullets in that thing?”

The man changed magazines, ejected the current round, and sent a new one home. Mark was not amused. “Get your head out of your ass, or you’re going to end up just like him,” Mark growled, pointing at the wall. 

The captain worked his way inside, then dragged a body out. Glen’s head had been bashed in. Mark cursed silently, then carefully propped Glen’s body against the wall, making it look like he was resting. He waved the warriors away from the narrow tunnel mouth.

“Fire in the hole!” he said as he tossed a grenade inside, dove away, and slapped his hands over his ears. The explosion sent debris from the tunnel and created yet another dust cloud. Mark looked at the cave wall, waving his hand to clear the air. 

He gave Char the thumbs up. “Move it out,” he called. 

They’d pick up Glen’s body during the retrograde once the mission was complete. If they didn’t survive, then at least Glen was comfortable in his final resting place.

No one contemplated anything differently. They always planned to win. 

Char tomahawked her hand in the direction of an outlet on the other side of the Rotunda. Joseph looked at the walls as he and Gene moved further into the open area. 

The sound of metal caressing metal alerted them. Gene and Joseph stood back to back as a thousand metal discs, sharp as razors, flew into the cavern. 

 

North Chicago

Felicity and Marcie dragged Billy through the door. His eyes were wide with shock and his breathing ragged. 

The sound of gunfire filled the area in front of the mayor’s building. Kim and Kae were out there. Marcie was beside herself. Marcie and Kae’s kids were already in the mayor’s office hiding under the desk. 

“Come!” she yelled in their direction. They were too afraid to move. 

Billy started shaking as spasms wracked his body. His jaws clenched and pink foam bubbled from his mouth. He stiffened, jerked twice, and relaxed as a long sigh signaled his final breath. 

Felicity screamed in anguish. Marcie started to cry but forced herself to stand and run into the mayor’s office to grab her two children. She carried the youngest on her hip while holding the other’s hand. 

The children were terrified and panicking. Marcie wrestled with Mary Ellen and finally had to pick her up, too. Liam had his head buried against Marcie’s breast, his small body jerking as he sobbed uncontrollably. 

“Come on!” Marcie yelled at her mother through tear-filled eyes. 

Felicity looked up, nodded, and stood, still hanging onto Billy’s hand. 

“Leave him!” Marcie bumped her mother and headed for the stairs. 

With one last look, Felicity turned and ran after her daughter. 

***

The enemy’s Forsaken were projecting terror in every direction, sweeping the minds of the North Chicago residents. Most of the warriors from the Force were affected, although some were able to fight it off. Joseph had helped them to understand the mind control that some Forsaken were capable of.

Those few warriors were fighting back while the rest of the Force were running. Kirkus’s human minions weren’t ready to fight professional soldiers, so it took no time at all to eliminate that threat. The survivors were either still running or cowering in a hole somewhere; their fear was real, not created by a Forsaken.

Kim and Kae had received more training than anyone else, even members of the Force. It was the benefit of being Terry and Char’s children. 

The two stood side by side, ready to fight, as two Forsaken approached. The other two Vampires were left to deal with the four Werewolves that emerged from one of Akio’s pods. 

Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Ted scowled as they approached. The two Forsaken laughed. 

“Were-fucking-wolves,” one said arrogantly. 

Timmons and Sue walked an arm’s length apart. They liked the Forsaken to be overconfident. On cue, they ran at the Forsaken closest to them. 

He flexed his knees and raised his fists as if preparing to wade into a boxing ring. 

Timmons attacked first with all the power he could muster. The Forsaken realized at that instant that he’d made a horrible mistake. The Werewolf’s blow drove the Forsaken’s own fist backward into his face hard enough to jar his front teeth loose. 

Sue spun as she arrived and kicked the Forsaken so hard in the groin that it shattered his pelvis. He went down in a heap. Timmons stopped on a dime, turned, and with his knife, slashed the creature’s throat, cut the skin and muscle around his neck, and twisted the head until it came free from the spine.

Five seconds start to finish, alive and uninjured to headless. 

Three Forsaken remained.

Ted and Shonna were engaged with the Forsaken that had intercepted them, but their fight wasn’t going as well.

Ted was furiously trading blows, but the Forsaken was easily blocking them while dodging to keep Ted between him and Shonna. 

“Get out of my way!” Shonna barked. Ted was the least capable of all the Werewolves when it came to hand-to-hand combat. He hardly ever trained and whined the whole time whenever they made him attend. 

The others had improved to the point that they were more deadly in human form. Ted knew what he had to do. He jumped back and cleared the way for Shonna to engage. The Forsaken considered her a lesser opponent and stood up straight as if to fight her that way. 

She jabbed once before pounding his chin with a vicious uppercut. His head snapped backward. She followed with a kick to the groin and kneed his face as he went down. 

A Werewolf growled as it dove in and grabbed the Forsaken by the throat, rending and shaking. Shonna left Ted to it. 

She joined Timmons and Sue as they ran for the final two Forsaken. 

Kim and Kae had just engaged, but the Forsaken were physically faster and stronger. Only the young humans’ training gave them any hope. They weren’t able to find an opening, only block, and block, and block some more.

They danced back and forth, their counterpunches easily repulsed. 

It dawned on Kaeden that none of the Forsaken were armed, although the humans from the pod were. He didn’t understand it and recognized it as meaningless in his current situation. He knew that the Forsaken wanted to capture him and Kimber alive.

They wouldn’t have used weapons on the young adults regardless.

That meant the Kim and Kae could take greater risks while fighting. Their lives were not on the line.

Kimber fought like one possessed. She rained blow after blow toward the Forsaken, but he brushed them away as if annoyed by a fly. His attacks took all of her attention, and although she tried to counterpunch, the Forsaken was unimpressed. He wore her down and pressed in.

Kae could do nothing to help her as he was fighting his own losing battle. 

He thought he could hear the wolf pack howling as they approached. There was rifle fire. There was screaming. Time slowed to a crawl. He heard the sound of a fist impacting flesh, but he couldn’t look to see who landed the punch, his sister or her enemy. 

Then all the sounds died away until the only thing he could hear was his own labored breathing and his pulse pounding in his ears. His vision narrowed until he could only see the Forsaken standing before him. 

Kae grunted as something rammed into his stomach, but his sight remained locked on the blackness of the Forsaken’s eyes. He saw the fist coming at him, and then all of a sudden, the Forsaken was gone. Kae dropped to his knees, closed his eyes, retched, and fell over.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Mammoth Cave

Gene rolled around on the floor of the cavern, caking his wounds with a bloody mud pack. 

Joseph staggered a few steps and stopped, looking like he was going to pass out. Char rushed in, wary of the ledges around the Rotunda. Small discs lay everywhere, crunching metal on stone as she stepped on them. 

“I’m not sure that could have sucked more,” Joseph mumbled, using one of Terry’s favorite expressions. His leather clothes were shredded, and he was bleeding profusely. 

“Here,” Char said and took out her flask. He drank, but they both knew what he really needed if he was to heal quickly. 

“This will have to do, fucker. Deal with it.” Char ripped the flask from his hands. “I thought you could detect the traps?” 

She was angry and glaring at him. 

“He only had to get lucky once. I had to get lucky every time,” Joseph tried to explain, unable to meet Char’s intense, glowing-purple glare. “Can you feel it?” 

Char stopped glaring and cocked her head. She’d been too distracted. 

“TH,” she whispered. 

“Caution, beautiful Werewolf!” Joseph said with a spurt of renewed vigor. “The closer we get, the slower we must go, the more we must spread out, and the more vulnerable we will be.”

“Prophetic words, Joseph. Are you able to lead us down?” she asked.

“No,” he replied as his eyes rolled back in his head and he started to fall. 

“DAMMIT!” Char bellowed, and the echoes were deafening. She caught Joseph and helped him to the ground. She laid him down with his head propped against a natural stone bench. 

Gene grumbled. His Werebear form had weathered the razor storm much better than Joseph’s leathers. He ambled forward. Char caught up with him and walked at his side as they headed out of the Rotunda and down Broadway. 

A voice from behind called to them.

“Sorry it took so long to catch up, but you can’t be on point, my alpha,” Adams told her. He moved in front, working his way around the injured Werebear. Once Adams was in the lead, some distance from the others, he cautiously moved forward, stopping every few steps to sniff first and then highlight spots on the wall with his flashlight. 

“The closer we get, the slower we must go,” Adams said softly to himself. “Who would have thought that a Forsaken would guide us, wisely, in an effort to save our lives?” 

Char thought about the words. There was a secondary tunnel off the Rotunda. “Captain! Seal that tunnel,” Char ordered.

“Aye, aye, ma’am,” Mark said, the sound loud within the echo chamber of the Rotunda. 

He looked at one of the privates and smiled. “Satchel charge,” he said, nodding and biting his lip. The private pulled it from his pack and handed it over. 

“Cover me, you and you.” He pointed to two members of the squad. They aimed their rifles down the unlit passageway. One fired two shots. 

“Cease fire!” Mark yelled. “What are you shooting at?” 

“I saw someone in there!” the private yelled back, never taking his eye from the rear sight of his M4 Carbine.

Mark shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Fire in the hole!” 

Mark pulled the cord and sent the charge winging down the passageway. It hit the side wall as it entered, not going anywhere near as far as he wanted. The three warriors ran for it, diving after counting to five and covering their heads. The concussive blast from the charge was mostly expended outward into the Rotunda, but enough of it blasted the walls of the secondary tunnel to shake loose a great pillar of rock that fell into the entrance, blocking the tunnel. Mark stood up and dusted himself off.

“Well?” he demanded of the other two still face down on the cave floor. “What are you waiting for?” 

The two privates popped up and returned to the line of warriors heading toward Broadway. 

“Two by two, ladies!” Mark called out, ordering the warriors to operate in pairs. 

Merrit hung back to help out if any Forsaken showed up near the rear of the formation. 

“Forward,” Char said softly, pointing toward Broadway, the tunnel that continued into the bowels of the earth.

In the silence of the cave, everyone heard the order.

 

Terry’s Prison

“What’s your friend’s name?” Terry asked. Yanmei looked into the corner where her servant sat hugging her knees to her chest. 

“Her name is Fu,” Yanmei finally answered. 

“The sooner we leave, the better off we’ll be,” Terry suggested, trying to not sound desperate. He wasn’t sure he was successful.

The Weretiger smacked her lips and folded her arms across her chest. She leaned against the wall, her head tipped backward. Terry read her body language as being defensive. 

He’d been too aggressive. 

“Where’d you grow up, Yanmei?” Terry asked. She relaxed, but didn’t uncross her arms. 

She was still on the defensive, protecting herself. 

When she answered, it wasn’t what Terry expected.

“Does it matter?” she started, keeping her arms crossed but looking down as she shifted her feet. “Does anything matter after the fall? Here I am, doing this! I should be in a city on the edge of a jungle, living two lives, both fruitful, rather than wasting away inside this cave! But we lost our freedom of choice when the world ended, didn’t we?” 

She looked to be talking to the floor. Terry was no longer in the conversation. He worked his shoulders, hoping that when the time came, he would be able to wrap his arms around his wife and children. He kept his mouth closed.

“Of course we did. Those with the power over life and death were the only ones capable of making decisions. The rest of us just went along. What else was there to do?” she cried.

She uncrossed her arms, held her face in her hands briefly, and then ran her fingers through her straight black hair. When she looked up, she locked Terry Henry in her gaze.

“Those with the so-called power need people like you to do their bidding. Then you run across people like me. The only thing that I demand is that people be themselves,” Terry said softly, leaning forward against his chains. He believed in what he was saying because he lived it. “Maybe I insist that they be the best version of themselves.”

He thought of Betty and Lester and their three cows, what a pain in the ass they’d been. 

Terry opened his eyes. As thoughts did, his memories of Betty and Lester had flashed through his mind over the course of an instant. Yanmei hadn’t moved since he last looked.

When she did move, she dropped her hands to her side, smiled at Terry Henry, and nodded.

 

Mammoth Cave

Kirkus intended to ambush the drawn out line of intruders. He’d gotten one but was driven deeper into the tunnels when the grenade exploded. Before that, he thought he heard the human in charge yelling something about silver-tipped ammunition. 

That could be a problem. 

He was in the tunnel off the Rotunda when they decided to blow it. Kirkus was ready to take out those three idiots before anyone realized that he’d been there, but they were aiming their rifles, and then one fired, narrowly missing his head. Kirkus was not yet ready to experience the pain of having silver punched through his body. 

He would count on the next series of trips and traps to whittle the numbers down. 

Kirkus had also been dismayed by the presence of a Forsaken with the party. He couldn’t imagine what would drive a Forsaken to join Terry Henry and his group. He couldn’t imagine Terry Henry allowing the Forsaken to feed on human blood as his kind was destined to do.

Forsaken were higher on the food chain, as Kirkus saw it.

He ran when they threw the satchel charge, but it got caught at the entrance to the tunnel. After the explosion and the group had moved down Broadway, Kirkus found that he could get through the rubble and into the Rotunda. 

He worked his way out of the tunnel and waited until the last of the Force members disappeared into the next cave before approaching the Forsaken lying on the floor. 

Kirkus strode boldly up to him. 

“A daywalker,” he sneered, standing with his hands on his hips, looming over the injured Forsaken.

“My name is Joseph,” he said as he forced his eyes open and looked up. He slowly moved his hand to his head so he could remove his hat. Joseph was surprised that he wasn’t afraid. The Forsaken before him was more powerful, radiating an aura that others would sit up and take notice of. 

“Why?” 

“Name?” Joseph responded as tersely.

“Kirkus,” he said as if it sullied his name to give it to one such as Joseph.

“Well, Kirkus, it’s like this. Terry Henry Walton saved my life. The Werewolf pack was going to tear me apart, and he wouldn’t let them. Over the years, he trained me how to fight, but alas, I find myself at a disadvantage after that razor storm you set up. My compliments to your ingenuity on that, by the way,” Joseph said with a slight nod.

A smile twitched at the corner of Kirkus’s mouth, but he quickly tamped it down. 

“When they are all dead, I will give you the option of joining me. Until then, Joseph,” Kirkus said, walking away until he disappeared over the rubble and into the side tunnel as he raced to get in front of the intruders.

Joseph watched him go. His whole body hurt, but he needed to get back into the fight. Clovis brayed in the distance, echoing up and down the tunnels. He smiled.

“Humans and their dogs.”

 

North Chicago

Kae opened his eyes. He was on his knees at the bottom of the steps to the mayor’s building. Shonna and the Forsaken were rolling on the ground in a life and death struggle. 

Timmons and Sue were both wailing mercilessly on another Forsaken not far from where Kae was coming back to himself. Kimber was dancing around the outside, chancing a kick when an opening presented itself. 

The Forsaken was no longer able to protect itself. Kae was amazed that it was still standing. 

“Shonna!” he managed to yell. Kim heard her brother and turned, seeing that he was alert, even though he remained on his knees. She slapped Sue on the back and they both ran to the other fight, grabbing the Forsaken and dragging it off Shonna. 

She was bleeding from a number of cuts and bites, but they only made her angry. Shonna rolled to all fours and jumped to her feet.

Kim and Sue had the Forsaken’s arms behind him and were pressing his face into the ground. Shonna vaulted into the air and dropped a pile driver kick into his head. The Forsaken’s skull shattered, and its brains splattered in all directions. 

Sue jumped back, but it was too late. 

“What the hell?” she exclaimed, wiping her hands on the Forsaken’s dirty clothes. The disgust on Kimber’s face told them how she felt about Shonna’s final solution.

“Sorry,” Shonna mumbled, not looking sorry at all.

Ted howled from near the second pod, and his wolf pack replied. They were tracking the intruders. 

The warriors had returned to their senses. They were running to reclaim dropped weapons and establish a blocking force in front of the mayor’s building. 

Kae stood when his head cleared. He didn’t have to wonder what had happened. The Forsaken, when it was face-to-face with him, had taken over his mind. Kae remembered the internal struggle. The Vampire had not been completely successful. 

Kimber grabbed her brother by the shoulders, finishing wiping her hands clean on his shirt. He’d find out later about that, but at present, they were both safe and healthy. 

“The kids,” he realized. 

“Inside!” she exclaimed, bolting away. He struggled to get one foot in front of the other, stumbling as he climbed the steps. 

As soon as they entered, they heard the yelling from upstairs, the rough voices. The intruders had gotten inside the mayor’s building. 

And Billy lay dead in the hallway. 

Kaeden caught up to Kim, where they stopped for a moment before both running for the stairway.




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Mammoth Cave

It took the group a long time to transit Broadway, but the area was so large, a booby trap would have been minimally effective. From Broadway, a number of side tunnels branched off. One still had a sign for the restroom. 

“FUCK!” Char howled, growing more frustrated by the options and the snail’s pace at which they moved. 

She sniffed the air, then closed her eyes and reached into the etheric. She could feel that Terry was somewhere in front of them, in or near the main tunnel. She could sense both Forsaken and humans in the side tunnels, but not many of the living beings. 

She could also sense a Weretiger near Terry. She assumed the Were was acting as a guard. “You’ll get your chance to fight a Weretiger, Gene,” Char snarled, complete with lip curl.

Aaron shifted uncomfortably, padding back and forth in his Weretiger form. He’d already sensed one of his kind. He had been accepted into the pack, thanks to the kindness of Chief Foxtail, but he had always been alone. The FDG had traveled to China often since Aaron had joined the community, but he deplored how Akio, Terry, and Char instantly assumed Weretigers were the enemy. 

He conceded that Weretigers were an aggressive bunch and after Gene was almost killed, they took no chances. It was time for Aaron to put it on the line. 

Aaron threw his head around, nodding down the tunnel, padding ahead, then coming back. He stood and put his paws on Cory’s shoulders. She grunted under his weight, even though he was a lean cat. Cory could feel his sadness. She put a hand on his arm. 

“I think we should let Aaron talk with the other Weretiger first, Mother,” Cory said supportively.

“When we get close, I’ll consider it,” Char replied as she looked back and forth. “Mark. Grenades.”

She didn’t need to say anything else. The warriors closest to the side tunnels cleared the area in front, yelled, “Fire in the hole,” and blasted the tunnels.

Most of the tunnels weren’t blocked, but with the explosions, Char hoped that anyone trying to get in behind them would be dissuaded. She didn’t want to fight within the side tunnels or the main tunnel. She simply wanted to get TH and leave. 

They’d already suffered enough. 

They’d passed through Broadway and tensions were still high. Merrit fell back, even with the last warrior, as he used his senses to help him see an ambusher should one try to sneak up on them. 

Adams crept into Gothic Avenue, a long tunnel with a number of washouts and offshoot tunnels that fell away into the darkness far below. He shined his flashlight, looking for hiding demons, even though his senses told him there was no one there.

He moved forward in hops, leaping from one place to another as he remained wary.

The first rumble passed in only an instant. Everyone froze. Adams felt it in his feet. He was closest to the sound and the vibration. When he realized what it was, it was too late.

Adams relaxed as the cave floor, a natural bridge, separated and started to fall. 

Gene was on the split, throwing himself flat as the world before him fell. His bigger haunches kept him from going face first over the edge. 

“NO!” Char yelled, running toward the trap. 

Adams didn’t scream as he disappeared into the darkness. He said only one word. “Xandrie.” 

Char took a knee and hung her head. Above her on the wall of the cave was a sign that read, “Bottomless Pit.” She closed her eyes and reached out with her senses, following the living Werewolf downward, longer than should have been possible. When he finally hit bottom, his life force was extinguished. 

Cory held her mother, pulled her upright. “We need to keep going. Father is up there somewhere.” Cordelia’s eyes glowed blue in the dim light. 

When Char looked up, her own glowed a vivid purple. Rage seethed within, and Char was about to turn it loose. 

***

Yanmei was torn. So many small explosions and they were getting closer. She closed her eyes and could feel them coming. 

“A Weretiger?” she asked. 

Terry shook his head. If Aaron was with them, that meant Cordelia was there, too. He wasn’t good with that. He needed out of his restraints so he could get his daughter away from Kirkus’s house of horrors.

“Yes. His name is Aaron. He was a teacher in China when he was modified. He came back to the United States before the fall, but he was always an outcast. We brought him into the pack and consider him one of our family, but he’s still alone. He loves teaching, so he’s taught all of our children in addition to most of the kids in North Chicago!” Terry tried to end on a high note. 

“I miss my own kind, too,” Yanmei whispered. “The Sacred Clan. I miss them. They were scattered to the winds in the final days.”

“Let’s go meet him. Unchain me, please, Yanmei. We need to get out of here!” Terry knew that he couldn’t share that his daughter was with her mother but expected that Kirkus already knew. He wondered where the Forsaken was. As they got close, Terry figured that Kirkus would show up. 

Terry didn’t want to be in chains when that happened.

The Weretiger nodded slightly, looked at her servant, and then walked up to Terry, grabbing a shackle in both hands.

 

North Chicago

Kim and Kae took the steps three at a time as they headed to the second floor. There were more floors above, but they weren’t being used. The mayor had her home on the second floor, and that was where the yelling was coming from. 

Kim and Kae ran down the hallway, but Kae held out an arm to stop his sister before bursting into the middle of a bad situation. They put their ears to the closed door and listened, even though their own hard breathing and pounding hearts worked against them.

The men were yelling at Felicity and Marcie, ordering them to put something down. The kids were terrified and screaming. 

From what Kae could tell, the men had their backs to the door. Kae motioned to his sister, then did a finger countdown from three to one. After flashing the last digit, he turned the knob, and they both slammed into the locked door. 

“Crap!” Kae yelled, then pushed his sister to the side as he dove the other way. 

Gunfire echoed from the room as bullets ripped through the door and chipped the wall on the other side of the hallway. Kaeden and Kimber stood with their backs to the thick wall on either side of the door. Kim glared at her brother. 

Neither of them had a weapon, but even if they had, they would never fire into the room where Kae’s family was. 

“You’re surrounded!” Kim called toward the door. 

“Maybe,” a man’s voice said from the other side of the door. “But we have some people in here who say that you’re going to let us go.”

“I’m pretty sure they didn’t say that,” Kim replied. “Your buddies are all dead. It’s just you two dickweeds.” 

Kae looked angrily at his sister, then held his hands out, mouthing the words, “What the fuck?”

She waved him away.

“You have two choices. Let them go so we can talk about your future in North Chicago, or we’ll just have to kill you,” Kim said coldly. 

“I don’t think you’re going to do that. If we’re going to die, then we’ll just make sure these pretty ladies die, too. Hey, Bob, do you think those kids will bounce if we toss them out the window?” the one voice called from behind the door.

“Maybe we’ll try one at a time, to check things out,” a second voice answered. Neither was laughing. Kae hoped that everyone was bluffing and that things would calm down. 

But just in case…

Kae ran past the door. Another shot and more splintering as the bullet ripped through, but Kaeden was already long past.

He ran down the hallway, down the steps, and out the front door. Kae almost ran Timmons down. 

“They have my kids,” he panted, unable to explain further.

Timmons grabbed the young man’s shoulder. “Then we have some work left to do,” he said calmly, his face set. Sue’s lip curled of its own volition. 

Wolves howled nearby, followed by a rifle shot and a man’s scream. Ted looked into the distance. 

Shonna was standing nearby, looming over a dead and rapidly shriveling Forsaken. She left it and joined Kaeden and the two Werewolves. 

“The door is locked upstairs. They threatened to throw my kids out the window!” Kae said in a panic.

“I’ll be there to catch them if they do,” Shonna vowed and jogged away to take a position below the window, but there were many to choose from. She stopped and held up her hands. “Which one?” 

Kae pointed. Shonna dashed to it.

“I think I’ve had enough of these assholes,” Sue stated. 

“I’m with you, my love. Let’s go unfuck this.” Timmons fiercely kissed Sue, and they ran for the door. Once inside, they stripped and changed into Werewolves. Kae ran past them, but they beat him up the steps. 

They waited near the door. In Werewolf form, they doubted they could break it down, but Kim and Kae had been well-trained in how to breach a locked door. Kae jogged down the hallway, stopping short of the entry.

He dropped to all fours and crawled, well below the bullet holes. He crouched, popped up, and back-kicked the door at the point of the lock, bursting it inward. He dove to the side as two Werewolves flew past him.

A single shot rang out, thudding into a meaty target, but with a growl and jaws snapping, the next sound was of a rifle clattering to the floor. 

Kim and Kae leaned into the doorway and looked inside. Felicity and Marcie were hugging the children and pulling them aside as two frenzied Werewolves killed their prey. 

With a few final shakes, they each dropped a dead body to the floor. Timmons and Sue changed back into human form, standing naked and covered in blood. 

Kim went into a side room where she knew towels were stored, bringing one each for Timmons and Sue. The Werewolves had never cared about being naked in front of other people.

They still didn’t care as they wiped themselves off. Timmons threw the towel over his shoulder, but Sue wrapped up. Felicity, Marcie, and Kae were too distracted by hugging each other to notice. 

“Come on, Uncle Timmons,” Kimber said, adding a stink-eye for emphasis. “And thank you both,” she added softly, while trying to usher Felicity, Marcie, Kae, and the kids out of the room. 

They made their way downstairs and outside. Kim grabbed Sergeant Boris. “There are two bodies in the mayor’s private rooms upstairs. Get them out of there and clean up the blood. And the former mayor is in the hallway downstairs. With reverence, send a detail to cover him with a sheet and bring him out. We have work to do burning the wicked while celebrating the life of Billy Spires, Mayor of both New Boulder and North Chicago,” Kimber told him.

***

Ted was alone. He’d changed back into human form and gotten dressed. He was sitting on the ramp of the intruders’ pod. The FDG had set up a perimeter in case there was another incursion, but Ted was certain there would not be any more. 

They only had one vehicle when they snatched Terry Henry earlier that morning.

Ted looked into the pod, nearly identical to the ones they used, but there was a difference. This one smelled like death.  

The Werewolf tucked his nose inside his shirt as he boarded to check the systems. He tapped on the interface and it came to life. He had watched Akio operate the system for more than twenty-five years, but had never gotten the opportunity to operate it himself. 

He’d always been too reserved to ask. But now, he was free to dig into it. 

Ted pulled up screen after screen, finding the interface simplistic for one of his intellect. He started digging deeper, wanting to see into the ones and zeros of Kurtherian technology. 

The system wouldn’t let him get there, but he kept trying.

He wondered if access would change in flight. So he closed the rear ramp and took the pod skyward. 

Ted programmed the flight computer to take him back to Mammoth Cave. He worked the interface, not noticing the acceleration as the craft raced into the southeastern sky. 




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Terry’s Prison

“I can’t get the lock undone. Oh, no! He’s going to know, and you can’t help me!” Yanmei accused TH. “Why did I start to trust you?” 

She kept fumbling with the lock. Terry knew that he could pick it, if only he had a hand free. 

“Relax. You need two thin strips of stiff metal. Or a bolt cutters,” he suggested. She glared at him. “I’m sorry, but you’re committed now, and the best chance you have to save yourself is by freeing me. Now go find something before he comes back!”

She was terrified and it showed, having lost the confidence of her earlier persona. Fu was cowering in the corner, covering her head with her hands.

“Does she understand English?” Terry asked.

Yanmei shook her head.

“Then she doesn’t know you tried to release me. Yell at me in Chinese that my chains are tight and that I’ll never escape. Then call me names and spit on me or kick me. In her mind, all she’ll think about is how you have done your duty.” 

Yanmei thought for a moment, then nodded almost imperceptibly. She started screaming at Terry, then spun and tagged him mid-chest with a wild roundhouse kick. 

He gasped in pain at the unexpected impact. He thought she would pull the kick, but she didn’t. She hit him with everything she had. Terry saw Fu look up. 

Yanmei ordered her to do something as the smaller woman bowed and although scared, she opened the door and bolted. The door stood open as the Weretiger continued to berate a stunned Terry Henry Walton. 

She stopped when she felt that her servant was sufficiently far away, in a direction opposite of where Kirkus was in a secondary tunnel that led from Broadway to the Giant’s Coffin in the chamber next to the hospital ruins where Terry’s prison room had been carved. 

“Where’s my stuff?” Terry wondered aloud.

“He has it. You don’t need it so don’t think about it,” she cautioned.

My whip and knife, Terry thought. Relics from the past. They can be replaced. We need to get out of here.

 

Mammoth Cave

Char gracefully moved to the front of the formation. She walked as if her feet weren’t even touching the stone floor. She trod lightly to avoid triggering any more traps, but she moved with a deadly purpose.

The bridge had fallen, but a narrower strip of stone remained. A wire along the wall signaled how the Forsaken and his minions had moved through this tunnel without causing a collapse. A permanent trap for the unwary. 

Or maybe it had always been weak, and the collapsing bridge wasn’t a trap at all. 

Cory was almost as light on her feet as she moved to the front, followed closely by Aaron, but Gene growled and blocked their way with his body. He stood on two feet, almost filling this section of the cavern. The Werebear hobbled along behind Char, keeping one paw wrapped tightly around the wire. 

Cordelia tried to close in behind Gene, but a warrior held her back. “If he falls, he’s going to tear that wire out of the wall,” he whispered.

She nodded, itching to catch up. When Gene stepped onto the solid floor of the other side, Cory was off like a shot, almost running along the narrow ledge. Aaron danced after her, studiously avoiding looking down, while Clovis ran along the edge, completely immune to the fear of falling.

Char moved on. Terry’s aura was growing in her mind, and the Forsaken was not between her and her husband. He was below them and running parallel. 

The Weretiger was still with TH. She was close, but he was alive. With each step that Char took, she closed the distance between them.

Gene joined her as she continued down the long and relatively straight Gothic Avenue. 

Char stopped and grabbed a handful of Werebear fur to keep him from walking past. He groaned as he sniffed and looked without seeing anything. Char picked up a small boulder and rolled it down the middle of the tunnel. It rolled until it angled away from the crowned floor and bounced off the wall a couple times, coming to a stop fifty feet from where Char stood.

She repeated her trap-finding efforts, settling for throwing a handful of rocks at the wall. The fireworks started on the second throw when a gout of flame burst from the wall, filling the tunnel in front of them with fire.

Char grabbed Cory and dove to the ground. As fire continued to belch into the tunnel, it became difficult to breathe. The acrid smoke trailed along the ceiling until it found its way out. 

“Hit the deck!” Mark’s order echoed down the tunnel. 

It became difficult to see as the smoke burned their eyes. 

“Keep your eyes closed,” Char told her daughter. Cory didn’t argue as she struggled to breathe, even with holding her shirt over her mouth and nose.  

Someone started firing at the back of the formation. Char couldn’t see who or where. 

“Target!” a voice called, followed by more gunfire. 

“Target!” a second voice called before he opened up into a void in the tunnel wall. 

Char concentrated, not finding any lifeforms. There shouldn’t have been any targets, but she had to trust that the warriors had seen something.

“Cease fire!” the captain called. “What the fuck are you idiots firing at?” Mark crouched as he stalked up and down the line of warriors. 

“That’s just smoke, you morons! Stop wasting ammo!” Mark bellowed before giving the “all clear.” 

 

The Landing Pad Outside Mammoth Cave

First Sergeant Blevin sat next to Corporal Heitz. They watched the only ground avenue of approach to the pods that led in the direction of the cave entrance. They’d turned the jeep off to save fuel while they waited. 

“Keep your finger off the trigger. The first people up that path are going to be ours. You mark my words,” Blevin told his old friend.

“My baby doesn’t have a trigger, only this beautiful butterfly lever. And I haven’t cocked it yet, either, so cool your jets,” Max replied with a cackle.

“I’m glad we got to come along, and I’m glad I didn’t have to walk anywhere. That would be a huge pain in my ass,” Blevin said.

“Doing any work is a pain in your ass, has been for the past forty years, you lazy bastard,” Max quipped as he leaned heavily against the jeep’s roll bar. He breathed deeply of the fresh Kentucky air. “I like it here, Blevin. The air is nice and clean.”

“Bah. This is the first time we’ve left North Chicago in decades. You like it because it’s different, but then you won’t like it because it’s different. What about dinner? What will you do without Claire’s Diner?” 

“Hmm. Starve, I suppose,” Max conceded. “Fair enough. It’s nice, but I like what I like, and that’s Mayra’s cooking.” 

“Don’t we all, my friend,” Blevin agreed.

“Incoming!” Gerry called. 

Max grabbed the lever and attempted to cock the ma deuce, but he couldn’t pull it hard enough. “Dammit! Come on, you bitch!” Max struggled until Blevin jumped up to help. Together they yanked the cocking handle back and down. Max wrapped his fingers around the spade handles and let his thumb hover over the butterfly trigger. His head swiveled left and right, up and down. 

“I’m not seeing anything, Blevin. Where are they?” Max asked calmly. 

A shadow descended over the jeep. “Fuckers got in behind us, Max! Light ‘em up!” 

Corporal Heitz swiveled the gun mount and leaned down to lift the barrel of the fifty cal to aim at the target overhead. He depressed the lever and the machine gun barked, sending a stream of bullets into the hovering pod. 

The aircraft banked away violently. Max let off the lever and thrust his hand in the air, a single digit propped skyward. “Fuck off, you bastards!” 

“You showed ‘em, Max. Fuck off, goobers!” Blevin chimed in from the driver’s seat.

***

The pod arrived, and Ted hovered over the area until he saw the other pods in a small clearing. He expertly flew the short distance and slowed as he looked for a place to land.

The fifty caliber bullets clanging on the hull surprised him, making him drag a finger across the control screen. The pod jumped and slid sideways. Had it not been for the fail-safes, the pod would have crashed into those on the ground. 

Ted steadied the pod. The bullets weren’t going to penetrate the hull of the pod, which was built to withstand the heat of the atmosphere, as well as strikes from micro-meteors. 

Ted crept back toward the other pods. He activated the external speakers. “Why are you shooting at me?” he asked.

“Oh crap!” Max exclaimed. “Why didn’t you tell me that was one of ours?”

“You old bastard! You’re the one hammering the butterfly trigger. I oughta punch you right in your old crusty face,” Blevin threatened. 

“I’ll save you the trouble.” Max slid under the roll bar, showing surprising dexterity. He took a ham-handed swing at Blevin, who dodged it by leaning backward and falling out of the jeep.

Max followed him out until the two oldsters were rolling around in the dirt. 

“You ever see anything like that?” Sergeant Nickles asked the warrior next to him. The young woman shook her head as she cradled her rifle before her. 

The sergeant cupped his hands around his mouth and projected his voice as strongly as he could. “Land it right here, Ted! LAND HERE!” Nickles chopped his arm down and pointed to the small open area. 

Ted tickled the controls, turning the pod and dropping it quickly to land lightly into the tight space. He lowered the ramp and strolled into the open air. 

“Where’s everybody else?” Sergeant Nickles asked.

“Oh,” Ted replied, turning back to look into the empty pod.

***

Terry sighed in relief when Fu returned. Yanmei greeted the young woman in Chinese and took the tools that she had brought. As an afterthought, Yanmei closed the door and had Fu lean against it. 

With the proper equipment and Terry talking her through it, the first shackle unclasped. Terry gasped when he lowered his arm, the first time in untold hours.

She unlocked the other shackle in seconds. 

“Thank you,” Terry said sincerely, rolling his shoulders and flexing his muscles. “Where is he?” 

The Weretiger closed her eyes and clenched her jaw tightly. “Oh no,” she whispered.

The door burst inward, sending Fu flying across the room and sprawling over the withered corpse. She screamed as she scrambled to free herself. Yanmei opened her mouth and hissed. Kirkus’s eyes blazed with his fury. 

Terry’s glowed a faint red. He had been given his chance to fight for his life. “Come on, asswipe, we’ve got business,” Terry snarled.

 

Mammoth Cave

Char sensed that the Forsaken had joined Terry and the Weretiger. “We need to hurry,” she said over her shoulder. Gene grumbled from behind her. 

Cory wasn’t pleased. “Joseph said the closer we get, the slower we have to go. We can’t get in a hurry now!” she said louder than she intended. 

Char hesitated. She made a fist and watched it shake. The fury and frustration were seething just below the surface. She had no patience left. 

“Merrit, get up here!” she growled. 

“Yes, my alpha,” came the immediate response. Even at the rear of the line of warriors, he could sense her rage. It was only that morning that she shattered Timmons’s face for a slight affront. 

Only that morning. 

Since then, Adams had been killed, Akio and Joseph were both down, and Gene was injured. As he worked his way to the front, he wondered how much more blood it would cost to free Terry Henry Walton.

Before he reached the front, he understood that if it cost all of them their lives, it would be worth the price. They could never let Forsaken dictate the terms of their existence. 

This was more than rescuing their alpha’s mate. It was a life and death struggle for what Terry had been fighting for his whole life. 

Justice. 

“We need to punish them,” Merrit whispered when he reached Char. 

“I agree whole-heartedly. Help me activate the traps. Rocks. Throw them, hard as you can.” Char didn’t wait. Between the two of them and Cory, they sent a cascade of gravel into the walls, walking forward a few steps and repeating their efforts. Gene and Aaron stayed close.

Cory looked back when she felt Gene’s hot breath on her back.

“Joseph said to spread out,” she cried.

“Joseph said that as we get more spread out, the more vulnerable we’ll be, if I’m not mistaken,” Char answered while continuing to throw gravel. 

“Bring it up!” Char yelled and the members of the FDG tightened up, closing in. Mark brought up the rear with two privates, walking backwards to keep their rifles pointed down the tunnel to their rear.

“How far away is he?” Cory asked.

“Not far now, but we have company,” Char noted, pulling both pistols and standing ready. She yelled, “HERE THEY COME!” 




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




North Chicago 

Timmons and Sue walked out the front door of the mayor’s building. “Where did the other pod go?” Timmons asked no one in particular. 

“Sorry, sir. Ted climbed in and took off before anyone knew what was going on,” Sergeant Boris informed them. 

Sue rolled her eyes. “That would be Ted,” she stated definitively. 

“Is the area secure? All intruders accounted for? What about our own?” Timmons asked.

Boris waved Sergeant Allison over. “We’ve had a number of civilian casualties. Those assholes fired into any building where they saw people. One of the wolves was shot. Hopefully, she’ll live long enough for Cory to return. The wolf has the worst of the injuries. We lost one warrior in the first volley. No one has died after, that I’m aware of, but we have at least ten people shot. I apologize for the number of warriors who dumped their gear and ran,” Boris said.

Allison saluted when he arrived. “It looks like we’ve lost two of the civilians. The others are getting treatment right now from our field medics.” Allison looked upset. 

The FDG had started to train their people in field medicine. Nearly all of them were capable of working as field medics and some of the more gifted were ready to do more, even surgery if they had to.

Sergeant Allen joined the others in front of the mayor’s building. He’d had his people the farthest away from Mayor’s Park and had missed most of the action. He had nothing to report from his end.

“Shonna! Would you like to join us for a quick trip to the mountains? I think our alpha needs us,” Timmons said, stepping away smartly. Allison’s warriors were scattered, as were Allen’s, but Boris had his within shouting distance.

“Mount up!” the sergeant yelled, and his people came running. They’d had a taste of the action and wanted more. 

They wanted their shot at payback. 

*** 

“I’m going to paint the walls with your blood and then torch this place,” Terry taunted as he pushed Yanmei behind him. 

“She’s going to turn on you, just like she did on me. You see, Terry Henry, there is no one you can trust,” the Forsaken countered. 

Terry moved back and forth, keeping Kirkus in front of him. Both opponents were tentative. They’d already fought earlier that morning, but back then, Kirkus had a small army with him. 

Kirkus had seen what Terry was capable of. But he also could hear the pain in Terry’s mind from his aching muscles.  

The Forsaken attacked, angling in toward Terry’s injured shoulder, swinging and pounding on that side. Terry blocked blow after blow, but his shoulder wouldn’t cooperate for a counter-punch.

Terry lashed out with a forward snap-kick, then a sweep as he tried to knock the Forsaken off balance. To the human observer, the two combatants were only a blur. To Yanmei, their speed was still remarkable, but her enhancements allowed her to keep up.

To Terry, he felt like he was moving slowly. 

To Kirkus, he saw openings, but wasn’t able to exploit them before they were gone. He reached for Terry’s leg during a kick, but the colonel wasn’t going to let the Forsaken grab hold. He countered by stopping mid-kick, changing his angle, and driving his foot into Kirkus’s face. 

The Forsaken was thrown back against the wall. 

Terry cornered him, driving a knife hand from his good arm into Kirkus’s stomach. The Forsaken gasped as the air exploded from his lungs. Terry followed through, curling his arm and jamming his elbow into Kirkus’s throat.

The Forsaken’s head bounced off the wall. His knee caught the colonel in the thigh, and an uppercut slipped underneath Terry’s raised hands and pounded into his chin.

Terry stumbled backward, covering himself and shaking off the stars. He danced around to make himself a harder target while he gathered his wits. 

Kirkus took the respite to drag air into his starved lungs. 

The two warriors rested for a moment as they nursed their wounds and glared daggers at each other.

***

Char aimed her pistols, the Glocks that she had taken from Sawyer Browne and carried ever since. She knew rounds were chambered and the weapons were ready to fire. “Stay behind me,” Char snapped at Cory. 

Gene moved to the side to give himself room. Aaron slipped past Cordelia and stood between her and where he sensed the inbound attackers were coming from. Clovis pranced around and started to bark again. Aaron hissed at the dog, and the big coonhound pup cowered behind his human. 

The Forsaken’s minions came running, dressed in rags and carrying clubs. Char almost felt bad, but not bad enough that she didn’t shoot. One by one, she picked them off, firing a single round at each attacker. 

One shot, one kill.

Gene started growling. He was still in pain from the razor storm and wanted to make someone pay. 

From the side tunnels, a small number of people popped out. The explosion of gunfire decimated them. It was over in an instant. 

The humans had been lackeys. Terry would have called them cannon fodder. 

Next were the Forsaken, but they weren’t too keen to wade into battle with disciplined troops and Were folk. Merrit headed for the first one that appeared on the flank, but Gene bumped the Werewolf out of the way.

The Werebear bore down on the Forsaken like a freight train. Gene hit the creature and drove him into the wall. He pounded him mercilessly with his massive paws, shredding skin with each strike and then attacking anew. He didn’t slow until the Forsaken had been torn to pieces.

But the creature still lived.

“Any more in there?” Mark asked the Werebear. Gene cocked his head as he looked at the captain. Mark continued, “Just watch my back!” 

Mark pulled his fighting knife and started removing the creature’s head to finish it off once and for all.

The Forsaken that walked into the tunnel in front of Char carried an arrogance common in the stronger of creatures. She holstered her pistols and pulled her knife. 

“Sure,” the Forsaken said. “I’ll start with you. Are you ready for me, bitch?” 

The Forsaken knew she was a Werewolf, so she didn’t understand if he was trying to be an ass or just noting her status. 

“That’s alpha bitch to you, dickless,” she answered with a smile, crouching and starting to circle her enemy. 

He waited, casually. Char wondered what his game was. She didn’t sense other Forsaken nearby. She had already walked on the ground between them, so she didn’t believe there were any traps. 

Could he be that overconfident? she thought, wondering if he heard her.

He smiled, but that disappeared as a large shadow pushed a mass of air toward him. 

Gene ran down the Forsaken just like he’d run the previous one down. 

This one dodged and didn’t bear the full brunt of the charge, but the Werebear stopped instantly when he passed the creature, wheeled, and impaled the Forsaken with one massive set of claws. He lifted the creature with one Werebear arm and slammed him into the wall. 

Merrit appeared at Char’s side. She stamped a foot and snarled, wanting to carve out her pound of flesh. 

“Leave it, my alpha. We all fight for you. Since Gene seems to have things well in hand, what do you say we go get Terry Henry Walton?” 

 

North Chicago

Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and as many warriors as could fit climbed into the pod. It took off and pressed them heavily into their seats as it accelerated on an arc that would take it over Chicago, the lake, and back over land where they would start descending toward Mammoth Cave.

“Ted,” Timmons said. He and Sue started to chuckle, but sobered quickly. Terry was still missing, and they had no idea how the others were faring inside the cave.

“Are we doing the right thing, Sue?” Timmons asked quietly.

“Going back to the cave?” she wondered, unsure of what he was referring to.

“Being us, being a couple.” Timmons looked at the leather boots on his feet. What he wouldn’t give for a nice pair of tennis shoes. 

Sue put a finger under his chin and lifted his head. “Now listen here. We were meant to be together. Period. End of story. Ted is Ted. No one betrayed anyone else. Are we not friends first?” she asked.

“Yes. We are all friends, much more than just running with the pack,” Timmons answered, looking into her beautiful blue eyes. He caressed her blonde hair, tucking a strand behind her ear.

“We could have left, but we didn’t, and we won’t. We serve our alpha, and in turn, she takes care of us, all of us,” Sue explained, ending with a big smile. “I couldn’t be happier, Timmons. So deal with it, or I’ll have to kick your ass upside-down, backwards, and into next week.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Timmons grinned as the pod accelerated downward. The screen showed an ETA of five minutes. 

Sergeant Boris and his platoon wore grim expressions on their faces. They were ready to go back into battle.

 

Terry’s Prison

Terry’s nanocytes had been taxed to the limit during his confinement, but the food and water that Yanmei had provided were making the difference. His shoulder was feeling better with each passing moment. The workout had his blood pumping.

The workout. Only Terry Henry Walton would consider hand-to-hand combat to the death to be a workout. 

He smiled as he flexed his hands, stretching his fingers until he made loose fists. 

“Round two, fuckstick,” Terry growled and waded into the fight.

The Forsaken tried a front kick, but Terry was speeding up. He caught Kirkus’s leg, twisting and dropping to slam the Forsaken’s face into the floor. Terry back-kicked him to the groin, then spun and drove his heel into the side of the creature’s head. 

Terry let go of Kirkus’s leg and jumped on the Forsaken’s back, raining a devastating series of strikes to the creature’s head. 

When blood ran freely from Kirkus’s wounds, Terry picked him up by his legs and spun around, slamming the Forsaken into the wall. TH was enraged, his eyes glowing red. He looked for a weapon, but there wasn’t one. Only the chains and Terry’s empty shackles.

As Terry dragged the nearly unconscious Forsaken to the prisoner’s corner, Yanmei and Fu jumped away. They assumed that Terry was going to chain Kirkus to the wall. 

Terry Henry Walton had no intention of leaving the Forsaken alive. 

At one point in time, Terry had given Joseph a choice to join the pack or die. Joseph had capitulated. Terry didn’t know if he’d ever give another Forsaken such an option. Kirkus had left a bad taste in his mouth. 

The colonel wrapped the chain around Kirkus’s neck, and Terry pulled and twisted, but the chain’s links were too heavy. They crushed the Forsaken’s neck skin, but they wouldn’t cut through. 

He dragged the Forsaken to the doorway and laid the creature with his neck against the doorframe.

Terry slammed the door again and again. He braced the door against the creature’s neck and took a running start to kick the door closed with both feet. Kirkus’s head came free. Terry exhaled loudly. 

The battle was over.

Terry ripped the door open and looked into what he had thought was a hallway but was actually a cave tunnel. Sweat ran off his fingers as he offered a hand. 

“Come on. We’re leaving,” Terry told the two women. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Terry looked both ways down the tunnel. He noticed a sign that said Tuberculosis Hospital. 

“I’ll be damned,” Terry said. He saw where the old building had been extended into the cavern. The eyebolts that he was trying to loosen were mounted through two feet of stone, held in place by heavy angle iron. 

“I never would have broken those,” he mumbled.  

He stopped his introspection and listened. The sound of a fighting Werebear was close by, and Terry got the impression that Gene was kicking someone’s ass.

“Come on!” he exclaimed, smiling. He knew Char and Cory were near.

Yanmei grabbed him and turned him. He started to put his hands up, but she leaned in and kissed him, gently running one hand down his face. 

Clovis scrabbled to a stop and brayed at the Weretiger. 

Terry looked up, and when he saw Char, he smiled.

She didn’t look happy. 

“Hi, lover,” he ventured. She crossed her arms and looked at him.

Aaron strolled past, still in Weretiger form. He slapped Clovis with a paw, batting the dog to the side. 

“Hey!” Cory yelled through narrowed eyes, unsure of why everyone seemed so tentative.

“Aren’t you something,” Yanmei said softly, taking a knee so she could look directly into Aaron’s Weretiger eyes.

Fu cowered against the wall. 

Terry saw the Glock appear in Char’s hand. 

“Trigger control!” Terry blurted when he saw her finger inside the trigger guard, the same way he’d seen it for decades. She refused to keep her finger off the trigger despite his best training efforts. Char raised the pistol and fired. 

“Oops,” she said, a smile creeping into the corner of her mouth. 

Terry winced and slapped a hand to his side where the bullet had left a tiny crease. 

“That’s trigger control,” Char offered, stuffing the pistol back into its holster. 

Charumati’s eyes sparkled purple and Terry was drawn to them, as he always had been. The rest of the world disappeared as the magic sparkled between the two lovers. They ran into each other’s arms. 

“For Pete’s sake!” Cory exclaimed, her eyes glowing blue. “Did you just shoot my father?” 

Char mumbled something into Terry’s neck as they hugged fiercely. 

“Everyone should know a love like that,” Akio whispered.

“Where’d you come from?” Cory asked, shocked at seeing him next to her and Ayashe next to him.

“Japan,” Akio replied simply, before continuing. “I was nursing my wounded dignity, that’s all, Cordelia-san.” 

Gene sniffed and grunted as he joined the group. He stood tall on his back legs.

“Don’t you dare, Uncle Gene!” Cory warned, but it was too late. Gene changed into human form, standing naked before the others. The first thing he did was tenderly scratch his chest, crisscrossed with cuts from the razor storm, before reaching around and scratching his butt. Cory stormed up to him and punched him in the arm. 

He held his hands out in confusion. 

Gene looked around, and once he spotted Fu, the only thing he could think of was that he was naked. He didn’t understand why it bothered him, but he only had one choice. 

Gene changed back into Werebear form. He slowly approached the woman called Fu, lowering his head so she could scratch his ears, which she did while looking into his big brown eyes.

Two Weretigers stood together before the rooms of the abandoned hospital. No one had seen Yanmei change, but her clothes were neatly stacked on the floor. Fu picked them up and with a hand twisted into Gene’s fur, she stayed by his side as they joined Terry and Char. 

“Time to go?” Terry asked. 

“Captain! Lead us out of here,” Char commanded. 

“Aye, aye, ma’am!” Mark replied before turning the warriors around. Tail-end Charlie was now on point. 

Char and her pack were in the rear. Terry stopped. “My stuff,” he said. Yanmei was a Weretiger and no help. Fu was with Gene and she would know, but Aaron, the only one of their group who spoke Chinese, was also in Were form. 

“There’s nothing you need, because we’re not going to go digging around down there,” Char told him. “These booby traps were hell. We lost Adams. I thought we’d lost Akio and Joseph, too.”

“Adams?” Terry sighed. “Goddamn it! Fucking Forsaken.”

“Yeah, fuck those guys,” Cory said as she grabbed her father’s free arm in both her hands and held on tightly. Clovis ran ahead to bite at the strap hanging from one of the warrior’s packs.

“I taught her that,” Terry claimed as Char shook her head.

***

The pod hovered over the other three. Timmons and Sue looked for a place to land, but couldn’t see anything nearby. They could see Blevins and Heitz sitting in the jeep with their feet propped on the dash. They both looked to be asleep. Or dead.

Blackbeard, Geronimo, and Kiwi stood in the small space between the pods and waved. 

Timmons made slow circles until he found a spot nearly a quarter mile away. He set the pod down and the Werewolves led the platoon on a fast run through the woods until they met up with the platoon standing guard duty around the pods. 

Ted was in the recovered pod working with the computer interface. Timmons tried to storm in, but Sue stopped him. No one knew Ted better than her. 

“Why?” she asked Timmons. He couldn’t answer besides wanting to express his dismay at Ted’s untimely departure. They knew it would only serve to drive Ted further into a shell. 

Sue went into the pod while Timmons tried to find out where Char and the others had gone. 

“First time flying the pod, Ted?” Sue asked with a smile. 

“Piece of cake,” Ted said while continuing to touch the interface screen. Sue rubbed his back like she used to do a long time before. As he did back then, he did not acknowledge her efforts. “Wait for us to come back, Ted, and then we’ll all fly out of here. I have a good feeling about this.” 

Ted mumbled something. Sue wasn’t sure if it was meant for her or not. It didn’t bother her. She left the pod, walking into Timmons’s waiting embrace, and Ted never looked up as he continued to manipulate the pod’s touch screen.  

“The cave is this way,” Timmons said, pointing and striding away. Sue and Shonna fell in behind, as did Boris and the rest of his platoon. 

They all noticed that the oldsters were sleeping, but the cover assembly was open on the fifty cal to prevent any discharges. Blackie had told them that Max had lit up Ted’s pod. The warriors were both impressed and appalled. 

Maybe they were just surprised that Corporal Heitz could hit something. They knew his vision was going. 

By the time they reached the cave mouth, Timmons had called a halt. He could feel that the group wasn’t far from the entrance and they were casually walking their way.

He felt Char and Terry Henry together. 

“They’ve got him!” Timmons said. He turned to face the platoon and yelled, “They’ve rescued Terry Henry Walton!” 

A cheer went up and continued as Mark and the first two warriors came from the darkness. 

Mark smiled and nodded, stepping aside to help people over the last boulder and out of the cave. 

They filed out, with Char and Terry Henry coming last. As usual, the Were folk bore the brunt of the attacks. Even Akio looked in bad shape, which was the first time Timmons had ever seen that. 

Joseph had an arm over Merrit’s shoulder as the Werewolf helped him. Akio pulled Joseph to the side and handed him a sword that he’d been carrying on his back, forgotten in the turmoil of Terry’s capture. 

“Damascus steel. You need a sword, Joseph-san,” Akio said. The Forsaken took the sword and bowed, unsure of what else to do. 

Other members of the Force emerged from the tunnel carrying a body. 

Timmons could sense something else was wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 

Char stopped when she reached the rest of her pack. “We lost Adams,” she said quietly before continuing to walk. 

Sue gripped Timmons’s arm. “He was never the same after we lost Xandrie,” Sue whispered. “I hope he died with honor.” 

Terry and Char stopped. They turned and walked back to Sue and Timmons. “He died in service to his alpha. He paved our way to my mate, and for that, among a million other things, he will be remembered fondly. Adams was a good Werewolf, an outstanding member of the pack.” 

Char held her head high as she made sure that Adams was honored for his sacrifice. They would lament his passing later, but for now, this battle was won. 

Terry clenched his jaw and nodded to the Force de Guerre as they greeted him warmly, lining both sides of the path to the landing site. Two Weretigers, four Werewolves, and a Werebear followed closely. In the middle of it all, Cordelia walked as both an insider and an outsider, her dog Clovis at her side.


EPILOGUE 




“Company, Ah-Ten-Shun!” Terry ordered. The four platoons snapped to the position of attention, frozen in place. 

“Warriors to be retired, front and center, march!” Terry commanded.

A small formation in the back of the company ordered a right face, forward march, column left, and proceeded marching until they were standing in front of Colonel Walton. 

Captain Mark ordered a hand salute. Blackbeard and Lacy mirrored his motions. 

“Ready, two.” And they dropped their salutes.

“At ease,” Terry ordered loud enough for all to hear. 

He was ready to deliver a speech, but couldn’t find the words. He waved the group behind him to join him. Jim, James, Gerry, and Kiwi rushed forward. 

Ayashe started shaking her head as she watched her parents add to the complete breakdown in discipline. Char joined her husband. They held hands as the groups converged. The platoons remained in formation until their platoon sergeants called them to attention and dismissed them.  

Mayra had promised the best feast ever. One steer and two hogs were turning on three different spits. There was even a barbecue sauce made from sugar beets that the older people said rivaled anything from the before time.

Char’s pack squeezed in around her. Another one short, leaving them with only six. She knew there were three more in Kentucky and now they had a pod for their own use. She knew what she wanted to do with it. All she had to do was convince TH. 

Cory, Marcie, Kae, Kim, Auburn, and the grandchildren watched from the side, talking among themselves as siblings would. 

Joseph leaned more deeply into the shadows. It had turned into a very sunny day. He was feeling sated after being allowed to drain the cow’s blood before it was slaughtered. He would enjoy the celebration by spending time with his friend, Terry Henry Walton.

But first, there had to be a few words around the fire for those who had died--two privates, Adams, and Billy Spires. 

Felicity wore a black armband in honor of her dead husband. 

Terry worked his way away from the retirees to stand alone, watching those who had risked all to free him. He still didn’t think he had earned that, although he was happy that they’d come. Beneath the surface of his smiling persona, the fire burned. 

His eyes glowed red briefly, extinguished through his force of will. Kirkus didn’t know what he unleashed. The war with the Forsaken had only just begun.




The End of Nomad Avenged

Terry Henry Walton will return in Nomad Mortis, June 2017


Author Notes - Craig Martelle




Written January 28th, 2017







I'm a lifelong daydreamer and student of human interaction. I have some degrees, but those don't matter when it comes to telling the story. Engaging characters within a believable narrative- that's what it’s all about. I live in the interior of Alaska, far away from an awful lot, but I love it here. 

It is natural beauty at its finest.

A couple shout outs to people as I named some characters within the book. I accidentally copied over the acknowledgements in Nomad Redeemed, so here it is, one book late. For Sue Catherman in honor of her 39th birthday (ahem), I named one of the She-Wolves Sue. Sue plays a role in this book as well and should continue as we go forward.

Micky Cocker did me a solid and gave me two names on short notice – Roman and Cassandra. As you see those characters, remember that Micky got to name them because she was so cordial as to buy a short-story anthology that I had put together – The Expanding Universe. 

Norman Meredith came up with a nice plot link for the next book. Will Terry Henry Walton find his white whale? We shall see and it will make sense.

How many other people have helped me on this journey? Holy crap! The list is nearly endless – thanks to Diane & Dorene. They gave me a thumbs up just past the half way point. They have infinite patience in reading my unedited work to check character development and story symmetry. My editor, Mia Darien puts up with me. When she tells me it’ll take seven days, I always ask for six. 

Some reviews that were humbling and that I really liked.

“I like the way Char just does what She needs to do, no messing around just do what you gotta do!!!!!! I gave a five star rating because I was impressed by the story!!!!!!This book is suitable for readers aged 15 to however old you get to!!!” – Thank you Doc for the very kind words.

“Craig Martelle takes on from Michael Anderle's Kurtherian Gambit Series and continues with Terry (TH) about (25 - edited) years after Bethany Anne left. I can't say enough how good this new series is. The Author has a fantastic story line, great character development and I love where he took the Weres, especially the new love interest Char (Bethany Anne would love her). TH has some work to do before BA gets back, and I can't wait to see how he gets civilization back on track. Bravo Craig Martelle and Michael Anderle!” – Thank you, Jakeybg. Our intent was to fill the gap in time and space with material that stayed true to TKG and TQB, while being a little different. I am very happy with how these novels have turned out and more importantly, with how well they’ve been received by the readers.

“Yeah, it's pulp fiction. But I grew up on one of the greatest pulp fiction writers, Louis L’amour. You're in good company Michael, keep up the good work and I'll keep reading the stories.” – Thank you, Van Powers! When I first started, I knew that my style was pulp. Michael and I mesh perfectly in that the stories are important and we give them to you at Edgar Rice Burroughs speed, a pulp author that I’m happy to follow. I’m good with being called a pulp author, and I know that we don’t have to trade quality for speed because we use a rigorous review and editing process to ensure that you get a technically sound story, as well as engaging characters within a compelling plot.

“I'm amazed that the KG universe gets these amazing authors to bring new ideas and a fresh perspective to an already outstanding series. This was a great read from the beginning, and was one the best books I've read in awhile. This turning out to be a must read series. Highly recommend this one!” – Thank you, Dstars2797. TKG is a great series! I’m honored that Michael considered me to help tell TH’s story.

“This series is really good. I really like how Char and Terry's relationship is slowly building into a romance. The characters in the book are well rounded and have well developed personalities! You won't regret buying this series!” – Thank you, Luvs2read. We love that you love to read. Every person that we can turn into a reader helps a great number of other authors. A rising tide floats all boats. 

“I liked both books but can't understand how TH manages to NOT bump uglies with Char... otherwise just your typical werewolf PA adventure story. I hope TH figures out what he's missing by the third book...” – Funny you mention that! I hope the third book didn’t disappoint. 

Peace to all – time to get back to work on Nomad Supreme. TH & Char have nation-states to dismantle and rebuild. So much work to do, but with the power of a bullwhip and keen minds, they have a plan…

***

If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive. 

If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.  

Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

My web page – www.craigmartelle.com

Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik

Thank you for reading the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles!


Author Notes - Michael Anderle




Written February 5th, 2017







As always, can I say with a HUGE amount of appreciation how much it means to me that you not only read this book, but you are reading these notes as well?  




This book, Nomad Unleashed, is the third book in the series that was first introduced and released with Nomad Found on December 20th, 2016.  It is (or will be) February 6th when this book is published, and the fourth is part-way written and is scheduled to drop around February 27th.  Should Craig hit that date, then he will have dropped four books in a total of just shy of ten weeks (about 69 days) or one every 2.5 weeks.




DaaaAAAAAAuuuumnn!




He really makes me feel slow.




We use Slack for my publishing company, LMBPN - (The company is kinda small, but there isn’t a name for “company” that equals “Indie Publishing Outlaw that is taking no prisoners…”)  I’m building something new I would like to think. A company that takes the best out of what I’ve done with my fans, and elevates it. Trying to bring MORE for the fans.




Not less.




Anyway, we use Slack for communications between all of the collaborators (authors), artists, editors and audio talent.  At last count, there is something like thirty-plus people in the LMBPN group and even more in the sister JIT group. Think of Slack as a website devoted to texts/chatting where you can create little channels for specific topics and keep things organized and see the history of the conversation for anyone involved.




In my group, Steve Campbell is the conductor working in the background with the artists, authors, editors, JIT team(s), beta readers and myself to get the pieces together to push out each book, audiobook and paperback. Those of you who are on some of the JIT teams, will have already met him. Anyway, one day Craig and I are yacking in Slack (technical term for chatting about shit un-related to probably what we needed to be discussing) and Craig (like he normally does) was flexing his proverbial writing muscles (looking in the mirror, I’m sure) and explaining how many damned words he had already accomplished before, like, the cock crowed or something (probably 7,000 words).  




Anywho, Steve happened to read our conversation in the channel and called Craig “Awesome Craig”. Now, I don’t remember if Steve actually meant something like, “that’s awesome, Craig” or meant to name him “Awesome Craig.” But for me, the name stuck. Now, I have a hard time not saying shit like “Good morning, Awesome Craig!” or “Good idea, Awesome Craig,” It’s a longer name to type out, but I can’t help myself.




In our Slack conversation a couple of hours ago, Craig mentioned he is already at 20,000 words on book 04 and will probably have Book 05 of The Terry Henry Walton Chronicles written (not yet edited) by end of February.




Way to make me feel like a total wimp writer there, Co-lab buddy! Here people were saying I was dropping books fast, but I can’t hold a candle to this Marine.




OORAH!




Ok, I guess I’ve said enough nice things about my collaborator, even if he DOES make me feel insignificant when I only drop a book every 5 weeks.




On to something that we did that was FUN in this book, Nomad Unleashed.  




Another Indie Author that I met in the 20Books group, and I’ve spent hours on the phone discussing publishing ideas is Michael-Scott Earle. I have (perhaps) mentioned in other notes, or on Facebook or somewhere, that Michael-Scott (or just M-S E) has multiple books under his belt and is someone I’m SURE is going to get me in trouble some day because of his…uh…cavalier way of sending a “how are you” text. (Read - shit you don’t want your wife to read without knowing it’s a guy…)




I don’t want to go more into it, as it might encourage him to continue this behaviour.  The Author’s wife is Latin, I’ll be dead before she realizes M-S E is joking…and is a guy.  




I try to explain this to M-S E, but for some reason he has zero pity for me.




So, Craig thought it would be fun to have M-S E write a scene related to the Werewolves in this book and since we are Indie’s …Well, we can.




It’s good to be the King ;-)




So Craig reached out and M-S E was like…Hell Yeah! (Ok, that’s my interpretation of the conversation. Considering how M-S E will chat, his side might have been a little more colorful.) 




Anyway, Craig took care of the integration of about 500 words (490) that M-S E wrote for a scene with the Werewolf pack.  I’ve copied it out of the book and dropped them below.  Now, M-S E sells his books ‘wide’.  That means that he is on all EBook retailers, but he isn’t in Kindle Unlimited for his Destroyer series.  That ISN’T a problem, as his first in the series (a HUGE book, by the way) is FREE.




As in… you know… Free?  Doesn’t cost anything?  Nada…Zilch…Zippo?  Ok, I type these things because I can’t freaking remember if the term “Free as in Free Beer” applies here.  So, yeah, doesn’t cost anything.




We have included the Book Cover and Blurb after this plus a link to the book if you care to check it out. He’s another kick-ass Indie Author so if his book interests you, click the link to find out more about it on Amazon.




On another subject, it was just three days ago that I wrote the Author Notes for my own book, Never Submit.  I was blessed when it hit #55 in the Kindle Store, my highest ranking to date.  Right now, it is sitting at #92 in the Kindle Store (Quick! Everyone go buy another copy…Let’s keep that guy up HIGH!) 




LOL - No, you don’t have to go do that. I wrote that because I thought it was funny.




Huh, I guess I shouldn’t write these Author notes late at night in an El Fenix Restaraunt. The caffeine buzz from my Dr. Pepper fix (no, no Coke) is wearing off.  I’d like to apologize, in advance, for anything I’ve written tonight.  No idea if it will make ANY sense at all.




Anyway, stupid jokes aside that seem funny to me at the moment, I want to thank you for reading our little stories set in a Universe where the technology that we happen to be messing with today, in our own real world, runs amok. The Genie has WELL and truly been let out of the bottle and while it can be scary, let’s maybe all cross our fingers and pray to whoever you wish that mankind doesn’t fuck it up.




Because, you know, we have such a good history of doing the right thing, right?




Here is that promised scene - check out more of Michael-Scott Earle’s book after this ;-)







Scene from Nomad Unleashed Guest-Written by Michael-Scott Earle




**Timmons took the lead during the trek, and tried to swallow his nagging fury. He wanted to be the leader, the alpha, and he knew he’d need the respect of the pack’s members. He’d been trying to vocal his way in, but his strategy wasn’t working. The only other strategy he knew was leading by strength, and by example.

So Timmons set the example.

He didn’t growl, or talk, or waste time asking for the opinions of the others. He just put paw to sand and ran out in front. The miles turned to leagues, and the leagues turned to a shit-ton of distance that would have been excruciating long, even by car. 

The rest of the crew followed him. Of course they complained by growl when the pace didn’t let up, but when Timmons didn’t break, the rest of them fell in line and the miles began to blur. When their paws hurt, Timmons kept going. When their sides ached, Timmons kept pushing. When the hunger came to overwhelm them, Timmons got lucky and managed to catch a deer. They ate the corpse wordlessly, while it still twitched, and their transformation to animal began to take over their minds.

The days rolled by endlessly until the pack was of one mind.

Then they hit what used to be New Mexico.

“Fuck this shit! It goes on forever!” Merrit snarled after the pack had collapsed from exhaustion and changed into their human forms.

The old Timmons would have cursed back, but instead he just stood in his wolf form and stared at the other man. He was tired, so fucking tired, but he knew that any sign of weakness would erode the leadership he had shown for these past few...days? Weeks? Years? He didn’t know how long it had been. All he knew was the agony of his paws and the ache of his limbs.

Fucking vampire on a fucking boat. It would have been so much easier to do this run on the coast.

“Are you going to say something? You’ve been driving us for—”

“Shut up!” the normally mild-mannered Sue hissed. “And get some firewood so we can set up camp, or hunt, or do something useful. Timmons has been working overtime to set up the draft so we could run easier. Pull your own goddamn weight for once.”

The rest of the pack’s eyes opened wide, and it was obvious that they were surprised by Sue’s stinging words.

For a second, Timmons thought Merrit would snap at her, or snap at him, but instead the man just grunted, struggled to his feet, and walked into the small grove of oak trees they camped under. A few minutes later he returned with an arm full of sticks, and a small hill rabbit. No one asked how he had caught the thing, and he didn’t explain his luck when he began to build the small fire. **


[image: Image]




WWDE... World's Worst Day Ever.




I mean, the day really, really sucked.




The story behind this very short story I'll save for another day, but suffice to say that we have a pretty interesting document for the collaborators which explains how a few mistakes can have grave consequences.




Unfortunately, the technology in the following short story (link below) is real. Yes, this could happen.




Dammit.




The short story was written by Craig Martelle, based on the original WWDE Document as authored by Jeff Morris.




Look around the Kurtherian Gambit books, you will find his name in the front of a few and I promise his job is interesting.




The only reason my name is part of this short story is Jeff and I spoke about it in the beginning (imagine The Author sitting at the feet of the wise old man, receiving instruction, nodding his head) and the story is set in the Kurtherian Universe. So, I get some credit.




So, you could label this document as fiction.




Or, another way you could label this short story would be, "Shit I don't want to ever, ever, ever think about."




If you would like to read about the WWDE, just click here to go see it on Craig’s Website (it is a PDF file.)*




http://www.craigmartelle.com/apps/blog/show/44388059-world-s-worst-day-ever-wwde-




*We can’t just embed it in this book because of Restrictions by Amazon for Kindle Unlimited books where the content is shared elsewhere, sorry!


Craig Martelle Social




For a chance to see ALL of Craig’s new Book Series

Check out his website below!




Website:

http://www.craigmartelle.com 
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http://www.craigmartelle.com 

(Go 1/2 way down his first page, the box is in the center!)
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https://www.facebook.com/AuthorCraigMartelle/ 
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