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Аннотация
Everything has changed.
After a devastating ambush that left the militia group Freedom Fighters struggling to survive, Cassidy Hart has been lucky to escape with her life. Along with her Commander and former Navy SEAL Chris Young, she�s made a shocking discovery concerning the whereabouts of her father. The militias have moved further into the mountains. And the secret that is kept there will come with a price. But when the National Guard arrives, Cassidy is faced with a choice that will force her to decide between her friends and her family. Omega is getting stronger. The fight for freedom looms on the horizon. It�s all or nothing. And Cassidy has no intention of giving up.


Summer Lane
STATE OF REBELLION

In memory of Eva.
�Tiny but mighty.�


Prologue

Today is my birthday.
The last time I celebrated a birthday I was sitting at a table in a McDonald�s, staring at a wet glob of ice cream in a plastic cup. I was living in Culver City, California. My dad was at work. My mother and I weren�t speaking. And friends? No. I didn�t have any friends.
So my birthday was spent in a corner of Culver City, eating cheap vanilla soft serve while the world passed me by and I wondered:
When will my life begin?
I regret asking that question. My life did start not too long after that birthday, but in a way I never wanted or dreamed about. Good things have happened. Bad things have happened. No matter how you slice it, the world is a different place than it was last year. Everything has changed. Nothing is the same.
I am no longer the same.
My name is Cassidy Hart.
Today is my birthday.

Chapter One

One Month Earlier
Pine needles are painful. Just saying.
At the moment, hundreds of them are poking into my legs, digging against my skin. Sweat plasters my hair to my forehead. Blood is crusted under my fingernails. It stains my dark green shirt. The tight, gauzy bandage wrapped around my waist is cutting off my circulation.
In other words, it sucks.
But that�s what happens when you get shot.
I was wounded several days ago during an ambush on Omega soldiers. Luckily for me, it was only a flesh wound. In and out. No major organs punctured. Besides the discomfort and soreness of recovering from a wound like that, I�ve managed to survive. I can walk, I can talk, and I can still hold my rifle.
That�s good news.
The silence of the forest is broken by a strong breeze. It sweeps through the trees, rustling leaves and pinecones. On any other day, I would stop to listen and enjoy the natural orchestra. Not today. Because right now is not the time.
Now it�s time to survive.
I�m sitting on my knees, camouflaged within a grove of fern. Beneath the pine needles is a layer of damp earth, and behind us, a gentle creek trickling down the mountainside.
My hands grip Chris Young�s arm as he crouches beside me, his handsome face smudged with grease and traces of ash and blood. Leaves and twigs are tangled in his hair, pulled into a tight ponytail against his neck. My fingers press against his bicep, more from habit than from anything else.
We�ve been here a long time.
An hour. Maybe two.
Early morning sunlight streams through the trees. The perfect picture for a postcard. Too bad this isn�t what you�d call a touristy situation.
�How are you feeling?� he whispers.
�Like I got run over by a truck.�
�Cassie.�
�I�m fine.�
He takes a deep breath, sharing a glance with Derek. Tall, lean, blonde Derek. He�s huddled against a tree, ready.
�What do you think?� Chris asks.
Derek peers downhill, studying the forest. He lifts one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. Behind him, Max�� our resident undercover ex-narcotics officer�� is running a hand through his slick brown hair. He shakes his head, fiddling with his backpack. On my right, my good friend Sophia is leaning her cheek against my shoulder, exhausted. With her mocha skin tone and dark clothing, she�s almost completely invisible within the underbrush.
�We can�t stay here forever,� Max hisses.
�We can�t risk moving in broad daylight when they�re sweeping the area,� Derek replies. �They�ll shoot us on sight.�
Besides the five of us, about twenty-five militiamen are hiding here, too. The other half of our forces�� a makeshift army we call the Freedom Fighters�� are with Chris�s second in command, an ex-Marine named Alexander Ramos. Last time I saw him, Chris was helping him limp across a smoky battlefield.
Alexander has recovered enough to take control of his platoon. They�re hiding uphill from our position, about two hundred meters up. Derek keeps watching them through his binoculars, looking for any dangerous activity. Our militia is too big to keep together, so we�ve separated into groups to avoid detection.
A few days ago, we barely escaped with our lives from an Omega ambush. I lost consciousness towards the end of the attack�� compliments of being shot and suffering from too much blood loss. Apparently Alexander took his platoon back to our basecamp and rescued the survivors there. If it hadn�t been for him, the women and children waiting there during the ambush could have been killed by Omega patrols.
And there�s that other little thing that happened.
I finally found my father.
In the middle of a battlefield.

Let me rewind.
Last year, an electromagnetic pulse disabled the technological infrastructure of the United States of America. Major bummer. The pulse, also known as an EMP, wiped out every piece of computer-based technology in the country. Cell phones, airplanes, automobiles, microwaves. Even remote control cars and Easy-Bake-Ovens.
I was living in Culver City, California when it all went down. Just a few miles down the road from Hollywood. The second the EMP hit, everything died. Airplanes fell from the skies. The populace panicked. And I got the heck out of the city as fast I could in a vintage 78 Mustang�� a vehicle that was conveniently computer-technology-free, making it immune to the effects of the pulse.
I got separated from my father�� Frank Hart, a former L.A. cop�� and planned to rendezvous with him at a remote cabin we owned in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Unfortunately, things went sour.
An invading army with the code name Omega arrived, killed people, and threw them in concentration camps. They took over everything. And they did it fast. The United States was thrown back into the Stone Age. People went crazy, hoarding supplies, vandalizing homes, murdering innocent civilians.
Instant anarchy.
I lost my Mustang to desperate rioters, but in the process of trying to reach my father, teamed up with a former Navy SEAL named Chris Young. Six foot four, twenty-eight years old, and a serious force to contend with. His military expertise and experience kept me alive.
I fell in love with him.
But I never found my father. Omega�s hold on the states got tighter, and we backtracked to the foothills to try and survive. Not a good idea. I got captured by Omega troopers and forced into a slave labor camp run by an officer named Vika Kamaneva. I was almost worked to death. I would be dead now if Chris hadn�t taken control of a local militia and rescued me.
Ever since then, that small militia has grown to become a fighting force to be reckoned with. We�ve staged devastating attacks on Omega forces, and Chris has become the militia commander. He�s established training and recruiting for our new soldiers. It�s amazing how many ordinary, everyday people have been willing to take a stand and fight for their homeland.
Fight for their lives. For their families.
But last night we were betrayed by one of our own�� a young man named Harry Lydell. Our forces were ambushed. A lot of our people were killed. We barely got out of there alive. I should be dead� but for some reason I�m too stubborn to go down that road just yet.
The only reason we survived is because a friendly fellow militia force�� the Mountain Rangers�� swooped in and gave us valuable backup support. And, right before I passed out due to an unfriendly gunshot in my gut, my dad showed up.
My dad.
The commander of the Mountain Rangers.
He so has some serious explaining to do.

I turn my head to the left, watching a tall, thin man walk towards me. This guy is new around here. Desmond. He�s the field medic for the Rangers, and we were introduced after I got shot.
�Got yourself shot, did you?� he had asked me.
Long, shaggy hair fell to his shoulders, matted into dreadlocks. A dull green bandana was tied around his forehead, setting off a weathered, middle-aged face and unkempt beard.
�Yeah,� I gritted out, wincing with pain.
�Well, let�s see what we can do about that.� He took a long look at the wound, probing and investigating and opening up his medical bag. �You�re a lucky lady. Bullet went clean through. If it would have hit a major organ you could be dead right now. That�d be a buzz kill.�
Yeah. Because I�d be dead.
�You�re lucky,� he repeated, setting to work. Cleaning it, closing it. Some medical stuff I wasn�t really aware of. At that point I was more than a bit delusional and exhausted after surviving the ambush.
�You�ll live,� he said simply. �It could have been worse.�
Yeah, yeah.
And now he walks up to me, checking my condition. I�ve improved rapidly since he initially treated the injury, and besides some intense soreness, I don�t have anything to complain about. He was right. It could have been worse.
�Status report?� he says, grinning wryly.
�Alive and somewhat operational.�
�Good to hear. Let�s check and make sure those stitches are good�� He does a quick recheck of the wound, nods, and looks me in the eye. �You bounce back quick.�
�Thanks,� I smile.
Chris says nothing, but the worry lines around his eyes relax a little.
�Stay gold, kid,� Desmond says.
He�s so full of wisdom.
I bite my lip, turning back to Chris. Focusing on the situation at hand.
�How could my dad just leave me?� I whisper, frustrated. Hurt. Confused.
Ticked off.
�He has a militia to command,� Chris replies, helping me to my feet. �Your dad couldn�t just abandon them and run after you.�
�Oh, that�s nice. He finally finds me and then dumps me when I�m bleeding to death,� I say. �What a great guy.�
Chris rolls his eyes.
We�re slowly starting to move again, tracking our way up the side of the hill, away from the foothills. Because I was unconscious and delirious when we fled the ambush, I have no memory of how we arrived in the forest. We must have ditched our vehicles at some point, because the last thing I recall is being pulled out of the cab of a pickup�and then I saw my father�s face�and the next thing I know, I�m waking up in the middle of the mountains.
�That�s not how I meant it, and you know it,� he answers, keeping one arm under my shoulders to steady me. �He�ll meet up with us as soon as we reach the RV point with the others.�
I nod.
I�m not an idiot. I know this is how warfare works. You look after your men first, and then you worry about emotions and relationships. But still. That doesn�t ease the sting of knowing that my father was this close and he took off.
Such is the way of war, I suppose.
Maybe Chris senses my discomfort, because he presses a quick kiss against my temple, whispering, �Let it go. Focus your energy on staying in the game. He�ll be back. He�s just doing his job.�
�Right, right.�
We continue to move stealthily through the woods, moving towards our emergency rendezvous point little by little. It�s a pain in the butt to try to walk uphill when you�re recovering from an injury like I am. What usually wouldn�t make you break a sweat becomes a challenge.
I struggle along, sweating with the effort. My clothes are heavy and itchy. After several hours, I stop and place my hands on my knees, breathing hard.
�It�s okay,� I murmur, �I�ll just stay here. Take a nap��
Words of a true warrior, I know.
But I do need to rest. I may bounce back quickly, but I�m still human.
Flashes of the ambush flit through my mind:
Screaming, crying, blood, detonations. Kamaneva, a wicked expression on her face right before she shot me. Harry Lydell, smug as he watched everything go down. As his betrayal lured good people to their deaths. The numbing punch of being hit by a bullet. Me telling Chris I loved him, because let�s face it�� I thought we were going to die. And then my father�a short glimpse of his face before the world went black and I fell into the no-go zone of unconsciousness.
I exhale sharply.
I don�t want to think about that right now. I have to stay focused. I have to stay alive. The rendezvous point isn�t too far from here, and once we reach it, we can rest and figure out what we�re going to do. We can�t go back to basecamp� Harry Lydell blabbed the location to Omega. What are we going to do with our militia?
Set up tents next to the creek and start prospecting for gold?
Not a foolproof strategy.
I glance at Derek and Sophia, moving a couple hundred feet ahead of our platoon. They�re keeping low to the ground, quiet. Scouting far enough ahead to warn us of any impending danger that our scouts might have missed�� not that that�s a likely scenario, because our scouts are awesome. It�s merely a precaution. The rest of our group is silent, pensive. Exhausted but trudging onward, because we�re almost there.
I curl my fingers against the palms of my hands, watching Sophia walk. Her head is bent, her lips are pursed. Her face is emotionless. Steely. Others are moving with a reserved, hollow expression on their faces. Some appear angry, some appear frightened.
It�s what you can expect in the aftermath of what we�ve been through.
Up ahead, our scouts walk towards us, slipping out of the dark undergrowth of the forest. They appear out of nowhere, like shadows. It would be frightening if they weren�t on our side. One of the scouts exchanges a few words with Chris, and he signals to Sophia and Derek.
We must be there.
I tilt my head. Chris stops, a deep sigh escaping his lips.
�Finally,� he mutters.
At the top of the slope, a familiar face is peering at me.
�Cassidy, are you okay?� Isabel says.
�Yeah, I�m okay,� I answer.
And that�s the truth. For now.

Chapter Two

I�m lying with my head propped up against a bedroll, my feet on Chris�s lap. Isabel, twelve years old, blonde and blue-eyed, is combing the hair away from my face. �I thought for sure you were dead,� she says, braiding some of my strands together. �I was so worried. Everybody was.�
�Well� we�re all okay,� I say.
Lie. Some of us aren�t okay. Some of us are dead.
The rendezvous point is a high spot on the side of a mountain, hidden by a massive rock cliff. The other half is a steep, brushy slope. The one we just climbed up. We can see the enemy approaching long before they get here. A definite plus. We�ve been storing ammunition and supplies here for months. I�d hoped we�d never have to use it.
�Good to see you made it out alive,� says a familiar, gravelly voice.
Alexander Ramos. He�s limping towards us, a bloody bandage wrapped around his head. But he�s still walking and talking, so that�s a good sign.
�You too,� Chris replies, swapping handshakes. �Thanks for getting my family here safely.�
Chris�s parents barely escaped the basecamp after the ambush. While I was unconscious, our platoons returned to the camp and evacuated the women and children there. We separated our platoons into two sections to avoid detection, and the Young family went with Alexander�s group. Chris wanted them to reach the rendezvous point as soon as possible�� even before we did�� so he sent them ahead with Alexander.
�Cassidy,� Alexander nods. �I heard you got shot.�
�You heard right.�
�Well.� He pauses. �Stay alive.�
�Um. I�ll work on it.�
The ghost of a smile touches his lips. I tuck the moment away in my brain:
Alexander Ramos smiles for the first time.
�He actually has emotions,� I whisper to Chris as Alexander walks off.
�Give the guy some credit,� he shrugs, grinning. �He�s only human.�
I look down at my hands�� slicked down with dried tree sap, mud and crusty blood. �Gross,� I mutter.
�You look awful,� Isabel remarks.
�Gee, thanks.�
�I mean, does it still hurt?�
�Yeah. Getting shot does that.�
Chris rubs his thumb up and down my ankle, his lips pressed together in a thin line. I only have to look at his face once to know that he�s doing the same thing I am: Thinking about the dead we left behind on the battlefield.
�Hey,� I say, nudging him with my boot. �You okay?�
He looks at me, weariness in his eyes.
�Yeah. You?�
I shrug.
I sit up, eyeing the group around me. There�s nearly seventy-five people here. Many of them lost mothers, brothers, sisters and fathers last night. Things are different, somehow. We�ve been jolted into the reality of war in a way we hadn�t been before.
�What do we do, Chris?� I whisper. �Omega�s looking everywhere for us. They won�t stop until we�re all dead. You know that. I know that. We�re screwed if we stay in one place.�
�We need to set up a new base,� he replies, staring at the ground. Calm, steady. Just like a leader should be.
�Where? We can�t just go set up living quarters in Boyden Cave.�
�No,� he smirks. �Your father will be able to help us.�
I swallow a lump in my throat.
But we can�t stay in one place for too long. That could be lethal. We�re dealing with asymmetrical warfare here. To stay alive we have to stay active. We have to keep moving. If Dad isn�t here soon�� very soon�� we�ll have to move on to somewhere else. And since we�re a guerilla warfare militia, we have small pockets of supplies hidden all over these mountains.
I don�t want to leave without my father, though.
My father. The Commander of the Mountain Rangers. It�s a piece of information that hasn�t completely set in, yet. I need time to absorb it. How many times did we communicate with Eagle One�� his codename�� and have no idea it was my dad, Frank Hart?
If my life were a story nobody would believe it.
�They must have a basecamp,� I realize. �We can combine with them.�
�Possibly.� Chris throws me a sideways glance. �You know as well as I do that allying with somebody will change the dynamics of what we have here.�
�Chris, what we have here is a bunch of misplaced volunteer soldiers,� I reply. �And a lot of them are dead now. We can�t be picky. We have to do what we need to do to survive.�
�I know.� He swings his legs around the log, straddling it like a chair. �You�re right.� He closes his eyes. �But it will be dangerous.�
�What isn�t dangerous anymore?�
�Good point.� He brushes the back of my cheek with his hand. �You know, if you could avoid getting shot again, I�d appreciate it. You scared me. I thought you were going to die.�
�Nah,� I grin. �I�m too stubborn to die.�
�Don�t do it again.�
�I won�t.� I place a kiss on his lips. �I love you.�
He smiles softly. A moment of happiness.
And then a commotion draws his attention to the edge of the slope. People are gathering at the border of the camp, talking in hushed voices. A few Rangers appear, dressed in worn clothing. A crude depiction of a white star is stitched onto their right sleeves. My breath catches in my throat.
�Well,� Chris says. �It looks like your dad finally showed up.�
�Good,� I reply, nervous. �He�s got some explaining to do.�
Call me dramatic, but I had pictured my reunion with my father as something a lot better than this. I�d imagined running towards him across some kind of meadow, giving him a hug, and then we�d walk home to Culver City and things would go back to normal. Just like that.
Nope. Reality check.
I pull myself painfully to my feet, Chris keeping a steadying arm around my shoulders. Dad is wearing dark clothing. A broad rimmed hat is pulled low over his forehead, casting a shadow over his unshaven face.
�Dad!� I exclaim.
�Cassidy!� He smiles widely, slinging his rifle on his back. �Cassidy, my girl.�
He crosses the distance in a few strides, wrapping me into a bear hug�� albeit a gentle one, because I�ve been shot. I bury my head in his shoulder, a million emotions flooding me at once. Happiness, confusion, frustration. Mostly happiness.
�Where have you been?� I say. �Why weren�t you at our cabin? How did this happen?�
A tear slides down my cheek.
Embarrassing. I hadn�t even realized I was crying.
Dad holds me at arm�s length.
�I�ll explain everything,� he promises. �Cassie, don�t cry.�
He hugs me again, and I don�t even care that everybody in camp is staring at us. Give me a break, people. Do you have any idea how long I�ve been looking for my father? A long time.
�Frank?�
Dad slowly loosens his embrace as Chris steps forward.
�Glad you made it here alive,� he says. �I�m Alpha One. Chris Young. Your daughter�s been trying to find you for a long time.�
Dad keeps one arm around my shoulder, offering Chris a firm handshake.
�Chris,� he says. �Nice to meet you. Thanks for taking care of Cassidy for me.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Dad, this is Sophia, and this is Isabel�.� I begin introducing the people from my inner circle, feeling excited. Happy that, for at least one second, something good has happened.
�We need to discuss our next move,� Chris states, folding his arms across his broad chest. He�s a good four inches taller than my dad.
Dad looks at Chris.
�You have other supplies hidden in these hills, I assume?�
�We do,� Chris replies.
�I have something better.�
�You have a basecamp.�
Dad nods, the hint of a smile on his lips.
�Yes.�
�We need to move out now if we want to stay out of Omega�s crosshairs.�
�No. I want to know what�s been going on with you for the last year,� I interject, turning to Dad. �Why weren�t you at the cabin? How did you end up doing this? What happened?�
�It�s a long story, sweetheart,� he replies.
�Join the club.�
�Still sarcastic?�
�Some things never change.�
Dad chuckles good-naturedly.
�Okay, fine,� he says, grinning, looking at Chris again. �We fed Omega a false trail. Some of my men are leading them away from our position, which gives us a chance to head back to our basecamp.�
�Where is this place?� I ask.
�It�s a four day journey from here,� he replies.
�Four days? Where the heck are we going? Disneyland?�
�No. Someplace safe.�
�Define safe.�
Dad smiles again.
�It�s good to have you back, Cassidy,� he says, kissing my forehead. �I�ve missed my little girl.�
�I�ve missed you, too.� I look around. �But now that you�re here, do you mind explaining how you ended up commanding a militia outfit?�
�I have a feeling it�s not much different than how you ended up with the Freedom Fighters,� Dad replies. �But yes. I�ll explain everything. I promise.�
�Good.�
I look at Chris. He�s watching the two of us closely, and I can�t help but notice that Dad is returning the inquisitive expression.
Yeah. At some point, I�m going to have to tell my father about Chris and me. And I have a feeling it may not go over well.

�The night the EMP hit,� Dad begins, gripping a cup of hot coffee, �I was in Santa Monica. A good twenty minutes from our house on a moderate day of traffic. You had just texted me that you were going to bring home Chinese food for dinner.� He smiles wistfully at the memory. So do I. It was the last thing I ever did on a cellphone.
Chris is sitting next to me. He hasn�t put his arm around me or offered a comforting touch since Dad showed up. I�m guessing he�s waiting for me to break the ice and tell Dad about us before he makes a move.
Smart boy.
It�s dark now. We have no campfire. Heat comes from portable camping stoves and the warmth we siphon off from hugging thermoses of steaming coffee. We�ve taken a few moments to rest, having started our journey towards the Rangers� basecamp immediately.
Sophia sits next to me.
�Hey,� she says.
�Hey.�
Silence. We suddenly hug each other.
�We�re still alive,� she says. �Can you believe it?�
�No. We should be dead.�
�I know. But we�re not.� She shrugs. �Sorry, Mr. Hart. Please go on.�
He takes a drink.
�I knew what had happened the second my cellphone stopped working,� he says. �I didn�t even try to find my car. The first airplane hit less than a mile away from where I was. I�ve never seen such a level of hysteria.� He drains the last of the coffee from his cup, leaning forward. �It took me three days to get back to the house. Rioters were going berserk throughout the city. There were massive fires, vandalism. Crime everywhere.�
�It didn�t take long for people to go crazy, did it?� I remark grimly.
�Unfortunately, no. When I got back to the house, the Mustang was missing. I knew exactly where you�d taken it, Cassidy. To the cabin.� He smiles proudly. �You took the supplies you would need, and I took mine. I had to get out of the city on foot. It took me days to get through the chaos. And you know what was strange?�
I shrug.
�Not a trace of Omega anywhere,� he continues. �Omega started setting up relief camps about two days after the pulse hit, right? They rolled in right away. They were prepared and ready to go. But in Los Angeles? Nothing.�
�That makes perfect sense,� Sophia mutters.
�Why?� I say.
�Do you remember when we were in Kamaneva�s labor camp?�
�How could I forget?�
�There were the rumors that all the big cities like L.A. and New York had either been nuked or attacked with a chemical weapon.� She outlines her initials in the dirt with the toe of her shoe. �Why would Omega bother sending their forces into a city where they were going to kill everybody with a big weapon?�
A lead weight settles in the pit of my stomach.
�God,� I breathe. �You�re right.�
�I figured about as much,� Dad says. �It took me weeks to get up to the cabin, and when I finally arrived, you weren�t there. That was the worst. I didn�t know if you had been there and left or if you never made it.� He shakes his head. �I guess it doesn�t matter now. I looked for you around the mountain communities. It was a mistake.�
�Why?�
�A woman turned over my name to Omega officials,� he answers. �It�s a long story, but I guess my name and what I did for a living didn�t sit well with Omega. They came and tried to pick me up. They didn�t get me. I left the cabin and didn�t come back. I couldn�t. They would have just waited for me there.�
�I found your backpack on the floor,� I say, frowning. �We probably just missed each other.�
�So you did make it up to the cabin at some point.�
�Yes. But that�s another story. Finish yours first.�
�Right.� He lets his shoulders fall, relaxing against the back of a fallen log. �I wandered around the hills for a few days, trying to throw them off the trail. For the life of me, I couldn�t figure out why Omega cared about capturing me. All I was doing was staying off the radar.�
�That makes you an instant target,� I say. �We found that out the hard way, didn�t we?�
Chris nods.
�Yeah, I figured that out, too,� Dad continues. �I ran across a group of capable men living up in the higher mountains and we combined forces. Started doing everything we could to disrupt Omega�s supply chains and transportation routes through the mountains. Our militia kept growing, and well� you know the rest.�
�I can�t believe we�ve been so close to each other all this time,� I say.
�It happens,� Dad sighs. �I didn�t believe you were dead, Cassie. You had to be alive somewhere, and I figured you�d find a way to fight back. You never did like being told what to do.�
I crack a grin. �Omega was asking for it.�
Chris stirs, sitting upright, his leg brushing my knee.
�How many men do you have all together?� he asks.
�About a hundred.�
�Where exactly is your basecamp?�
�Like I said, four days from here on foot. There are other survivors there. A lot of military protection.�
�Whoa. Did you say military?� I interject. �As in, the United States military?�
�Yes. Former military. Other militias like us.�
�I thought our military was on the East Coast somewhere.�
�What�s left of our forces are gearing up for something a hell of a lot bigger than Omega�s push on the Eastern Seaboard,� Dad replies, grim. �Most of our military is staked out on the West Coast, from Washington to the bottom of California.�
�What�s coming?� Sophia whispers.
I glance at Isabel. She�s gone completely silent.
�Backup,� Dad says. �The next wave of the invasion is on its way.�

Chapter Three

I�d always figured that Omega was waiting for backup. When I was imprisoned in a labor camp with Sophia, we were forced to harvest food for a massive amount of troops�a number so large that there was no way it was for the Omega forces already here. We theorized that backup was coming.
Omega, we figured, was a combination of rogue elements from North Korea, China, and Russia. Who knows who else was involved? At this point we don�t even know if the United States was the sole country affected by the EMP. For all we know, the entire world could be dark.
�China,� I state.
Dad blinks.
�China has to be sending the backup,� I clarify. �Right now Omega�s got mercenaries and international troops crawling all over the states, but there really aren�t that many. Think about it. Not enough to take over every nook and cranny of the nation. So what country do you know of that has a population big enough to supply enough troops to invade the United States on foot?�
�China,� Chris agrees. �Absolutely.�
�Not a bad theory,� Dad shrugs. �And if you�re right, I don�t see how we stand a chance against an invasion like that.�
�We still have nuclear weapons, right?� I ask. �We must have some kind of government left in place. The President and Congress and all of those people�they�re still around, aren�t they? Don�t they have some sort of emergency plan for a scenario like this?�
�I have no idea, Cassie,� Dad replies, frowning. �I haven�t heard anything about our governmental structure still being in place. As for the President and everybody else, they might be dead. If the big cities really were nuked, our population has been significantly reduced, people are starving, and our borders are practically wide open for an invading force. What�s left of our military is on its own.�
�There�s nobody in charge at all?�
�Well�� Dad shifts his position. �You�ll understand once you get to Camp Freedom�� that�s what we call our basecamp. It�s not gigantic, but it�s well hidden and we�ve got a good number of volunteers.�
�And you�ve got people there who have authority?� Chris asks.
�Somewhat. We�ve got a governing body. Like I said, you�ll see when you get there.� Dad looks at me. �We need to accept the fact that the United States as we know it is long gone. Right now it�s nothing but an anarchic society, and our enemies are taking advantage of our weakened state. They�re simply taking over.�
�We can�t let that happen,� I grit out, anger ripping through my veins. �This is our home. How can people be so stupid? How could they let something like this happen? Didn�t our military or government or somebody know this was coming? They had to have some kind of clue!�
�They probably did,� Dad says, patting my knee. �But Cassidy, when it comes right down to it, people are going to save themselves first, and then worry about everybody else. You can bet that our government�� if they knew this was coming�� took that approach. The population was collateral damage. We�re on our own, and if we want the invaders out, we�ll have to take care of it ourselves.�
Great. Just wonderful.
�That�s not fair,� I say, exhausted. All I can think about are the poor men and women that died yesterday. Horrible, agonizing deaths. And they weren�t soldiers. Not really. They were former schoolteachers and parents and plumbers and insurance salesmen. People that should never have to go to war. �I hate it.�
Nobody speaks. The peripheral crowd around the campfire falls silent.
Irritated,�� no, terrified�� I get to my feet and stalk away from the fire, fear threatening to overpower me. I might break down and start sobbing if I�m not careful.
First the EMP.
Then Omega.
And now China is sending a million man army to the west coast.
We�re dead. It�s over.
I sit on my butt at the base of a sugar pine. The sweet scent is refreshing, but it�s not enough to lift my spirits.
�Cassidy, you can�t get discouraged.�
Sophia sits down next to me, threading her fingers through mine.
�I know. I�m sorry, I just�� I trail off. �It�s been a long two days.�
�It has.� She leans forward, stretching her legs out. �We�ve never talked about what our lives used to be like, have we? It�s always war, war, war. Fight, fight, fight. My mama and I owned an art gallery in New York. Did I ever tell you that?�
I smile, picturing Sophia wearing a beret, puttering around a penthouse apartment with a paintbrush in her hand.
�No,� I say. �You never did.�
�Well, we did.� A longing expression crosses her face. �My mama was an artist, and we sold her paintings out of a little shop near Long Island. My parents were immigrants, you know, and it was always their dream to open up an art gallery for my mother�s paintings.� She sighs. �My father was a shoe salesman at Macy�s.� She starts laughing. �Isn�t that funny? An artist and a shoe salesman. And there I was in the middle, just trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my life.�
�Well�� I say. �What did you want to do?�
�Art. Just like my mama.� She licks her lips. �My brother was going to school to be a graphic designer, you know? We were so proud. The first person in our family to ever go to college.�
�You must miss them.�
�I do. Every day.� She squeezes my hand. �But that was then and this is now. We have to deal with each day that�s given to us. It could be worse. We could be dead, couldn�t we? At least we�re here. At least we can talk about happier times.�
I bite my lip, fighting tears.
�You�re right,� I say. �You�re completely right. What would I do without you?�
�I have no idea.�
We both giggle, embracing each other.
�Now it�s your turn,� she tells me.
�My turn?�
�Tell me something happy. Something that you remember that makes you smile.�
�Don�t you think we�re going to make ourselves sad talking about all of this stuff?� I point out. �I mean, it�s gone, right? We can�t go back.�
�No,� she replies, offering a rueful smile. �We can�t. But if we don�t remember what it was like yesterday, we�ll forget what we�re fighting for.�
�Normalcy,� I say. �We�re fighting for yesterday.�
�Right.� She grins. �Now come on. Tell me something happy.�
My mood lifts. Something happy?
Yeah. I think I can do that.

We leave for Camp Freedom the next morning. I�m feeling better. I mean, sure. The fact that Omega is sending a boatload of troops onto American soil is eating at my nerves big time, but you know what? There�s nothing I can do about it at this point. I can only take one day at a time, and right now that means my first priority is putting one foot in front of the other.
As we walk, a familiar, friendly face pops up beside me.
�Hey, Cassie,� Jeff Young says, winking. �You holding up okay?�
�Yes.� I shove him playfully in the shoulder. He bears a remarkable resemblance to his brother Chris, but where Chris is a man, Jeff is still a boy. And I mean that in a metaphorical sense.
�You look a lot better than you did two days ago,� he remarks. �That was a nasty hit you took.�
�Yeah. I�m trying to forget.� I sigh. �Do you have any idea where we�re going? Did Chris or my dad say anything about the location about the basecamp?�
�No,� he shrugs. �I guess after what happened with Harry Lydell, everybody�s a little uptight about sharing information.�
�It wouldn�t kill Dad to share some information with me,� I grumble.
�He probably doesn�t want to give you info that could get you killed.�
�Thanks for putting it so bluntly.�
�That�s what I do.� He laughs. �Good to see you walking again, Cassidy.�
�Thanks.�
I have to rest a bit more often than the others because I�m still healing, but that�s fine. It�s better than being dead. Dad leads the front of the group with the Rangers�� about forty men and women in all. Most of them are substantially older than me.
Old dogs, I think, amused. But they can sure kick some butt.
�Are you holding up okay?� Chris asks, sliding down next to me. He�s been leading the front of the Freedom Fighters all day, periodically dropping back to check on me. �Do you need to rest again?�
�No, I�m good.� I squeeze his hand. �So. Have you, um, talked with my dad about�anything interesting?�
He raises an eyebrow, stopping to help me crawl over a fallen log. We�re traveling into the high mountains, now. The foliage is thinning out as the air gets colder. Lodgepole pine trees dot the landscape, and the sparser cover makes it important for us to pay attention to our position. We don�t want to climb up an open meadow and give our location away.
�What kind of interesting things?� he asks.
�I don�t know. Just stuff.� I make a weak attempt at a poker face. �Maybe�something about us.�
�Us?�
�Yes. Us.�
His lips twitch, a clear sign that he�s fighting laughter.
�Oh, that.� He threads his fingers through mine, shifting his heavy pack. Adjusting the rifle slung over his shoulder. �No. It hasn�t come up.�
Call me shallow, but I can�t help but feel disappointed. Stupid as it is, I kind of wanted Chris to walk up to my dad, say, �Hey. I�m in love with your daughter. I promise to take good care of her.� Chivalry, you know?
Instead I get: No. It hasn�t come up.
�You�ll have to tell him sometime,� I point out.
�He�s figured it out, Cassie.� He gestures to our intertwined hands. �He�s not blind.�
�Still. I think you should say something.�
�Why me? You�re his daughter.�
�You�re a grown man!�
�You�re a grown woman.�
I bite my lip. Am I? My birthday is in two weeks. I�ll be twenty.
�I guess so.� I shyly glance at his face, gauging his expression. �But it wouldn�t hurt you to be there when I dump it on him.�
�Dump it, huh?� He breaks out in a wide smile. �That�s a nice description.�
�You know what I mean!� I shake my head. �I just want him to like you.�
�It�ll be fine. Don�t worry about it.�
He�s right. But, strangely enough, it�s somehow comforting to worry about something as normal as whether or not my father will approve of Chris. It�s a lot easier than sitting around, wondering when Omega will jump out of the bushes and put a bullet in my chest.
Just saying.
�You two having a heart to heart chat back there or something?� Jeff calls back. He�s helping his mother scale the side of the mountain. Decomposed gravel and loose shale slide down the slope, making it easy to trip and take a tumble to the bottom. �Come on. Pick up the pace!�
�This isn�t a marathon, you know!� I say.
�Oh, yeah? Says who?�
�Says me.�
�You two,� Mrs. Young murmurs, smiling. Her gray hair is falling in soft wisps to her shoulders. Mr. Young�� an aged version of his two sons�� climbs up behind her and takes her hand. �Let them be, Jeff,� he says, winking at me.
I sigh. A flash of normalcy on an otherwise totally odd day.
It�s nice.
We stop to have lunch, resting under the green tent of the forest. Our food consists of supplies the militia had time to gather up before they fled the base camp. Dried meat, crackers, canned vegetables. Water. Gone are the days of sandwiches and bottles of soda.
As we hike, I catch up with my dad. We have a conversation that lasts for hours. I give him a recap of everything that�s happened to me since we got separated after the EMP. Everything from escaping through underground tunnels in Bakersfield to getting imprisoned in a slave labor camp under Vika Kamaneva. For some reason, talking about what I�ve been through in the last year makes everything seem that much more real. Like waking up from a dream.
Yes, it actually did happen. Yes, the world really did end.
Yes, it�s a lot to swallow.
At least Dad and I are back together.
�So,� Dad says at last, just as evening starts to set in. �Chris Young. What�s going on between you two?�
�Oh. Um��
Idiot. You�ve been rehearsing this all day.
�Chris and I� we�ve been through a lot,� I shrug. �We�re kind of together, I guess.�
Dad raises an eyebrow. �He�s a lot older than you.�
�I know.�
�A lot older.�
�Older isn�t bad. I mean, you�re older.�
�Don�t try to change the subject.�
We duck under an overhanging, mossy branch. The temperature has dropped substantially, so I pull my jacket out of my backpack and wrap it around myself.
�He�s a good man,� I say softly, glancing behind us.
Chris is overlooking his militia, alert and ready.
�I believe you,� Dad replies. �But that doesn�t mean I�m going to trust him completely overnight.�
�You don�t have to.� I put my hand on his shoulder. �But you will, eventually. You�ll see what I see. He�s special, Dad. There�s nobody like him.�
He shakes his head, kicking a rock down the trail.
Seriously?
�You�ll see,� I press.
�I�m more concerned about the age difference than anything else.�
�It�s not exactly cradle-robbing, Dad. I�m going to be twenty.�
�He�s almost thirty years old.�
�He�s twenty-eight.�
�Exactly. He�s a man. A SEAL. Tough guy.� Dad exhales dramatically. �Don�t get caught up in something you can�t handle. The last thing you need right now is a relationship that consumes you. Our lives right now are walking the razor�s edge already. One wrong move and you can throw everything out of balance. Be careful.�
�Chris is the only reason I�m alive,� I state. �You have no idea what he�s been through to keep me safe. He took control of this militia just to break me out of Kamaneva�s labor camp. Who does that? He�s not your typical guy, Dad.�
Dad falls silent. He opens his mouth to say something just as Isabel sidles up next to me, twirling a piece of moss between her fingers.
�Look,� she says, holding it under her nose. �A mustache.�
�Wow. Impressive.� I grab it, holding it beneath my chin. �But a beard is cooler.�
�Nothing is cooler than a mustache.�
�I don�t know about that��
I rub her head, mussing her blonde hair. Dad walks faster to keep up with his men. I roll the moss between my fingers, watching the back of his hat bob up and down with each step.
I guess that concludes our father-daughter chat.
It could have gone a lot worse.
Right?

Chapter Four

Our trek into the high mountains lasts exactly four days, just like Dad said it would. The woods are quieter here. The shadows are deeper. And the weather is cooler. I can�t detect a single sign of human life. We occasionally spot deer or squirrels, but that�s it. No people.
I decide that this is a good thing, given our track record of run-ins with unfriendly locals in the mountains.
Dad and Chris have been talking off and on all day in hushed voices. Whatever they�re discussing, they don�t want me to know about it. As ticked off as I am that they�re keeping secrets, I don�t let it eat at me for long. Cassidy Hart, the girl who left Los Angeles with a backpack and her grandfather�s pistol, no longer has time to worry about petty things.
Funny how priorities change.
�I�m very ready to be done with this hike,� Sophia comments, walking beside me. The last couple of days have been nothing but a sheer uphill climb through slippery terrain. �How about you?�
�Yeah,� I pant. �I�m ready.�
We walk for a couple more hours before Dad and Chris slow our group to a halt. I peer ahead, spotting a small clearing. Wait. It�s not a clearing, it�s a road. Sophia and I share a bewildered look. We�ve been making a point of avoiding any and all roads. Why? Because roads mean people and people could mean Omega.
I weave my way through the militias, coming up on Chris�s shoulder.
�What�s going on?� I ask.
�We�re almost to the camp,� Dad replies. �Let me walk in front. They�ll recognize me.�
I peek at the road. There is no asphalt, only dirt. Pieces of black pavement make it obvious that this was a road at one time, but fell out of use. On the other hand, the road is big enough for a large vehicle, and the overhanging trees make great cover. Nobody can see you from the air.
Then again, I haven�t seen any active aircraft since the EMP hit. I wonder why. Omega has trucks and computers. Why not airplanes and helicopters, too?
Another mystery for another time, I guess.
Up ahead, two large concrete blocks are sitting in the middle of the road.
�What�?� I begin, trailing off as I scan the sides of the path. Nothing but thick green bushes and trees. The perfect place for an ambush.
�This is a checkpoint,� Dad says, seeing the expression on my face. �There are three of them before we reach the camp.�
�Where are the guards?�
�They�re here.�
I nod. Given the heavy foliage, I�m going to assume that our every move is being observed by militiamen hidden in the forest. When we reach the concrete blocks, a man steps out of the bushes wearing camouflage gear. He�s got a rifle, and his face is smudged with black and green paint.
�Eagle One,� he says. It�s a statement, not a question.
I turn around, noticing from this angle the sentries posted within the trees, dressed in camouflage gear. We�re surrounded at gunpoint, and I can feel Chris tensing up beside me. He doesn�t like this situation.
But Dad doesn�t seem concerned.
�Hey, Uriah,� he greets, an almost smile on his face.
Almost.
�This is the unit we went to back up downstairs,� he continues. �The Freedom Fighters. This is Alpha One, and this is my daughter.�
Uriah�s eyes widen, looking unnaturally white against his painted face.
�You found her,� he exclaims. �Nice going, Boss.�
�Thanks. Alert the other sentries that we�ve got company, okay?�
�Yes, sir.�
The sentries posted around this checkpoint, lower their weapons, but they don�t come down to greet us. They have a job to do, after all. The guy named Uriah waves us forward and I follow Dad and Chris between the blocks of concrete, continuing on our way down the road.
�So do they just live out here?� I ask in a hushed voice.
�Who?� Dad says.
�The sentries.�
�No,� he chuckles. �They rotate shifts, just like any other military base.�
�Are they all under your command?�
�No. Some of them come from other militias.�
�How many militias are we talking about?� I press.
�You�ll see when we get there.�
Again with the secrets. How annoying.
Sensing my irritation, Chris squeezes my shoulder. I smile softly, grateful for his presence. He doesn�t have to say a word. I just know that he�s there. Always. And that�s a greater comfort than anything else.
We pass through two more checkpoints. The final one is the hardest. The guard posted up front knows who Dad is, but he�s a stickler for safety and demands the security password. Dad gives it quietly. More guards appear, inspecting our gear. The Freedom Fighters are being questioned. Chris steps forward and answers everything pointblank, unhesitating. By the time we�re done, we�ve gained access to the road again. I let go of a breath I didn�t even know I�d been holding and wipe the sweat off my forehead.
After a good five more minutes of walking, I see it.
�Oh,� I whisper. �That�s not what I pictured.�
�What did you picture?� Chris asks, curious.
�Something like the Alamo, I guess.�
Hello, Camp Freedom.
Camp Freedom.
An appropriate place for the Freedom Fighters to kick back and regroup. There�s a brown sign erected on a cement block in front of the chain link fence at the entrance. The words, CAMP FREEDOM, have covered over whatever the sign used to say.
�Welcome home,� Dad announces.
The gate is opened for us by several militiamen dressed in garb similar to what the Rangers are wearing, a combination of uniforms and outdoor gear. We walk inside. I tilt my head up, marveling at the thick canopy of trees. And then I look around me.
This isn�t a campground made just for RVs and pop up trailers. Asphalt roads wind throughout the large common area. A gift shop and general store are nestled between two massive cedars. Across the street, a cabin with brown siding sits on a small embankment. A sign on the porch railing says, HQ.
�What was this place?� I say, awed.
�It was a summer and winter youth camp,� Dad explains. �After the EMP and Omega takeover, everyone was stuck here. The camp authorities reverted to their emergency plan and set up roadblocks, hid themselves back in here, and utilized their stored resources to stay alive.�
�This is impressive,� Chris murmurs.
I agree.
The camp is buzzing with activity. Militiamen�� and women�� are everywhere. Patrolling the fence, standing by the general store, walking out of the HQ�� Headquarters-building. Glancing to my left, a large dirt parking lot has been carved out. In it are parked a dozen military troop transport vehicles, the kind that you�d see in World War Two.
I take a deep breath, smelling pine, damp earth� and something else.
Something delicious.
Food.
We come to a fork in the road. Down the left path, a large building with wide glass windows is gleaming in the sunlight. A huge dining patio is built around the outside. A makeshift sign has been pounded into the dirt in front of the building: CHOW HALL.
�That used to be the campers� dining hall,� Dad says, catching up with me. �To the right is where everybody is staying. This way, I�ll show you.�
While Dad�s group of Rangers disperse amongst the camp, following orders, the Fighters follow Dad down the road that winds away from the chow hall. Even in the safe confines of a campground our platoons stay in position, moving with purpose. Ready for anything.
Side streets dive off through the forest, going uphill, downhill and every other direction known to man. Cabins are everywhere. Most of them look like they�re being lived in.
Further down the street, an archway stretches between two lodge pole pines.
PINE TREE HIGH SCHOOL CAMP

�This is where you�ll be staying,� Dad says, turning to Chris. We walk under the arch. A grassy meadow extends into the open for a good five hundred feet. An empty swimming pool sits to the left, surrounded by a cyclone fence.
As we cross the meadow, we enter a dark forested area. Quaint brown cabins dot the perimeter, sitting snugly within the trees. Each cabin has a name, too.
Deer Foot.
Sugar Pine.
Fern.
Tiger Lily.
�These are camper cabins,� I realize.
�Yes,� Dad nods. �And they make perfect barracks for our men.�
I turn to check on our group. Mr. and Mrs. Young are bringing up the rear. Little Isabel has her fingers laced through her adoptive mother�s, and Jeff is standing to the side, nonplussed.
�What do you think?� I whisper to Sophia.
�I think it�s the safest place we�ve been in a long time,� she replies.
No kidding.
�The west side of camp,� Dad explains, �is where the men stay. Ladies, you�ll be across the meadow in the east side. Each side has a shower and toilet facilities.�
�Oh, whoa.� I blink. �Are you saying there�s running water? Indoor plumbing?�
�Yes.� Dad smiles. �We�ve got our own supply up here. You�ll be briefed on the rules for using water. Dinner is at eighteen-hundred hours every night in the chow hall. Breakfast is at oh-seven-hundred. Everybody pulls their weight around here, so you�ll all be rotating sentry duty and helping with other tasks.�
Sounds fair.
�As for the militia leaders,� Dad continues, turning to Chris. And me. �You�ll need to come with me when you�re ready.�
�Find a bunk and get settled,� Chris commands his men. �Stay alert. I�ll be back.� He nods at Alexander Ramos as he takes his men towards the barracks. An unspoken command to keep a watchful eye out while he�s gone.
The women gather and head across the meadow. Chris and I follow Dad back up the road, towards the entrance of camp.
�How big is this place?� I ask.
�We�ve got a couple hundred acres,� Dad replies. �The roads twist around quite a bit. There are a lot of abandoned leaseholder cabins that we�ve been using to house families with children. We�ve got our own well, our own generators, and every vehicle that was here when the EMP hit has been made operational again. We�ve got such a diverse bunch of people here, finding men with the skills to do that wasn�t hard.�
�Excellent,� Chris comments. �Where to now?�
�To meet the other militia leaders.�
�Then why am I coming?� I remark. �I�m not in charge of anything.�
Neither of them answers.
We reach the entrance to camp, and I notice for the first time that there are people coming in and out of the general store. Somebody�s carrying a cloth sack. They heave it onto a gardening wagon and start pulling.
�Do you actually sell stuff here?� I ask.
�We barter for the most part,� Dad corrects. �People here trade for supplies and services.�
I shake my head, overwhelmed. It�s been so long since I�ve seen any community inhabited�� since I�ve seen a community�� that I�ve almost forgotten what it was like.
�Here we are,� Dad says.
He pulls off his hat and wipes his forehead with his bandana. We�re standing in front of the Headquarters building.
�Okay, listen,� he goes on, lowering his voice. �All you have to remember is to be respectful when we go in here, and everything will be fine.�
He gives me a pointed look.
Sheesh. No faith in me whatsoever.
We climb the steps. Dad approaches the front door. Neither of us says anything. We just wait. Dad knocks a couple of times.
�Here we go,� Chris mutters.
The door opens. Dad walks inside and we follow. The interior of the cabin is cool and open. The furniture has been removed, and all that remains is a huge table in the middle of the room. The walls are covered with maps and charts. Large windows cast natural light inside, and around the table are a few people dressed in combat fatigues.
�Frank.� A tall, slender woman with snow white hair stares at us. �You�re back.�
�Yes, ma�am,� Dad replies. �We had a successful mission.�
�Did you succeed in destroying the supply depot in Sanger?�
�Not entirely.�
�Perhaps we should redefine �successful mission,� then. Honestly, Frank.� She stands up. She�s wearing black slacks and a green military jacket. �Who are these people?�
I shift, staring at the floor. The other men in the room have their eyes trained on Chris and I, and it�s not the most comfortable thing in the world. Conversely, I�ve been through worse.
A lot worse.
So I look up and meet their gazes. The lady with the white hair is the only woman in the room besides me.
�This is my daughter,� Dad says, putting an arm around my shoulders.
�Dear God,� the woman replies, touching her lips. �You found her.�
�And this is Chris Young,� he continues. �Alpha One, Commander of the Freedom Fighters.�
�Alpha One,� the woman smiles, nodding. �Yes, we�ve communicated with you through the Underground. Good to know we have friends in the foothills.� She extends her hand to Chris. �I�m Angela Wright, Commander of the militia Legion. We�ve been here for six months.�
Chris shakes her hand.
�And you�re Cassidy,� she says. �Your reputation precedes you.�
�My what?�
�You�re said to be quite the marksman with a rifle.�
I flush.
�Um, I don�t know.� I look at Chris. He winks. �Who told you that?�
�The Underground isn�t just a source of information,� she smiles. �It�s also an excellent source of gossip.� She starts laughing. �Have a seat, please. And welcome to Camp Freedom, by the way. Let me introduce you to these men here��
There are three. Commander Jones, Commander Thomas and Commander Buckley. That gives us a grand total of six militia leaders.
�Well, boys,� Angela says. �What happened down there?�
Dad proceeds to explain the situation. How the Freedom Fighters were betrayed and ambushed, how the Rangers backed us up and helped us escape, and how we ended up here.
�And what about the traitor?� Commander Buckley asks. He�s a tall man in his sixties with dark skin and stormy eyes. �Was he killed?�
�Harry?� I reply. �I don�t know. I didn�t notice, actually.�
�And why not?�
�Because I was shot.�
�Damn, you should have killed him,� Buckley states. �He�ll tell Omega everything he knows about you. Your identities, your fighting techniques. Everything.�
�It�s too late to worry about that now,� Angela shrugs. �What�s done is done. Harry Lydell doesn�t know where Camp Freedom is located, and that�s all that matters. Chris Young and Cassidy Hart are safe here.�
Yeah, maybe.
�What about Vika Kamaneva?� Commander Jones asks, a short man with a bulbous nose and enormous shoulders. �Is she dead?�
�She is,� I confirm. �One of the Rangers shot her.�
�Omega is sweeping the foothills heavily for our militias at the moment. I�ve assigned small harassing units to lead them away,� Chris adds. �We were lucky to get out of there alive.�
�But you did,� Angela says. �And that�s all that matters. We�re glad to have you two on board. More manpower is always welcome. Camp Freedom has been growing substantially, and thanks to the ingenuity of the layout of the camp, we�ve eluded Omega�s patrols so far. Our location is well hidden and fortified.�
�Where are you getting your food?� I ask.
�There are stores of emergency supplies here in camp,� Angela replies. �And there�s wild game in the area to provide food, as well as our own domestic animals. Cattle, sheep, chickens and the like. We have several of our own water sources. I�m sure Frank has told you about the generators?�
�Yes. So you have electricity, too?�
�Only when needed. Fuel is a limited commodity at the present. We don�t use artificial light at night. That could be lethal. We don�t want anything to draw Omega�s attention to this area.� She pauses, looking at us thoughtfully. �If you need anything, let me know. I live here, in the loft. These men are scattered throughout the camp in different cabins. Frank can show you where they reside if need be. You�ll enjoy it here.�
�Thank you.�
She nods.
�About how many men did you bring with you, Young?� she asks Chris.
�Just under a hundred.�
�What are their capabilities?�
I hide a grin as Chris replies, �They can
fight. That�s all that matters.�
Angela doesn�t look amused�� but she doesn�t look angry, either. So I take that as a fairly positive sign.
�We�re done here, gentlemen,� she announces. �Young? I look forward to working with you.�
�Likewise.�
I heave a sigh. So formal. Even in the middle of a fortress in the woods.
Chris shakes hands with all of the commanders as Frank and Angela stand to the side, speaking in quiet voices.
�Nice to meet you, Hart,� Commander Buckley says, shaking my hand. �Keep up the good work.�
�Thank you.�
After the commanders leave, Angela approaches me.
�Are you comfortable lodging in the barracks?� she asks.
�Yes, of course,� I reply.
Anything is better than sleeping in the dirt.
�I suggest you go check in with the medical staff, then,� she says, �and make sure your wound is healing properly.�
I glance down self-consciously at the bloody mess that is my shirt.
�Not a bad idea,� I admit. �Where is the medical building?�
�I�ll take you there,� Angela replies, turning to Dad. �I�ll see you at dinner, Frank?�
Dad nods.
�Coming, Chris?� I ask.
�No, you go ahead. I�ll meet you at the chow hall at six.�
Judging by the expressions on Dad and Chris�s faces, they�re itching to get rid of me. They must be waiting to discuss something in private. I wonder what?
�This way,� Angela announces, strapping a belt with a holstered gun around her waist. �It�s not far.�
I follow her outside, suddenly overwhelmed with fatigue. The meeting with the militia commanders really tired me out. Add to that four days of hiking for our lives through the wilderness and I�m ready to take a weeklong nap.
We cut across the main entrance to the camp, bypassing the old gift shop and general store. A tan colored building surrounded by a white fence sits here. A large red cross is painted across the door.
�Here we are,� Angela announces.
We approach the front door, which is propped open with a rock. Inside, everything is white and sterile. Pictures of flowers and tropical islands dot the walls. I place my hand on the front counter to keep my balance.
I haven�t been exposed to anything so startling clean in almost a year.
It�s enough to make you dizzy.
�Cassidy, I thought you might be stopping by.� Desmond�� the field medic�� steps out of the back room, looking as disheveled as ever. But at least he�s cheerful. �Let�s get you in here and check you out in a real medical setting.�
I swallow and enter a room with an examination table. White fluorescent lights blind me as I sit down, and I find myself staring at the ceiling like a moth drawn to a flame.
�You�re using electricity,� I state numbly.
�Yes, like I said before, we have our own generators,� Angela says, taking a seat in a chair in the corner. �We also have a sizable industrial battery storage and hydroelectric generators. It gives us light, among other things. And light is very convenient for our doctors. They don�t want to be stitching up wounds in the dark, after all.�
I don�t answer. I�m overwhelmed by the sounds of technology.
A clock ticks on the wall.
The light bulbs on the ceiling are buzzing softly.
An intercom unit on the wall squawks as a medical officer calls to Desmond.
�Take a deep breath and soak it in slowly,� Desmond advises, grinning wryly. �I understand, believe me.� He has me lie down on the table and close my eyes, starting his exam. �When I first came here, I�d been living like a wild savage for months in the mountains. I forgot what artificial light and ticking clocks sounded like, you know?�
I do know.
After a lengthy exam and another painful scrubbing procedure to keep the wound clean, Desmond announces, �I�m done. You�ll be fine.� He claps me on the back. I notice for the first time that he�s got beads and feathers threaded through his crazy long hair. �Like I said, you�re lucky.�
�Maybe,� I mutter.
I ease myself off the table.
�Do you know where to find the barracks?� Angela asks, watching me closely.
�East side of the meadow.�
�Right. Do you need any help getting over there?�
I shrug. She looks at Desmond. He nods.
�Take the jeep,� she says, standing up. �I�ll see you later, Cassidy.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
Desmond rifles through a drawer, taking out a keychain.
�Let�s go, kiddo,� he says, walking me through the medical building. There are a few other militiamen waiting in a large room crammed with cheap metal chairs.
A waiting room? Some things never change.
Around the back of the building, an old jeep with a red cross painted on the door is parked near the rear exit. Desmond climbs in. I pull myself onto the passenger seat as he starts the engine.
�You got to check out the gift shop later, kiddo,� Desmond says, driving towards the meadow. �They�ve got card games, refrigerator magnets. I think they�ve even got gummy bears.�
�Gummy bears?�
�Yeah. You know. Colorful. Edible. Gummy.�
�I know what they are.�
�Thank God. Imagine a kid that didn�t know what a gummy bear was.�
I roll my eyes, chuckling.
�How do they get their hands on this kind of stuff?� I ask.
�Whatever was left when the EMP hit is what they trade people for.� Desmond takes the right hand turn in the fork. �It�s real popular with the kids. They like toys, you know? Besides, running a gift shop kind of makes people feel like they�re living in a real community. They swap stuff back and forth for all kinds of items.�
�It is real,� I say. �It�s just�different.�
He doesn�t reply.
He drops me off at the meadow. I thank him for his help, then watch our resident hippie drive off in the jeep, hanging one arm out the window. Carefree�� or so it seems. I turn and walk towards the women�s barracks. Women of all ages are milling around the front steps of the small buildings. Laundry is hanging out to dry on tree branches.
I spot a familiar face from the Freedom Fighters and ask her if she�s seen Sophia. �Yeah, she�s in Bear Paw,� she says.
�Thanks.�
I head towards a cabin on the edge of the premises. Sophia is sitting cross-legged in the doorway, smiling serenely. �You were gone a long time,� she says. �What happened?�
�Dad took us to meet the militia commanders,� I reply.
�And?�
�And that�s pretty much it. There are six of them, counting Chris.�
�Are they friendly?�
�They�re okay.� I walk inside the cabin. Wooden bunk beds line each wall. Two sinks are pressed against the far end of the building, and there are two doors. One contains a shower. The other contains a toilet. �Do we have running water?�
�Yes.� Sophia grins. �It�s cold, but it�s great.�
�Who else is staying in our barracks?�
�You mean in Bear Paw?� she shrugs. �I don�t know. This was the only empty one left. Isabel is staying with the Youngs in a separate cabin.�
�Good.� I dump my backpack onto an unclaimed bottom mattress. �I guess we should settle in then.�
�I guess.�
I sit on the mattress, closing my eyes.
It�s time to rest.

Chapter Five

I end up oversleeping.
Like, a lot.
I simply plop back onto the plastic coated mattress and close my eyes, shutting out the world around me. I�m too exhausted to dream. I rest peacefully, waking only when Sophia nudges my shoulder.
�Hey, sleepyhead,� she says. �Get up. Breakfast.�
I blink rapidly, shooting straight up and hitting my head on the top bunk. The wound in my side protests the sudden movement. I wince.
�Ouch!� I roll out of bed, rubbing the sore spot on top of my scalp, the stitches on my side. �That hurt.�
�Uh, huh.�
I unzip my backpack, rubbing my eyes. �Did anything happen while I was out?�
�Nope. Nobody�s in this cabin but you and me.� Sophia glances around the room, then wrinkles her nose. �You need to shower,� she says, tossing me a towel.
�Subtle hint?� I ask.
�Not that subtle. It�s been a week at least,� she grins.
�Okay, okay. I�ll shower.�
�I went out last night and checked out the camp while you were sleeping. I got these.� Sophia gestures to two stacks of neatly folded clothes on one of the empty bunks. �Clothes and shoes. There�s a supply shack up the road from the general store. I traded some ammo for this.�
�You traded ammo?� I exclaim. �Sophia, we need every bullet. You can�t just go around giving it away.�
�I didn�t give it away. I traded it. Besides, Cassidy. We need these. You know that.�
I sigh, grabbing one of the stacks.
�Yeah, I know.� I head to the bathroom, turning the faucet. Water sprays from the nozzle head, ice cold and clean. I shiver and strip down, piling my gross clothes on the tile floor.
�Glorious, isn�t it?� Sophia calls from the other side of the door.
�It�s cold!�
�It�s water, what do you expect?�
I scrub every inch of dirt and blood off my body that I can manage before drying. I hold up the clothes that Sophia traded for. Black combat pants, green shirt, and soft, new socks. I pull everything on. I feel�nice. Refreshed.
My stomach growls.
And hungry.
I comb my wet hair back with my fingers, stepping out of the shower room and peeking in the mirror. �Whoa,� I gasp. My face has thinned out. My cheekbones are sharper. My skin is darker. Pale white scars trail along my neck and down the side of my left cheek. Reminders of the brutal atmosphere of war.
�I look pathetic,� I state, turning away from the mirror. �How come you look so normal?�
�I don�t look normal,� Sophia snorts. �I just don�t care about how I look, and neither should you. We�re alive. That�s the whole point, right?�
I open the cabin door.
�Yeah. That is the point, but��
But that doesn�t mean I have to be happy about it.
The air is crisp and cool at this hour. The sun is coming up over the trees, and the campground is alive with activity. Women and men are lounging on the meadow, talking. Sophia and I leave the cabin area and hit the main road, heading for the chow hall.
I�m starving.
The building is crowded. Armed guards are standing outside. They nod professionally as we pass. We climb a wide flight of stairs and enter through two large glass doors. The interior is an open dining room, within which are at least two hundred cafeteria-style tables and chairs. A long counter in the back of the room separates the kitchen from the eating area, and people are lining up along the length of it with plates and trays.
�I�ve died and gone to heaven,� I say, sniffing bacon and eggs. Pancakes and syrup. �This is better than Christmas.�
�This is better than anything,� Sophia laughs. �Come on, let�s get in line.�
We grab a tray, a plate and some utensils from a stack and get in the back of the line. I scan the crowd for Chris or Dad, but I don�t see them. I don�t see Isabel or the Youngs, either. The loud din of voices echoing off the walls makes my head hurt, but the voices are happy. Content. I�d almost forgotten what it was like to be in a calm, peaceful crowd. But as soon as I set my plate on the counter, I forget about the noise. I�m given a small mountain of scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and cottage potatoes.
There is nothing better than this.
I cling to my plate like a prospector guarding his gold claim, Sophia right behind me. We�re dying with anticipation. It�s been a long, long time since I�ve had a fresh meal on real dinnerware.
My meals over the last year have consisted of canned goods and the occasional�� and dreaded�� dehydrated food packet. As Sophia and I sit down to eat, I pick up my fork and roll it between my fingers.
Such an alien feeling after eating with my hands for months.
I lift the fork to my mouth and freeze, my eyes landing on Chris in the corner of the room. He�s standing with his hands shoved casually in his pockets, completely relaxed. He looks clean and rested. Handsome.
And he�s talking to a girl.
�What�s wrong with you?� Sophia asks, smirking.
I ignore her. The girl talking to Chris is tall. Way taller than me. Platinum blonde hair falls to her waist, framing a pair of striking blue eyes. She throws her head back and laughs, placing a hand on Chris�s arm.
I swallow thickly, a sick feeling stabbing me through the heart.
�Who is she?� I say, frowning.
�Her?� Sophia follows my line of sight. �Oh, she�s pretty.�
I glare at her.
�I mean, if tall and blonde is your thing,� she corrects, clearing her throat. �Um, I don�t know. Just another refugee, probably.�
The girl is wearing a holster on her thigh, along with a combat jacket.
She�s not just another refugee.
And then Chris turns and waves at me. I wave back half-heartedly, watching as he walks over to us� and the blonde follows. I set the fork down, the eggs and bacon forgotten.
�Cassie, hey,� Chris says, smiling affectionately. He kisses the top of my head, and a bit of the tension in my stomach dissipates. �How are you feeling?�
�A lot better,� I reply. �I slept good. How about you?�
�Fine.� He turns to the blonde. �Cassie, this is Vera, Angela Wright�s daughter. She�s the platoon commander of Red Dog, under the command of the militia Legion under her mother.�
I meet her unflinching gaze, disappointed that she�s even prettier up close than she was far away. Why do these people always have to show up around me?
�Hi,� I say.
�Hey,� Sophia adds. �I�m Sophia.�
�Morning,� Vera replies. Flat. Monotone.
�I�m going to get some food, then I�ll be right back,� Chris says, patting my shoulder. I take comfort in that tiny bit of physical contact.
�We�ll be right back,� Vera adds as he walks away, offering a weak smile.
�We�ll be right back?� I echo as soon as she�s out of earshot. �Who the hell does she think she is? Why are they getting breakfast together?�
An angry dragon coils in the pit of my stomach, threatening to breathe fire. I fist my hands under my legs, watching her converse with Chris as they wait in line.
Who is she?
�Hey, relax,� Sophia says, handing me my fork. �She�s just a girl. It doesn�t mean anything.�
I start eating, my gaze on the two of them. I hardly taste the food. In fact, it�s a little dry and pasty, now that I think about it. It sticks to my throat and settles in my stomach like a lead weight.
Chris returns with Vera and they sit at our table.
�So Chris tells me you�re from Los Angeles,� Vera says. Her voice is smooth and light. Feminine. �I was in San Diego when the pulse hit. I�d love to hear your story, though.�
I shrug.
�If you�ve heard one story, you�ve heard them all,� I say, stabbing a potato.
Sophia kicks me under the table.
�My mother and I escaped on foot,� Vera continues, leaning her fist against her cheek, looking sideways at Chris. �Everybody in our apartment building, actually. We call ourselves the Legion now. My mother was stationed in San Diego. She was in the Navy. It was only natural that she take over.�
She takes a bite of food, watching my face.
�Oh,� I say. �That�s interesting.�
Sophia kicks me again.
�Vera just got back from a scouting mission,� Chris tells me, picking up a steaming mug of coffee. �She says Omega is still on red alert trying to locate our militia groups. Until the heat dies down, we�ll lie low here and work with the militias in camp.�
�Oh, you�re a scout?� Sophia asks Vera.
�In my spare time,� she replies, smiling.
�Your spare time?� I say.
�Yes. When I�m not scouting I�m helping my mother manage the Legion.�
�The family business, huh?�
This time it�s Chris who pinches my leg.
I shut my mouth, knowing that I�m acting childish and jealous. But I can�t help it. I have zero chance of competing against a girl like this, and if Chris ever realizes how great he could have it with another woman, I�ll be left alone.
I shudder and push the thought away. I�m an adult. I need to act like one.
Feelings of teenage insecurity have no place in war.
After an awkward breakfast with Vera, Chris informs me that we�re supposed to show up at another meeting in the Headquarters building. This time, Vera comes with us. Sophia stays behind, since her presence wasn�t requested. We leave the chow hall, Chris and Vera trading stories about their militias� while I walk beside them in silence. What I really should do is interject with a few stories of my own. I certainly have a lot of them�
When we reach the Headquarters building, Angela is waiting at the front door. She smiles broadly at the sight of Chris and Vera walking together.
I cross my arms.
�Good morning,� she greets. �Thank you for coming. I see you�ve met my daughter.�
Her words are directed at Chris. Not me.
I pick up on this immediately.
We walk inside. The commanders are waiting around the table, and once again, I wonder why I�m here. I�m not a big time leader�then again, neither is Vera. We�re more like assistants to our militia commanders.
Dad is seated at the table, clean-shaven and dressed in crisp military garb. We lock eyes for a second as I sit next to Chris, Vera on his other side. Angela�� who I�ve realized is the spokesperson for the board of commanders�� shuts the front door and takes a seat at the head of the table.
�Well,� she says, casting a glance at me, �shall we begin?�
�What exactly are we discussing?� I ask.
�Our next move,� she answers. �Where should we start, gentlemen?�
�I say we start right in the thick of the thing,� Commander Buckley suggests. �We�ve got a lot of new men here now that the Fighters have showed up. Our numbers are growing. We can send out militias for longer periods of time because we�ll have more people that can stay behind and guard the camp.�
�So you�re suggesting that we send out a couple of militias at a time,� Dad says, �and leave a couple behind to guard the camp? That�s what we�ve been doing already.�
�Yeah, but now we have more men, so��
�Excuse me,� I interject, taking a deep breath. �Who�s in charge?�
Nobody answers.
�I mean,� I correct, �is anybody in charge?
Or is everybody here equal?�
�Everybody�s equal,� Angela answers, looking irked.
�So� there�s no leadership structure in this camp?� I ask.
�Each militia leader looks after his own men.�
�But what about the people who aren�t fighting? What about straight up refugees?� I point out. �Who do they take orders from?�
�They don�t. They�re just here to survive.�
�And what if they decide to do something stupid?�
�Like�?�
�I don�t know. Mutiny or something.�
�We would stop that from happening,� Commander Jones says.
�Because you�re in charge?�
He blinks.
�All I�m saying is,� I explain, �there�s no clear picture of leadership going on around here. Nobody knows who�s in charge of what, and the bigger this camp is, the more differing opinions you�re going to get, and you need to divide responsibilities up more evenly. People need to know that somebody�s in charge.�
Chris folds his hands under his chin, gazing at me thoughtfully.
�She�s right,� he says. �We�re in charge of our own militias, but nobody�s really running the camp. Anarchy could sweep in fast if it has the chance.�
�The real issue isn�t this,� Dad snaps. �It�s what we�re going to do when this fight is over. Then what? Do we start rebuilding? Where�s the federal government? Do we come up with our own governing body?�
Good question. I hadn�t really thought that far ahead.
Angela looks at Dad. �Personally, I believe that we should build on what�s already in place,� she says. �The laws, the division of powers between the branches of government. We just start where we left off.�
I tap my fingers against my forearms, considering. I guess the militias everywhere would have a responsibility to start rebuilding the country if we succeeded in wiping Omega out. And then we�d have to decide how. We�d have to make sure that what we built wouldn�t collapse.
�Why start with a flawed system?� Commander Buckley demands, dropping his fist on the table. �Our government was corrupted beyond all comprehension before the EMP destroyed our infrastructure. This is our chance to wipe the slate clean and start over fresh, just like the original founders did.�
�And do what?� Dad growls. �Rewrite the constitution ourselves? Come up with a new system of democracy?�
�Technically, the United States is a republic,� I mutter.
�You know what I mean,� he says pointedly. �If we manage to push back this invasion, we�ll need a form of authority. We don�t want to become a military state, and we don�t want the population to have total free reign�� that�s anarchy.�
�I�m aware of that,� Commander Buckley replies. �I�m also aware that there are a lot of things we could do better because of what we�ve been through.�
I look at Chris, gauging his reaction to all of this. I didn�t mean to start an argument about rebuilding the entire freaking government. I was just wondering who was in charge.
Personally, I think Commander Buckley has a point. A really good point.
Why build a rebirthed nation on a system that crumbled apart?
�We know what needs to be done,� I say suddenly, before I can stop myself. �We need a solid form of authority and structure, right? Anarchy will get us wiped off the map. The old system of government will collapse on itself, because it was too corrupted. But the idea of what we had was right on. You can�t argue with that. We were the most powerful, most creative, most free nation on earth. So we take what we know and come up with our own version. Like a purer version of what this is all supposed to be. Maybe this is our chance to fix everything that was ever wrong with our system. We could make sure something like this never happened again.�
Chris gives me a proud look.
I know. I made an intelligent statement. Go figure.
�No,� Dad says firmly. �We do not need to go around experimenting with different forms of government. That could set us up for total destruction.�
�Oh? So where are we right now?� I ask. �Last I checked, total destruction was already here. In case you hadn�t noticed, China is sending a million man army to the west coast and every major city from here to New York has been bombed.�
I immediately regret snapping at my father. But I can�t help it.
Can�t he see that he�s wrong?
�The girl has an excellent point,� Commander Jones adds. �Frank, we�re not saying to install a new system. Just an updated one. One that�s written with the knowledge of people who have seen the previous weaknesses and want to correct them��
The men drone on and on, arguing back and forth over the issue. Frankly, it all seems a little bit stupid. Shouldn�t our focus be fighting Omega? What good does it do to talk about the aftermath when we�re barely keeping our head above the water right now?
After an hour, the men are all but choking each other out, shouting and pounding their fists on the wall. Dad is one of the worst, fingers clenched around the edges of the table, a vein throbbing in his neck.
Finally, Chris speaks up.
�This is irrelevant,� he states.
Dad explodes, setting his laser-like glare on him.
�What do you mean by that?� he says. �This is necessary. What happens when��
��I understand that,� Chris interrupts. �But the fact of the matter is that we haven�t won this war yet. We�re walking the razor�s edge every day. Our focus now should be survival and combat strategy. We need to win this war. That is our priority. When the time comes, we can worry about rebuilding our infrastructure.�
�No. We need a plan,� Dad insists. His eyes flick to me.
�Sorry,� I shrug. �I agree with Chris on this one.�
Why do I feel so guilty saying that?
And that�s when I hear the sirens.

Chapter Six

Fear surges through my veins.
Sirens.
The last time I heard sirens was when I was imprisoned in a slave labor camp. I flinch and stand up, a sudden silence falling over the room. Angela freezes. Even Dad appears to be caught off guard.
�What does that mean?� I breathe.
Angela leans back, a slight smile on her lips.
�Manny�s back.�
�Manny? Who�s Manny?�
Angela tilts her head.
�Vera, take Cassidy to meet Manny.�
She nods. I don�t move, confused.
�Wait� where am I going?�
�Just go with Vera.� She tilts her head. �Go on. Enjoy yourself.�
Enjoy myself? Seriously?
Chris starts to stand but Angela places a hand on his forearm.
�No, you need to stay,� she says. �We need you in this discussion.�
But apparently they don�t need me.
Vera heads towards the door.
�Come on, Hart,� she says.
I sigh, locking gazes with Chris as I exit. When we step onto the porch, I chew on my lower lip, self-conscious standing next to Vera in the sunlight. Where I�m covered in scars and freckles, she�s perfect. Where my hair looks like the TV commercial for a chia pet, hers looks like a salon advertisement for Vidal Sassoon.
Figures I�d get stuck with her.
I take a deep breath, suck up my pride, and say,
�So where are we going?�
�To meet Manny.� She walks down the steps and I follow, cutting a beeline across the entrance road. The siren has stopped, and I notice quite a few people heading in the same direction that we are.
�Who�s Manny?� I press. �And why does he have a siren?�
�He doesn�t have a siren,� Vera snorts. �It means he�s coming.�
�In what? A tank?�
She gives me a weird look.
�It�s a joke,� I say. �I was making a�. never mind.�
Vera takes a right, heading towards the barracks.
�So�� I begin, stuffing my hands in my pockets.
�So nothing, Hart,� Vera snaps, whipping around. Her blue eyes are sparking, her cheeks flushed with color. �This is my home, and you are not going to take it away from me.�
I blink a few times.
�I have no idea what you�re talking about,� I reply, surprised.
�You know exactly what I�m talking about.� She folds her arms. We�re both standing in the middle of the road. An epic stare down. �There aren�t any female leaders in the camp besides my mother and I. Don�t mess with us.�
�I�m not here to mess with anybody.�
�I�ve heard all about you, you know.� She does a quick once-over of my appearance. �I was expecting somebody a little more�intimidating.�
Tiny but mighty, I think, remembering a long-ago conversation I once had with Chris about my height. What is her problem?
�I didn�t come here to challenge anybody�s position of authority,� I state, fighting the urge to land a good kick to her chin. That would be very unladylike. �I came here because Omega killed a lot of our men and we needed a place to stay. Period. If you think otherwise then you�ve got a problem.� I walk around her. �Let�s go see Manny.�
Dead silence. A few beats later she yanks on my arm, jerking me to a halt. I instinctively spin and snap her arm into a painful wristlock. I�ve lived in a warzone far too long to react in any other way. She glares at me, wincing. I release her arm and take a step backward, raising my hands.
�You�re not on edge, are you, Hart?� she grits out.
�Don�t ever do that again,� I state.
�I will be watching you,� she warns. �Both of you.�
�Leave Chris out of this.�
�Chris?� She rolls her eyes. �I was talking about Sophia Rodriguez. Chris is another story. How you two ended up together I�ll never know.�
I feel my cheeks redden as I whirl around, following the line of people. I don�t have to take this. Common bullying tactics. And I�ve always hated bullies. What Vera Wright has against me I have no idea, but she�s going to have to forget it. Or regret it. I don�t have time to engage in petty playground drama. We�ve got a war to fight�� and if she has any brains, she�ll realize that, too.
When I reach the meadow, Vera is walking behind me. She says nothing. Neither do I. The long stretch of cut grass is left wide open, and in the distance I can hear the low stutter of an engine. I strain my eyes, searching the meadow for the source of the noise.
�Look up,� Vera says, annoyed, a hand on her hip.
I ignore her tone and do as she says, searching the skies. The engine noise gets louder, and suddenly a shape appears against the blue sky. An airplane. A small dark blue biplane with a red and white stripe on each wing. I gape openly at it.
I haven�t seen any aircraft since the day passenger planes fell out of the sky in Los Angeles the night the EMP struck.
�Say hello to the air force,� Vera deadpans.
I gauge her expression. Cold. Icy.
She�s serious.
I squint against the early morning sunlight, watching the old biplane totter across the sky, barely seeming to move at all. It curves toward the meadow, the engine roaring louder as it descends. The aircraft dips down and settles into a graceful landing on the short, manicured grass.
It trundles along for a moment, coasting into a wide U-turn. Finally it rolls to a stop, the engine cutting out. The spectators around the edges of the meadow don�t look nearly as shocked as I am to see an operating airplane in the middle of the High Sierras. They start cheering as the pilot jumps out of the open cockpit, removing a cap and oversized goggles. He�s a tall, thin man wearing a leather duster. His hair is gray, hanging in overgrown strands to his chin. As his feet hit the ground, he lets out a whoop of victory.
�Welcome back, Manny,� Vera says brightly, approaching him.
So cheery and sweet. What an act.
�Good morning, my girl. Good morning,� he says, shutting the door. Hoisting a black satchel over his shoulder. �How goes life at Camp Freedom?�
�Same as always.�
I come up behind Vera�s shoulder.
�I�m Cassidy,� I blurt out. I�m not waiting for an introduction from Vera. �Who are you?�
Manny assesses me, looking surprised.
�Well, now,� he says, a lazy smile lighting his wrinkled features, �what have we got here? What�s your name?�
�Cassidy Hart. I�m�new.�
�I can see that.� Manny starts strolling across the meadow, and Vera and I follow. �You come alone or with soldiers?�
�I�m with the Freedom Fighters.�
�Ah.� He pauses. �The population of redheads just went from zero to one.� He winks at me. �I�m Manny, by the way.�
�Nice to meet you. Now where�d you get a biplane?�
�Nosy, aren�t you?�
�Yeah. Are you going to answer my question?�
Vera sighs dramatically, casting me a weird look.
�Air support. Hello.� She falls into step with Manny and I. �Manny�s plane is how we can keep a better handle on the mountain region. He�s our eye in the sky.�
�You�re a scout,� I say.
�Scout, soldier, pilot, and incredibly good looking.� He starts laughing at himself. �That plane is a good friend of mine. Belonged to my granddad originally. Figured I�d use it for something worthwhile.�
He takes a turn at the main road, heading toward the Headquarters building.
�You reporting to the Commanders?� I ask.
�That�s the general idea, yes.�
�What did you see when you were scouting?�
�Trees. A hell of a lot of trees.� He laughs again. �They�re everywhere.�
I frown. Vera is studying my face closely as we approach the building again.
�Well, come on, ladies,� Manny says, climbing the steps. �Let�s tell the head cats what I found.�
�What did you find?� Vera asks.
�Something. Come on.�
�He�s a little different, isn�t he?� I say.
�He can hear every word you�re saying,� Manny replies. �And yes. I am.�
By the time we reach the Headquarters building again, Vera has succeeded in reapplying her fake, friendly fa�ade. Angela and the others look pleased when Manny steps inside. He slams his satchel down on the table and crows, �I�m back. What have you birds been doing while I�ve been gone?�
�Nothing much,� Angela replies. �Welcome home.�
Chris glances at me, raising an eyebrow.
I shrug.
Don�t look at me.
Manny kicks back on an empty chair, propping his boots up on the table. Vera practically dives for the seat next to Chris, leaving me as the only person in the room without a chair. I glare daggers at the back of her head as I lean against the wall.
�Well,� Manny says, toying with a loose pen, �I hate to tell you this, folks, but we may be in for some trouble.�
�That�s supposed to be news?� I mumble.
�What kind of trouble?� Chris asks, shooting me a look.
�Huh.� Manny leans forward, rubbing a hand over his chalky stubble. �And who are you supposed to be?�
�Manny, this is Alpha One of the Freedom Fighters. Chris Young,� Angela explains. �Frank brought them back with him.�
Dad is sitting across from Chris, and I notice that he�s not in a good mood. I guess the previous argument isn�t sitting well between them�Dad�s lips are pressed together, his arms folded across his chest. He looks at me, frowning, and turns his gaze to Manny.
Maybe he�s mad that I sided with Chris during the argument.
Well�I can�t be neutral all the time. I have to make my own choices.
�And you�re who?� Manny asks me, turning. �Cassidy Hart. You�re a Freedom Fighter, too? What?�
�Codename Yankee,� I say simply.
Manny smiles.
�Ah. I�ve heard of you.�
�Apparently everybody but me has heard of me.�
�Apparently.� Manny flips the pen in neat circle, catching it in the palm of his hand. �We, ladies and gentlemen, are right in the path of a decent-sized mechanized enemy force.�
�A convoy?� Angela asks, alarmed. �Explain.�
�Not a lot to tell. From the air, there�s a convoy coming in our direction. I couldn�t get too close, but they�re definitely military, and they�re well armed.� He shrugs. �But my advice would be to get ready for their arrival at any rate.�
�How many vehicles?� Chris asks. �How far away are they?�
�I�d say one day,� Manny answers. �The lighter trucks are scouting ahead. And a big line of armored transport trucks are in their wake. Older ones. I could be wrong, but they were moving steadily this way, and they were coming up.�
�Nobody knows about this camp,� Commander Buckley snorts.
�Nobody but other militias,� Angela corrects. �And you never know when information might leak.�
True. Look at what Harry Lydell did to us.
�It could be Omega,� Chris says. �Or it could be someone worse.�
�Who the hell is worse than Omega?� Commander Jones demands.
�Pirates, gangs, mafias, cartels. Anybody.�
�He�s got a point,� Manny replies. �We should be ready for this. Very ready.�
�Every able-bodied man or woman that can pick up a gun should be preparing for a fight,� Angela nods. �Boys? See to it that your people are ready. I want you back here in an hour for mission planning. That will be all.�
Nobody objects. So that�s what happens. We leave and head towards the barracks, gathering our militias together. As we walk back to the meadow, a single thought floats through my mind:
There is no such thing as safe anymore.
We�re running high on anticipation around here. Anticipation, of course, is just a jacked up version of adrenaline. And in my case, it�s tinged with plenty of raw fear.
A convoy? Coming here? Did Omega somehow track us?
No. That can�t be. That just can�t. Nobody was following us.
You don�t know what happened to Harry Lydell, a little voice says. Maybe he followed you.
Again, no. He couldn�t have made the trek back down the mountain that fast. It took us four days to get up here. He would have had to make it back in one. And that is impossible. Unless he got a ride somehow, and that�s unlikely. So there must be another explanation.
Quit worrying about the hows or whys, the voice insists. Just hope for the best and get ready for the worst, like you always do. Remember?
I remember.
Our forces have gathered on the meadows, each one grouped into sections according to their commander. The Freedom Fighters, Mountain Rangers and Legion are here. Commander Thomas, Buckley and Jones are on the other side of the camp. There isn�t enough room for all of us in one spot.
The militia leaders are giving frag orders, preparation instructions, for the likely impending attack. I stand to the side, seething. Vera is right there in the middle of it, engaging in conversation with Chris and my father. Sophia is standing next to me, silent. And I�m burning with embarrassment. More than anything in the world, I�d like to walk over there and contribute to the conversation, but something is keeping me rooted to the spot. Usually I have no problem offering my opinion. Maybe I�m just afraid.
�Don�t feel bad,� Sophia says, hugging me from the side.
�What makes you think I feel bad?�
�Um, I don�t know. The fact that you�re staring over there like you�re going to shoot everybody?� She grins. �You�re kind of easy to read.�
�Well�� I sigh. �Don�t you feel a little left out?�
�You can go over there if you want.�
�I�m not going over there unless they ask me to come.�
�That�s not going to happen.�
�Then I�m staying here.�
A few beats of silence tick by, and I realize how stupid our dialogue is. What is this, high school? What am I afraid of? Rejection? Embarrassment? Am I jealous of the attention Chris is giving Vera?
Flushed, I suddenly feel angry for allowing myself to be this petty.
I square my jaw and march over there, standing behind Chris�s shoulder. He acknowledges me with a nod�� and a slight smile. I immediately feel better. How hard was that? All I had to do was walk across the meadow.
��There will be contact on the main access road,� Dad is saying as I walk up. He�s turned, talking to Vera and Angela. �There will probably be scouts far ahead of this convoy. We�ll stop them before anybody gets too close to camp.�
�I�ll go,� Vera volunteers, casting me a quick, sour glance.
�So will I,� I say.
�No, you�re not going,� Dad replies, frowning.
�Yes. I am.�
�Frank, how many men will you be taking with you?� Angela asks.
�The road is already well secured,� Dad answers, flicking his gaze to her. �I�ll just bring my scouts.�
�And mine,� Chris adds.
Silence.
Chris says, �Commander Jones and Commander Buckley will also be accompanying us. We expect the military convoy to send out scouts, and there will be a leader among them. Frank and I are coming in case we need to parlay.�
�Very good, gentlemen,� Angela says. She nods at the group. �Be careful out there.�
Late morning is fast approaching. The temperature is warming up. Glorious white thunderheads are climbing into the sky, spiking the humidity level. A summer storm may be on its way.
�Stick with me,� Chris mutters to me under his breath, turning towards the Freedom Fighters. He gathers our scouts�� a group that includes Jeff, Sophia, Max, Derek and Alexander�� and we head towards the main entrance to the camp. The plan is simple. We, along with Dad and his scouts, will meet the convoy on the main access road. If they�re anything like us, they�ll have scouts out, too. We�ll talk to them. Find out what their purpose is. Take the necessary measures to keep them out if they end up being unfriendly.
Yes, here we go again, I think. Meeting new and interesting people�and then killing them. What has happened to my world?
I shake off the thought.
�My dad is still mad at me,� I comment in a low tone.
�He�s not mad,� Chris replies. �Just frustrated. Wartime environments are hard. Don�t worry about it.�
�I don�t want him to think I�m taking sides with you over him.�
�Aren�t you, though?� Chris gives me a thoughtful look. �What you said back at HQ�didn�t you mean that?�
I nod. �Yeah, but��
��Don�t be afraid to have your own opinions, Cassie. Go with your gut.�
�I�m not afraid.�
Chris shrugs. �People get mad sometimes.�
True. I should know that by now.
Dad is approaching the main gate with his cadre of scouts. The rest of the militia will remain behind to protect the camp in case something happens while we�re gone. Desmond is waiting with the Rangers, his odd hair, weapons and medical kit all contradictions of each other. Manny is standing between the two groups.
�You�re not a scout,� Dad grumbles, adjusting his hat.
Manny squints at him. �I�m a born scout. Done recon all my life. Who was the one who alerted you to the convoy in the first place? It sure wasn�t any of your Pony Express boys in the Underground.� He shoves his hands into the pockets of his duster. Jaw set. �I�m coming with you.�
Dad doesn�t argue the point. Manny is a scout. An air scout.
�Very well. You�re with my unit, squad one.�
Desmond nods to me, pulling what I think is a pine needle out of his unruly beard. I don�t think I want to know. �Feeling okay, Hart?� he asks. �No abnormal pain or discomfort?�
�Nope,� I grin. �I�m sore but I�m fine.�
�Good. Hey, I�ve got some killer herbal tea for you.�
�Uh, thanks��
�What happened to you?� Manny asks.
�I got shot.�
�Ah.� He looks me up and down. �You going to be okay?�
�Yeah. I�m a born scout, too.�
Manny smirks, his sunburned face crinkling into a thousand lines and wrinkles.
�You know, Doc,� he says to Desmond, �you medic boys have your hands full around here.�
�Yeah,� Desmond shrugs.
Manny jerks his thumb at Desmond�s long, wild hair threaded with beads and feathers. �Looks like a bird made its nest on your head.�
Desmond blinks.
�Respect the hair, man.�
I pull my hair back from my forehead, torn between being annoyed or amused. We retrieve our weapons and leave the compound on foot. Chris forms up the detail.
�Open formation patrol from here on,� he says, �Derek, you�re on point. Everybody buddy-check your gear.� Derek draws himself up to his full height, taking the forward position, his white-blonde hair like a homing beacon to follow. As we quickly check each other�s gear and set-ups, a bubble of anxiety swells in my chest. Whenever I leave on a mission, I realize anything could go wrong. I could die. My friends could die. It�s this knowledge�� this fear�� that sharpens my senses and gives me an adrenaline boost every time.
Chris says, �Okay, boys. Everybody go weapons hot.�
We lock and load our rifles. The sharp sound of metal against metal, of bullets being loaded into an empty chamber is an ominous sound in a quiet forest. I hang behind Chris with Vera, Manny and Desmond. Dad is out front. Alexander is with Chris, and Jeff is sticking close to Sophia as we work our way down the main road with Derek and Max. No sounds. No unnecessary noise. The realization that we may or may not be meeting Omega on the road puts everyone in a cautious mood.
We move along the trail, checking our sectors of fire, keeping our weapons ready. We reach the blockaded road. A platoon of rough militiamen is guarding the area. They know we�re coming. �Any activity?� Chris asks the head of the platoon�� the same guard we met on the way in, Uriah.
�No, sir,� he replies. �Not yet.�
�Good. Carry on.�
We stake out in the thick foliage. I settle in next to Chris while the rest of our detail disperses. �What if they don�t come down the main road?� I ask.
�They will.�
�But what if they don�t? What if they just go around the road and hit the camp?�
�They won�t.� Chris gives my arm a quick, reassuring squeeze. �From what Manny described, this is a military convoy. They will send out scouts ahead of them.�
�What if they�re Omega scouts?�
He doesn�t answer. Because we both know the answer to that question.
They can�t be allowed to return.

�They�re not Omega,� Chris says.
�The convoy?� I ask.
�Right.� He leans against a tree. �According to the latest scouting reports, this is a United States military convoy.�
�Do we know that for sure?� Manny raises an eyebrow.
�Conspiracy theorist,� Desmond mutters.
�Oh, right. I�m spinning conspiracies,� Manny grumbles. �It�s not like we�re not living in one already.� He straightens his jacket, digging around in his pocket for something. He pulls out a metal flask, pops it open, and takes a drink. Alcohol? Great. He wipes his mouth on his sleeve, shoving the thing back in his pocket.
�Gotta keep the spirits up, somehow,� he shrugs, noticing my glare of disapproval. �Want some?�
�I�m young, but I�m not stupid,� I comment. �You shouldn�t drink that.�
�I�m not a drunk.�
�But you�re drinking.�
�Darling, there�s a difference between drinking and being drunk. This is medicinal.�
�Medicinal, my foot.�
�It does help with foot pain. Also the liver.�
�Quit making things up.�
�Relax, guys,� Desmond interjects. �Arguing is never the answer.�
�Hippie,� Manny states.
�Drunk.�
�Tree-hugger.�
�Blind as a bat.�
�Oh, shut up,� I say, rolling my eyes.
So. The United States military. If this is true, then why are they sending a convoy up to the mountains? What are they looking for?
They�re looking for us.
Hmm.
After an hour the sound of truck engines can be heard in the distance. I tense, swallowing a lump in my throat. This is the moment of truth. The militiamen take their positions at the blockade. Snipers are posted. Hunter-killer teams are ghosting through the trees. Dad is on the other side of the road with his Rangers. The convoy rumbles up the road. Only three vehicles, all bristling with heavy weaponry that anyone in the militia would love to get their hands on.
The Humvees are tan. They look bulletproof and dangerous. A lot different than the makeshift retrofitted military jeeps and farming pickup trucks we�ve been using. They roll to a halt, the lead vehicle coming to a stop about one hundred feet away from the blockade. The door of the lead vehicle opens, and out steps a tall, burly man in uniform. He�s got an American flag in one hand, a white flag in the other. A cigar is jammed between his teeth. He looks unmoved�� irritated, even�� at the array of weapons pointed his way.
�California National Guard,� he says. Gravelly voice.
Chris and Dad move cautiously to the center of the blockade, coming forward to meet the man. I wait near the blockade, my fingers wrapped around my rifle. My crosshairs resting on the man�s chest. Just in case.
�Colonel Richard Rivera, National Guard,� he states.
�What brings you up here, Colonel?� Dad asks.
The Colonel looks Dad and Chris up and down.
�Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?� he says.
Dad and Chris share a glance before Chris says, �I�m Chris. This is Frank.�
I guess they�re canning the codenames for now.
�We�ve been looking for you,� Colonel Rivera replies. �And we�ve been looking for help. I�m here on a recruiting mission. We need red-blooded, able bodied men and women to join us in the fight to save the United States of America.�
Oh my gosh. Dramatic much?
�Where are you based?� Chris asks.
�Right outside of Fresno.�
�How did you find us?�
�It�s no secret that there are militia groups in the high mountains.� He lowers the white flag. �We were bound to find you eventually.�
�What exactly do you want, Colonel?� Dad says.
�We�re here to ask you to help us fight.�
Chris glances back at me. I nod and signal to Uriah to have one of the guards bring one of our jeeps from behind the blockade.
�We�ll talk,� Chris says, �but not here. You can come with us.�
�Sounds good.�
Colonel Rivera rolls up the flags and hands them to his sergeant, following Chris and Dad to the jeep. I get in the backseat as the rest of the militia leaders get in. Colonel Rivera sits in the front between Dad and Chris. Chris slides behind the wheel, gives a couple of orders to Alexander and the others, and then we�re off. We drive onto a hidden, overgrown logging road. After about five minutes of driving over washouts and debris, we stop in the woods, at a cabin. The roof has partially caved. The siding is covered in moss and vines as nature slowly reclaims what belongs to it.
This is the secret meeting place.
We get out of the jeep, Angela leading our group inside the cabin. Chris follows, and I in turn follow Chris. Wherever he goes, I go.
We walk inside the cabin. Broken furniture has been shoved to one side, and it looks like someone used the cabin as a living space. Commander Jones and Commander Buckley stand to one side, Dad stands by the door, and Chris and Angela are in front of the Colonel.
�Let�s hear it, Colonel,� Angela says. �You�re here to recruit soldiers. What�s in it for us?�
�Plenty,� Colonel Rivera replies. �I�ve got a National Guard base in Fresno equipped with weapons, ammunition and food and supplies. Medicine, a safe place to stay. The situation is like this: we�ve got more guns than we�ve got men, and I need every available man or woman who�s willing to fight to do just that.�
�What�s happening with Omega?�
�Something big.�
�You�re gearing up for the second wave of the invasion,� Dad states.
�You�ve heard about that.�
�Yes.�
�Is it true that New York was nuked?� I ask.
�What does the east coast look like?� Commander Jones presses.
�We have radio communication with other friendlies across the country,� Colonel Rivera answers. �Some of the satellites are still working. The east coast was hit hard during the first wave of the invasion. Washington D.C. and New York are little more than a heap of smoking rubble.�
�So it was nuclear?� I say, my heart sinking to my stomach.
�Whatever it was, it was big,� he continues. �There is an enemy naval fleet sitting right outside of Long Beach. They�ve been there for a couple of weeks, sending recon teams ahead. We anticipate the main body of the invasion will be arriving shortly. The National Guard is still in the fight, although our forces are depleted. The invasion force is coming from China. Ships have been spotted off the coast of San Francisco and Los Angeles, two cities that have been destroyed with a chemical weapon. From there they�ll swarm the state. We�re all that�s left to protect the Central Valley.�
�So Washington D.C. is completely gone,� I say, my mouth dry.
�The government is essentially nonexistent,� Colonel Rivera confirms, tapping his cigar on his knee. Placing it between his teeth again, continuing, �Or if it does exist in some form, it�s ineffective. Each state is doing what it can to protect itself. We�re on our own.�
�What about the Navy?� Chris asks, arms folded across his broad chest. �And the Air Force? If the National Guard survived, where�s the rest of the military?�
�They�re fighting,� Colonel Rivera says. �Their forces are concentrated on the east coast. They�re trying to stop the knife in the gut, so to speak, that Omega�s pushing towards the west. The west coast is ours to defend, and we need your help.�
I lick my lips, my worst fears confirmed.
The east coast is gone. Omega is coming.
�You want us to come to Fresno,� I say.
�Yes. We need you.�
I look at Chris. What do we do? Haven�t we been waiting�� no, praying�� for help from the United States military? I didn�t expect them to be asking us for help.
Silence. No one says a word. Angela appears to be thinking very hard about the Colonel�s words. Dad and Colonel Buckley look at each other. I try to gauge Chris�s expression, but he�s impossible to read. And then there�s me. What do I want to do?
What do I need to do?
�I�m in,� Chris says solemnly.
�So am I,� Angela adds.
�I�m not,� Commander Buckley interjects. �Our first priority is to keep the mountains secure, not to mention protect the mountain community.�
�I agree with Buckley,� Commander Jones says. �Frank?�
Dad stares at the floor for a long minute.
�I can offer some of my men, but I�ll stay,� he says at last. �My duty is to protect these people, and to protect the mountains. That�s why I started the Rangers.�
�We will all contribute,� Angela clarifies, turning to Colonel Rivera. �But not all of us. Chris and I will join you. Jones, Buckley and Hart will remain here.�
I shift from foot to foot. Nobody asked me, did they?
�I�ll go,� I say.
Dad looks up sharply.
I bite my lip. Was that impulsive? No. The National Guard needs our help. The country needs our help. And that�s what I�m going to do.
I look at Dad. His face is grim. He looks down and away.
And then it dawns me.
If I leave, I�ll be separated from my father.
Again.

Chapter Seven

Tonight I sneak out of my cabin, Bear Paw. The air is sharp and cold, so I pull my jacket tighter.
Leave Camp Freedom? Leave your father behind? Didn�t you just find him?
My mind is racing. I told Colonel Rivera that I would join the militiamen and women who were going to Fresno to the National Guard base. Did I say that because Chris did? Because I�m terrified of the idea of losing him?
Because if he left and I stayed behind�
I push the thought away. I can�t imagine a life without him. We�ve been through too much together. And then there�s my father, who I searched and searched for, finally finding him�why? So I can leave?
Guilty, I walk across the meadow. The perimeter of Camp Freedom is heavily patrolled. Some civilians are still awake in Staff Housing, a small collection of houses where families with small children are living. Chris�s parents are living there, taking care of orphaned children like Isabel.
I sit on the edge of the meadow and stare at the sky. The stars are dazzling up here in the high mountains. The longer you gaze at them, the more it seems like you�re being sucked into space.
Do I go or do I stay? I think.
After the long meeting with Colonel Rivera, we drove him back to his convoy. Chris told him we�d link up with them in the valley in two days, at a meeting place the two of them determined at the edge of Fresno. Neither Dad nor I spoke during the hike back to camp. Chris didn�t say anything, either. We�d all made our decisions. The military finally came. Our chance to get our hands on quality weapons, ammunition, food, vehicles and shelter was here.
What more was there to say?
�So do I go or do I stay?� I mutter. �I don�t know.�
�I know.�
I jump, startled. Manny strolls onto the meadow off the road, and for the first time I notice that he has a limp. Not a big limp, but enough to make it appear that he�s dragging his left leg behind him as he walks.
I snap, �What are you doing out here at night?�
�What are you doing out here at night?�
�I�m�thinking.�
�About leaving, it sounds like.� He adjusts his leather duster. �So what have you decided?�
�What are you going to do?�
�I�m going. Hell, this is what I�ve been waiting for.�
�Everybody�s been waiting for this.�
He pops his flask out of his pocket, taking a quick swig.
�You know,� he says, looking up at the sky, �it all comes down to one thing.�
�What?�
�What�s more important to you: staying safe or staying fierce.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Let�s say you stay here,� he shrugs, walking off. Curious, I follow him, the cold breeze whipping my hair into tangles. �It�s pretty safe. Camp Freedom has been secure for months. It�s a nice community. Your chances of living here are pretty good at the moment.�
�But�?� I press.
�But where they really need us is down in the valley,� Manny continues. �We can�t hide in the mountains forever. Eventually, Omega will get wise and smoke us out. We have to keep them from getting to that point.� He stops at his battered biplane, lovingly running a hand over the faded blue stripe. �I�m going to help. What are you going to do?�
He climbs onto the wing of the plane, sitting down in the pilot�s seat.
�I want to do the right thing,� I say.
�Then do it.�
He flips a switch in the cockpit. A green glow lights his weathered face.
�It�s not that easy,� I say.
�Actually, it is.� He lazily pulls his flight cap and goggles out of a compartment in the cockpit. �You just do it.�
�Oh, yeah?� A small smile creeps across my face.
Just do it.
�Are you going to fly this thing right now?� I ask. �In the middle of the night?�
�What? Did you think I�m just taking a midnight stroll for the sake of star gazing?� He jerks his thumb behind him. �Get in.�
�I don�t think so. I don�t do heights.�
Manny raises his eyebrows at me.
�You do now.�
I look behind my shoulder, excitement zinging up my spine.
�Get in,� he says.
This could actually be fun.
I crawl into the single passenger seat, which is in front of the pilot�s seat. It�s silent, and if Manny isn�t supposed to be taking off at this hour of the night, nobody�s going to bother stopping him now. Manny flips another switch and I feel a current course through the small aircraft. The engine fires, cranks a couple of times, then roars to life in a cloud of blue smoke. The sound is deafening. The entire plane vibrates and shakes, literally rattling my teeth.
What am I doing?
A pair of goggles is hanging from a knob in front of me. I grab them and put them on, twisting in my seat, grabbing the edge of the cockpit to keep my balance as I look at Manny. He�s got a huge smile on his face, the earflaps from his leather flying cap flailing wildly with each movement of the plane. He�s laughing.
Manny opens the throttle up and slews the plane around in a bouncy, dusty circle, pointing the nose of the plane down the long stretch of grass ahead. If anyone notices the loud noise of the engine, they don�t care. Manny going on a scouting mission is a common occurrence.
�Hang on to your hat!� Manny shouts.
�I�m not wearing�� I sigh. �Okay.�
I wonder how much Manny�s slow consumption of alcohol throughout the day is going to affect his piloting skills. Hopefully not that much. Because I would prefer to come back from this scouting mission alive.
The plane lurches forward, bouncing, shaking, gaining speed. The tail rises, dipping us forward. It feels like we�re going to flip over headfirst. I grit my teeth, staring at the wall of trees at the edge of the meadow. It�s getting closer. And those trees are big. I close my eyes, praying for Manny to pull through�or in this case, up. A buoyant feeling rises in the pit of my stomach, the sensation of lifting into the air. The engine races, red sparks spitting out of the exhaust. I open my eyes just in time to see the trees flash by below us, a cold wind whipping my hair in circles. An invisible force presses me back against the seat. The tips of the pine trees flit by.
We�re airborne!
I tilt my head back and look at the sky as we rise, the camp disappearing into darkness. There are no lights to give the location away from the air. The peaks of the high Sierras tower thousands of feet into the sky, miles high. They look ethereal, otherworldly. The vastness of the open space is overwhelming. I�ve never been on an airplane before. How many people can say they took their first flight in a biplane in the mountains right smack in the middle of a post-apocalyptic warzone?
�How do you land this thing if there are no lights?� I ask. I have to yell to be heard above the wind resistance and the engine noise.
�When we get back, they�ll have lights for us,� Manny replies.
�How?�
�Don�t worry about it, kid! Just enjoy the ride!�
I force myself to take another peek over the edge of the plane. What if the engine dies? What if Omega sees us? What was I thinking?
That you could have a little fun for once in your life.
�What are we looking for?� I yell, trying to distract myself from the height.
Manny bangs on the back of the seat. I see that he�s wearing flat headphones. Another set is hanging just in front of me, right below my knee. I grab a pair and snap them on, instantly tuning into Manny�s chuckling, excited voice.
�What are we looking for?� I repeat.
�Anything we can find!� he replies, right over the crackle of the radio static. �Troop movements, suspicious lights, anything out of the ordinary that warrants our attention.�
After a few minutes I settle into my seat and loosen my hold on the side of the cockpit. The little biplane totters and rumbles through the air. I glance behind me. Manny�s hair is streaming around his face, right along with the comical earflaps. He looks halfway insane, but I realize something now: this is where Manny is most comfortable. Up in the air. Away from the war.
There�s nothing up here that can hurt us, after all.
Right?
�See that speck of clearing down to the right?� he yells.
�Yeah! What is it?�
�It�s a lake. Or what�s left of it.� The plane slowly veers right over the clearing, a dark, smooth smudge in the middle of a sea of trees. �It was a campground, just like Camp Freedom. Only this one was abandoned and unfortified. The lake is just a cesspool now.�
�Is there a place to land?� I ask.
�Only during daylight hours, and even then I wouldn�t go down that way.�
�Why?�
�Rogue Militia.�
I strain to see the lake as we pass over it, nothing more than a dark spot from this distance. �Rogue Militia?�
�Thieves and bandits. Organized paramilitary units that rob and murder innocent people.�
The plane eases to the left, a current of freezing air washing over the nose. I throw my head back and smile despite myself.
�I knew you�d like it up here,� Manny says triumphantly.
�You didn�t know anything,� I reply, grinning. �You were just hoping.�
�True, true. But what�s wrong with a little hope now and again?
Nothing at all.
Our scouting mission over the mountains lasts for what seems like hours. As soon as the first hint of dawn appears on the horizon, Manny changes the direction of the plane. We�re heading home. We haven�t seen anything suspicious. No troop movements. No sign of Omega. Not that I could have seen anything with my untrained eye if I�d wanted to, but I like to believe that I have enough skill these days to spot something out of the ordinary.
By the time we make it back to camp, it�s early morning. I feel alive, invigorated. And as I see the meadow from the sky, a sense of calm and peace wash over me. Peace about my decision to leave with Chris and join the National Guard. Peace about my father staying behind to lead the Rangers and protect Camp Freedom. For the first time in a long time, I feel free. Like I have a choice.
Like I�m independent. Truly independent.
The plane slowly lowers to the ground. Everything seems to flash by faster as we get closer to the meadow. The trees, the sky, the grass. When the wheels actually hit the earth, we bounce up and down. Instead of being afraid, I laugh. What a ride. What an exhilarating experience!
Manny coasts the plane down the meadow, makes a tottering U-turn, then slowly his beloved aircraft comes to a halt. The big engine cuts out. He stands up in the cockpit, takes off his cap and goggles and turns to me, grinning from ear to ear.
�And that, my dear, is how it feels to be on top of the world,� he says.
I climb out of my seat, jump onto the wing, and hop into the grass. I throw the goggles back into the cockpit and look around. Everything seems so big down here. Up in the sky it all looked so tiny. Like miniature toys.
�Manny?�
He looks at me.
�Thanks for the ride,� I say. �I needed it.�
He nods slowly, shoving one hand into the pocket of his leather duster. He strolls off, humming Freebird by Lynyrd Skynyrd under his breath. I walk in the other direction, away from the meadow, back towards the barracks. Nobody has risen yet at this early hour, although the clatter of Manny�s biplane had to have woken at least one person.
I slip back into the Bear Paw. Sophia is still sound asleep, one arm hanging off the bed, snoring softly. I crawl onto my bunk and press my face against the pillow, closing my eyes.
I�ve made my decision.
And I�m sticking to it.

The night before the convoy leaves, Chris and I take a walk around the edge of the compound. It�s dark enough that we can hold hands without looking unprofessional in front of the militia. And right now I really need to hold his hand.
�I don�t know how to say goodbye to Dad,� I say. �He hasn�t spoken to me since the meeting with Commander Rivera.�
�He will. He�s just hurt, Cassie.�
�I�m not doing this to hurt him.�
�He knows that. I know that. Everybody knows that but you.�
I stop at the fence, gazing at the trees beyond the metal border. �I know what I need to do, I just want him to understand why.�
�You can�t force him to understand,� Chris replies, drawing me to his chest. �Your dad can�t be forced to do anything. You can only be honest with him. That�s all you can do.�
I wrap my arms around his waist, inhaling his scent.
�You�re right.� I sigh. �I need to say goodbye to your family.�
�I already told them goodbye.� His heart beats faster, a sign of discomfort. Saying goodbye to the family he searched for�� just like I searched for my father�� must be enormously difficult. Because in this climate, you never know if you�ll see each other again. �They understand. I have a responsibility to lead my men.�
�It�s not just that,� I say. �You have a responsibility to fight wherever and whenever you can. You have skills that most of us don�t have.�
He grins softly.
�Yeah?� He kisses my cheek. �Says who?�
�Says me.� I trace the curve of his jaw with my thumb. �I guess I should go alone to say goodbye.�
�You should.� He raises an eyebrow. �But I can come if you want me to.�
�No. I need to do this myself.� I stand on tiptoes and press my lips against his for a brief, passionate kiss. �I�ll see you in the morning.�
�Goodnight, Cassie.�
�Goodnight.�
I step away from his warmth, marching myself towards Staff Housing. In less than ten hours, I�ll be on my way to Fresno. I�ll be out of the mountains for the first time in months. Out in the open.
Do what you gotta do, I think. You know this is the right thing.
Staff Housing is illuminated with a couple of dim lanterns. The interior lighting in the cabins is hidden with black cloth and, in some cases, boards nailed over the windows. I trail up the cul-de-sac road, stopping at the middle cabin in the neighborhood. It�s surrounded with Manzanita bushes and bear clover. I walk up the front steps and knock on the door.
Isabel answers.
�Cassie!� She throws open the screen door and hugs me fiercely. �I haven�t seen you in two days!�
�I�ve been a little busy,� I shrug apologetically. �Can I come in?�
�Duh.�
I walk inside. The front room has a simple couch, outdated shag carpet and a fireplace. It�s a basic cabin. No artwork on the walls. No books on the shelves. Mr. and Mrs. Young are sitting together on the couch, poring over the pages of an issue of Reader�s Digest from 2009. And, to my complete surprise, Dad walks out of the kitchen.
What is he doing here? I didn�t know he was chummy with the Youngs.
�Cassidy, how nice to see you!� Mrs. Young exclaims. �Isabel�s missed you.�
I pull my eyes away from my father.
�I�ve missed you, too.� I square my shoulders. �I came to say goodbye.�
She licks her lips, slowly setting the magazine down on the coffee table.
�I had a feeling,� she says. �Chris and Jeff were here earlier.�
�Now it�s my turn.�
�No!� Isabel storms up to me, crossing her arms. �You can�t go! You�re safe here! We�re all safe here! If you leave, I might never see you again!�
�I know.� I put my hands on her shoulders. �Isabel, try to understand. I�m not doing this for myself, I�m doing this because it�s the right thing. I can�t stay here when they need me out there.�
�There are plenty of other people to fight on the front lines,� Dad suddenly says.
I place my hand on my hip.
�No, there�s not,� I reply. �And what are you doing here, anyway? I didn�t know you were in the habit of having late night coffee with the Youngs.�
�He came to talk to us about Chris,� Mr. Young interjects, speaking up. Something he rarely does. �It�s fine, Cassidy. Don�t worry about it.�
�Talk about Chris?�
�Cassidy, try to understand,� Dad sighs. �I was just worried about my daughter.�
�I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
I turn to Isabel and give her a fierce hug. Her eyes are brimming with tears, her pale cheeks flushed with splotches of red. �Listen to me,� I say. �I will come back. I will see you again.�
�But when?� she sniffs.
�When it�s over.�
�What if it never ends?�
I kiss her forehead. �Everything ends, Isabel.�
I hug Mrs. Young, the closest thing to a real mother I�ve had in my young life. Mr. Young gives me a brief, gruff embrace. But coming from him, it means a lot. And then I turn to Dad.
�We need to talk,� I state.
He nods.
�I promise, I�ll see you again. We�ll all see you again,� I say, taking in Isabel�s tear-streaked face one last time. My own eyes are burning with emotion. �So�see you around.�
�See you around,� Isabel cries, burying her face into Mrs. Young�s waist.
I stand there, frozen. It will be a long time before I see these precious people again. If ever. I tuck the memory of this cabin and this conversation away in my brain before turning and walking out the door. Just like that. Otherwise I�ll never go.
The front porch is creaky. It smells like campfire smoke. Dry wood.
�How can you leave?� Dad demands, following me outside.
His eyes are stormy. His body is coiled tight. I am in huge trouble.
�This is my choice,� I reply, taking a shaky breath. �I have to fight.�
�You can fight here. You don�t have to leave to do that.�
�Dad, they need us out there, and I can help.� I sigh. �I can�t let him go alone. I�d wonder why I didn�t go with him for the rest of my life.�
�So that�s it, then?� he growls. �You�re throwing your life away and leaving the safety of a secure camp for a boy?�
�Chris is not just some boy!� I counter, flushed. �You know better than that. Why were you over here talking about Chris with the Youngs, anyway?�
�I wanted to get to know the family of the boy my daughter is leaving with!�
�You should trust my judgment.�
�You don�t know what you�re doing.�
�I know exactly what I�m doing,� I say. �For the first time in my life, I know what I want to do and where I want to go. This is what I�m supposed to be doing.�
�But you�re helping already, Cassie,� Dad answers, closing his fingers around the porch railing. �You�ve already done enough. Don�t go out there and get yourself killed. This isn�t the militia anymore. This is the National Guard. The environment will be different, and the fighting will be more brutal than anything you�ve ever seen.�
I close my eyes.
�You�re right,� I shrug. �It�s going to be different. But I have to go anyway.�
�Why would you go when you could stay here with me?�
�Don�t.� I hold up my hand. �Don�t make me choose anybody over you. I�m not choosing one person over anyone else. I�m making a decision based on what I feel is the right thing to do. This is what I�ve decided.�
He gives me a long, sad look.
�Please, Cassie,� he says at last, softly. �Don�t go.�
I blink hard and fight the urge to cry, walking across the porch. I need to be strong. I wrap my arms around my father, giving him a hug. His embrace is tight and final.
�I love you, Dad,� I say. �You know that.�
A pause.
�I know.�
I pull away. His expression is one of utter defeat�� something I�ve never seen in him before. It frightens me. I bite my lip and take a few steps backward, turning on my heel and climbing down the front porch steps.
�Cassidy,� Dad says.
I turn.
�I love you, too.� He folds his hands together, leaning against the railing. �Be careful.�
I nod.
And then I�m gone.
There�s no turning back now.

Chapter Eight

Retrofitted jeeps and pickup trucks don�t make the most efficient convoy lineup in the world, but hey. If it works, it works. At this point, I�m becoming less and less critical of just about everything under the sun. Case in point, I�m heading into the back of an older military transport jeep. A line of transport trucks is waiting near the front entrance of Camp Freedom, ready to leave. It�s midnight.
I�m outfitted in my militia uniform�� military pants, jacket and blue armband tied around my bicep. I�ve got my rifle, my bulletproof vest, my backpack full of gear.
I sling my rifle over my shoulder and climb the metal stairs of the last massive truck in the lineup, sitting down on a bench. They face each other, covered in nylon netting. Metal rods parallel the benches above me. The walls and ceiling are made of a heavy tarpaulin-like sheet printed in camouflage colors. It�s hot inside, and getting more crowded by the minute. Men and women. Former teachers and bank clerks. Brothers and sisters. Cashiers and baristas in another life. I set my backpack down and hold my rifle barrel up, drawing my knees closer to my chest. Sophia squeezes in next to me, and right behind her is Vera. She sits down on the bench across from mine.
Great.
She says nothing. I say nothing. Obviously this is going to be awkward.
The truck fills up with more people. We simply can�t fit any more passengers. The back gate in the truck goes up, sealing with a loud metallic boom. My heart accelerates and Sophia jumps, grabbing my arm. I�ve never been big on being trapped in confined spaces. Especially with a ton of people in a truck, moving down a mountain in an active warzone.
There�s a first time for everything.
It�s getting stuffy fast back here, and as the doors continue to slam and militiamen and women keep piling into the trucks, I suddenly wish Chris were here. As our commander, he�s in the lead Humvee with Angela. I chose to stay with the Freedom Fighters in the transport trucks. I didn�t want to leave Sophia alone.
But I�d rather be with Chris.
The convoy roars to life. The trucks roll forward, diesel engines roaring to life, spitting strong fumes, the hard suspension of the vehicles hitting every pothole in the road with a bang. It jars my teeth. With nothing but dark walls and human faces to stare at, the jerking, rocking motion of the truck is enough to make me seriously carsick.
I am aware of the exact second we cross Camp Freedom�s boundary line. The convoy speeds up, reaching the amazing speed of 15 miles per hour. Sophia and I share a sad, meaningful glance.
�Goodbye, Camp Freedom,� I whisper.
She nods, tears glistening in her eyes. But she doesn�t cry.
If Vera overhears me she doesn�t say anything. She just sits silently, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Maybe leaving the camp is just as hard for her as it is for me. I don�t know. At least she didn�t have to leave her mother behind.
Goodbye, Dad�
Goodbye everything.
The central valley is something I haven�t seen in a long time. After being a guerilla war fighter in the high mountains and foothills for months, the open space of farmland is disorienting. Everything is wide, bright and magnified. The trees are spaced far apart. No more pines, cedars or lodge poles. No more scent of mountains, of forest.
This is just hot. Heat and dryness. And stillness, as if the land itself is waiting for something patiently.
Orchards line the side of the road we take to Fresno. Most of the trees are dead. With no water and no farmers to care for them, they�ve been killed in the summer heat. The fruit basket of the world is looking pretty fruitless, even with all of the slave labor Omega is using�� or was using�� to harvest crops and get food to their invasion forces.
I realize that this is one of the first signs of weakness I�ve seen from Omega. If they had a firmer grip on the central valley, this farmland would be utilized. With a Chinese army on the way, they�ll need food and water. And I�m not seeing a lot of that today.
Good news for us, bad news for them.
We hit the outskirts of Fresno in about three hours. The roads that the convoy takes are backcountry dirt avenues and boulevards woven between abandoned orchards and farming property. Colonel Rivera gave very specific instructions and coordinates that allow navigation through enemy territory without being spotted by scouts. We hope.
Growing up in Culver City, I didn�t have much of a reason to travel north to a place like Fresno unless I was visiting relatives or going on a school field trip. It looks nothing like I remember. As we roll into town, I look out the back of the truck, studying the scenery as we flash by. Gas stations, strip malls and cracked asphalt. Dead trees. The foul stink of long-burning fires eating through piles of rubble. Fast food restaurants with shattered windows and broken doors. Billboards covered with bright, vulgar graffiti.
Not the most beautiful tourist hotspot in the world.
�It�s not right,� Sophia mutters.
�What�s not right?� I ask.
�This. Being out of the trees. In the open.� She shakes her head. �I don�t like being exposed. It makes me nervous.�
�We�re all nervous,� I reply. �We�ll adjust.� I smile with confidence I don�t have, then change the subject. �You know, my dad and I used to take vacations up to our cabin in the mountains. We�d stay up there during the summer and then go back to Culver City. It took me a few days to adjust to all the cement and pollution in the city after being up in the wilderness for so long. This is like that.�
�It�s a lot different,� Vera says suddenly. �Because this isn�t like coming back from vacation. This is just going from one warzone to the next.�
I meet her cold, blue-eyed gaze.
�We�re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,� I answer.
�If you only had a brain,� Sophia adds, and we both stifle laughter. Vera flushes bright red and curses us under her breath. Ticked? Maybe. But she had it coming.
And that�s all we say. I�m in no mood to get into a pointless argument with the ice queen today. Besides, we�re almost there. Even against the pale moonlit sky I can make out street signs still hanging from rusty streetlights. Just a few more minutes.
Our convoy rumbles ahead, never stopping. Never hesitating.
�We�re here,� I say.
�The linkup point?� Sophia asks.
�Yeah.� I stand up, walking to the rear of the truck. I step onto the back gate and stand there, one arm on the truck wall to keep my balance. The outriders on motorcycles and quads buzz past us, checking point and flanks for danger. I know that Manny is somewhere high above us, watching for danger from his vantage point in the sky. �Standby,� I say, turning to Sophia.
The truck is slowing down. Not too much. But enough. �Just stay put.�
A convoy of National Guard vehicles and troops are waiting at the far edge of a former Wal-Mart. The parking lot is a sea of dead vehicles. Weeds are growing through cracks in the pavement and sidewalk. Our outriders on the small vehicles roar back and forth in front of us, giving us the all-clear to move ahead. From here I can see the lead Humvee that holds Chris and Angela blazing the path for the rest of our vehicles. Our convoy heads straight towards the National Guard forces behind the building.
I keep a firm grip on the truck�s handholds, praying under my breath that we�ll make it to the base in one piece. We�ve been safe so far� but that doesn�t mean something couldn�t go wrong from here to there. I hold my standing position, unable to force myself to sit on the bench and stare at the wall until we get there. I need to know where we are.
After a steady ten minutes of following the National Guard forces, we pull away from the city a bit, staging on the outskirts of town. There are empty fields here, clustered with half-built construction sites and scattered debris.
Up ahead, a chain-link fence stands around a burned out building marked Poison Control Center. The back of the edifice has been blown up. Black smudge lines the cement. There�s not a lot of glass left in the structure.
The convoy slows to a crawl while a heavy steel gate swings open. We follow the lead vehicles to the rear of the building. The road slopes, dipping into an underground parking garage. The door rolls up just enough to fit the vehicles under the ceiling. The sound of the engines echoing off the walls is deafening.
And then, without warning, there�s a blast from a siren�� three times. The convoy halts. I help the guards unlatch the truck�s tailgate. Militiamen and women leave the transport quickly, eager to stretch their legs.
Vera gets up, wordlessly hands me my backpack, and leaves the truck. I swing it over my shoulder, wondering why she bothered to hand me anything, and wait for Sophia. We stick close to each other, and I�m vaguely reminded of being rounded up out of a semi-truck not so long ago when I was imprisoned in a labor camp with Sophia...I look at her and she gives me a halfhearted smile.
�Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,� she says.
�We�ve been through this before.�
�Mmm hmm.�
�At least we�re not enslaved this time.�
�Never again.�
We�re here by choice. When I step off the truck, my boots hit blackened cement. The ceiling is high above us. About two stories high, actually. Pipes and support beams wind their way across the ceiling. We�re inside what looks like a giant garage, lit by white lights powered by generators. Our men are leaving the vehicles, looking around the place with dazed expressions on their faces.
What is this place?
It�s been a long time since some of these people have been inside a building. Many of them have been living in the mountains since the day the EMP hit. Confined spaces can be pretty shocking after that kind of lifestyle. It�s an adjustment for me. It smells so�urban. Diesel fumes, gasoline and hot metal.
Large white lettering is painted across the far wall.
SECTOR 20

I meet Chris�s gaze from across the room, a silent agreement echoing between us: This is going to be a lot different than fighting in the mountains.
You know that feeling you get when walk into a room full of strangers and nobody looks up to say hello to you? That�s how I feel when I walk into the barracks for the first time. Women are everywhere�� all ages, but mostly between fifteen and thirty years old. It�s an interesting scene. I feel no fear, no nervousness. I�ve been through too much for that. I simply am. We are all here for one reason, for one purpose. And that unifies us.
Women from other militia groups that were staying at Camp Freedom are among the new arrivals here. Vera is bunking three beds over. She avoids my gaze, and I remember that she handed me my backpack on the truck. A simple gesture. A kind gesture, even. Coming from her, I have no idea what the motivation was behind it. She notices me watching her and looks up. She opens her mouth as if to say something right as Sophia decides to intervene. �I�ll take the top bunk,� she announces. �That way we can be next to each other.�
�Sounds good,� I agree.
Vera clenches her jaw. Whatever she was going to say remains unsaid.
Sophia assembles her gear on her bunk.
�There�s no ladder,� she says. �This is criminal.�
�It�s not so bad.�
�I guess. As long as you don�t mind me bouncing off the bottom mattress when it�s time to get up in the morning.�
We both laugh. After we settle in we check out the bathrooms, which are no more than a huge hall of showers separated by thin plastic curtains. There�s a dressing room, a row of sinks and a long line of mirrors. I leave, not wanting to glimpse my reflection. I�ve had enough stress today without having to look at my face, too.
�This is a little more crowded than the barracks at Camp Freedom,� Sophia says. �I�m used to sleeping in a room with just our militia.�
�If we could sleep in Kamaneva�s labor camp, we can sleep anywhere,� I reply. �We could sleep on the concrete floor with the rats.�
�And then there were the ones that didn�t sleep at all.�
And the ones that didn�t wake up in the morning.
We both pause, chilled by the memory of our imprisonment. I physically shake myself and lean against the bunk. �So,� I say. �Let�s go find out what the next step is. I�m not going to sit around and wait for Rivera to give me an order.�
�Okay,� Sophia shrugs. �But Rivera�s not in charge of what we do, is he? We get to use their weapons and equipment, but we answer to our militia leaders.�
�But which militia leaders? There are a lot of different groups here.� I look around the room. The ages, sizes and ethnicity of the women here are very diverse. I wish I knew what everyone�s story was. How did they get here? What happened to them after the EMP? Why are they fighting in the militia?
Their story is a lot like yours, a little voice says. That�s what unites all of you.
�The commanders have called a meeting.� Vera brushes past us. �Your presence is requested.�
I fight the urge to make a smart comeback.
Sophia and I head out of the barracks, down a long concrete corridor that descends further beneath the ground. It smells musty, but the temperature is nice and cool. Two gigantic steel doors are at the end of the hall, guarded by soldiers. Sophia and I follow Vera through the doors, entering a vast concrete chamber. There�s a long table, sturdy chairs and maps on the walls. It looks like a top secret briefing room from a spy movie. It�s unimaginably large. Vera, Sophia and I can only stare at everything, awed.
Colonel Rivera is sitting at the head of the table. Chris and Angela are there as well. Derek, Max and Alexander have showered and dressed in new National Guard uniforms. Chris is wearing combat pants and a brand new jacket, his beard freshly trimmed. He looks clean. He looks great.
Me? Not so much. I need new clothes and a shower, too.
�Have a seat, ladies,� Colonel Rivera says.
If he notices that I�ve brought Sophia with me to a bigwig meeting, he doesn�t show it. Chris doesn�t question her presence, either. We�re all on the same side here.
�Here�s the situation, folks,� Colonel Rivera begins. An unlit cigar is clenched between his teeth as he talks. �You Freedom Fighters need to establish a solid chain of command, with one command officer to interface directly with me. How you structure that chain of command is up to you, but I recommend that you establish Officers and NCO ranks that parallel ours.�
�NCO?� Sophia mouths.
�Non-commissioned officers,� I whisper.
�I�ve got my own platoons outfitted and mission ready,� Rivera continues. �You need to move ahead and get yours squared away.� He grinds his cigar between his teeth, glowering at us. �Well? Which one of you fine guerilla warfighters is going to be the Militia Field Commander?�
The room remains silent. Then all heads turn towards Chris.
So we are picking a single commander today. Somebody needs to state the obvious. �Chris,� I say.
Angela fixes me with a cold stare, turning back to Rivera. �I agree,� she replies, a thin smile on her lips. �Chris has the practical experience and background for this task. He will be a fine field commander.�
Well, duh.
�How about it, Alpha One?� Colonel Rivera growls, impatient.
�I�ll do it,� Chris says, locking gazes with me. �I�ll need help.�
�Angela, you will of course retain staff authority as militia leader,� Chris says, nodding at her. �I will handle combat operations. As to the officer corps, Alexander, Max.� He nods at each of them, leaning forward, looking directly at me. �And�Cassidy.�
I stare at him. Me? An officer?
He smiles. Vera stiffens, but says nothing to protest the appointment. I don�t speak, only nod slightly to indicate that I accept the appointment. What am I going to do? Say no?
Not happening.
�I�ll need new weapons and equipment for my troops,� Chris says, turning to Colonel Rivera. �Give us what we need, and we�ll be ready to go.�
�Excellent.� Colonel Rivera folds his arms. �Now that we�ve got that squared away, let�s get one thing straight: this base operates solely on its own electricity. It was built years ago as a failsafe in the event of a catastrophe for the elites, if you will. A place for federal and state leaders to bunk out in the event that something huge went down. It was a way to preserve the chain of command, from the Executive Branch down. Well, folks, the catastrophe is already here, and the feds and everyone else in between never made it to the shelters. So the National Guard utilized them.� He stops and surveys the room. �The Federal Government has been protecting itself from a possible EMP attack for years. True, Washington D.C. and the Eastern Seaboard have been nuked, but remnants of the government still survive. State governments. State militias. State law enforcement. Our leaders are gone, but what we�ve got in this base�� and in bases across the country�� is access to electricity, food, water, weapons and information.�
�Define information,� Chris says.
�Sit back and enjoy the show.� Colonel Rivera grabs a black device off the table. A remote control. He dims the lights with one flick of a button, and a white screen rolls down from the ceiling.
�What the hell is this?� Alexander asks. �A power point presentation?�
Chris holds up a hand, a wordless warning to be silent.
I look up, my eyes falling on a projector mounted to the ceiling. A burst of color blossoms on the screen. Speakers in the wall crackle with an electric hiss. I stare at the screen, dumbfounded.
It�s been so long�this is so alien.
An image appears. It looks like security footage. A grainy picture of a large parking lot. There�s a Wal-Mart and a collection of fast food restaurants and clothing stores in the background. It�s night. Everything is glowing with color. Cars are driving through the parking lot.
�What is this? Derek mutters.
There�s a clock at the bottom of the film feed. As soon as it hits 1832 hours�� 6:32 p.m.�� the lighting in the shopping center shuts off. The Wal-Mart sign, the restaurants, the car headlights. Everything. Several vehicles careen off the road and smash into parked cars.
�This is footage from the night the EMP hit,� I say. �How did you get this?�
�Satellite,� Colonel Anderson replies. �There are devices that the military�� and the government�� put into use that were resistant to a technological attack. We�ve used images and footage from those devices to learn more about what happened that night.�
It switches to another image. This one is of an outdoor patio along a fancy walkway near the beach. The lights are glowing brightly. People are dining at tables with white napkins and wine glasses. The power goes out. Everything turns black.
I bite my lip.
�The following images are footage we received from a satellite,� Colonel Rivera says. �It�s not pretty.�
The image is similar to something you�d see on the weather channel. A long distance shot of the earth from above the atmosphere. I can clearly make out the eastern coastline. It�s a sunny day, and from below something disrupts the landscape. There is no audio�� not that there would be from a satellite in outer space. There is a sudden, blinding flash of light. The screen goes dark. A few moments later the screen resolves to show a cloud growing across the coastline. And that�s when it hits me: This is footage of a nuclear bomb detonating in Washington D.C.
I don�t realize that I�m holding my breath until Colonel Rivera shuts the projector off. The lights come back on. The room is dead silent. No one knows what to say. What can we say? The mushroom cloud represented the instant death of millions, the agonizing radiation poisoning of millions more. The beginning of the end.
�Omega will bring their invasion force into the east and west coast,� Colonel Rivera says, his voice a hollow echo in a room full of shocked people. �They will bring a force of five thousand troops from Los Angeles into the central valley. We will meet them at the mouth of the foothills and choke them out.�
�How long do we have until they get here?� I whisper.
Colonel Rivera takes his cigar out of his mouth, taps it on the edge of an ashtray, and holds it between his fingers.
�Two weeks.�

Chapter Nine

Warfare is all about patience. It�s the same thing, day after day. Sheer, complete and utter boredom occasionally interrupted by sheer, complete and utter terror. For the first time in my life, I realize why organization and structure is so important in the military. It�s not just to keep guys in line. It�s about keeping guys from going out of their minds with impatience.
We�ve been here at Sector 20 for one week and the waiting is driving me crazy. There are no windows that allow us to see outside. The barracks are sterile and boring. The bright spots in the day are our meals. Breakfast, lunch and dinner. The chow hall is also a huge underground room. The food is filled with protein and calories�� meat, potatoes and vegetables�� and for that I am incredibly grateful.
I go on scouting missions with Chris during the week, looking for enemy activity. This is my escape from the mundane routine of life on a military base. I get to see the sky at night and watch what society has become. And let me tell you, it�s not pretty.
Nomadic gangs rove the urban areas, pillaging everything that�s been left behind since the EMP hit. You think downtown Fresno had a gang and graffiti problem before the EMP? You should see it now. It looks like a can of spray paint threw up on every blank wall and billboard in the county. There�s hardly a single building in the city with even one window still intact. We avoid the roving Omega patrols, who seem content to bide their time, waiting for backup to arrive.
Occasionally on our scouting missions we will see buildings erupt into flames, casualties in gang wars or just a random spark catching fire. The city is not safe, but gangs ignore us. Our firepower and numbers are far superior to theirs. And they know it. They would have to be suicidal to start a turf war with us.
During the daytime hours I stick with Sophia. We stay in the Dugout, a nickname for the day room at the base for soldiers to spend time away from their barracks. There�s a pool table, a library, couches and board games, along with items that have been salvaged from abandoned houses. Last night somebody brought Uno and Connect 4 from a loft apartment downtown.
It�s not like we�ve got video games anymore.
But when I�m not in the Dugout watching the soldiers play games or read books, I�m keeping our men drilled. Since I was made a noncommissioned officer for the militia forces in the National Guard, I�ve got some authority now. It�s my job to make sure that the volunteer militia force is kept sharp and ready. This is what keeps me from going insane being stuck in an underground tin can with a thousand people.
We practice shooting, fighting and military maneuvers. Exercising and remaining fast and fit is an absolute must. I make sure everyone has equal time standing guard duty and running scouting missions day and night to keep an eye on potential Omega troop movements. Oddly enough, I consider myself kind of like Chris�s activities coordinator. I make sure things are running smoothly, that the men and women are healthy and capable, and that our soldiers are keeping their sanity within the confined living quarters.
And Chris? His job is to come up with the military strategies, enforce discipline, and fine-tune the militia�s skills. As the days pass I see him as less of a hardened, battle-worn Navy SEAL and more of a calm, steady leader.
I guess I�m not the only one who�s matured.
The National Guard has provided us with fresh clothing, weapons and ammunition. In fact, that is the best part of being here. We�re no longer working with salvaged equipment. We�ve got the best of the best.
On our seventh day staying in Sector 20, Chris takes me to one of the supply rooms on the base.
�This,� he says, �is all yours.�
I step into the room. Weapons and equipment are hanging from every nook and cranny. It�s a goldmine of war goodies. Chris, however, is holding up a single object. A rifle. It�s brand new, it�s sleek, and it�s awesome. He hands it to me.
It�s mine.
I curl my fingers around the weapon, the metal cool against my skin. I test the weight. Not too heavy. Just right for my size. A scope is mounted on top of the weapon.
�I�ve really needed one of these,� I say.
�You�re a great shot without optics,� he replies. �With it you�ll be unstoppable.� He hoists a backpack. �I packed this for you. It�s got a new uniform, supplies, equipment. Upgraded radio, night vision goggles.� He grins and pulls out a small handgun. �There are some nice toys in here, too. This one�s just your size.�
�You packed this for me?� I asked, touched. Because with all of the things he�s got to worry about, it�s beyond sweet that he would go to the trouble of getting supplies together for me. �Thank you.�
�My pleasure.� He drapes one strap of the pack over my shoulder. �You�re really in the military now, Cassie. It suits you.�
�I don�t know.� I gaze up at his sure, handsome face. �Does it?�
�I wouldn�t lie to you.� He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. �There�s not a lot of people that would adjust to this sort of lifestyle so well. You�ve got a gift.�
�I�ve got a great leader,� I reply, standing on my tiptoes. �You.�
He laughs softly, placing one hand on each side of my waist.
�Is that so?� he asks.
�Yes.� I kiss his cheek. �Thank you, Chris. For everything.�
�Don�t thank me yet.�
�It was hard leaving Dad behind.� I blink back tears. �After all I went through to find him again.�
�You did what you thought was right,� Chris says, pulling me close. �There�s nothing else you could do. I�m proud of you. You�re growing up fast.�
I smile against the fabric of his jacket.
�Growing up sucks.�
�Nah.� Chris pulls back to study my face, tracing the curve of my cheek with his thumb. �It�s not all bad.�
He kisses me then. It�s the first time I�ve really kissed him since we�ve been here. Since the ambush in Sanger. Since I got shot. Come to think of it, we haven�t had any real privacy since I escaped from the labor camp months ago.
I thread my fingers through his hair, melting into his strong embrace. He�s all around me, flooding my senses. Calming my fears. Being the steady rock I need him to be. �See?� he says, pressing his lips against my jaw. �It�s really not all bad.�
I raise an eyebrow, flushed.
�You have a point. Please continue.�
He laughs, and I feel it rumble deep in his chest.
�Yes, ma�am,� he says.
He�s right.
Growing up isn�t all that bad.

National Guard recruits are everywhere. There are a little over a thousand troops crammed into this hole in the ground, and every single one of them is here because they volunteered. And it�s not just men. There are plenty of women, too. Colonel Rivera has command over his men, and Chris maintains control of the militia groups. The two work together.
Because of this, Chris is considered an equal leader of the entire Central Valley California National Guard. I guess that makes him famous. Why shouldn�t it? Everyone is finally seeing him for the amazing leader he is.
For the record, I knew how great he was before everybody else did.
Just saying.
At any rate, the monotony of military base life is finally broken when Chris gives us the green light to go out on our first urban ambush. It�s going to be a lot different than what we did up in the mountains.
Our target?
An Omega emergency relief camp. I remember them well. They were relief camps set up for survivors of the EMP, but in actuality they were traps. Ways to concentrate the populace and carry out executions. Little more than modern day concentration camps.
This should be interesting.

How long has it been since I waited at a drive-through window for an order of French fries? Way too long. And right now, staring past the broken glass from inside a drive through window at Carl�s Jr., I�m getting an eerie sense of dejavu. The night is silent. Unlike the mountains, where the steady background of nature kept my nerves calm, there is nothing to hear in this urban environment except distant screams and gunshots. The earth hasn�t quite reclaimed what belongs to it. Concrete and steel structures still reign supreme.
I notice the sign at the corner of the window.
Thanks�� come again soon!
I roll my eyes.
Sophia and Alexander are with me. I edge towards the door of the abandoned fast food restaurant, crouching in the shadows. The moon is shrouded with dark clouds, making it easier for us to hide, but harder for us to see the enemy. And they�re not far away. The enemy camp is located in the parking lot of a former Best Buy distribution center.
Cruel irony. The world ends and millions of dollars of technology just sits inside a giant warehouse, nothing but a pile of worthless pieces of wiring and blank screens. How sick is that?
The camp is surrounded by a chain link fence. There�s razor wire, heavy patrols, Omega vehicles and a large gathering of people inside the fence. It looks exactly like the last relief camp I saw a year ago in Bakersfield. Only this one is a lot smaller, and the civilians are emaciated. They hardly look human anymore.
�This isn�t going to be too bad,� I whisper. �I don�t even see any dead bodies.�
�Oh, boy. This is a good night,� Sophia snorts.
�Hey, you and I both know how bad these places get.�
She glances at Alexander. His expression is stony.
�We wait for the signal,� he says.
This is the first time I haven�t been with Chris for the duration of a mission. I�m always in his platoon, but I have separated myself from routine tonight. Why? Because I�m an officer now. I have new responsibilities. I have to lead. I can�t merely follow anymore. Or maybe I just want to be sure that I can function without him. That my talent and skills aren�t dependent on his presence.
But you know they are, a little voice says.
I shake off the confidence issue and step away from the corner of the building. �Let�s climb,� I say. And that�s when I realize that Alexander and Sophia are actually doing what I tell them. This is odd for two reasons. First, because Alexander is an officer, too. That technically makes us both Lieutenants. And second, because Alexander always assumes command of a situation. We�re both equally ranked. Sophia and Derek are sergeants, each in charge of units of eight men within their platoon.
Tonight Alexander�s being nice. Maybe it has something to do with Sophia. The two of them have been spending a lot of time together since we moved into the National Guard base in Fresno. Could she be�� dare I say it?�� softening him up?
I smile at the thought.
Alexander is not the �softening up� type of guy.
I head over to a corner of the building, where two walls intersect near the rear exit. I use the windowsill and Alexander�s armored shoulder to boost myself up to the roof access hatch, pulling myself up. I crawl on the roof, keeping a low profile to avoid silhouetting against the skyline. I�m wearing a black and gray uniform. My face is streaked with camouflage grease. I lie prone near a rise in the roof and remove my rifle. It�s as sleek and shiny as a new car. I adjust my position as Sophia and Alexander move in beside me, scoping our sectors of fire.
We are snipers tonight.
The rest of my platoon is broken into four sections. Each section is led by a sergeant like Sophia. Alexander and I�� we are lieutenants�� oversee the platoon itself. They are the main assault force on the camp. Our job as snipers is to cover our men when all hell breaks loose and the National Guard raids the camp. Which, according to my calculations, should be any minute now. �I love these new weapons,� Sophia whispers. �But they�re not shiny. They�re dirty.�
I stifle a laugh.
�They�re not supposed to be shiny,� I explain. �They have a matte finish so they won�t reflect light and give our position away.�
�Oh. Well, it�s nice to have real equipment to work with.�
�Tell me about it.� I check my optics one more time, tweaking the settings slightly. Waiting for the right moment. �They should be in position by now.�
Our forces are slowly surrounding the camp, and Chris has positioned snipers along the roof of the distribution center. We�ve got about a hundred troops with us tonight for this assaulting force� and that�s all we need. Surprise Omega, break the gates down, drive them back and let the prisoners out. We�re not necessarily here to provide food and shelter for the prisoners who escape. We�re just here to free them. The National Guard has supplies and first aid in place to administer help to the refugees, then we�ll be on our way.
I slide my radio off my belt, running my thumb over the hard surface of the equipment. Technology like this almost seems like magic after living without it for so long. I push the transmit button.
�This is Yankee One. Condition green,� I say quietly.
�Alpha One, copy that.� Chris�s voice. �Standby, Yankee.�
�This is so cool,� I grin.
Sophia chuckles.
�I know, right?�
�This is how things are supposed to be,� Alexander mutters.
My adrenaline isn�t pumping yet. I�m strangely calm. If anything, I�ve been dying to get out of Sector 20 and go on a mission. It feels good to be outside.
A bright white light suddenly flashes in front of me. I tense and shield my eyes, trying to figure out where the light is coming from. Because when you�re cloaked in total darkness, a sudden light source is the last thing you expect.
I lean my head to the left, staring at Sophia. A horrified expression crosses her face, and in her hand is a slim flashlight. She fumbles with it for a moment, her fingers shaking. The light flicks off, and in that moment somebody patrolling the outside of the fence looks up. He shouts. Two or three figures raise their weapons and open fire on the front of Carl�s Jr.
It happens that fast.
Any glass that�s left in the windows below shatter.
We�ve been compromised.
Heart racing, I grab my radio and contact Chris. The gunfire is ridiculously loud, making it almost impossible to hear anything on the radio.
�Alpha One,� I shout, �our position has been compromised!�
�What do we do?� Sophia yells.
�Standby and stay hidden!�
The radio crackles to life. I have to shove it up against my ear to hear Chris�s response. �Leave your position, Yankee,� Chris says. �Regroup and pull back.�
I tuck my rifle close to my chest and slide down the slope in the roof, stopping in a crouch near the gutter. �Come on, move it!� I shout to Sophia over the din of the gunfire. I swing myself off the roof, landing on the sidewalk. Sophia and Alexander quickly do the same. We round the backside of the building. By this time I�m furious.
�What is wrong with you?� I demand. �Why did you turn on a flashlight?!�
�It was an accident!� Sophia replies, on the verge of tears. �I�m not used to the new equipment.�
�Well, get used to it,� I snap. �That almost got us killed. And the mission has been compromised.�
I�m surprised at the venom in my voice. I�ve never gotten angry with Sophia before. Then again, I�ve never been in a situation like this before. My radio crackles.
�Yankee, what the hell is going on over there?� Chris asks.
�Our position has been compromised, over,� I repeat. �We need to abort.�
�Negative, Yankee. Proceed with the plan.�
�But�� I slam the radio back into its holster, knowing better than to argue over the radio. �Come on, guys! Let�s go.�
Alexander looks pleased with my command. We fall back from the building, making a dash across the street towards another abandoned business. This one is a former sushi house. From the roof of the distribution center, Chris�s sniper platoon opens fire. Because the Omega patrols are busy trying to figure out where we are, they�re taken completely by surprise by the sudden attack. Explosions detonate along the fence line, compliments of Max and Derek. A huge blast destroys the main gate. It�s the same old same old. The sound of warfare. The shriek of gunfire. The screaming, the panic. The taste of gunpowder in the air.
I use the gutter on the side of the sushi restaurant to haul myself up. I climb onto the roof, staking out in the corner. This is farther away than I�d like to be, but I�ll take what I can get. I lie down on my stomach, tuck my rifle against my shoulder and peek through the scope. Fire has erupted on the east side of the camp. Omega is switching on their generator-powered backup lights. It makes it easy for me to sight enemies, tracking them through my scope. Chris�s team of snipers is so well concealed that I can�t even see them from my vantage point on the roof.
Of course, he can�t see us, either.
As long as Sophia doesn�t turn on a spotlight again, we should be good.
Our National Guardsmen assaulters rush the blasted ruins of the front gate. It doesn�t take much for them to push through, since there�s not a lot of security and we�ve already taken them by surprise. The prisoners, taking advantage of the distraction, begin flooding out of the camp. I cover their escape, sniping any Omega soldier that starts shooting at them. Sophia and Alexander are doing the same thing, but I can tell that Sophia is rattled. Her mistake with the flashlight has shaken her up.
I�ll have to talk with her later.
Her hands are trembling on her weapon, and the color has drained from her face. She�s not merely scared�� she�s embarrassed. I feel a pang of regret for yelling at her, then remember that it�s my job to keep my men disciplined. I can�t feel bad for doing something that keeps us alive a little longer than the bad guys.
One of Max�s detonations lights up the night sky no more than a hundred yards away from us. The force of the explosion is like a physical wall of heat. It slams into the sushi restaurant and washes over our heads. I duck down and cover my scalp with my hand instinctively, the heat singeing the tips of my hair.
Lucky I�m wearing a hat.
The flames lick at the edges of plastic bins and piles of trash, lighting trails along spilled gasoline and diesel. It doesn�t wander further than the edges of the parking lot, though. There�s not a lot to burn around here.
I hear a thud behind me and spin around, grabbing my handgun on my belt. An improvising�� and unusually clever�� Omega soldier has climbed up on the roof behind us. He�s got his weapon out, ready to kill the first person he sees. Which would be me, obviously.
I nail him in the chest. An unhesitating reaction�� pure instinct now. But I quickly realize that I�ve made a mistake. He�s wearing a vest, and although the impact of the shot knocks him backwards, the bullet doesn�t penetrate the vest. I stay crouched, shoot again. This time I shoot at a slight angle, right in the weak spot: the armpit. A bulletproof vest can only cover so much.
It�s a clean shot. A perfect shot. He drops dead, the bullet probably cutting right through his heart, into his lungs. I swallow a gag. Killing people�� regardless of whether or not they are enemy soldiers here to kill me�� is difficult for me. Especially when I can see the look on their faces as they die. When I am a sniper, I�m killing from a distance. It sounds horrific�� and it is�� but I�m not as traumatized when the job is done in a detached way. It helps separate me from the death.
But up close there�s no escape. These are the faces I see when I sleep at night.
Well. Try to sleep.
Within minutes the prisoners are free and the Omega troops are either dead or wounded�� or fled. Some of them ran away during the firefight. I climb down from the roof and approach the camp. Everything happened in a mad rush. A contained rush, but a rush nonetheless. Bloodstains and black smudge marks line the pavement. Sophia says nothing. Neither does Alexander.
I do a headcount of the men in my platoon. Everybody here? Good. I didn�t lose a single soldier. Great news, especially since it�s my first mission as a Lieutenant. A tall, lean young man with cropped black hair is standing at the back of my platoon. I don�t know his name. He�s holding his left arm, his hand covered in blood. Concerned, I walk up to him.
�What�s your name, soldier?� I ask.
�Andrew, Ma�am,� he replies, grimacing.
I look around for a field medic. They�re occupied with other soldiers that are more badly hurt. I roll up Andrew�s shirtsleeve. He�s been shot through the arm�� looks like a clean wound, though. In and out. A flesh wound.
�You are a very lucky guy,� I murmur. �This didn�t even scrap bone.�
�If you say so, Ma�am,� he replies.
I flip my knife out of the pocket in my boot and cut away a strip of cloth at the bottom of my black undershirt. I�ve got a tiny emergency first aid kit on a pack nestled snugly on my back. I whip it around, unzip it, and open up some alcohol wipes. I swab the wound. He winces but doesn�t complain. I wrap his arm in clean bandages, tie the strip of cloth around that, and nod.
�You�re good to go,� I say. �Check in with the Medical Staff when we get to base.�
He smiles. It�s a kind, sweet smile.
�Thank you, Ma�am,� he replies. �For everything.�
I�ve never known what to do with gratitude, so I just remain silent, zip up my little packet and sling it across my back. And I leave. I gather my platoon into one spot and watch as Chris approaches me through the crowd. He�s flushed. He�s mad.
�What was that?� he demands. He�s wearing black combat gear, a captured weapon in one arm, held at the ready. �Who gave your position away?�
�It was my fault,� I say, swallowing a sick feeling in my stomach. Why am I taking the blame for this?
Because that�s what a good leader does, I think. They take responsibility.
�I�m sorry,� I say.
Chris gives me a long, hard look.
�Don�t let it happen again,� he states. He glances at Sophia�s face, then back at me. Perhaps he knows the truth. �We�re returning to base.�
I nod.
�Nice recovery, though.� Derek shows up, covered in ash and sweat. His short blonde hair is hidden beneath a black skullcap. �Not bad, Hart.�
�Thanks.� I gesture to the twisted mass of metal that used to be the gate around the camp. �You didn�t do too bad, either.�
�Ah, Max is the brains. I just plant the explosives.� He shrugs. �This was a lot easier than I thought it�d be.�
�Easy is a relative term,� Alexander replies.
�I mean, compared to the last time we engaged Omega.�
�We were betrayed and ambushed.�
�Exactly.� Derek smiles at me. �See you at base, Hart.�
�See you,� I say.
We head towards our just arriving truck convoy, on the other side of the distribution center. It�s under the freeway. It�s been staged and waiting for our arrival. Vera is talking with Chris when I arrive, and he�s listening intently. I grind my teeth together and make a point of avoiding looking in her direction. She�s probably giving him a point-by-point recap of everything that happened to her platoon during the attack. I�m sure their execution was flawless.
I check my team one final time, making sure that they�re assembled in their transport vehicles. Everybody�s fine. I walk to the lead Humvee. I get in the backseat and slam the door. Weary.
A few seconds later, Chris gets in and takes the seat beside me.
Silence.
�You took the blame for Sophia�s mistake,� he states simply.
I say nothing. Then, �It�s my team.�
�It wasn�t your mistake.�
�My team. My mistake.�
The driver starts the engine and the convoy starts to move. We�ve got roving gunners in jeeps and ATCs keeping an eye on the roads as we rumble through the city, twisting and turning between old shopping centers and neighborhoods.
�Cassidy,� Chris says, lowering his voice. �You�re a good leader.�
I study his profile, noting the tightness of his jaw.
�You don�t seem too happy about it,� I surmise.
�Because you don�t need me anymore,� he says, the ghost of a smile on his lips. �Maybe I�m just getting sentimental.�
�I�ll always need you,� I reply.
I need Chris more than I need anyone else. Even if the entire war against Omega is an utter failure and we all end up enslaved�� if I have Chris, I can survive.
He doesn�t answer. He just reaches over, takes my hand, and holds it for a few minutes until we reach Sector 20. His hand seems so big compared to mine.
�I�ll always need you,� I repeat as we pull into the base.
He pauses and looks at me, green eyes brimming with emotion.
�And I will always need you,� he says.

Chapter Ten

Today is my birthday.
I sit on the edge of my bunk, staring at the wall. I am twenty years old. The barracks are empty. I�m the only one here.
I pull my backpack out from under my bed. I rummage through the contents. I pull out my knife, a gift from Jeff, Chris�s brother. The one with my name engraved on the handle. I haven�t used it for a while, afraid of losing it in combat. I strap it onto my belt and take a deep breath.
Happy birthday to me, I think.
I head out into the hall. The long corridor is made of concrete, glowing with dull lighting. At the end of the hall I turn left, ducking into an open room. The Chow Hall. It looks like a high school cafeteria, minus the linoleum and plastic chairs. This room is full of metal benches, hard flooring and a counter with soldiers dishing out food. It smells like a barbecue and it�s loud with voices and clatter.
Sophia is sitting with Alexander on the far side of the cafeteria. Derek and Max are there, as well. Chris is talking with Jeff at the entrance, and I practically walk right into Chris�s chest as I enter the room.
�Hey,� Chris says. �Good morning.�
�Good morning, Commander� I reply with a smile.
�You�re wearing the lucky knife,� Jeff comments.
�Yeah. Today�s special, I guess.�
�What�s so special about today?� Chris asks.
His hair is slicked back into a tight ponytail, his face no longer scruffy with stubble. The beard is shaved close to the skin, setting off his luminous green eyes. He looks more handsome than ever, and I�m reminded how different we all look when we�re clean.
�It�s just a special day,� I shrug.
It�s just my birthday.
Chris and Jeff follow me to the food line. We grab trays, utensils and plates. The breakfast is comprised of eggs and potatoes. Rich in calories, protein and starch. Enough to keep an army going.
And lots of coffee.
We join Sophia and the others at the table.
Today is my birthday, and it�s a good day. A great day. I�m safe and sound. I�m sitting next to my friends and the man I love. I have food and water. I�m fighting for a good cause.
Even in the middle of the end of the world, I can have a good day.
We finish our meals and head out of the Chow Hall, towards the training center. This is our routine. Breakfast, then drilling the militiamen and women. Everyone has to be kept on their toes.
But our routine is interrupted by Angela. She�s walking towards us, flanked by Vera. �The Colonel has called an emergency meeting,� she says. Her graying hair is pulled into a bun that matches Vera�s. �Something�s wrong.�
�What�s going on?� Chris asks. All of us change direction, heading back to the briefing room further underground. �Angela?�
�I don�t know,� she sighs. �But it�s not good.�
Alexander accompanies us, since he and I are both officers. Lieutenants, to be exact.
�Come on, Sophia,� I say.
�I�m not an officer,� she mumbles. �I�ll catch up with you later.�
I frown, unable to argue with her at the moment.
�Okay.�
She heads off with Jeff and Derek, while Max joins us, too. By the time we reach the briefing room, I�m buzzing with worry. What�s wrong? The Colonel is waiting with his arms crossed, a cigar in his mouth. Of course.
�We�ve got forty-eight hours,� he says.
The doors slam shut behind us.
�What do you mean by that?� I demand.
�Omega�s moving faster than our estimates,� Colonel Rivera replies. �We have to move out ASAP to set our forces at the choke point.�
�Whoa, hold it,� Derek interjects. �We were supposed to have one more week to plan for this.�
�Plans change,� Colonel Rivera says. �Warfare isn�t predictable, son.�
�We can be ready to move by morning,� Chris replies, calm.
�Where are we going?� I ask.
�Here.� Colonel Rivera takes a map out of the desk drawer and unrolls it across the table. It depicts two major interstates converging into one highway at the base of a mountain range.
�That�s the Grapevine,� I say, a chill crawling up my spine.
I haven�t been back to those mountains since I escaped from Culver City.
�That�s right. The Tehachapi mountains, south of Bakersfield and the main highway coming out of Los Angeles.� Colonel Rivera answers. �Enemy forces will be using the I-5 highway to move their troops into the valley. They�ll have troop transports, armored vehicles, artillery, air support. Our scouts are gathering intelligence as we speak and relaying reports via radio from Los Angeles.�
�What about air support?� Alexander replies.
�They�ll have some, but no more than we�ll have.�
�We have air support?� I say.
�We will.� Colonel Rivera takes a long drag on his cigar. �We�ll be deploying all of our troops here at Sector 20.�
�There are at least five thousand enemy combatants headed this way,� Alexander says. �We�re outnumbered five to one.�
�That�s why we�ll choke them on the interstate,� Chris replies. �We have a good chance of stopping their advance if we can face them in tight, steep, rocky terrain. We can maneuver faster than they can.�
As they talk, I study the map. I remember that interstate well. Chris and I drove the last stretch of it after a violent encounter at a gas station in Santa Clarita on our way out of LA. Desperate, dangerous mobs roved the freeway. They stole my car and destroyed it.
So yeah. Not many happy memories of that road.
�Be honest with us,� I say, interrupting their discussion. �What are our chances?�
Colonel Rivera shakes his head.
�Kid, this is war,� he replies.
�I�m not talking about that. I�m talking about what chance do we really have of pushing them back? Of stopping their advance into the valley?�
�The odds aren�t in our favor,� Alexander agrees.
�We�ve got something worth fighting for,� Chris shrugs. �We�re motivated, and we�re smarter than they are. They�ll be met by National Guard forces on all entrance points into the valley. They won�t be expecting much of a fight at that particular ambush point, and that�s how we�ll lure them in.�
�What happens if we can�t stop them?� I ask. �Then what?�
Silence.
�We�ll stop them,� Chris answers. �We have no choice.�
I nod slowly, moistening my lips.
�Or die trying,� I whisper.
Because if we can�t stop Omega�s push on the west coast, they�ll take over California. And that could be the beginning of the end of the militia�s rebellion.

Hours later in the Dugout, I�m staring at a half melted birthday candle in the palm of my hand. There�s a huge cabinet along the back wall stuffed with odds and ends. Items like napkins, paper plates and sealed bags of candy. The kind of things nobody can buy anymore. The birthday candle is something I found in the bottom drawer next to a bottle of champagne that has never been opened.
There are only a few people in the Dugout tonight. Sophia is sitting with Alexander at a couch in the far corner. He�s got his arm around her shoulders as they talk in quiet voices. Funny how things have changed between them. How she�s been confiding in him more than in me lately.
Other soldiers are gathered around a plastic table, their feet kicked up, playing poker. I sit cross-legged on the floor, my back pressed against the wall. There is a tense feeling in the air. The anticipation and fear of what�s about to happen. About leaving. Deploying would be the proper term, I guess. Whatever. Either way you slice it, we�re likely marching off to a major bloodbath.
�We�re going to be okay,� I whisper. �We�re all going to be okay.�
I�ve been repeating this phrase over and over to myself for a long time now. It�s not that I haven�t been in combat before. I�ve seen plenty of firefights and held my own with the tough guys. But this is going to be different. This isn�t a hit and run attack. This is a full on nosedive into a major battle. The lines have been drawn, and once we get out there, there�s no escape. It�s not like fighting in the mountains. Make a mistake? Hide behind a tree.
Out here there�s nowhere to hide.
�Hey, I�ve been looking for you,� Chris says. His shadow falls over me as he gets down on his knees, scooting beside me. �What�s going on with you?�
�Nothing.�
�Why are you holding a burnt candle?�
I offer a weak smile and hold the candle up to eye level.
�Today�s my birthday,� I shrug.
Chris smiles sympathetically.
�You should have told me.�
�Well�it�s not like you can get me a box of chocolates.�
�A guy can try.� He slips his arm around my shoulders, drawing me close to his chest. �Happy birthday, Cassie.�
I sigh, enjoying his warmth.
�I always thought I�d be celebrating my birthday in Disneyland for my twentieth,� I say. �My Dad and I had plans.�
�Plans sometimes get postponed.�
Chris says the words, but we both know that postponed is the least offensive word he could possibly come up with to substitute for the world ended and screwed up your plans.
�We should go out to dinner sometime,� Chris says.
�Oh, yeah. That�s going to happen. And the electricity is going to come back on, too,� I reply sarcastically.
He tilts his head, nodding at the glowing lights on the ceiling of the Dugout.
�If the National Guard can do it, the rest of the country can, too,� he says. �That�s why we�re doing what we�re doing. So we can turn the power back on. So we can start over and rebuild.�
I trace my finger over the edges of the buttons on his jacket.
�You have to promise me something,� I whisper.
He leans closer.
�Promise me that when we get out to the front lines,� I continue, �we�ll stay together.�
Chris slowly brushes the hair away from my face, studying my expression.
�We�ll stay together,� he promises.
�I love you,� I say. �You know that, right?�
He nods, kissing me on the forehead. But he says nothing, not returning the words. And that bothers me for some reason. How hard can it be to say I love you? Maybe he doesn�t feel the same way. Maybe I�m just a hopeless romantic.
Maybe, maybe, maybe�
A few soldiers are sitting at various places in the Dugout, pen and paper in hand. I don�t have to ask to figure out what they�re doing: writing their wills. Their goodbye letters to their families and friends. Because if they don�t come back�� and there�s a good chance they won�t�� they want to leave their loved ones with something to remember.
Hours later, as I�m getting ready to settle in for the night, I grab a scrap of notebook paper from my backpack and a pen. I spread the paper out on my knee and take a deep breath.
Dad, I love you. I love you too, mom, even though I haven�t seen you in forever. Sophia, Derek, Max and Alexander: thanks for being my friends. It�s nice to know that if I�m going to die, I�ll die fighting side by side with the people I trust and respect more than anybody in the world. Chris, I love you. Meeting you was the only thing right about the end of the world. Thank you for taking care of me.
Cassidy Hart
20 Years Old
Codename Yankee

I fold the paper and stick it in the pocket of my boot. If I die, this is the first place they will look for a last will and testament, right next to my name and blood type written in permanent marker on the side of my boot. I now understand the angst of every young man or woman who has gone to war. Writing your own will when you�re twenty years old is not something I thought I would be doing when I graduated from high school not long ago.
I fold my hands together and close my eyes.
Let us survive this, I pray. Please.
That�s all I want. That�s all any of us want.
Survival.

Chapter Eleven

The entire National Guard force is rolling out of Sector 20. Aside from personnel that have been left behind to guard the base, there are a little over one thousand soldiers with us. Our convoy is massive, made up of military and civilian vehicles. SUVs, motorcycles, cars, pickups, armored vehicles. I am riding in a Humvee with Chris and Angela. Max, Derek, Alexander, Vera and Sophia are assigned to other vehicles in the group. If something happens to the officers in one vehicle, you don�t want to put all your eggs in one basket, so to speak. Colonel Rivera is somewhere near the front of the convoy.
Chris is in the front passenger seat. I�m sitting behind him, Angela on my left. The small, thick windows of the Humvee shed bright daylight into the backseat. The top gunner in the turret of the vehicle is alert, watching the sides of the streets for ambushes. Right now we�re weaving our way through the streets of Fresno, passing old shopping malls and ghettos. Shaw Avenue. Willow. Ashlan. Besides the gangs, the city is virtually deserted. There�s hardly any food or fresh water here, so why would people stay?
�Where do you think everybody went?� I ask.
�What do you mean?� Angela says.
�I mean in the cities. Like Fresno.� I jerk my thumb at the window. �There were a lot of people who lived here. Where did they go? Did they all run to the countryside and the mountains to try to find food after the grocery stores got raided?�
�A lot of them died in the attacks,� Angela replies, her expression veiled. �Omega killed so many. Those that survived ran to the country, and even more of them died there.� She sighs heavily. �But most of them are under Omega�s control, imprisoned. The cities that are still populated have been taken over. It�s a police state nightmare.�
�Apparently Fresno isn�t too much of an Omega hotspot,� I comment.
�They cared enough about Fresno to wipe out half the population and destroy the city,� Angela replies. �They didn�t count on resistance. We gave them that. We�ll give them more.�
Right. Which is why we�re leaving. Possibly going to our deaths. I stare out the window, watching the scenery roll slowly past. Chris has remained silent for the duration of the journey so far, listening to the radio traffic as scouts and units report back and forth. I�m guessing he�s thinking about everything that�s coming our way.
So am I.
So is everybody.
I lean my head against the seat and squeeze my eyes shut. A sick feeling pools in the pit of my stomach. Anxiety? No doubt. Confusion. Yes, that too. I�ve told Chris I love him a couple of times now and he�s never returned the words. Why? It shouldn�t bother me that he remains silent. Should it?
You�re an idiot, my conscious snaps. Of course he loves you. He wouldn�t have stuck with you this long if he didn�t. Chris just doesn�t know how to say how he feels. Be patient with him. Actions speak louder than words anyway, right?
Yeah, yeah. Right. I know.
It doesn�t make me feel any better. In fact, it makes me feel like a na�ve schoolgirl, blurting my feelings out to him while he�s remained tight and constrained this whole time. Well, somewhat tight. I guess the kissing and hugging and comforting words should be a sign that he cares about me.
Quit being na�ve, I think. You�re twenty years old, not fifteen. Chris loves you. You know that. He�ll say it when he�s ready to say it. Just let it go.
I open my eyes.
�Okay, then,� I say.
Angela gives me a weird look.
�Sorry,� I shrug.
Nothing like an internal pep talk to perk up the morning.
As the first hour drags by, I find the original nervous edge I�ve been carrying all morning beginning to wear off. It turns into mere impatience and boredom. It takes hours longer than it should to get where we need to be because we can�t take a direct route on the interstate. As far as we know, Omega has been using the old highways to move their convoys throughout the state when they can, so we want to avoid them.
Several hours later, we roll into Bakersfield.
An eerie sense of �I�ve been here before� hits me. Because yeah. I�ve been here before. And the last time I came through was a year ago with Chris. We were on foot, the city had been turned into a concentration and death camp, and we only escaped with our lives because an old man named Walter Lewis showed us a secret passage out of the city.
We drive through the remote areas, avoiding the freeways. Unlike the last time I was here, Omega is absent. Buildings are burned, blasted, destroyed, vacant. Intel has reported that the POW camp that was here last year is gone. We take a turn on a big boulevard behind a rest stop by the freeway. The remains of barbed wire and metal fencing is scattered around an abandoned parking lot. The burnt carcasses of trucks and trailers sit on the asphalt.
Was this the death camp we saw?
I don�t know. It looks so different. What happened to it?
�Militia,� Chris says simply. He doesn�t even have to look at me to know what I�m thinking. �Militia did this. Somebody like us.�
I wonder what happened to Walter Lewis. I�d like to find his apartment building and see if he�s still alive. But I�m not in charge, and we have no time for that. We�re on a schedule.
We�re trying to save what�s left of the world here.
Sorry, Walter. Next time. I promise.
�Bakersfield isn�t far from the Chokepoint,� I say.
The Chokepoint is what we�ve been calling our destination.
Chris nods. He�s been staying in communication with the other Humvees via encrypted radio, big black boxes that look like cell phones from the nineties. But hey. It�s better than the alternative. We could be using smoke signals or two tin cans and a string. Because honestly, that�s where we were without radios.
After a bit more time elapses, I see it. Without urban pollution, the Tehachapi Mountains are tall and clear against the afternoon sky. I stifle a shudder, thinking of the fear and confusion I felt when Chris and I were fleeing Los Angeles through those hills.
�We�re here,� I breathe.
Nobody replies. Nobody needs to.
This is where we make our last stand.
Laval Road. I remember this place. A huge rest stop on the side of the interstate, surrounded by fast food restaurants and gas stations. I stopped here with my father on our way to and from our cabin in the mountains. Summer vacations.
Last time I was here, there were a lot of dead bodies. Blood on the road. Omega had rolled in and executed innocent people. At the time, Chris and I didn�t know who Omega was, or that they were even here. We just knew something was wrong.
Now we know what.
And Laval Road isn�t looking so bad today. No dead bodies. No blood. Everything is abandoned, but hey. It makes for a good rest stop for the convoy. We need to refuel. What better place to do it than here?
Our convoy rolls to a halt in front of an empty restaurant. The Iron Skillet, the sign says. The windows aren�t broken, miraculously. The front door is cracked, halfway open. Our driver kills the engine and Angela, Chris and myself exit the vehicle. I stretch my stiff legs. The air is heavy and hot. Not even the slightest hint of a breeze.
�This is just creepy,� I mutter.
Chris shrugs off his jacket and throws it in the front seat of the Humvee.
�Looks different than the last time we came through, doesn�t it?� he asks.
�Where did all the dead bodies go, I wonder?� I say.
�Either they rotted into oblivion or somebody cleaned them up and buried them. Or burned them.� Vera stands at the rear of our vehicle, arms crossed. �Ever smelled burning flesh, Hart? The scent is sickly sweet.�
I level my gaze.
�You�re sick, Vera,� I state. �Keep it to yourself.�
And my temper is in full force today.
She squares her jaw, knowing better than to push me right now. In front of everybody. Especially in front of Chris, who is just out of earshot at the front door of the restaurant. I join him, searching the convoys for familiar faces. All of our heavy artillery is in tow�� you can�t rush the heavy stuff. And according to Colonel Rivera, we should have air support out here by tonight. That should be awesome. Helicopters, jets�� courtesy of the air force.
The militia begins exiting their vehicles, the transports dumping our troops onto the asphalt. Procedural searches of the area begin. Vera finds her mother and the two converse for a moment. It strikes me then how odd it is that Angela seems like such a levelheaded, decent human being while her daughter is a complete idiot.
Just an observation.
Inside, the restaurant is covered in a fine layer of ashes. The booths and tables and chairs are ghostly white with a grayish tint. It smells like something died in here, too. I wrinkle my nose.
�Can we please wait inside a different building?� I say. �This is dirty.�
�No. This restaurant�s got a good view of the rest of the area,� Chris replies, offering a crooked grin. �Don�t worry. You�ll get used to the smell.�
�Joy.�
He pats my shoulder and continues through the building. I follow him into the kitchen. It�s empty. Lonely. Forgotten. Never to be used again.
It makes you wonder what happened to the employees and owners when the EMP went down. When Omega rolled in and started their systemic executions. We may never know, because all of the witnesses are dead.
�Puts a chill in the bones, doesn�t it?�
Colonel Rivera marches through the kitchen door, his eternally present cigar wedged between his teeth. He kicks the door on a fridge open. A heinous smell wafts out of it. I barely manage to avoid gagging all over the Colonel�s boots.
�You were here just a couple of days after the EMP hit, weren�t you?� he asks, looking at me. �At least, I know Young was.�
�I was with him,� I nod.
�And?�
�And it was a graveyard, sir. Dead bodies everywhere.�
He rubs his chin, deep in thought about something.
�You ever wonder how they got here so fast?� he asks, shifting his gaze to Chris. �How were they mobilized and ready to kill everybody on the whole damn planet within just forty-eight hours after the EMP hit?�
�They were planted here ahead of time,� I say.
�But how?�
�They were hiding,� Vera states, crossing her arms.
�Right, right.� Colonel Rivera casts a curious glance at Chris, who�s standing near the door with a concerned expression on his face. �But who was letting them hide here? Because you and I both know something this big had to go down with a whole lot of inside help.�
�What are you saying, sir?� I ask.
�I�m just stating a fact.� The front door bangs open and a group of our scouts come inside, here to report to Chris. �Somebody planted Omega troops and vehicles and weapons here years ago. Who was it? And how the hell did they get away with it?�
�We could debate this for hours,� Chris says, �but we can�t right now. We have work to do. Let�s go.�
He turns away from the Colonel, conversing with the scouts. Apparently the rest area is safe.
�It�s worth some thought,� Colonel Rivera says, studying his cigar. �That�s all I�m saying. It�s worth some serious thought.�
I return to the front of the restaurant and walk outside, searching for my friends. Derek is across the street at an old travel convenience shop. Max and Jeff are with him. Alexander is with Sophia at the far end of the convoy, giving orders to the newer recruits.
All of these people. All of these soldiers.
All of them ordinary folks like me.
The colonel is right. Maybe it is worth some serious thought about who helped Omega infiltrate the United States. Maybe there�s a deeper reason for this collapse than a straightforward invasion and electromagnetic pulse. Maybe it�s something worse.
Way worse.
But what?
�Hey.� Angela steps outside, her radio in her hand. �They found something.�
�What?�
�I�m not sure.�
�It�s on the south side,� Chris states, holstering his own radio. �Come on.�
We follow him around the backside of the restaurant. Behind it is a dirt lot. There�s a fence around the square patch of land. A sheet of metal has been chained to the support beams in the fence.
The lot has been tamped down, clearly dug up not too long ago and then filled in. It�s a fairly large square of land. Tears burn the back of my eyes, sizzling like acid in my throat. The sheet of metal is streaked with black spray paint. Letters. I can hardly read them through the tears blurring my vision.
THE FALLEN
THEY DID NOT DIE IN
VAIN

Below the words is a crude depiction of an American flag. This has got to be the work of a militia group. Who else would take the time to bury this many dead? And beneath the flag are four words. A promise. A threat.
WE WILL FIND YOU

Game on.

Later, we move the convoy forward. Away from the rest stop at Laval Road. To the Chokepoint itself. It is located at the foot of the Tehachapi Mountains. The pinch in the freeway, right after the two major interstates merge to become the single Interstate 5.
Right to the side of the Chokepoint is a parking lot with another restaurant. This one is similar to the Iron Skillet back at Laval Road, only it was once called Taco House. A Mexican eatery. Dozens of pi�atas hang from the ceiling here, covered in dust. Many of them riddled with holes due to termites, mice and moths. We have based our Headquarters in this building�� since it is the only building in sight. Our forces are otherwise spread out. We don�t want to group everyone in a single spot. It�s too much of a temptation for the enemy.
It�s midnight when I hear it. The sound of a rumbling engine, a clear contrast against the stark silence of our encampment. Our men have secured the area for us, and we are gearing up for what could quite possibly be our last fight. There are no exterior lights. No noises. We are as silent as the night itself, tucked into the shadows of the mountains.
And then this.
I�m sleeping in a booth inside the restaurant. Chris�s arm is around my shoulders and I�m slumped against his chest. A pile of maps are unrolled on the table in front of us. The moonlight was bright enough to read by, but we fell asleep eventually, exhausted.
Until the engine sound. It�s clear and defined. And familiar. I perk up, straining. The engine gives a slight hiccup. I sit straight up, shaking Chris�s arm. �Hey,� I say. �Wake up. Come on.�
�What?� He stirs, drawing me closer.
�Hear that?�
He opens his eyes, foggy with sleep.
�Oh, great,� he murmurs.
�Don�t be such a killjoy.� I wiggle out of his embrace and run through the restaurant, jogging outside. The sound is louder now. Yes. I head to the stretch of southbound freeway outside the restaurant.
�We�ve got air support coming in,� I say to a patrol at the road.
�Finally,� he replies.
I stand on the sidewalk, grinning. The silhouette of a biplane flits across the moon for an instant, circling a couple of times before coming in for a landing. It coasts into a tottering U-turn, comes to a slow halt and finally the engine cuts out. I approach the plane with a wide smile on my face.
�Manny, you idiot,� I laugh. �I thought something happened to you!�
�You thought wrong, my dear.� Manny stands up in the cockpit, goggles glinting with moonlight, flight cap sticking up like a dunce hat. �But I take it as a compliment coming from you. You must have been worried.�
�I wasn�t worried. I knew you�d make it here sooner or later.� I fold my arms across my chest as he climbs down, his boots hitting the ground with a thud. �But it�s nice to see you here either way.�
�I agree,� he says, pushing the goggles around his neck. His pupils are dilated with adrenaline. �You know how long it took me to find your bloody National Guard unit? Two days. I showed up at Sector 20 and the people there told me that you�d deployed to the Chokepoint. What�s the big idea?�
�The idea is that we�re going to stop Omega�s advance into the valley,� I reply. �Why did it take you so long to get to Sector 20? You were supposed to be there a long time ago.�
�Said who?� Manny gives me a look. �I�m a volunteer. I�ll come when I�m ready to come.� He grins. �Now where�s the head fat cat around this place? I need to check in with him.�
�Chris is in the Taco House.�
�How fitting. What about Rivera?�
�He�s talking to the patrols.�
�Here we are in the middle of the war and he�s talking. Show me the way.�
�To Chris or Rivera?�
�Chris.�
I choke on a laugh, leading Manny across the concrete, through the single parking lot, and back to the Taco House.
�How was the flight in?� I ask.
�How wasn�t it, you mean.� Manny stomps through the front door of the restaurant, sizing up Chris, his boots propped up on the booth across from him, studying a map. �Greetings, Commander. Nice to see you�re still kicking.�
Chris replies, �What took you so long?�
�I was busy.� Manny stuffs his goggles and flight cap into the pocket of his leather duster. �And I hear we�re about to get a whole lot busier.�
�We�ve got a five thousand man army headed our way in twenty-four hours,� Chris answers. �And air support isn�t even here yet.�
�Don�t insult me, kid,� Manny sniffs. �I�m here, aren�t I?�
�No offense, Manny, but we need more than a biplane for this one.� Chris stands up, tossing a map to the ground. �You didn�t see any Omega troop movements from the air, did you?�
�Quiet as a tomb everywhere I looked,� Manny shrugs. �The militias in California have done a good job of reducing the concentration and labor camps.�
�True.� Chris�s gaze narrows. �That could change.�
�We�re going to be okay,� I say. A lie? Not quite. I�m reaching for positive here.
�So what�s the plan?� Manny asks, plopping down on a chair. Kicking his boots up on a tabletop. �We�ve got�� what?�� a thousand men here? Five thousand coming our way. I�d say this is going to be interesting.�
�This is going to be tight,� Chris corrects. �If the Air Force can bring in their support for us on time, we stand a good chance. If not�. then we�ll just have to improvise. Use what we have here.�
�What�s Rivera�s plan?� Manny asks.
�We�re working together.�
�So you�re the big dog these days, then? Making all the decisions?�
�No.� Chris gives Manny a warning look. �Rivera and I share command. He�s got the guard forces and I�ve got the civilian militias.�
�Ah. By the way,� Manny says, digging in his pocket. �Your father wanted me to give this to you.�
He pulls a crumpled note out of his pocket and tosses it to me. I catch it neatly in the palm of my hand, unfolding it on the bar counter. I flick on the flashlight strapped to my belt. It�s an old piece of college ruled notebook paper. Dad�s handwriting is neat and clean, written in pencil.
I�m sorry I couldn�t come with you. But you�re not a little girl anymore, and you can make your own decisions. If this is what you feel is right, then I want you to know that I support you. I love you. You�ll always be my little girl. We will see each other again. I promise.
Love, Dad

I swallow thickly, overcome.
I read it over again. My Dad is a very non-emotional person. He doesn�t pour his heart out to people. This note is rare coming from him. It means a lot. I hand it to Chris without a word, not trusting my voice to be steady.
�Don�t get all teary-eyed,� Manny mumbles. �I�m just a messenger.�
I roll my eyes.
�Enough,� Chris commands, handing the note back to me. He touches me on the cheek�� a gesture meant to instill comfort. �We�ve got work to do.�
I nod. I leave Manny with Chris, excusing myself. I need some fresh air. Talking about what�s about to happen isn�t doing anything for my nerves, and I often find that taking a quick walk eases my anxiety.
As I leave the Taco House again, I notice the humidity in the air. The high temperature. I�m pretty sure we�ve got some major weather headed our way. It is October, after all. A storm or two wouldn�t be unusual.
The other end of the encampment is the east side of the parking lot. It takes a long time to walk all the way over here. A tiny old convenience store behind a gas station is where the Colonel is. I check in with the guards and step inside. Dull lanterns illuminate the back of the building. Rivera is leaning against the counter, and Angela and Vera are there with him.
�Colonel,� I say.
He looks up, barely blinking.
�I�m busy at the moment.�
�I�m just checking in, sir.�
I take a peek at the maps they�re studying. They�ve circled different locations with sharpie pens, connecting dots with lines and scribbling around the edges.
�May I ask what you�re mapping out, sir?� I say.
�Strategy, Hart,� Colonel Rivera replies, straightening up from the counter. �Just reviewing what we already know. I�ve got a group of men scouting the surrounding area right now. They should be bringing back some valuable information by the time morning rolls around.�
�We agreed to keep our scouts within the Chokepoint,� I say, �because we don�t know how many enemy scouts Omega is sending out.�
We don�t want to lose men before the battle even starts.
�The National Guard is making sure the area is secure,� he states, emotionless. �Your Commander would agree with me.�
Would he? Was this something they discussed? I�m a Lieutenant. If there is any change to any plan, I know about it. Period. If Rivera is making independent decisions like this�
Colonel Rivera checks a couple of things before he heads out the door, leaving Vera and Angela and myself alone. �Manny arrived, I see,� Angela says. �Is he well?�
�He�s Manny,� I answer.
That�s an answer in itself.
�When Alexander�s platoon comes back, will we move our forces farther into the mountains?� Vera asks her mother. �Or will we wait for word from air support?�
�Whoa,� I interject. �Did you say Alexander�s platoon? Rivera sent Alexander out on a scouting mission to the Chokepoint?�
�That�s what he just said,� she states. �Were you not listening, Hart?�
�I was listening. He just failed to mention who he sent.�
�Alexander is under his command.�
�Alexander is under Chris�s command. If Rivera sent him out without consulting Chris�� I bite my lip. �Excuse me, Angela.�
I make a point of ignoring Vera in my goodbye.
Angela must notice the tension between us, but she has never asked why. Personally, I think that�s a great question. I wouldn�t hate Vera if she were actually kind to me and wasn�t always angling to steal my boyfriend.
I think I�m being pretty reasonable about the situation.
By the time I reach the Taco House again, Colonel Rivera has beaten me there. He�s discussing something with Chris, and judging by the raised voices, I�m guessing Chris just found out that the Colonel sent Alexander on a scouting mission without consulting Chris about it.
Frankly, it�s not that big of a deal. But Chris and Alexander are friends. Chris is probably angry that Rivera commanded his men and hurt that Alexander took the order without talking with Chris. Technically, we�re all volunteers and Alexander can do whatever he wants. If he wanted to go on a scouting mission, there was nothing stopping him.
But that doesn�t change the facts. Rivera shouldn�t have done this.
And we really didn�t need this kind of tension right before we move out tomorrow.
Don�t do this right now. We�ve got enough problems without crap like this.
�Cassidy,� Manny says, calling me from across the lot.
I clench my fists, following the sound of his voice. Spotting his lean figure near a streetlamp. �Don�t be so loud,� I hiss. �We�re trying to keep a low profile.�
�You�re going to want to see this,� he replies, his tone flat.
�See what?�
He nods toward the east side of the boulevard, at the mouth of the freeway onramp. A group of soldiers are gathering there, and there�s a hushed murmur breaking out. Curious, I join the group.
�What�s going on?� I ask.
Nobody answers. A few militiamen are limping up the freeway onramp, bloody and bruised.
�Oh, my god,� I say, turning to the men. �Go get the field medics. Hurry.�
I gasp, recognizing Derek�s tall form walking up the ramp. A thick smear of blood mars his chest. �Derek, you went on the scouting mission?� I offer him my shoulders for support. He takes it, his breathing heavy. �What happened?�
�Ambush. Omega�s forward scouts,� he pants.
�Where�s Alexander?�
�He�fell behind.�
�What?�
Derek grits his teeth.
�I don�t know what happened to him. But he�s not here.�
A cold fist closes around my heart.
�Who else from our militia went on this scouting mission with you?� I ask.
�Just me.� Derek kneels on the asphalt, fighting to maintain steady breathing. �I gotta say, those Omega troops can pack a punch.�
�Where are you hurt?�
�Shoulder. It�s not too bad, it just hurts like hell.�
I get down on my knees beside him, my heart hammering against my ribcage. Alexander fell behind.
Alexander fell behind.
This is going to break Sophia�s heart.

Chapter Twelve

Air support has arrived.
But I�m not as excited as I should be. Sophia is in tears, panicked at the thought of losing Alexander. Truth be told, he could still be alive. But falling behind is usually just another way of saying he got killed.
And we all know it.
The realization that somebody I�ve known personally might be dead hits hard. Alexander was never a touchy feely emotional guy, but you knew where he stood. He may not have been overtly talkative, but at least he got the job done. I may have thought he was a suspicious character when I first met him, but he proved me wrong.
Alexander was my friend.
I lean my head against Sophia�s shoulders, both of us sitting on the corner of a sidewalk behind the Taco House�� Headquarters. It�s late morning. Hours have passed since Derek arrived with the scouting party, bloody and bruised. He�ll recover, but it�s a hard blow to have one of your best men injured and another one missing in action. It sucks. The only positive thing about this situation is the fact that a lot of the soldiers in the militia sector of the National Guard are furious over Alexander�s absence. They�re ready to destroy Omega.
�He�s not dead,� I say. �Alexander is way too smart to die on a scouting mission. You and I both know that.�
�I don�t know that.� Sophia wipes her nose on the back of her sleeve. �I can�t be certain of anything anymore.�
�He�ll be okay.�
�That is so easy for you to say,� she snaps, suddenly angry. �It�s always been you and Chris as long as I can remember. But now that I finally found somebody who loves me, he�s dead.� She presses the palm of her hand against her mouth, stifling a sob. I don�t take her outburst personally. How could I? How would I be reacting if it were Chris who fell behind and not Alexander?
I would be out there looking for him right now.
And maybe that�s the difference between Sophia and me.
I stand up and leave her in peace, having spent most of the day by her side in an attempt to comfort her. Unfortunately, there�s nothing you can say to ease the sting of a loss like this. So I won�t try.
Air support arrived soon after Derek and his men showed up from their scouting mission. My knowledge of aircraft is extremely limited, but Chris seems to be pleased by the force that�s here, courtesy of what�s left of the United States Air Force. We�ve got high-cover fighter bombers to take on enemy aircraft�� and keep them from bombing us here at base. We�ve got smaller aircraft, too, for scouting near the ground and keeping Omega�s foot soldiers at bay, if needed.
And two Blackhawks. Those are my favorite. Two hulking black masses of metal. When they arrived earlier, the ground shook and the windows in the Taco House nearly blew out as they landed in the parking lot. I�ve been told that they will be used to transport wounded soldiers and pick off the enemy from close range.
Frankly, the technical aspects of aircraft and their uses are way over my head. What I understand is that they�re here to help us, and all I have to do is stick to the plan and do my job�� and we�ll all be fine.
Hopefully.
I see Chris standing on the road, speaking to Max and his brother, Jeff. His posture is rigid as he folds his arms across his chest. Losing Alexander will be difficult for him.
He could still be alive, I remind myself.
That�s just not likely. I�ve seen enough scouts go missing in the last year to know that what falls behind stays behind. I brush my fingers over my belt, looking down at my lucky knife. The multiple gadgets and gizmos attached to my waist, all courtesy of the National Guard.
Yeah. When I graduated from high school, a career in the military was nowhere near my list of life goals. It was either go to college and get a degree in criminal justice or spend the rest of my life working shifts at a caf� in Los Angeles. I mean, come on. Even though the world sucks, at least my skillset has improved, right? I can do more than pour coffee into a cup these days.
I find my way over to Chris.
�How are you doing?� I ask.
His mood is tense. He�s focused on the task at hand.
�Fine.� He pauses, glancing across the
street. �How�s Sophia?�
�She�s devastated.�
�That�s to be expected.� Chris heaves a deep sigh. �We�re moving out, Cassie. This is it.�
�I�m not afraid,� I say.
I�m such a liar.
�There�s not a person here who isn�t
afraid,� he states.
I blink hard, fighting tears for what seems like the hundredth time in twenty-four hours. Chris slowly reaches out and takes my hand, holding it against his chest.
�We will survive,� he says.
�Alexander didn�t even survive the scouting mission, and he was one of our best men.�
�What happened to him is a part of war,� Chris replies, his eyes darkening. �But Rivera should have consulted me. They both should have consulted me.�
�Isn�t it normal to send out scouts, though?� I ask.
�Normal, yes. But the risk of losing someone never goes away.�
�What�s done is done,� I say. �We�re here, we�re ready to fight and that�s all we can do. You can�t change what�s happened�� and neither can I. You can�t focus on that right now, or we won�t be able to move forward with this assault.�
Chris, still holding onto my hand, pulls me closer.
�You�re a wise woman,� he whispers, sliding his finger under my chin. �I knew there was a reason I liked you.�
He kisses me softly, sending a jolt of electricity down to my toes.
�Mother of God, what�s going on here?� Manny swaggers up from behind a parked Humvee, twirling his flight goggles in one hand. �Can�t you go kiss her somewhere else?�
�No, as a matter of fact I can�t,� Chris replies, fixing an annoying glare on Manny. �You ready to fly, old man?�
�I was born ready,� he replies. �And old is an incorrect term. I prefer aged, like fine wine.�
�Yeah, good luck, old man.�
�No respect from the youth of today.�
�I�ll see you when this is over, Manny,� I say, swallowing.
I�m saying goodbye. Because this might be the last thing I ever say to him. �Stay safe.�
�I�ll be safer in the air than all of you.�
I move forward and impulsively give him a hug. He freezes, unsure of how to respond. For the first time since I�ve known him, I�ve taken him completely by surprise. I step back, give him a two-finger salute and turn away. I slip my arm through Chris�s and walk with him towards Headquarters. When we reach the doorway, I look back over my shoulder.
Manny is still standing there, watching us.

Chapter Thirteen

It�s not like I haven�t seen this before. Trucks. Soldiers. Nervous tension heavy in the air. Yeah, I�ve seen this plenty of times. In fact, as I sit in the backseat of one of the officers� vehicles with Chris, I find myself strangely numb to the entire situation. Like I�m moving through a dream.
Maybe I�m just exhausted. Maybe I�m just so stressed out from everything that I can�t feel nervousness anymore. Or, maybe, I�m just ready for whatever comes my way. I�ve finally accepted the status quo.
As we roll down the interstate, a hollow feeling of dread seizes me.
Not so impassive after all, apparently, I think.
The freeway curves upward in the distance, winding into the Tehachapi mountain range. Below us, the freeway branches into two different interstates, the 1-5 and the I-99. I shift in my seat, uncomfortable.
Last time I was here my Mustang had been stolen just hours beforehand, destroyed by panicked civilians turned thugs who were trapped on the road after the EMP.
Mobs aren�t your problem anymore, I remind myself. Omega is the problem.
Oh, sure. That makes me feel better.
We stop below the slope of the freeway, maneuvering our vehicles behind buildings on the side of the interstate. A massive warehouse on our right, and another small rest stop on our left. Our convoy makes a literal boundary line across the road, all the way from one side to the other. It�s a huge span. They set out a blockade along the roadway and then back up. Where the freeway begins to lift up into the mountains, a huge concrete ditch stretches from one side to the other. It�s the perfect place to hide. A strategic trench.
Our men and women slide into the trenches and barricade themselves in. Our trucks are placed in pockets along the road, like miniature fortresses of steel. In the end, our force of one thousand troops ends up camouflaged and hidden inside ditches, behind buildings and under freeway onramps.
Because how else can one thousand stand against five thousand without a little ingenuity? Chris and I step out of our transport at the end of the ditch. My radio is attached to my hip. My camouflage gear blends in perfectly with the yellow-gold tone of the grass and weeds at the base of the mountain. The air at this hour of the morning is crisp and cool. A layer of fog has settled over the hills.
�That�s unusual,� I mutter.
�What�s unusual?� Chris asks.
�The fog. It doesn�t usually get foggy this early in the year. It�s only October.�
He smiles thinly. Our conversation has been strained today. The anxiety level around this place is through the roof. I climb down the side of the ditch and walk through the empty path at the bottom. It�s like a hive of soldiers, all of them geared up with their helmets and rifles and radios. I stop and look down the row of men on both sides of the ditch.
Looks like a picture from World War Two, I think.
And that makes me think of Walter Lewis, the man who helped us escape from Bakersfield a year ago. He had been a pilot during World War Two. He was the first one to make the comparison of Nazi Germany and Omega�s invasion.
Who knows? Maybe a hundred years from now the battle that�s about to go down will be as famous as the Battle of the Bulge or D-Day. Maybe all of us will go down in history as heroes.
Cassidy Hart, defender of mankind.
I could roll with that.
Angela and Vera are at the other end of the ditch, Max is with Jeff with one of the convoy blockades behind us and Sophia is with them. Derek is back at the encampment at Headquarters, his injuries unable to heal fast enough to get him out to the front lines today. And Alexander�
No, I can�t think about that. Not today.
Instead I focus on Colonel Rivera, climbing down into the ditch with us. The tension between him and Chris is palpable after what happened with Alexander�s scouting party.
�Any new information?� Chris asks stiffly.
�They know we�re waiting for them, just not exactly where,� Colonel Rivera replies. �They�re just a few miles away.�
�What do they look like?�
�According to reports,� Colonel Rivera says, �they�ve got trucks, tanks, RPGs and a lot of soldiers on foot.�
�Are they going to try to do a full on push?� I ask.
�I doubt it. They think we won�t provide much of an obstacle.�
�They�re wrong.�
Colonel Rivera�s lips twitch. An almost smile.
�They may be,� he says.
Brother. Everyone is afraid of being optimistic today.
I brush frizzy wisps of hair out of my face, my radio crackling on my belt. It�s one of the few times it�s made noise all day today. We�ve been trying to keep radio communication on the quiet side, since Omega is scanning for our signals. Transmissions are limited to code words.
I nervously pick at the buttons on my uniform, trying to maintain a poker face. I�m not a commander, but I am an officer, and these men and women can sense when their superiors are feeling less-than-cheery about a situation. I don�t want to give off negative vibes. Negativity spreads like wildfire in an environment like this. It�s a big no-no.
So I quit picking at my buttons and fold my arms across my chest, careful to keep my face expressionless. I glance at Chris, who is the picture of calm in the midst of an impending hurricane. Nothing about his demeanor would suggest that he�s nervous. I don�t know how he does it.
And then the waiting begins.
Omega is too far back into the hills for us to even try ambushing a section of their party. And even if they were here, it�s not like we can simply pop out and pull some guerilla warfare ninja stuff on a five thousand-man army. It�s going to take more than that.
It�s going to require us remaining as hidden as possible. Getting into a head to head push with Omega would be lethal. We�re far too outnumbered. But we�re not necessarily outgunned. We�ve got some great weaponry of our own, and if we pay attention to the strategic smarts of Chris, we can win this thing.
I hope.
The first mortar round shocks me. It�s not that I haven�t been expecting something to hit us today. It�s more like I was hoping it would never happen. But obviously it did, so yeah. Problem.
The mortar whistles through the air like an oversized boulder, exploding upon impact with the ground. It hits a patch of dirt on the side of the hill, shattering into a million pieces of hot shrapnel. The grass catches fire and the troops in the ditch seem frozen for a second.
But only for a second.
�They�re on us now!� someone yells. �Move it, move it!�
I have to shake myself to move, too. The first explosion is always a surprise, no matter how many times I go through one. Chris goes deeper into the ditch and I follow him, surprised to see Jeff coming towards us.
�Get back to your platoon!� Chris barks.
�You�re going to want to see this,� Jeff replies, ignoring his order.
Mortar round number two explodes, this time a lot closer to the ditch than I�m comfortable with. I throw my arm out to keep my balance. My ears start ringing. The smell of burnt soil and metal sizzles through the air.
Yeah. All too familiar.
�Get back to your post, Jeff,� Chris commands, turning to a soldier kneeling on the ground with a radio. �Or take your issues up with Cassidy.�
Oh, so I�m a mediator now?
�Come on, Cassie,� Jeff says. �You need to see this.�
�This isn�t the time to get sentimental!� I reply.
Mortar round number three detonates somewhere in the distance, too far away for me to see. I grimace. It�s like Omega is reaching out with their feelers, trying to figure out exactly where we are. Reconnaissance fire, Chris would call it.
The look on Jeff�s face is serious. Alarmed, even.
I follow him up the side of the ditch, ducking into the undergrowth of weeds and bushes. His platoon and vehicle convoy is a few hundred feet back. To my surprise, Sophia is standing at the rear of a vehicle, arms crossed. Staring at a screen of some sort.
�What is that?� I ask. �It looks like a laptop.�
�It�s a thermographic camera,� Sophia replies, avoiding eye contact. �It gives us a heat reading of what�s coming our way.�
�Where�s the camera itself?� I ask.
�Hidden farther down the interstate,� Jeff replies, frowning. �It�s one of several that Alexander�s scouting team was planting when they came under fire.�
Oh.
Sophia�s face is stony as I step next to her and look at the screen. After all this time, using electronic gadgets seems strange, but if they give us the edge we need, why not?
The screen is a seething mass of red and yellow.
�What is all this?� I ask. �It looks like drunk radar.�
�It�s people,� he replies. �Thermography picks up the body heat of living things. That wave of color right there? That�s the wave of soldiers on foot just around the corner. They�ve got tanks and artillery up front. RPGs, and mortars. We�re so outnumbered it�s not even funny.�
�We knew we would be outnumbered,� I state.
�But this is insane. Their weaponry is so advanced.�
�We�ve got plenty of our own weaponry. That�s why we joined the National Guard.� I pause. �We can do this.�
As if to mock me, something bright and flaming streaks through the air above us. I stop what I�m doing and stare at it, realizing a second too late what it is. Artillery fire, blind fire from troops miles away.
Thankfully, the blast doesn�t hit anybody on our front lines, but these blows are getting dangerously closer. Way too close. They must have spotters hiding in the brush, giving map coordinates to the big guns. Our snipers should have taken them out by now.
A disturbing thought occurs to me then.
I take off through the brush, sliding down the side of the ditch, ignoring the rungs on the ladder. �Chris!� I curl my fingers around his forearm, focusing his full attention on me. �Listen. Omega isn�t even here yet, and they�re already hitting us? That�s not normal, right?�
�If you have a theory��
��Yes, I do.� I lower my voice slightly. �Remember when we were going through Bakersfield the first time? Just you and me? There was Omega troops there and other people. Mercenaries.� I let my words sink in for a moment before continuing. �What if we underestimated Omega�s number? What if our scouts were wrong and there are way more than five thousand troops coming our way? If Omega is using mercenaries to supplement their ground troops�� I trail off, noting the look of hardened resolve in Chris�s eyes.
�If you�re right,� he says, �then we need to pull back and reassess. We were prepared for five thousand, not ten thousand or anything more.�
Another mortar round. Another blast of artillery fire.
�That thermo graphic camera they�re looking at in Jeff�s platoon isn�t showing us everything,� I say. �Omega�s not stupid. They can find ways to cloak their numbers.�
Chris sets his jaw.
�We�ll hold our position here a little bit longer. If things go��
His words are drowned out. A ball of flames streaks right into the ditch. It happens in slow motion. I see what�s going to happen before it even does. A group of men dive for cover as Chris throws his arm around my waist, pushing me behind him. We drop to the ground. All I feel from that point on is a wall of pressure. Like getting sacked by a three hundred pound linebacker. I can�t breathe, I feel heat and thousands of tiny fingers tear at my skin.
Chris is shielding my body with his. I squeeze my eyes shut, nothing but the harsh ripping sound of the explosion turning to a high pitched ringing�� and then silence. After a few beats�� minutes, perhaps seconds�� I barely manage to lift my head off the ground. Dust and smoke permeate the ditch, turning me almost blind. I can�t hear anything. I am deaf to the world around me. Something hot and wet slicks down the sides of my neck. Blood. My eardrums have burst. Chris rolls into a crouch, looking far more balanced than I feel. His neck is covered in blood, too.
�Pull back!� he mouths.
I rise to my feet and fall back down, my legs shaky. My heart is pumping way too fast. I�m dizzy, and as I stumble to the side of the ditch, I fall over the dead body of one of our own. His body is twisted at an unnatural angle, the side of his face burned, skin sliding off bone. I have never seen anything so horrifying. I gag and fight the urge to vomit.
�Pull back!� I yell. I can�t hear my own voice, and that is somehow the most disturbing thing about this situation. �Pull back!�
Dear God. How did they get so close?
They must have sent mercenaries ahead of the troops in small enough forces to go undetected and unnoticed, slip behind our lines and cause insane chaos. Disrupt our organization.
Stop thinking, just move! I tell myself.
I can feel the detonations of other mortar rounds. Our men are slowly pulling back, but in my opinion, leaving the ditch could be more deadly than staying. The ditch is what�s keeping us from being fried as mortars explode around the hillside.
Even as these thoughts pass through my head, I look up and catch glimpses of movement in the grassy hillside to the sides of the ditch. Air support is already streaking through the air, our Blackhawks moving like hulking, airborne ships, keeping the enemy ground forces from getting too close.
�They�re ambushing us!� I yell, as if anyone can actually hear me.
Or maybe ambush isn�t the correct term. Maybe guerilla warfare are the words I�m searching for. Because that�s what�s happening, isn�t it? These small Omega mercenary forces are using our own tactics against us.
I hadn�t counted on this.
I�m sure other people did, but honestly, this wasn�t supposed to happen. Just like we weren�t supposed to get ambushed in Sanger during our last attack.
The influx of the mercenary forces makes it impossible for us to stay here. Our soldiers start pulling back, scrambling up the side of the ditch, ducking into the undergrowth, running back towards the platoons ensconced in the safety of the vehicle convoys. I climb up the ditch, too, stopping at the top to see where Chris is. In true leadership form, he�s waiting until the last soldier is out of the hole until he climbs up. My heart seizes in my chest as he makes his way towards me. I pray that he�ll make it to the top.
Please, please, please�
He does.
�Cassidy, keep moving,� he yells, breathless.
I move out of my crouch and run with him, away from the ditch. The telltale sound of bullets whizzing through the air make thwacking noises against the dirt and shrubbery.
This is all too familiar. Here we are again. On the run.
It seems to take an eternity to reach Jeff�s vehicles. They are huddled into a tight circle, reminiscent of the rings pioneers would form with their wagon trains to withstand Indian attacks. Chris and I slip inside the ring, literally sliding into the open end of a Humvee. Bullets ping off the armor.
Chris and I are both covered in blood. We must look horrible.
�Rivera, we need backup,� he yells into the radio.
I hear a strange sound, like pressure rising in a glass bottle. A loud pop hits the inside of my brain and I can suddenly hear again. �Whoa,� I mutter. �Weird.�
�Rivera, do you copy? Over.�
�Alpha One this is Rivera, over,� the radio crackles. �I can�t send backup in there, get yourself out. You�re in a hole.�
�We need backup now,� Chris growls. �My men are dying.�
�I�m sorry, but that�s a negative.�
My heart drops to my stomach. Why wouldn�t Rivera back up the militia? Getting out of here is going to be a lot harder without�I grab the radio on my belt.
�Sundog, this is Yankee, over,� I say.
The vehicle suddenly lurches forward and the convoy starts moving, retreating from the area. The mortars and gunfire are going wild outside. I clutch at the door handle for support as the Humvee crashes over a bump, heading downhill.
�Yankee, this is Sundog,� Manny replies. �What seems to be the problem?�
�We�re boxed in. We need your help.�
�Of course you need my help. Rivera�s not good for anything, now is he?�
�Just do something!�
Two minutes pass. Two long, painful minutes. It�s impossible to hear anything over the roar of engines and the constant smattering of detonations, but I know the exact instant when Manny arrives. The peppering of bullets on the left hand side of the Humvee suddenly drops off. I press my face against the window and tilt my head up, straining at the sky. Manny�s biplane is ridiculously low, sweeping over the hillside, too close and too fast for anybody to really react. His little biplane is outfitted with modern weaponry and I can almost see Manny�s flight cap blowing back in the wind as he takes another dive.
He�s brave.
Or crazy. One of the two.
Probably just crazy.
�He�s just in time,� I say.
�He�s insane,� Chris replies. �Thank God.�
No kidding.
What the hell is Rivera�s problem? Denying us backup? Whose side is he on?
As the convoy continues to move, my body is still buzzing with adrenaline and shock. It�s keeping my senses sharp, keeping any pain from seeping into my body. Something has gouged out a bloody gash in my shoulder. Shrapnel, maybe? Whatever it is, I can�t feel it yet. But I will. Later. If I�m still alive.
�Hey, what the hell happened?�
Jeff swings his head around from his spot on the front seat. I hadn�t even realized that he was inside the vehicle until now.
�Omega sent guerrilla mercenary forces out ahead of their ground troops,� Chris replies. �That�s what happened. How come none of our scouts or our cameras picked this up?�
�Maybe somebody hacked our system,� Jeff suggests. �Maybe��
Bam.
Something explodes right in front of our Humvee. I scream as the vehicle jerks upward and flips sideways, slamming down on its roof. My head smacks against metal as flames ignite around the car. I am unable to move for a few beats, dazed and shocked from the brunt of the impact. I move slowly to orient myself, crawling on hands and knees as my head spins. The scene around me melts like hot wax, fading, fading�
Stay conscious! I scream at myself. Don�t do that!
I force myself to remain awake, a physical effort that my body fights. I look up, head throbbing. Gasoline, oil�something must be leaking. We have to get out of this vehicle. Now.
�Cassie, come on, do what I do,� Chris instructs, flipping himself over. The driver is kicking frantically at his door while Jeff�s head lolls to the side. He�s out cold. Great.
�You get Jeff!� I yell. �I�ll get the door open!�
Chris moves towards his unconscious brother while I pull on the door handle. No dice. It�s jammed into the dirt, stuck. I kick and kick at the glass, but the windows are too small to climb through, anyway.
�Chris�� I say. �There�s no way out!�
Chris drags Jeff�s body from the front seat, resting his boots against the side door. He crawls into the rear of the vehicle, pulling a crowbar out of the equipment area. He uses it to pry the door open, his strong arms doing the work that I couldn�t.
�You first,� he says. �Get out and find cover. Do not stop moving.�
I don�t hesitate. I crawl on my hands and knees across the upside down cab, pulling myself through the door, slicing my hands on the shards of glass. I stay low to the ground and turn around, taking Jeff�s shoes, helping yank him through the opening. Chris bears the brunt of his brother�s weight as we drag him outside. The driver follows us out the window, and for the first time today I realize that I know this man. Uriah. He was the sentry guard at Camp Freedom.
�Uriah?� I say, dazed.
He doesn�t respond. I follow his line of sight. The Humvee in front of us has been totaled, a twisted mass of metal and flames. To the right is a slope covered in thick brush and trees. We slide down the dirt embankment, taking Jeff with us. We stay on our stomachs beneath the foliage as I frantically attempt to wake Jeff up. He�s slowing us down. Wake up, wake up!
I feel the panic begin to creep in.
Keep it together. Stay calm. Come on, panic is what gets people killed.
Rivulets of sweat slide down my forehead, slipping behind the collar of my jacket. I�m soaked in the stuff, sticky with blood, dizzy with fear. As I raise my head just enough to see over the bushes, I can only watch in horrified fascination as white streaks of smoke cut through the air. RPGs and mortar rain down on the mountainside, plastering the hills in flames and dramatic sprays of dirt. It all seems to happen in slow motion, like a camera hovering over a scene in a movie.
And then I see them. Four tiny black dots in the air, coming steadily closer. Silently. Like hawks. Manny�s biplane takes a twist and turns in front of us, diving down the side of the biggest hill, heading towards base with a rumbling screech.
�Smoke!� Chris yells. Uriah flips onto his back and grabs an air support marker off his belt. It looks like a grenade and works the same way. Pop the key ring, throw the canister and look out. Uriah does exactly that and bright yellow smoke begins spewing from the marker. At that moment Jeff stirs, jerking out of unconsciousness with a start.
�Easy, easy,� I soothe. �We�re out of the vehicle. Are you injured anywhere I can�t see?�
�No, I�m okay�� he mumbles. �I just hit my head.�
�I noticed that. Stay down.�
The black dots head in our direction, no doubt locking onto the yellow smoke. Chris slaps his hand on the back of my neck and shoves my head down, my cheek pressing against the earth. The black dots are no longer dots, but full-on fighter jets. Allies. Hello, Air Force.
Did Colonel Rivera order them out here? I thought he had denied us backup.
The jets streak past so quickly that I can barely track their progress through the air, their engines screaming loud enough to rupture my eardrums all over again. Chris keeps his hand on my head, making it impossible for me to lift myself up and see everything that�s happening�� a good thing; otherwise I�d probably end up getting fried by a stray piece of shrapnel.
The jets let their weaponry loose on the mercenary forces. Their missiles explode behind us with brilliant accuracy, precision and timing. A rush of pride fills my heart. That�s the United States Air Force coming to our aide. How cool is this?
Well. It would be cool if everything didn�t suck.
It doesn�t take more than a few seconds for the jets to blast the enemy and blow everything to kingdom come. I close my eyes, concentrating on Chris�s hand on my head, on Jeff�s breathing beside me. After what seems like forever, the noise subsides and Chris eases his grip, slowly rising from his position. I roll to my side, dripping in sweat and mud, caked from head to toe in ashes.
Jeff�s face is deathly pale, but he has no exterior wounds. I�m guessing he has a concussion. I�m guessing we all have one.
�Move,� Chris commands, crouching. �Do not break cover.�
I nod, licking the blood off my lips, staying low in the shrubbery, slinking into the trees. The interstate dips here into a small canyon. There�s a large green water tank, along with a single acre of dead grapevines. Who opted to grow grapes right in the middle of a freeway I have no idea, but whatever. People are weird, right?
Chris stays in communication with the rest of the surviving members of the convoy using his radio, but my radio is dead. The top of the device is smashed, crushed when the Humvee flipped over.
I stop and take a breather on the other side of the water tank. Pieces of paint are peeling off the rusty rungs of the ladder that leads to the top.
�We�ve got a few miles back to base,� Uriah pants. His hair falls in dark waves across his face, but the dirt and grime make it impossible to identify any other distinguishing features. �We won�t make it back in one piece.�
�We won�t even have to try,� Chris replies, keeping a firm grip on Jeff�s arm. His brother looks like he�s about to barf. �I�ve got someone coming to pick us up. We just have to get to a safe place to get inside the vehicle.�
�I don�t want to get blown up again,� I mutter.
�The Air Force just eliminated the mercenary forces,� Uriah says. �We�ve got nothing to worry about at the moment.�
�Right, right. There�s only a five thousand man army coming around the corner.� I shrug. �No big deal.�
�Enough,� Chris states, pointing to the end of the small canyon. �Through there, right at the edge of northbound freeway is where our ride will be.�
�It�s not Manny, right?� I say, swallowing.
�No. It�s not Manny.� Chris eggs me forward. �Go ahead with Uriah. I�ll follow with Jeff.�
�But��
��Now.�
I bite back my arguments and do as I�m told. I am a soldier, after all. Following orders is starting become natural. Sort of. Uriah moves out and I follow, scared to death that a sniper will pop out of the bushes and kill me. It�s easy to do. I do it all the time.
Thirty agonizing seconds pass before we find cover, run underneath the interstate overpass and pause, waiting for Chris and Jeff to catch up.
�I heard you have quite a reputation as a sniper, Yankee,� Uriah says, breathing hard. �Is that true?�
�Maybe,� I reply. �And you can call me Cassidy, by the way.�
�I�m Uriah.�
�Nice to officially meet you.�
�Yeah, same here.�
Chris comes around the corner, steadying Jeff. Poor kid doesn�t look like he�s going to be able to go on much longer. Chris�s radio crackles.
�Alpha One, we are in position, over.� Max�s voice.
�Copy that. On our way,� Chris replies.
�Man, radio makes everything easier,� I comment.
�Let�s go,� Chris says. Reminding us that we�re trying to get from point A to point B. Like, now. So we run through the last strip of open space under the interstate. I can�t help but feel like the giant cement pillars holding the sloping freeway up look like ancient ruins. Remnants from another civilization. Another time.
In some ways I guess there�s truth to that.
As we round the corner, we approach an uphill slope on the side of the interstate. We begin to climb, and by this point every step I take is beyond exhausting. Like dragging cinderblocks on my feet. My calf muscles burn, my lungs ache. Spots dance across my vision, threatening to take over completely.
We reach the top.
I kneel on the cement and take a few desperate gulps of oxygen, aware of the presence of a small convoy about twenty feet away from us. Our men. Has to be.
Chris, Jeff and Uriah crawl up behind me. And even now, overwhelmed as I am with physical stress, I find it funny that I am the first one to reach the top.
Tiny but mighty, I think. And fast.
Max exits the lead vehicle of the convoy, slamming the door shut behind him. He rushes over and helps Chris and Uriah handle Jeff�s weight.
�What happened to him?� he asks, brown eyes dark with concern.
�He got hit in the head,� Chris pants. �Help him inside. Let�s roll.�
Chris takes my arm�� out of habit or merely because he�s still protective of me�� and we walk together towards Max�s vehicle. We clamber into the backseat, Uriah right behind us. I collapse as the doors slam shut. The vehicle surges forward at full speed. Even if the Air Force did take out the mercenaries, there�s always a chance that some sicko stragglers were missed. We don�t want to get blown up again.
�How much time do we have?� Max asks from the front. �Chris?�
�Not much.�
Uriah and I share an uneasy glance.
I know what they�re talking about.
This is round one. Round two hasn�t even started yet.

Chapter Fourteen

The clock is ticking. Our militia forces have gathered Headquarters again this evening. The tension is thick in the air. Thick enough to cut with a knife. I�m sitting at a table in an old Jack in the Box�� our current location for our medical staff. Chris, Uriah, Jeff, and dozens of other soldiers are being checked out by our medics. I stare numbly at the worn carpet as an anonymous doctor works on me.
�You�re lucky, kiddo,� Desmond would say. �You should be dead.�
I know, right? But I�m not. Not yet.
I peel my jacket off and hang it on the back of the chair, exposing the bloody mess that is my body. It�s not as bad as it looks. Tiny pieces of glass and shrapnel have lodged themselves into my skin. When I hold my arm up to the light, it glitters. There�s not a lot that can be done about the miniscule glass shards stuck in my arm, so I don�t worry about it. I just watch them check out Chris as I sit, studying his expression. He�s exhausted�� anybody can see that. But his posture is tense and rigid, his face tight.
He�s not giving up.
Neither am I.
�Are you okay, Cassidy?� Sophia is wearing a medical jacket, helping the grossly understaffed medical team treat the wounded. �What happened out there?�
�What didn�t happen?� I shrug. �The Air Force came just in time.�
�Rivera didn�t order that strike. That was an independent decision on the Air Force�s part entirely.� She lowers her voice, sitting on the chair next to me. �I don�t know why Rivera wouldn�t send backup.�
�Because he�s an idiot,� I state. �Duh.�
�It�s not even logical, though. When you�ve got five hundred men out there that could potentially die, you send backup, right?�
�I guess he doesn�t consider the militias quite as valuable as his own platoons,� I reply. �Or he has something against Chris.�
�But what could he possibly gain from�?� she trails off, never finishing the sentence. �Cassidy, I�m sorry I got mad at you. I was upset and I was just unloading. I didn�t mean to hurt you.�
I lace my fingers through hers.
�I know,� I say. �It�s okay. I understand.�
�You haven�t heard anything from him, have you?�
�From Alexander? No.� I sigh. �How�s Jeff?�
�Fine. He�s got a concussion, but that�s all.�
It could be worse, I guess.
�What about Derek? Is he doing okay?�
�I haven�t seen him since he got back from the scouting mission.� She clears her throat at the mention of the moment she discovered Alexander was missing. �Who�s that guy?� She points to Uriah.
�That�s Uriah,� I reply. �He was the sentry guard at Camp Freedom.�
Uriah has washed the grime off his face, revealing an olive complexion and slightly shaggy, jet black hair. His eyes are dark�� so dark they�re almost as black as his hair. It�s a striking combination, I have to admit.
�We�ve got a few hours before Omega comes around the corner,� I state.
�I know.�
�If Rivera won�t work with us, then we�re only half as strong as we thought we�d be.� I close my fist. �Is there anyplace on this planet where stupid people don�t end up being in charge of everything?�
Sophia shushes me, alarmed.
�Don�t talk that way too loud,� she warns. �There�s a lot of loyalty to Rivera in the National Guard.�
�Our militia is loyal to Chris.�
I grab my canteen of water from the table and take a long drink. The liquid oxygen does me good. I stand up and walk over to Chris, lowering myself into a chair next to him.
�Well?� I ask. �What�s our next move?�
�I talk to Rivera,� he replies.
His voice is strained, tired.
�What are you going to say to him? Thanks for screwing us over? I mean, come on. He�s an idiot. What�s his problem? He was supposed to back us up! That was the deal!�
�Technically, there was no deal,� Chris answers, raising his eyes to mine. Green eyes tinged with red. �We�re here strictly on a volunteer basis. We use their vehicles, their weapons, everything. Rivera�s men are under different orders.�
�He�s still an idiot,� I say.
�I�m not arguing with you about that,� he grins. �I�m just stating a fact.�
I sigh heavily and slump against the chair.
�This was supposed to be easier,� I say.
�Life was supposed to be easier, but here we are.� Chris leans forward and takes my hand. �You�ve grown a lot, Cassie. The way you conduct yourself in high stress situations is a lot different than how you survived last year.�
�Last year I was a stupid kid from L.A.,� I say.
�You weren�t stupid, just na�ve.� He presses a soft kiss to my knuckles. �That was part of your charm.�
�Are you saying I�m not charming anymore?� I smile.
�You�re charming, just in a different way.� He kisses my hand once more, winking. �Let�s go talk to Rivera.�
�Us?�
�I want you there. Come on.�
We rise slowly, sore and drained. As we exit the Jack in the Box, I spot Manny�s biplane resting on the offramp/runway leading into the rest stop. I feel a small sense of relief. If his plane made it back in one piece, so did Manny.
�How many hours do you think we have until the first wave hits?� I ask.
�Maybe three.� He looks grim. �Tops.�
We are so screwed.
And yet I don�t voice my opinion out loud, as if giving life to the negative thought will make it a reality. I just don�t want to die yet. I want to hold onto the hope that somehow, someway, we�ll all survive this.
Or maybe I�m just a hopeless optimist.
Headquarters is filled with people. Derek is one of them, leaning casually against the bar, under a rainbow of dusty pi�atas. He gives us a two-finger salute as we walk in the door. I smile, glad that he�s feeling better. A group of officers that are unfamiliar to me are gathered around Colonel Rivera�� National Guard men from his platoons. Not that it should matter. We�re all National Guard here. But the resentment is there, simmering under the surface.
These are the people that left us alone at the front lines.
�Young, good to see you made it back,� Colonel Rivera states. He taps his cigar against the tabletop, standing near a lantern casting light on a group of open maps. �Hart, you too.�
Yeah, I can see how happy you are, moron.
It�s taking everything I have to keep my mouth shut and let Chris do the talking.
�We could have used backup out there,� Chris says simply.
�I couldn�t do that, boy. Too much risk. You were in a hole and sending my men up the interstate would have gotten them killed.�
�I would have sent my men to help yours.�
�That�s your method, not mine.� Colonel Rivera�s face is cold and hard. �This is war. Don�t get emotional, just look at everything strategically.�
�Strategically?� I snap. �We were ambushed by mercenaries on the front lines! You could have sent help and you didn�t because you�d rather make the militias do all the hard work so you can send your men in after us. Easier for you, and half of our men get sacrificed in the process. How is that supposed to be teamwork?�
A stony silence drops over the room.
I should have kept my mouth shut.
�We all have opinions,� Colonel Rivera replies slowly, never flinching. �Thanks for sharing yours. Now let�s move on.�
�You�re a jerk,� I say under my breath.
�Cassie�� Chris warns quietly.
I dig my fingers into the palms of my hands with so much pressure that I actually draw blood. How can he not be angry about this? How can Rivera be such an absolute moron? How can anybody be okay with this?
�We�ve got three hours at the most until Omega comes around that corner,� Chris says firmly. �We�ve got some forces out at the Chokepoint, but we�re going to need everybody out there. Everybody. Call in air support. We�ll take these suckers out little by little.�
�My men will follow your platoons,� Colonel Rivera replies. �You�re proficient in guerilla warfare techniques. Clear a path up the side of the hill and my men will be right behind you.�
�Why not join us at the front lines?� I say, seething. �Your men are just as capable as ours.�
A hushed murmur breaks out within the officers� ranks.
�You don�t keep things to yourself, do you?� Rivera comments, twitching. �This is the way it�s going to be. Take it or leave it.�
�We�ll leave it,� I state.
�We�ll take it,� Chris replies, silencing me with a look. �But my men will not take the brunt of every attack. It will be equal. We�re a team, and we�ll operate like one.�
Rivera says nothing. He just watches us with a rigid, catlike expression on his face. I fix him with my most powerful glare as Chris steps up to the table of maps. They review the plan one more time. And I just stand there and watch. Derek and I lock gazes. He shakes his head slowly, as if to say, There�s no way this is going to end well.
I don�t want to agree.
But I have a terrible feeling about this.
A powerful clap on my shoulder jolts me out of the morbidity settling over the room. �Cheery gathering of folks, isn�t it?� Manny asks. His face is layered in black ashes and smoke. There are white circles around his eyes where his flight goggles were.
�He didn�t give us backup,� I hiss, keeping my voice low.
�He�s a military commander,� Manny replies, keeping his arm around my shoulders. �What do you expect? Politics, politics, politics.�
�Politics has nothing to do with it.�
�It has everything to do with it.� Manny shifts. He smells like fuel. �Men in power, they�re too often corrupted by it. Seen it happen a time or two before. That�s the two things age gives you, you know.�
�What two things?�
�Wrinkles and wisdom.� He winks. �Mostly wisdom in my case, of course.�
�Ha. Ha.� I smile. �Thanks for backing us up today, Manny.�
�That�s what I came here for.�
�Still. Thank you.�
�My pleasure, of course.� He pops his canteen of whiskey out of his pocket. �Drink?�
�No, thanks. I have enough to deal with.�
�It�ll take the edge off.�
I take a sniff.
�It smells disgusting.�
�I won�t argue with that.� He takes a swig. �But it works.�
I shake my head, noticing Angela standing at the table behind Colonel Rivera. Her eyes are red and her skin is pale. Stressed? Probably. I bet I look worse, though.
�Are we going to survive?� I ask.
There. I said it.
Manny takes one more long drink, drops it back in his duster pocket, and looks at the ceiling. �There�s always a chance,� he says. �And that�s all we need.�
�We need more than a chance. We need hope.�
�We have it.� He gestures around us. �Here we are. Hope.�
�This is like the day of reckoning. We either sink or swim.�
�Or we sink and build a submarine.� Manny laughs at his own joke. �Not everything is so black and white, my girl. Success and failure isn�t just win or lose in this situation. It�s progress. It�s pushing back. It�s standing up for our homeland. If you start thinking about everything that might happen, you�ll drive yourself out of your head.� He pulls at the gold shield necklace hanging around my neck. The chain Chris gave me for Christmas last year.
�Bad things happen. And good people try to fix it,� he continues. �Sometimes we win. Sometimes we lose. It�s not up to us to decide what�s going to happen. We can only kick the can around while we�re here and do our best.�
�Since when did you get so wise?� I ask.
�Since I got wrinkles.�
I close my eyes, letting the background noise slowly fade away. I focus my concentration on one thing: My family and my friends.
They give me hope.
They give us a chance.

After everything that�s happened in the past week, I forgot that Vera Wright even existed. She and Angela are standing next to me near the hood of a retrofitted suburban. The moon is glaringly white against the night sky, casting a powdery glow over the Tehachapi hills. Behind us is the flat expanse of the central valley, a literal bowl reaching in every direction as far as the eye can see, each corner created by a line of mountain ranges. In front of us is the opening to a canyon with two massive interstates jutting out of its mouth.
Vera is dead silent. She was far enough behind the front lines during the attack earlier today to avoid any injury, but I can tell that the episode rattled her nonetheless. A sign that Vera Wright is, perhaps, somewhat human.
�You girls stay here,� Angela says. �I�m going to speak with Chris for a moment.�
I say nothing as she walks away, leaving me alone with Vera.
A force of one thousand men is gathered here. I�m pumped full of pain medication, my hands have been bandaged, and my arm still has glass stuck in the skin. I am at the lead vehicle of the foremost line of defense. The kill zone, I�ve been told. The sacrifice.
Colonel Rivera is following our militia force of five hundred men with his own force. Thinking of him trailing behind us like a dog with its tail between its legs make me sick. What a coward. What a user. I can�t believe we�re leading this assault all on our own.
�You know,� Manny told me earlier, �The Romans used to send mercenary forces ahead of their troops to weaken the enemy. The mercenaries were always the sacrifice. The kamikazes.�
�And that�s what Omega did to us? Flooded us with mercenaries to shake us?�
�To attempt to weaken us.� He winked, then. �But it won�t work, will it?�
�You look tense, Hart,� Vera remarks.
�Sorry. I must have been thinking about the five thousand death troopers coming our way,� I reply.
�No need to be sarcastic.�
�This coming from the queen of vitriol.�
She impulsively checks her gear again, taking a deep breath.
�Look, I know we have a misunderstanding�� she begins, but I cut her off.
�You know what? You�ve been nothing but mean to me since the day I showed up at Camp Freedom,� I say, surprised at my calmness. �I don�t know what I did to you, and frankly, I don�t care. Just leave me alone, okay?�
Vera swallows, red blotches appearing on her pale cheeks.
�I couldn�t let you compromise my authority in camp,� she says. �My mother and I worked hard for what we had with the Legion.�
�I worked hard for what I had with the Freedom Fighters.� I shake my head. �We�re not doing this right now. This is not the time.�
�We might not get another time.�
Both of us lapse into silence. I realize for the first time tonight that I am trembling from head to toe. Shaking like a leaf.
I�m not cold. I�m terrified.
At that moment Angela returns with Chris. Chris�s hair is pulled back tightly. He�s wearing all of his combat gear. Uniform, boots, vest, weapons, radio. His vest weighs about sixty pounds. The one I wear is tailored to my smaller build, but it still weighs twenty pounds. And when you�re running for your life, twenty pounds is a lot.
Unfortunately, vests are a necessary item out here. It might save my life.
�So how does this work?� I ask. �Do they come around the corner and stare at us before we charge at each other, Narnia-style?�
Chris smiles weakly.
�It won�t be so obvious,� he says.
�No. It won�t.� Jeff approaches, along with Max, Derek, Uriah and Sophia. �We have to work together, guys. Remember that. We�re a team.�
�Can I say something?� Derek asks.
Nobody objects.
�We�ve all be through a lot together,� he says. �I mean, from banding together in the foothills and duking it out after that last ambush in Sanger, we�re pretty tight, right? We�ve got guts. And there�s no reason we can�t come out of this alive, too. We can do this, you guys.� He pushes his blonde hair off his forehead. �And I just want to say that I�m glad that I can fight for our homeland alongside people as honorable as you.�
I press my hand against my mouth to hide my trembling lips. A tear rolls down Sophia�s cheek. Chris claps Derek on the shoulder, and everyone goes around exchanging handshakes and farewell hugs.
Sophia and I pull each other close.
�I�ll see you when this is over,� I promise.
�Okay.� She places her thumbs on my cheeks. �Thanks for being my friend.�
�No,� I shake my head. �Thanks for being mine.�
She joins Derek and Max as they separate into a different platoon�� what would have been Alexander�s platoon but is now combined with Max�s.
�Uriah�s with us,� Chris explains.
Jeff says something to his brother in a low voice and Chris squeezes his shoulder. I bend down and check the laces on my boots, feeling inside the pocket for my pocketknife, and below it, my last will and testament. The one I wrote while I was still at Sector 20.
My other knife�� the lucky one that Jeff gave me�� is strapped to my belt. I�ve got my shiny new rifle on my back, ammunition, and a black beanie stretched over my head, hiding my curly red hair.
As the others disperse, Vera takes up her position towards the front of the line. Our vehicles will only get us so far, and now we�ll have to go on foot from this point on. Omega will have tanks on the freeway, anyway, and we don�t need to get our vehicles blown up. We�ll have a better chance this way.
�Hey,� Chris says, catching me around the waist. �You ready for this?�
�As ready as I�ll ever be,� I reply, breathless. �You?�
He doesn�t answer the question.
�Be careful,� he pleads. �Don�t take any unnecessary risks. I don�t want to lose you.�
�You won�t,� I tell him. �I�m not going anywhere.�
Right now, I couldn�t be more honest.
I slide my hands behind his neck and pull him into a soft, final kiss. He snatches the beanie off my head and ruffles my hair, pulling back only to kiss my cheek.
�Give me my hat back,� I tease, grinning.
�Or what?�
�Or I�ll shoot you. Right between the eyes.�
One of the first things I ever said to him during our escape from L.A.
He falters then. For a split second, I see the emotion flickering behind his brilliant green eyes. The realization that everything we�ve been through�� everything we have in this moment�� might end tonight.
�I love you,� I whisper.
I press my cheek against his vest, wishing I could hear his heart beat through the armor and uniform. I always took such comfort in it during past moments of distress.
And so begins round two.

Chapter Fifteen

The beginning of the end doesn�t look or sound anything like I thought it would. There is no lineup of opposing forces on a large field. No long pause as we stare at each other. No trumpet. No epic charge. No horses with chariots or Roman warriors with spears.
It simply begins.
The militia is arranged in a unique pattern. Platoons divided into groups of one hundred have pushed on ahead like the tip of a spear, allowing Chris and I to infiltrate the bubble of advancing Omega troops. The platoons up front bear the brunt of the first assault. The rest of the militia buries itself into the hillside, hiding in the small ravines and ditches. Guerrilla warfare at its finest. This is where our skillset will be applied in the most desperate of situations.
A wall of vehicles and limited tanks block the exit down the interstate at the bottom of the canyon�� the Grapevine. And I am lying in the tall grass on the side of a hill, watching the open freeway below us. Chris is near my side. Vera and Angela are with Legion. Derek, Max and Sophia are with one of the platoons closer to the frontlines.
Technically we�re all on the frontlines, but still. They�re closer.
�Watch em� come around the corner,� Uriah mutters, crouching next to me. �They�ll be expecting something. They know we�re out here.�
�We�ll surprise them anyway.�
He doesn�t look too sure. He flicks his long, slender fingers over the stock of his rifle, taking a position next to me. �We�ll see if your reputation as a great sniper is true or not,� he remarks.
�Don�t get your hopes too high.�
�Hope? I don�t have hope anymore. Just common curiosity.�
I roll my eyes, never pulling my gaze from the scene below. The interstate curves slightly, and where the corner hides the rest of the freeway from sight, a line of soldiers appear. They are not wearing the uniform of an Omega soldier. Their clothing is midnight black, a slash of red on the sleeve. The red is the only distinguishing difference between them and the uniform of a mercenary.
Red in Chinese culture symbolizes joy and happiness, a teacher once told me in High School. That is why brides often wear red wedding dresses in China when they are married.
I watch them closely through my scope, noting their black helmets, boots and vests. Black is considered a neutral color in Chinese culture, the same teacher also said. I stare at their faces. The pale skin. The dark, cropped hair. I grip my rifle much too tight, hit with the feeling that I�m no longer holding a deadly weapon�� just a toy.
�Steady,� Chris breathes, holding his hand out. Reminding us to wait.
It is not my job to take the first shot today.
They keep coming around the corner, and I can�t help but think that they look like a leaky faucet. Slowly spreading across the ground. Like water. Like ants.
�Chris�� I say. �There�s got to be at least three hundred right now.�
�Hold.�
I take a deep breath. Uriah is motionless beside me.
I scan the crowd of Chinese with my scope. I can�t pinpoint a leader among this group. Wherever he is, he�s well hidden, and they�re trickling in for a reason. They�re anticipating guerilla war fighters. They�re anticipating us.
I stop looking down the scope for a second. I close my eyes. I say a brief, unspoken prayer that we�ll all come out of this alive, and then I look at Chris.
He�s watching me. Wordlessly. Silently.
The middle of the flood of Chinese troops explodes. I grit my teeth, steeling my nerves. The troops are tossed into the air like rag dolls, sprays of cement and mud and body parts hurling through the air. For the first time, the Chinese seem to realize what we have done.
�Good boy, Max,� Chris says.
Max, Derek, Sophia and the rest of their divided platoons have planted enough land mines on and around the freeway to blow up the forward advancing forces. The smell of smoke and burning flesh waft up the hill. I keep my lips together, not quite enough of a warrior yet to avoid feeling at least a little nauseous from the stench.
The Chinese scatter. It looks like hundreds of red water droplets running down the interstate. It�s obvious to them now that they will have to leave the path of the freeway and climb down the hills themselves if they don�t want to get their legs and arms blown off.
Finally, something actually goes according to plan.
As grim as it is, this is the only way to get the Chinese to deviate from their course and weaken their forces. Drive them into the hills. Drive them straight into our waiting arms, so to speak. Our Blackhawks and smaller aircraft are keeping the long distance Omega troops at bay�� keeping us from being pummeled by bombs and rockets.
It takes an enormous amount of effort to force my body to remain still, to quit trembling. The Chinese hit a few more landmines. The screaming and confusion is palpable from my vantage point in the tall grass. They disperse off the interstate in squad formations and begin climbing through the hillside, many of them struck with horror. Some approach at a full sprint, foolishly believing that if they�re moving fast enough, they won�t set off any landmines.
Only a few are that stupid, though. Some of them still linger at the sides of the freeway, wary of leaving the path. They�re not all idiots. They know what�s waiting out here. I�m sure they�ve all been briefed by their commanding officers on the threat of guerilla war fighters in the central valley.
Yeah, we�re definitely as dangerous as they told you we�d be.
As soon as the thought floats through my brain, a group of fifty Chinese start climbing the side of my hill, scaling it nearly on hands and knees. It�s steep enough to make it difficult to walk, and at the same time, draw them closer to us.
�God,� Uriah whispers, �they�re actually falling for it.�
I don�t reply. The Chinese are pouring over the sides of the interstate, spreading over the hillside by the hundreds. They send sacrificial scouts fifty yards in front of the body of troops to make sure there are no landmines planted in the dirt.
There�s not, but they don�t know that.
This pattern is repeated for two hours. Two hours of waiting motionless on my stomach, barely daring to breathe. Our entire platoon is comprised of riflemen from our militia, many of them with a skillset far greater than mine.
�I think it�s time, mate,� Uriah says, glancing at Chris.
�I agree.�
He gives a wordless signal to our snipers in the grass, and I lick my chapped lips. Why didn�t I take another sip of water from my canteen? I had two hours to do it. Too late now.
Warfare doesn�t wait.
Chris takes the first shot, as always. And that shot is the signal to begin the attack. The Chinese have merged by the thousands into the canyon, all of them driven off the road, into the grassy slopes. Right into a box, unknowingly surrounded on all sides by the National Guard. Not to mention the Air Force, if we need them.
The first shot hardly fazes the Chinese. They look around, almost dazed, searching the hillside for the fool that could have accidentally fired a shot.
�Open fire,� I say, talking into the radio sewn into my shoulder.
We do. It�s the most brutal, ruthless attack I have ever been involved in. Chinese troops are literally razed to the ground in systematic sweeps. The ones who are deep enough into the crowds turn on their heels and run south. Some drop and return fire, aiming blindly at muzzle flashes. It won�t do them any good. They�re surrounded on all sides. As they pull away from the troops who are dead or dying, they expose themselves, too. And so they die.
I struggle to see through my scope at one point, brushing away moisture from the eyepiece. I blink a few times, tasting salt on my lips. Tears? I�m crying?
I can�t do that right now. I shake myself and keep fighting. Someone from our militia fires an RPG into the middle of a mass of Chinese soldiers pushing their way north. It lights up the dark hillside with an orange glow. The screaming is horrible. The smell of gunpowder is sharp.
So this is what winning looks like, I think. I don�t feel victorious.
Yet at the same time, the knowledge that these troops have invaded our homeland and killed every innocent man, woman and child in their path softens the pain of killing. I�m not a murderer. I�m a defender.
They forced my hand. They expected us to surrender silently.
They underestimated our will.
And now they are paying the price.
The attack goes on for hours. Until the twilight hours, when the hills and sky are one shade of muted gray and the sunrise throws color over the battlefield. It is at this point that there are barely any standing Chinese troops left to fight. The rest of the forces�� which number at maybe two and a half thousand�� never even come around the corner.
�Alpha One, I�ve got a situation.� Chris�s radio crackles with Max�s voice.
�Give me details,� Chris replies.
�They contacted us. They want to parlay.�
�Are they crazy?� I snap. �It�s too late for that.�
�What are their terms?� Chris asks.
�Just you and their messenger. He�s got something to say to us, apparently.�
�We should be talking directly to their commanding officer,� Uriah spits.
�We�ll parley,� Chris replies. �But they come to us, and they come up.�
�Roger that, sir.�
I lay down my rifle, exhausted, sweaty, and emotionally spent.
�What do you mean, up?� I ask.
�They�ve still got two thousand men out there, almost three thousand,� Chris answers, popping his canteen open. �If we can avoid getting any of our men killed, I�d like to do that.�
�We�ve had no serious casualties so far.�
�Don�t think the Chinese will be stupid enough to come into the canyon twice.� Chris offers me a drink. I take it gratefully. �Eliminating the rest of them will be more difficult.� He wipes a droplet of water from my chin, smiling softly at my shaking hands. �And a break in fighting will be good for everybody.�
�Where are we going to meet with their messenger or whatever?� I press.
�On top of that hill,� Chris says, gesturing to the hill behind us. �We�ll make them come up to us.�
�Dang it. Then we have to climb the hill,� I sigh.
�No. We�ll ride up.�
The sun peeks over the eastern horizon, glowing brilliantly even through the haze of smoke and debris in the air. I hang my head and close my eyes, praying that this parley will bring good news�� not bad.

The puzzle of Omega has always been the question of who are they really? Chinese? Korean? Syrian? Russian? Who controls Omega? And who decided to unite all of these radical factions to gang up on us? Is it one man? A group of men? A woman? A body of government? A mysterious, legendary secret society come to destroy us all and take over the world?
I don�t know. And sometimes not knowing who the enemy is can be maddening. They�re standing right in front of us, and we don�t know who they are.
All part of the plan, Walter Lewis would say. Nothing they�ve done has been spontaneous. They�ve been planning this for a long time. The only question is who they are.
As we wait at the top of the hill, Colonel Rivera joins us. There is a static tension in the air between our militia and his presence. When I look at him, I see the man that refused to send us backup when we were in need. I can�t help but feel resentful.
Both Rivera and Chris stand next to each other as we wait for the Chinese messenger to arrive. We�ve brought a small detachment of armed militia with us, and unbeknownst to the Chinese, our forces are still holed up in the undergrowth around the mountains. If they try anything dirty, they�ll die.
The early morning light casts a defining glow over the landscape. The temperature is cold and biting, but I hardly notice. I�m focused on the vehicle moving up the hill. It�s a Humvee, but it�s painted with the Omega symbol�� a white, stylized O on the side of the door. Max is with us, and so is Sophia. She�s standing next to me.
�What do you think they want?� she whispers.
�I have no idea,� I reply. �But Chris seems willing to negotiate for some reason.�
�He�s trying to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.�
�Rivera, on the other hand, doesn�t care.�
�He cares,� Sophia corrects. �His methods are just different.�
I keep my comments to myself. It�ll probably take a few years for the bitterness over Rivera�s abandonment of the militia to wear off. And then I�ll understand. But that day is definitely not today.
Chris turns his head slightly, sharing a glance with me.
Don�t worry, he seems to say. We�ve got this.
As far as I know, Jeff and Derek are with their platoons, still safely hidden. As the vehicle comes to the top of the hill, it slows to a halt, and the troops slowly come out. Chinese soldiers surround a man exiting the front passenger door. They protect him with their bodies, a human shield. They move him towards us, standing in a straight line in front of his body.
�Start talking,� Colonel Rivera states.
Chris says nothing. His silence speaks volumes.
The man shielded by the troops is obviously the messenger, and as he begins to talk, his soldiers pull apart enough for us to get a view of his appearance. Sophia slaps her hand across her mouth, unable to contain her shock. A stone drops to the bottom of my stomach.
Wavy brown hair. Tall, lean figure. Piercing blue eyes. All of this wrapped up in a recognizable blue Omega uniform that contrasts the Chinese�s black suits perfectly.
�Now Colonel,� he says, his voice smooth. Perfect. �Let�s not dispense with the pleasantries simply because we�re on a battleground. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Harry Lydell, and I am the acting Commander for this detachment of troops.�

Chapter Sixteen

Of all the people I had expected to see in the midst of this Armageddon, Harry Lydell was not one of them. The Englishman who spied on Sophia and I during our imprisonment at an Omega labor camp. The guy who fed information to the enemy before the attack on Sanger, costing us the lives of too many good men.
And I definitely didn�t expect him to be a commander.
�Don�t look so shocked, Cassidy,� he says, looking directly at me. �You didn�t think I�d just disappear forever, did you?�
Well, actually�
�You know this man?� Rivera asks, turning to Chris.
�He was an Omega spy. He betrayed my men,� he replies simply.
�Betray is a rather harsh word, don�t you think?� Harry asks, still watching me. �Betrayal implies that one was loyal to a cause before turning their backs on it. I did no such thing. I�ve always known where my loyalty lies, and it was never with the militias.�
�That�s your mistake, then,� I say.
�So bitter.�
�You almost got me killed.�
�Sorry about that, love. But this is war, you know.�
�Don�t you dare��
��Enough,� Chris growls, and even Harry flinches at the tone of his voice. Chris, after all, is the man that almost snapped his neck on one occasion. And I saved Harry�s life. Epic fail. �You�re here to deliver a message. Deliver it.�
�Colonel Cho sends his condolences for the losses you will take if you do not stop your attempt to exterminate our forces,� Harry says, an irritating smirk on his lips. �I volunteered to represent him at this meeting. I recognized your fighting techniques, Young. You haven�t changed.�
�And you�re still a jerk,� I grit.
�Now, now,� Harry says, raising a finger. �This is supposed to be a peaceful meeting.�
�I should jam my boot down your throat.�
�By all means, go ahead. That would be an amusing attempt to watch.�
�Lydell, why didn�t your Colonel meet us here himself?� Chris interjects, holding his hand up, silencing both of us immediately.
�Because it wasn�t necessary.� Harry folds his arms across his chest. �You�ve made a noble attempt to stop us, I�ll give you that. But you cannot defeat us, and we will kill every man and woman in our path. The solution to your problems is simple: surrender.�
�Surrender is not an option,� Chris replies.
�Why not? Join us. Omega will provide you with food, weapons, ammunition. Be on the winning side.� Harry again moves his gaze to me, smiling wickedly. �When all of this is over, and the new Order is established, you don�t want to be on the wrong side of the border, trust me.�
�You�re asking us to turn our backs on our own country,� Max says. �You�re insane.�
�Colonel Cho is making a generous offer,� Harry answers. �We will unleash everything on your forces if you don�t surrender. I guarantee you, not a single man will be left standing.�
�Don�t threaten me,� Chris warns. �We�re not joining you.�
�Then I suggest you run.�
�We�re not running. You and your allies need to get the hell out of our home.�
�Your home?� Harry sighs. �As if it belongs to you. It�s ours for the taking, and we�re taking it. You can either step aside and bow to the superior power, join us in our fight, or be annihilated. Personally, I prefer option three, but that would be a waste of some talented guerrilla war fighters.�
�Consider them wasted,� Colonel Rivera shoots back, startling me with the venom in his voice. �We�re not going anywhere. We�re going to wipe the floor with your face, kid.�
I press my lips together, fighting the irrational laughter bubbling up in my chest. Harry looks very ticked.
�So is that a refusal, then?� he asks.
�That�s a no,� Chris corrects. �Get off my hilltop. And by the way, the next time you and I meet, I�m going to kill you.�
Ouch.
�Cassidy?� Harry says, swallowing.
�I�m not a traitor,� I reply.
He glares at me.
�You will be responsible for the death of hundreds,� Harry presses.
�Leave,� Chris commands.
�Your mistake. This offer will not come again.� Harry turns back towards the vehicle, the soldiers retreating from the parley. �Just remember that you had a chance to live. It will be the last thought you have before you die.�
He slams the door shut. We stand there in silence as the vehicle rolls back down the hill. I release a breath I didn�t even realize I�d been holding, my heart beating wildly in my chest.
�That was entertaining,� Rivera states. �Let�s get back to work. They�ll be on us as soon as he gets back to his commanding officer.�
�At least we know the name of their Colonel,� I shrug.
�I cannot believe Harry is here,� Sophia gasps. �After all this time.�
�It�s a small world,� I say. �And it�s getting smaller every day.�
�That meeting was meant to intimidate us,� Chris says. �They wouldn�t have stopped to parley if they had as much power as Harry is bragging about. We would all be dead already.�
�He�s bluffing?� I say.
�They�re hesitating,� Chris replies. �And that�s perfect.� He turns to Max. �I want you to join Jeff�s platoon. Sophia, you go with him. Cassidy, you stay with me.� He and Rivera look at each other for a second. Chris simply nods and the two of us head to our vehicle.
I slide inside, wrapping my fingers around Chris�s forearm.
�Chris, did you catch what he said about the �new Order?� I ask.
�I caught it.�
�What�s the Order?�
�I don�t know. Maybe that�s what Omega�s calling the new government system they�re going to set up. Does it matter?�
�Yeah. I�d like to know what their evil master plan is.�
Chris strokes my hair.
�We know what it is. Annihilation and domination.� He shrugs. �We just have to stop them.�
�It�s going to be a long day.�
�It already has been.�

You know that feeling you get when you stand on the edge of a cliff? Maybe you do. Maybe you don�t. For me, standing on the edge of a cliff is just as exciting as it is terrifying. If I fall off the cliff, I�ll die. And that�s terrifying. But I�m also looking out over the world. I�m on top of the world. And that is exciting. There�s no way to describe it unless you�ve experienced it.
It�s exactly how I feel right now.
Exhausted as I am, hiding in the mountains again, awaiting Omega�s second push, I�m terrified. Because we might die. But excited, because we might survive, and we might succeed in keeping Omega out of the valley.
Hours have passed since our meeting with Harry. The shock has worn off. It�s been replaced with near boredom as we wait for Omega to do something. Anything. It�s like waiting for lightning to strike the ground. When will they hit us next?
Night comes. There is no moon tonight, just clouds. It makes the hills darker and more difficult to navigate. I sit with my legs in front of me, eating MRE rations, meat and vegetables chemically heated in a bag. It tastes like mashed baby food. But I�m not complaining. This food is better than no food, even if I do have to eat it in the dark and feel for the contents like a blind person.
It�s been a long, restless day. I managed to get an hour or so of sleep, but my body was too wired for anything more than that. Harry�s words have replayed in my head over and over again:
�You will be responsible for the death of hundreds.�
I remind myself that he�s a professional liar, taking another bite of food. Forcing it down. Harry is just trying to get to us, specifically me. He spent enough time with me in the labor camp to know that I have difficulty engaging in warfare. Yes, it�s something I have to do. Yes, I realize that if I don�t fight, we�ll all die anyway, so I might as well go down swinging. But no, that doesn�t mean I�m an emotionless monster who wants unnecessary bloodshed.
Harry�s wrong. You�re not all going to die. He�s bluffing and you know it.
I finish off the rest of my food, toss it aside and take a long drink of water. I hear a distant whining, like the escalating ringing in my ears before my hearing popped back. I tilt my head up, a fat raindrop hitting my nose.
Oh, lovely. On top of everything else, it has to rain, too?
A smattering of cold droplets peppers my face, and the whining grows louder. In that moment realization smacks me upside the head.
�Did somebody order air support in here?� I ask, turning to Chris. �Chris?�
He�s kneeling on the ground, listening intently.
�Those aren�t our jets,� he says simply.
I jump to my feet, shouting this order as loud as I can.
�Take cover, take cover! They�re sending jets!!!�
Fear, raw and real, grabs me by the neck. I can�t breathe. Are we about to get bombed? Our air support has kept the skies clear for us so far. But what if a bogey or two got through? Just one could do some serious damage to our front lines.
Chris grabs my arm and drags me down the hillside, heading for lower ground. We�re too far into the interstate to take cover under the freeway. The road is at ground level, plus we�ve planted landmines all along the road. We duck into the low bushes, staying hidden under rocks and trees. The screaming of the incoming jets strike terror into my heart. I clutch Chris�s arm as he pulls me close. The rain is starting to fall harder, sticking my uniform to my skin. Uriah scrambles down next to us, while other members of our militia scatter throughout the hillside. The jets streak by overhead, sweeping through like dark birds.
Something drops from the first bird. It detonates upon impact, turning the grass into a smoldering mass of dirt and grass. Flames spring up despite the rain, giving everything a hellish aura. More weapons hit the earth. Every impact is like an earthquake. I can feel the expulsion of air on my lungs, each shockwave hitting me like a brick in the chest.
Chris holds me against him and I hang on for dear life, praying to God that one of those things won�t hit us. The barrage seems to go on for an eternity, never ceasing long enough for me to recover from each shockwave. The hills are alive with flames now, and the rain isn�t falling hard enough to put out the fire. At last the enemy jets stop their attack, and Chris�s grip on me eases a bit.
�Are they gone?� I ask.
�They�ll be back,� Uriah replies, his dark eyes glimmering with hatred. �But we�ve got our own birds, too. I�d suggest you radio Rivera and call in the Air Force.�
Chris nods.
I remain still, listening to the crackle of fire against the dry grass.
Please rain harder, I think. Put out this fire before�
Wait.
I pull back from Chris.
�Which way is the wind blowing?� I ask.
�Um�I don�t know. South?� Uriah says.
�We need to drive this fire towards the Chinese. Nothing can stop a wildfire.�
Chris fixes me with a surprised look, a smile spreading across his face.
�Cassie, that�s the best idea you�ve had all day.�
�It�s the only idea I�ve had all day.�
He hits the radio and contacts Rivera.
�Rivera, this is Alpha One,� he says. �What�s your status?�
�We�re alive,� Rivera replies. �What�s your status?�
�My platoon is uninjured. Radio air support. Tell them to be ready to combat military aircraft.�
�Will do,� Rivera says, but he sounds shaken.
I grab my radio and contact Max�s platoon.
�This is Yankee, over,� I say.
Nothing but static. Chris tries on his radio. Uriah tries his, too. Nothing.
�Oh, my god,� I breathe. �Do you think they�re hurt?�
Chris sets his jaw.
�Possibly.�
Uriah shakes his head.
�No. No way am I leaving this position to check on another platoon,� he says. �If those jets come back while we�re on the move, we�ll be out in the open.�
�I�m not leaving them to die,� Chris snaps. �And I�m not asking you to come.�
�You�re not going without me,� I tell him.
He nods. No argument.
That�s new.
Uriah rolls his eyes.
�You care too much.� He holds out his hands. �But I get your point.�
What Uriah might not understand is that despite the fact that it�s dangerous to check up on Max�s platoon, it�s worth it. Max, Derek, Sophia and Jeff are the best soldiers we have. If we lose them, we�ll lose a lot of the militia�s morale. We can�t afford it. Plus, Chris has already lost Alexander this week. He doesn�t want to lose anybody else. Neither do I.
Chris turns to a young man staked out behind us. I don�t remember his name. Andrew, I think. I don�t know.
�You�re in charge until I get back,� Chris says.
The kid stares at Chris with an expression of shock, then nods.
�Yes, sir,� he says.
Chris doesn�t hesitate in moving forward. I dart behind his shoulder, Uriah on my tail. We move through the grass, feet sinking into mud. My brilliant plan of driving a fire towards Omega won�t do much good if the rainfall continues to get heavier. Max and his platoon are four hundred yards from our position, and the rain and darkness make it even more difficult to navigate the rough terrain. All the while, Uriah anxiously listens for any signs of enemy aircraft.
As we approach their position, I stop dead in my tracks. Where Max and his platoon were hiding is nothing but a smoking, flaming crater. Horrified, I run forward and claw my way up the hill. �Sophia!� I scream. �Max! Derek! Jeff!�
Dead militiamen are lying in the mud, burnt and mutilated beyond recognition. I fall on my knees and cover my mouth, fighting the gag reflex.
�Cassidy!�
I look up. Sophia is running towards me. I pull myself up and throw my arms around her neck. She�s crying hysterically. �I barely missed it,� she chokes. �They dropped a freaking bomb on our heads.�
�Where are the others?�
�Here!� Jeff crawls out of the tall grass. Chris heaves a sigh of relief and pulls his brother into a fierce hug. Max is there, as well, but I don�t see Derek.
�Where�s the rest of the platoon?� I ask. �Where�s Derek?�
�I don�t know where everybody is. We scattered.�
I bite my lip.
�We need to get out of here. The cover�s been fried.�
�Exactly.� Chris kneels down. He grabs his radio and calls the other nearby platoons. �We�re going to light these mountains up. We�re burning them down.�
�But� why?� Sophia asks, trembling.
�We�re going to push Omega back. They can�t fight against a wall of flames.�
�They�ll try.�
�They�ll just come in with their jets,� Uriah says.
�It�s a lot harder to see the enemy when the ground is covered in smoke,� Chris replies.
Our militia platoons roll in with a couple of vehicles. Soldiers dump barrels of diesel fuel on the grass. And from there, all it takes is a spark. Soon the entire field before us on fire, the flames reaching skyward, the wind whipping it hotter, towards Omega.
�Keep lighting up the hillside,� Chris orders. �Follow the interstate and make sure you drive it back. The wind is blowing south, right in their direction. Keep it going.�
The smoke is getting thicker. I watch in amazement at how quickly the fire takes hold of grass and devours it. Within a few minutes, acres of hillside is consumed with flames, billowing black, angry smoke and tossing it into the night sky. The cold drizzle is no match for its power.
We have to pull away from the fire as the heat becomes more intense. The militia continues to ignite walls of flames across the hillside, skipping over the interstate and jumping to the other side.
�Not a bad idea, Cassie,� Chris compliments. �By the time it gets to them, it�ll be too big for them to stop.�
�I hate burning the mountains up like this.�
�Think of it as a reverse scorched earth policy.� He shrugs. �We�re burning up their supplies and their troops in front of us rather than behind. That gives us the advantage.�
�I guess.�
We�re standing at the base of one of the bigger mountain ridges, the one currently being eaten by fire. Sophia is holding onto Jeff�s arm, and I find myself smiling. She�s made a new friend.
Chris looks at them, then back at me.
�Jeff and Sophia?� he asks.
�Don�t ask me,� I shrug. �She�s trying to get over Alexander.�
�I didn�t see that coming.�
I laugh.
�I didn�t see us coming either, but here we are,� I say.
And then I�m surprised again.
Jeff suddenly moves away from Sophia and runs forward, yelling something at the top of his lungs. I don�t even have time to make out what he�s saying before something hits Chris in the chest.
He stumbles backward, and I can feel the force of the impact from here.
I scream and Jeff, Sophia, Uriah and Max drop to the ground. I do the same and crawl on my belly over to Chris, who�s lying on his side, his face contorted in pain. I roll him on his back, frantically searching his body for any wounds. I hang my head in relief. A bullet is wedged into his vest, but it didn�t pierce the skin.
Thank God.
I twist around and pop a grenade off my belt, pausing. Militiamen are heading towards me, weapons out, shooting� at us.
What the hell?
That split second of hesitation almost gets us killed. One of the militiamen fires a round at my head. I drop to the ground and chuck my grenade blindly in his direction, as far as I can. At least thirty feet. I blow up the militiaman and another guy.
�We�ve been infiltrated!� I pant breathlessly.
Jeff and Sophia reach us just as I chuck another grenade in front of us, bounding it down the incline, slowing the attack. Sophia empties a half magazine of repressive fire on the oncoming troops to help me.
Chris hasn�t been shot, but the impact of the bullet knocked the wind out of him. It may have even broken a rib. Jeff puts his arm under his brother�s back, and Sophia and I take the other half of his weight, helping him kneel. He pulls his handgun out, rejoining the fight. �Just run,� Chris says, grimacing. �Just go.�
�We�re not leaving you, bro,� Jeff says. �Don�t start with the selfless crap.�
We help him run and, a few minutes into our escapade, Max is hit in the left leg. He slams into the ground, rolling over and grabbing his wound. Sophia�� always prepared for these situations�� rips a compression bandage off the medic kit on her belt and applies it to his injury. She cinches it tight.
�You can move now,� she says.
I foolishly look behind me. The wall of flames heading south highlights the silhouettes of dozens of our own men hunting us down like animals.
How could this happen? This has to be a bad dream.
�Uriah!� I shout. �Get Max!�
Uriah drops back and hauls Max to his feet. He can�t walk, he can barely drag himself along. I grope for the radio on my belt, Chris�s pressure on my shoulders easing up as he recovers from the physical shock of the impact.
�Rivera,� I say, unable to hear my own voice over the sound of the gunfire and my heavy breathing. �We�ve been infiltrated! Our own men are firing on us. Send backup! Send backup!�
I get nothing in response.
God help us. Is Rivera just being an idiot again or has his platoon been compromised by traitors, too? Chris removes his arm from around my shoulders and starts moving on his own, but every step is painstaking. He can barely breathe. I�m guessing one or two of his ribs have been broken.
The militiamen who are clearly still on our side are retreating in the same direction as we are, many of them standing and fighting their own friends. It�s the most chilling, heartbreaking thing I�ve seen since this whole mess started. Brother fighting brother. Men and women in matching uniform duking it out on the battlefield.
I try calling for backup again and again, getting nothing but static. Nothing but silence. �Sundog!� I beg. �Please, answer us. We�re dying out here. We�ve been compromised!�
Nothing.
Along the side of the freeway, a small ditch runs underneath the interstate. It�s little more than a drainage pipe. I spot it out of the corner of my eye and direct Sophia�s attention to it. She nods and veers to the left.
�Left!� I yell to Chris.
He and Jeff follow me, and Uriah is right behind them, dragging Max. Sophia crawls into the tunnel first. Chris pauses at the entrance to the tunnel, collecting his strength. He turns to help Max and Uriah, and as he does so, I shout a warning. The mammoth wall of flames blazing across the mountains makes it easy to see what�s coming towards us. Black shadows massing around our position. Four or five men tackle Max and Uriah. Chris raises his handgun and begins picking them off, kneeling down. I do the same with my rifle, trying to keep them away from Uriah and Max long enough for them to reach the tunnel.
Uriah pulls himself out of the pile and shoots someone pointblank in the head with his handgun, tearing his way towards us. Leaving Max behind. I scream at him to stay, to help us hold them off, but he ignores me. He�s only got one thing on his mind: Keeping himself alive.
Chris pops off a few more, but dozens of our own militia turned traitors are seeping out of the grass. �Cassie, get in the tunnel!� Chris yells.
�Not until you come, too!�
�That�s not a request, that�s an order!�
Two bullets narrowly avoid my chest. I take a few more shots and stumble backwards, the sheer number of the enemy overwhelming me. �I won�t go without you!� I shriek, tears streaming down my face.
Chris turns to me. It only lasts for a second, but it seems as if time slows down and the world around us fades. �I�ll be right behind you,� he says. �I promise.�
I look at the enemy, back at him, and nod.
�Be careful,� I beg him.
I throw my rifle over my shoulder and sprint towards the tunnel, sliding into the cement passage, scrambling deep into the concrete tube.
Uriah is gone, but Jeff is waiting with Sophia.
�Where�s Chris?� he bellows.
�He said he�d be right behind me.�
�Where�s Max?� Sophia says.
�Just go!� I command. �Run! Now!�
�But��
��That�s an order,� I hiss. �Get going!�
Sophia doesn�t press me any further. She turns on her heel and runs, disappearing into the blackness of the tunnel.
I linger at the mouth of the passage, waiting for Chris.
Come on, come on, come on.
Jeff clenches his fist.
�I�m going back out there,� he says.
As soon as he charges forward, a trooper lands in an animalistic crouch at the mouth of the tunnel. I see it before it happens, yet there�s nothing I can do to stop it. He�s too fast, and I have been taken by surprise.
He fires off a round, barely bypassing me, but he hits Jeff in the neck. Jeff stumbles for a moment and grabs his throat, shock registering across his features. I hit the wall and scream as Jeff falls backwards, his eyes wide open, his face pale and blank, hands grasping at his neck. A stream of satin blood blossoms under his collarbone. It takes a second too long for my shell-shocked senses to start working again. A second too late.
I turn around, locking eyes with the trooper for a split second. And I swear I see right into his soul. There is no regret on his face. Not a hint of emotion or regret for his actions. This is, after all, war. I cry out, furious, and raise my rifle without hesitating. Despite my shaking hands, I steady myself long enough to engage. I snapshot a round into the trooper�s head.
Right between the eyes.
He�s dead before he hits the ground, and I feel no remorse.
I kneel down and shake Jeff by the shoulders, shouting his name, trying to stop the bleeding by applying pressure to the wounds. His blood smears over the palms of my hands. His jaw goes slack. The light leaves his eyes.
�Jeff!� I plead. �Jeff, no! Don�t do this!�
I look behind me, hysterical, shaking.
Another trooper slides into the passage, followed by two more, then three. I barely manage to drive them back, bullets ricocheting off the walls. I have no sympathy for my enemy now. I feel only empty anger, painful loss.
I turn to Jeff.
He�s dead.
I have to go. I need to go.
I pull myself to my feet.
�I�m so sorry,� I say. �It�s my fault. I�m so sorry��
I grope my way down the inky passage, tears streaming down my face. I�m sobbing as I run, straining for breath, straining for sanity.
The tunnel seems to go on forever, and as I run, the horror of the past few moments sinks in. I finally see a faint light in the distance, the end of the tunnel. I run towards it, leg muscles and lungs burning. I reach it and literally fall out of the tunnel, rolling down a steep embankment. When I drag myself up, the world is spinning and I�m slathered in mud and blood. It�s raining harder, and in the distance, the sky is burning orange and red. The sound of incoming jets once again rips through the air. Air Force.
They attack the enemy positions.
Too little too late.
We�ve already lost so much.
I want to wait at the end of the tunnel for Chris and Max, but I know that I�m being followed by Omega men. So I force myself onward, looking for Sophia and Uriah. Where are they? I follow the side of the interstate for an eternity, the Air Force streaking overhead, dropping their payload on the ground. How will they know who to attack? Our enemies are coming from the inside, too. They look like us.
Harry Lydell. He knew this would happen. He must have known they�d been planted a long time ago. How else would he be so confident that we would suffer? Why else could he get away with being so infuriatingly smug?
I climb onto the freeway, knowing that I�m far enough down the road that there are no more landmines here. Rivera�s forces have pulled back. They�re not even here. I�m alone. We�ve been left here�again.
Fury burns through my veins, coupled with the hollow sadness of Jeff�s death and leaving Chris behind.
He will come. He will come. They won�t kill him. He�s too valuable to kill.
Harry knows that. Right?
I have to keep moving.
The low stutter of an engine echoes off the side of the hills, audible to me only because I�m familiar with it. �Manny!� I yell, desperate. Standing in the middle of the freeway, mired in muck and blood and tears. �Manny, I�m down here!�
He can�t hear me. I know that. But yelling it feels good.
The outline of his old biplane appears in the sky, coasting towards me, using the freeway as an open runway.
�Sundog, this is Yankee,� I yell into my radio. �I�m right under you.�
�Copy that, Yankee,� he replies. �Show me some light.�
I flash my flashlight a few times, marking my position. The direction of his plane changes and he dips down, making a quick, emergency landing on the interstate.
�GET IN!� he shouts.
�I�m waiting for Chris!�
�THERE IS NO TIME.�
�I won�t leave until I know he�s alive!�
�Just get in the cockpit, Cassidy!�
I hesitate, guilt and fear twisting my gut. If I stay here any longer, I�ll die. Chris could have escaped another way. He�ll meet up with me. He always does. Sophia and Max and Derek and Uriah� they�ll meet up with me, too. I know they will.
I have to believe that.
I climb onto the wing and throw my legs over the side of the cockpit, hitting the seat with a thud. �What about everybody else?� I yell.
�I�ve got one passenger seat and you�re in it!�
Manny spins the biplane into a U-turn. I clutch the sides of the plane, squeezing my eyes shut. We gain speed, and suddenly the bottom drops out of my stomach, and I know that we are airborne. As we rise I begin to cry heavily. Great, heaving sobs. Chris is down there. Jeff is dead. Max is probably dead. Derek is missing. Sophia and Uriah could be anywhere.
Chris is down there. Chris is down there. Oh, God, what if they kill him?
I open my eyes, the freezing rain tears at my skin, making the situation just that much more unbearable. This is wrong. This is so, so wrong.
The plane rumbles on, and I�m numb to our surroundings and the time I spend in the air. At some point Manny begins circling and then we�re losing altitude. We land on asphalt, and I vaguely register that we�re at Headquarters. We�re back. There are very few troops here, besides the wounded that are being brought in. Our backup reserve of soldiers is being deployed and another convoy is moving out.
�Get out of the cockpit, Cassidy,� Manny says, killing the engine. His boots hit the wing and he grabs me by the shoulders. �Cassidy, don�t fade out on me, girl.�
No. This can�t be happening.
Loss grips my chest. Raw, painful. Real.
I slowly stand, bitter realization setting in.
Why can�t I just wake up from this nightmare? I wonder.
Because this is no dream. This is the new reality. This is the new world.
This is the beginning of the end.

Epilogue

A collapse. That�s what they�re calling it now. They won�t say what it really is. A takeover. An invasion. A systematic extermination. But I know. We know. Anybody that�s seen what Omega has done or suffered because of them knows the truth. This is no collapse. This is a war. A war that was designed to begin from the inside. Our society collapsed on itself because of our dependence on technology and that made us weak. And now here we are. Fighting to survive.
I don�t know why this had to happen. I don�t understand how one man�� or a group of people�� could be evil enough to inflict this kind of suffering on the world. But that�s human nature, isn�t it? If you let it run loose long enough, doesn�t it always come back to this? Fighting and tragedy and bloodshed. It�s happened all throughout history. Why should this be any different?
Regardless of what the outcome will be, I will not go quietly. I�ve lost too much. My father was right. Fighting with the National Guard is unlike anything I�ve ever done. It�s a different environment. It�s more brutal. And at times, terribly unfair. Yet I still have hope. This is not the end. This is the beginning of the end of the war. This is when we will make our final stand, when we will make a choice about who we will be and what we will stand for.
I will find Chris. I will lead the militia right into Omega�s open arms if I have to. Nothing will stop me from being with him again. He came for me when I was imprisoned in a labor camp. This time, I�m coming for him. Harry Lydell stands no chance. Omega stands no chance.
I will find them.
Ready or not, here I come.
To Be Continued
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