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Аннотация
Surviving the attack proved to be more than they could have imagined�
Months after a super-EMP attack devastated the United States, the country is now unrecognizable. Major cities are run by gangs, survivors are dying of starvation and the government is falling victim to lawlessness. Those who were prepared for the end find that they weren�t really prepared at all.
While some seek vengeance for their losses, others are determined to restore the nation. Gordon, Samantha, Sebastian, Barone, Connor and Pablo are all on different paths, but they are all in search of a home away from chaos. They are all in search of a sanctuary.
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OCTOBER 18, 2066
� � �

Olympia, Washington, Republic of Cascadia
Haley opened her eyes and looked at the alarm clock that sat next to her on the nightstand. The green fluorescent hands of the clock illuminated 7:18 A.M. Frustrated by another sleepless night, she gazed toward the brightening horizon to the east. She let go of the anxious feeling living deep inside of her for a moment as she lay there, staring. She didn�t want to tear her eyes away for fear she�d miss the sun�s first rays of the day.
The mornings when the typical layer of fog didn�t hang over the city provided sunrises to marvel at. She loved these mornings, when she could appreciate the simple joys in life. Her life now was so different than her early years, and it made her treasure moments like these. It�s only when you lose the things that mean so much that you finally realize their importance. So often she wondered how people in the old days must have taken their lives for granted. How they must have thought that life as they knew it could never end. But she now knew, not only because of her own experience but also from what history teaches, nothing lasts forever. Life and especially death are a major part of human existence. She had seen her share of death, more than she would ever care to see again, but she knew that what peace her country had would end one day.
The deep orange light of the rising sun crested the horizon and lit up her sparsely furnished bedroom. Her sleigh bed sat parallel to the large window that was providing her the solar show. Opposite her bed, sitting like a monolith, was an antique armoire; it towered in the room at over six feet. She took great joy in shopping and in decorating her house with quality pieces from around the world. She pulled her thick duvet up to her chin and watched Mother Nature give birth to this new day.
The rumbling of the truck driving down her driveway jolted her back to the present. The man from the local dairy was delivering her weekly eggs, milk, butter, and cream. She rolled onto to her back and looked at the ceiling.
John was scheduled to arrive in the late morning to continue the interview. She was dreading it. All weekend, she questioned why she ever agreed to do these interviews in the first place. The past was painful enough�having to talk about her memories at length only made those distant moments fresh again. It had been years since she had thought about some of the people who had been in her life when she was a young child. Haley was overwhelmed at the prospect of having to open up again.
She mused why her father had taken the time to tell her the entire story of his life. She would never forget that winter day when he sat her down and told her how everything came to be, how society collapsed and came back together. Some of the details haunted her to this day.
Hunger pangs prodded her to finally rise out of bed and start her day. Haley was the type of person who enjoyed sticking to a routine, and she looked forward to her morning one every day. She couldn�t quite put her finger on whether it was the freshly brewed French-roast coffee with a little cream she liked better, or the lightly toasted rye bread smeared with a large tab of sweet butter, but either way, she couldn�t start her day without it.
Operating on autopilot, she grabbed the stainless steel teakettle, filling it with filtered water from a five-gallon jug she kept in her pantry. Fresh, clean water was a precious commodity. After the lights went out, many of the systems and infrastructure that brought potable drinking water to many municipalities had collapsed. Even after decades of refurbishment, many had not been rebuilt or brought to the standards people had been accustomed to before. Olympia�s municipal water system still had issues and Haley didn�t trust it. She had a filtration system installed in her house years ago, but even with that, she chose to have her drinking water brought in weekly from a company that had a small reservoir located fifteen miles outside of town.
Even though she had been alive before the lights went out, she had a difficult time remembering the everyday luxuries her parents had spoken of. Fresh available fruits, varieties of meat, reliable electricity, ease of travel, but most of all fresh water. She knew that the way that people treated and respected water was far different now than in the Before. When the water stopped flowing freely and easily, the well-manicured landscaping went with it. Those picturesque scenes of thick lush lawns and endless flowering plants were replaced with robust gardens. What water people had rationed to them, they used sparingly and productively, to provide the basics. It just made so much sense to her. She understood the desire to see pretty flowers and yards covered in grass, but after living through the scarcity of the time that followed the attacks and the Great Civil War, she would always be prepared. Many in Cascadia shared the same pragmatic outlook. Few looked to the government, much less to anyone else, to provide or take care of them. An entire generation had lived through and had taught their progeny to be more self-reliant and to live self-sustainably.
The whistle of the teakettle pulled her away from her other morning chores. She poured the hot water over the finely ground coffee in the French press, the rich, slightly burnt aroma filling her nostrils. That smell alone made her day. She made her way to the front door to pick up the dairy products that had been delivered. With the cool temperature outside, her cream would be the perfectly chilled companion to her hot coffee.
She opened the front door and was surprised to see a man hovering at the entrance, his face obscured.
�Are you coming to get this?� he asked, holding up a basket filled with the dairy products she was in need of.
It was a voice she knew instinctually, but she almost couldn�t believe it.
�Hunter? Hunter, is that you? Oh my God, it�s you!� Haley practically shouted. She grabbed her son into an embrace. Hugging him tightly, she said, �My boy! How are you? I can�t believe you�re here!�
�Mom, hi. Uh, Mom, you�re crushing me and the eggs,� Hunter said.
�I�m sorry. I just didn�t know I�d see you this morning. Had I known I would have prepared the hollandaise for some eggs Benedict,� Haley said, petting his hair. She still embraced him tightly, almost as if she was afraid to let him go.
�Sorry I didn�t call, but I wanted to surprise you,� Hunter said.
She pulled back and stared into his blue eyes.
Hunter Rutledge was her oldest son. He was a tall man, standing at six feet two inches, and he had the signature Van Zandt brown hair and piercing light eyes. His wide shoulders hovered over his tapered, lean body. When Haley looked at Hunter, she saw her own father.
�Come in before you freeze. Sorry, I don�t know what I was thinking having you stand in the cold any longer!� Haley said apologetically as she led him into the warm house.
�I didn�t mean to startle you, Mom. But your timing was uncanny. I picked up the basket and was about to knock when you opened the door,� Hunter said, with a slight nasal edge to his voice. His nose was a little stuffy from the cold, damp air.
She took the basket from him and rushed back into the kitchen.
�Do you want some fresh coffee?� she hollered.
�Sure, sounds good,� he responded as he took off his coat and walked into the living room. He looked around. It had been a long time since he had seen his mother. The house she now lived in was not one he was familiar with; she had moved into it after his father had died a few years ago. Tired from his long journey, he sat down on a Victorian-style winged love seat.
Haley rushed into the room and placed a coffee mug on the table in front of him and turned to go back to the kitchen. She took a few steps and quickly turned back around.
�You take cream with your coffee, right?�
�Ah, yeah. Thanks, Mom.�
He looked at the steam coming off the coffee and took a sip, grinning. The bold taste of the coffee made him feel much better.
Haley came back into the room and took a seat in the chair across from him. Gently holding her mug in her lap, she asked him a few questions about his travels. Haley was very excited to see him, but also nervous because he had shown up with no notice. She kept many of her family secrets close to her chest, and now she was sharing them with John for the interview. She would have a time and place when she would share things with her sons, but she wanted to tell them when she was ready. Having Hunter there meant the conversation needed to happen sooner rather than later.
�Mom, is everything okay?� he asked, sounding a bit concerned. Though he hadn�t seen his mother in a long time, he knew her well, and had zeroed in on her anxiety.
�Yes, I�m fine, just happy to see you! I�m still surprised that you�re here,� she answered brightly.
�Are you sure?�
�I have to admit, I can�t quite believe you�re here. Seeing you makes everything so much better,� she said, smiling ear to ear.
�Mom, what�s wrong?� he asked. His tone had shifted to one that was softer. He stood and pulled a chair close to her.
She grabbed his hand. �Oh, Hunter, don�t worry about me. I want to hear about you! How long can you stay?�
�The ambassador is here for a quick emergency meeting, then we head back late tomorrow.�
�I still don�t understand why you had to go all the way to the ROT to get a job when you could have easily gotten a job here, not down there,� Haley said, her tone exposing a lingering frustration.
�Again with this?�
She recognized his testy tone and shifted her attitude. �How are things in Texas?�
�Good. Actually, things are really good for us down there.�
�Are you staying safe?�
�We are as safe as you can get down there. All the troubles are hours from us. Austin is as safe as Olympia,� he replied.
�Honey, I wasn�t born yesterday. I read the papers! And you do remember, your cousin Brian works for the president? That means nothing happens without me knowing about it. They tell me exactly what�s going on down there,� Haley said. She stared at him, then took a large sip of coffee.
�My mission down there is important. It�s critical for us to provide as much support to the ROT as possible. They are our allies and without them, not much stands in between us and��
�I know the talking points. I�m just so tired of war,� Haley said, interrupting him.
�It�s important work.�
�I know, son, I do,� she said, then shifted to another topic. �Any word from your brother, Sebastian?�
�No, I haven�t heard from him in months.�
�I haven�t either. I�m worried about him,� she said. Cracking a smile, she said, �Must be that darn Van Zandt blood coursing through your veins. Causes the males of the family to up and take off.�
�It�s Grandad�s fault, right?�
�Funny you mention him,� she said, adjusting herself in the chair. �I have to be honest. Everything isn�t okay with me.�
The blood drained from his face. �What is it?�
She took a deep breath. �A few weeks ago, I was approached about doing an in-depth interview. About Grandad and Nana, your uncle Sebastian. Everything.� She paused, clearing her throat. �I agreed to it. I had the first interview last Friday. This may sound pathetic, but it�s been� much tougher than I thought it would be. Not only because I�m talking about difficult times, but also because I decided for once I�d be honest and tell the world what really happened. It�s not just a chance to tell the history of our country, it�s a chance to tell the history of our family� the true history.�
�Good for you, Mom!� Hunter exclaimed. Then he added, more seriously, �It may be tough, but it�s important.�
She nodded and continued. �I think I deliberately closed off parts of my brain for years. But now I know why your grandad sat me down years ago. He wanted me to be the one to tell this story. He probably knew that.� She paused. �He always knew.�
� � �
Haley tried to convince Hunter to stay, but in just a few hours he was off again, back to work serving the Cascadian ambassador. He promised to come back later and stay the night. When Hunter decided to go into the public sector, there wasn�t any problem finding him a spot�the Van Zandt and Rutledge family names were revered in many parts of the republic. However, he had gone against his mother�s wishes and went to work for the Cascadian State Department�s Foreign Service as a specialist. He quickly rose through the ranks and now was the Deputy Chief of Mission for the ROC Embassy in the Republic of Texas.
Haley wasn�t convinced that her son�s job was purely administrative. Deep down, she felt he was probably working in a clandestine division as an operative. Haley couldn�t prove it and no one in her sphere of influence in government would say. She felt uneasy about where her two boys were. The world was still a very dangerous place.
Shortly after Hunter left, a knock at the door announced John�s arrival. Her demeanor was different than it was the first time she opened her door to him. Although she was still feeling a bit raw from Friday�s interview, the surprise visit from Hunter and her renewed purpose in telling her stories to honor her father�s legacy had her in a better state of mind. She could now shroud her tender emotions in strident purpose.
She opened the door and there before her was John, this time by himself. The camera crews had gotten what they needed the last time.
�Good morning, John,� she said pleasantly.
�Good morning, Haley,� he answered, giving a slight grin.
Haley asked him to come in and they both exchanged pleasantries and small talk. She deliberately didn�t mention Hunter�s arrival; she wanted to keep some distance and privacy.
After a few minutes of chatting they both took their chairs in the living room.
John was very excited about the continuation of the interview. For him, the weekend had dragged on, but it did allow him the luxury to reflect on the interview and spend a great deal of time compiling a list of follow-up questions. He pulled out his thick notepad and clicked his ballpoint pen.
�Wow�that is all I can say. I have to admit that I didn�t expect to have this type of reaction to this interview. I thought I�d come, we�d talk, you�d share the same stuff I�ve heard all my life, but you didn�t do that. The level of detail you�re providing, not just about your family but the others who were involved in the Great Civil War, is amazing. Let me say thank you again for this honor�it truly is.�
�I�m glad I�m providing you with a good interview,� Haley answered.
�This isn�t just any interview, this is a gift to the people of Cascadia. It�s what they need to hear.�
�Good. They need to know the truth, all of it. The good and the bad,� she said, then paused. She cleared her throat and continued, �Delivering a functional government, a government established on rule of law, is not easy. So many take it for granted. Once things fell apart after the attacks and the United States federal government was incapable of handling the situation, a power vacuum appeared. Many different players rushed in to fill that void created by the collapse of our former central government. As we know, those groups eventually clashed in the Great Civil War. But very few people know that our victory was forged not just out of force and tactics on the battlefield but from a strategy that included compromise and diplomacy.� She paused. �The history that our children learn talks mostly about Pablo and the Pan-American Empire versus the United States. But no one really knows all the people involved and how it all came to be.�
�I agree, that�s why I�m so excited about your perspective. I do have some questions I�d like to ask before we get back to where we left off, if you don�t mind,� John said as he was fumbling with his digital recorder.
Haley was amazed by how he had changed since Friday morning. The formerly confident reporter seemed a little less smug, and much more hesitant. She believed that this story needed to be told, but she knew that as a reporter, he had selfish reasons. This story�her story�would sell a lot of newspapers. Waiting for him to get ready, she glanced out the large picture window. Winter appeared to be making an early arrival as she watched snow flurries fall from the gray sky.
�It�s snowing,� Haley said.
�What?� John asked, his head down as he was reading over his questions.
�I didn�t know it was going to snow today,� Haley said.
�Yeah, it was in the forecast today and tomorrow. This is supposed to be a big storm.�
�Hmm, well what do you know. I�m ready when you are,� Haley said, her attention now back on John.
�Sure, okay. I hope this doesn�t come off as an odd question, but as I was listening to Friday�s interview something rather important struck me,� John said. He lifted his head from his notes and eyed her curiously. �How do you know all of these details? More specifically, how do you know the details about Pablo and Colonel Barone or even Brad Conner?�
Haley didn�t flinch or blink an eye to the question. Others might have thought it questioned her integrity, but she did not.
Haley smiled. �I�m sorry if my smile seems out of place, but I was just talking with someone about this. Many years ago, my father sat me down and told me his story. At the time, I wasn�t sure why he chose to share these things. But I now know why he did so those many years ago, why he exposed me to some very difficult, very gritty things. It�s as if he wanted me to be his messenger.�
John cocked his head, squinting.
�Over time, many have become indifferent to how our country came to be.� Haley said. �Peace and prosperity don�t spring forth naturally out of chaos. Good people sometimes must use violence to secure a stable existence; they sometimes have to be as violent and ruthless as those wishing to impose the chains of slavery and servitude. We hear theories of how we can negotiate with groups or individuals who understand nothing but evil.� Haley paused again. She understood that her father did things that some considered no different than what they were fighting against.
�It�s so easy for you and others who question my father�s actions,� Haley said, her tone turning accusatory.
�Excuse me?� John asked. He was taken aback.
�My father told me his story because he knew people would judge him. You asked how I know all of this? It�s because my father knew or met all of the people we have talked about so far. He collected these stories himself along the way. A man doesn�t ascend to the presidency of the Republic by mistake. My father wasn�t perfect by any means, but he sacrificed dearly so that you and I could have what we have.� She raised her eyebrows.
�Haley, I never meant to offend you. I never��
She interrupted him. �I don�t mean to point you out specifically. But many people cast judgment. It�s the power of hindsight. Even today, we live under a threat that could destroy what we have built. There are some people out there who think if we just talk out issues, we can resolve them. Let me tell you from experience: If your opponent is willing to brutally murder thousands of men, women, and children, with their end goal being conquest, you can�t negotiate with them.� Haley�s voice was getting increasingly angry, her face now flushed.
�Haley, if I said something that has upset you, please accept my apology,� John said urgently, concerned that the interview was heading in a different direction than he intended.
�I need to get this out. I�ve held this in for so long. I read and listen to this almost every day now. Daddy told me a quote from George Orwell long ago: �People sleep quietly in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence in their names.� This is how it has always been. Our generation gave you a land, a republic from which to live a peaceful existence. A place from where all are created equal and all have opportunity. Then many in your generation question how it came to be because some of the actions along the way didn�t fit nicely and neatly into a box of morality. You only have the opportunity to have this type of morality because you�ve never had to truly fight for it. You never had to make a truly tough decision, one where people could actually die.�
�I�m sorry to sound ignorant, but where is this coming from?� John was shocked that the mild-mannered woman he met with last week could be whipped into such a fury.
Haley took a deep breath. �I�ve sat in the shadows for a long time. Now, thanks to you, I can express how and why this republic was formed. You want to know it all? I will tell you every dirty detail. All of your readers will know many bled to give birth to this land we now call our home. I first lost my innocence, I then lost my brother, but that was just the beginning.� Haley stood and walked to the large picture window, staring out at the swirling snow.
John sat frozen, unsure of how to proceed. He looked down at his recorder to ensure it had been on during her long monologues. Seeing the bright red light on his recorder, he breathed a quiet sigh of relief.
�John, I�m not sorry for getting� vocal. I just felt��
�It�s okay, Haley. I know this has to be tough,� John said. He fought back the urge to question her outburst. In some ways, he felt like her diatribe was a personal attack against him. After all, he wrote a column for the Cascadian Times and had penned a few Op-ed pieces over the years that questioned some of the tactics deployed during the Great Civil War, specifically those used by Gordon Van Zandt. He suspected that what he just witnessed was Haley�s response to those pieces.
Haley turned and looked at John squarely. �Thank you, John. Thank you for giving me the platform to tell this story.�
�You�re welcome, really.�
�I�m sure you�re ready for me to quit all of this bloviating and to get back to the story,� Haley said with a slight grin.
�Whenever you�re ready.�
Haley walked back to her chair and sat down. She smoothed out the creases in her skirt and said, �I think we left off with my father finding��
John interrupted her. �Yes, the woman and her son.�
�Oh, yes, they were traveling together. That day was not unlike today, snowing so hard that Daddy couldn�t see the road ahead of him.�
�When was this?� John asked, leaning forward.
�February twenty-second, 2015. What happened that day changed everything.�



FEBRUARY 22, 2015
� � �

�He who does not know how to look back at where he came from will never get to his destination.�
�Jos� Rizal

Klamath Falls, Oregon
�Damn it!� Gordon barked.
Snow was coming down heavily. Visibility was becoming impossible and the car he was driving was not equipped to handle the conditions. He knew he had to get off the road and find a place for them to camp out.
Brittany shot him a sideways glance. �How about you slow down, Gordon? No use in rushing in this weather.�
Gordon shot her an irritated glance but it soon melted away.
He thought many times of that day weeks ago when he heard Tyler scream for help. His initial urge was to move on, but after what had happened to Hunter he couldn�t walk away from a child in need. Gordon and Brittany both had their own selfish reasons for partnering up. She had an operational vehicle, and he could find a safe place for her and Tyler. This partnership became more than just a simple arrangement after they�d spent weeks on the road together. They truly cared for each other. Being put in a life-or-death situation could elicit those feelings in people.
Each day on the road brought challenges, and Gordon saw she was capable of doing what was needed, when needed. He saw a glimpse of that resilience when she didn�t hesitate to kill the man threatening Tyler, and every day that resilience was proven. He was glad he trusted his instincts in allowing them to come along. Not only was she great with the basics of survival�turning scraps of food into edible meals, knowing how to shoot a gun�but Brittany had proven to be a great companion. She was smart and even-tempered, with a keen ability to look at a situation and quickly asset it. And most importantly, she was good at managing his sometimes erratic behavior.
�We need to find a place to camp out,� Gordon said flatly.
�I saw a sign about a mile back. There�s a rest area up ahead,� Brittany said.
�Rest area? Hmm,� Gordon answered. He kept his speed very slow as he considered the options. �Well, we have to get off the road. The thought of a rest area makes me uneasy, though.�
�We can�t sleep in the car again. Plus, there might be food there,� Brittany pointed out.
She was right. The past few nights had been spent in the small car. A night of sleeping stretched out could be beneficial, he thought.
Gordon looked in the rearview mirror and saw Tyler staring out the window, chewing on his fingernails. Tyler was a quiet boy who did what his mother told him without question. He was a little older than Hunter was, and even though Gordon tried to keep his distance, he found himself talking to Tyler like a father would to a son.
�Hey, buddy, if you�re hungry we got a granola bar you can have,� Gordon joked.
Tyler quickly pulled his hand away from his mouth and looked at Gordon�s eyes in the mirror. He gave a brief smile and shrugged.
�He�s nervous. He always does that when he�s nervous,� Brittany said, a bit defensively.
�It�s okay, I used to do it a lot when I was younger. Bad habit I had. Hey, Tyler, sorry, I wasn�t trying to embarrass you.� Before Tyler could respond, Brittany rapped her knuckles against the windows. �The exit�s right there! Do you see it?� she asked excitedly.
Gordon leaned closer to the windshield and squinted. Through the fast-beating blades, he could just barely make it out. He took his foot off the accelerator and slowed the car down to a crawl. As they made their way down the exit ramp, they noticed a large tractor trailer blocking the entrance to the buildings.
�You know how I feel about these types of situations,� Gordon said.
�I�m well aware. But have I been wrong so far on this trip?�
�Nope, no you haven�t. That�s why it�s worth a look.�
Brittany smiled.
Between the heavy snow and the tractor trailer, Gordon couldn�t see well enough to know if anyone was already shacked up in the buildings. He had only one way to determine it was safe. Pulling the car around, he parked with the front end facing the road, just in case they needed to make a quick exit.
�Brittany, I need you to take the wheel. Set your watch for fifteen minutes,� Gordon instructed her. �If I�m not��
�I got it, I got it. If you�re not here, hit the road. Just go, go, go, it�s cold,� Brittany said, motioning for him to close the door.
Brittany scooted over behind the steering wheel. She pulled out a semiautomatic handgun and press-checked it just like Gordon had shown her. She re-holstered it and sat pensively.
�Mom, how long is it going to take to get to Idaho?�
She turned around and answered him. �As long as it takes, Ty.�
� � �
Gordon edged up to the front of the tractor trailer and peered around it. He could see three small buildings. The parking lot in front of it had a handful of cars, all later-model vehicles. He tried to scope out the buildings as best he could. No one in sight, no movement from anything.
With his Sig Sauer drawn, he ran toward the center building, which appeared to be a visitor�s center.
The only way into the building was through two glass doors. He could feel the ice-cold wall through his jacket as he pressed himself against it. It sent a chill up his spine and goose bumps rose across his skin. He leaned and looked inside. Nothing. He pushed open the door and slid in with his gun drawn. No flashlights washed over him and no shooting�a good first sign upon entering the building. With his pistol in his right hand and his flashlight in his left, he was able to get a sense of the room. It was empty, and from the look of it, no one had been inside it since the attacks. That was good news for them, especially when the light of his flashlight splashed across the two vending machines opposite him.
He marched over to them without hesitation. Inside, behind the thick glass on the snack machine, a bag of Doritos tempted him. He couldn�t wait to go back and tell them what he had found. He smiled when he thought that this stop was Brittany�s plan. She seemed to have an intuition about whether a place would be safe or not�and if it wasn�t, she knew how to react. An idea then came to mind. He holstered his pistol and pulled out his expandable ASP baton.
� � �
Brittany kept looking at her watch as it ticked down closer and closer to fifteen minutes. She knew what she had to do if time ran out, but the thought of leaving Gordon tore her up inside.
�Where is he, Mom?� Tyler asked nervously.
�He�s coming,� she said, again looking down at her watch.
Darkness was coming fast, with the snow falling heavier by the minute. Her visibility would be next to nothing if they had to flee.
�Come on, Gordon,� Brittany whispered to herself as she used her arm to wipe away condensation from the window. As it cleared up, she saw two headlights coming their way.
The headlights came from a 1990s-model Ford truck.
�Duck down!� she ordered Tyler.
As the truck neared, they both lowered themselves down out of sight of the windows. Brittany�s heart was pounding in her chest. Every vehicle or person posed an unknown threat. She closed her eyes and prayed it would just drive by.
The truck passed slowly. She breathed a tiny sigh of relief, then suddenly the truck turned, pulling alongside their car. Lying on her back facing the driver�s side window, she held the pistol out, ready to use it if necessary.
One truck door opened and closed, then a second.
She could hear what sounded like a man and a woman talking. One laughed, a deep throaty laugh, then all fell silent outside as they walked up to the car. Tyler�s rapid and heavy breathing was making it hard for her focus.
Suddenly she thought of the back doors. Her eyes widened when she turned and saw that Tyler�s door was unlocked.
�Ty, lock your door,� she said, just above a whisper.
�Mom, I can�t, I�m scared,� he whispered back.
She could hear ice crunching as one of the people walked up to the rear passenger side of the car. Knowing they were mere steps away, she sprang up and lunged to start the car. But before she could, Tyler�s door was ripped open.
�Look what we have here!� said a man, grabbing Tyler by the shoulders, trying to pull him out of the car.
�Get your hands off of him!� Brittany screamed. She turned with her pistol but she couldn�t get a clear shot, not with him holding Tyler against his body. Her car window suddenly exploded with a crack, glass pelting the side of her face. Stunned, she turned and came face to face with the barrel of a shotgun. On the other end of it was a woman. Her face was gaunt and filthy. Her long, oily hair dangled from below the dirty wool hat she wore. When she opened her mouth, she revealed stained teeth with pieces of food stuck in between.
�Put your gun down and get the fuck out of the car!� the woman yelled.
� � �
Gordon looked down at the bag of Doritos in his hand, his mouth watering in anticipation of the cheesy, crunchy taste of the tortilla chip. He couldn�t remember the last time he had one. As he gathered an armful of candy bars and bags of chips, Gordon reflected on his time with his travel partners. Looking back, he was glad he decided to go against his nature and help Brittany and Tyler. If he hadn�t, they would have died, and he wouldn�t have found a trusted partner to come along during his search for Rahab�even if they didn�t know exactly what they were in for.
Gordon was having his doubts now about his new mission. He was missing Samantha and Haley deeply and with each passing day he was growing less and less certain that this plan was the right one. He also felt guilty that he hadn�t told Brittany where he was actually taking them. He didn�t exactly lie to Brittany, but he didn�t exactly tell the truth�they were heading to Idaho, to safety, but first he was going to find and kill Rahab. While Brittany was forthright and opinionated, she didn�t ask too many questions, inherently trusting Gordon. But she was a smart woman, and he knew the moment was coming soon when she would want to know why they were heading west, rather than north toward Idaho. He had replayed his excuses in his head, but now they sounded empty. He knew it wasn�t fair to drag them into his plans for revenge, but he didn�t know any other way around it.
When he stepped out of the building, he was greeted with larger snowflakes and a colder wind. He chuckled to himself as he walked back toward the car, thinking of the many conversations and debates he had over the years concerning what-if scenarios about the apocalypse. Who would guess that he�d be willing to take on a former waitress and her young son in his path for survival? So often, he would lament those desk jockeys or paper pushers as the future victims of a world that he now lived in. He took rightful pride in his abilities, but he now knew that surviving was about more than just a skill set or how many resources you had. There was a mental element to survival that was often overlooked, and that�s because it was too hard to train or prepare for. It was what distinguished the survivors from the victims. Brittany was one of those mentally strong types�a cool, level-headed person in any situation.
Before the lights went out, Brittany was a stay-at-home mother and before that, her only professional experience was waitressing. Her deceased husband had been a truck driver. They had lived paycheck to paycheck, and when they did have extra money, he put it into the car they were now driving. Without training and without resources, Brittany had survived so far. Of course her luck was about to run out when those men had come for the car and for her those many weeks ago, but in the past few weeks Gordon had been continually impressed by her survival skills. When she was given the opportunity to �show up,� she delivered time after time, proving that she was capable and smart. She balanced him, not unlike Samantha did. Brittany was deliberate, intuitive, and when trouble presented itself, she acted.
In Gordon�s eyes, there were three different types of people in the world: the helpers, the freezers, and the runners. Whenever something traumatic happened, the helpers would run toward the danger, the freezers just stood, and the runners would sprint in the opposite direction as fast as they could. Brittany had proven to be a helper. Even though she lacked training, she was not afraid to put herself into harm�s way. He respected that, and after spending weeks with her, he could now say he trusted her with his life.
Brittany also proved to be an adept nurse. The cut on his face that Rahab had given him was still healing, and Brittany took care to make sure it healed as best as it could. Nelson�s stitching had been good but the wound had gotten infected. She had cleaned the wound and replaced the stitches. When it finally healed there would be a large, thick scar, a constant reminder of that traumatic event. To Brittany�s credit, she didn�t even ask about the source of it. And Gordon didn�t volunteer the information, trying to avoid reliving that terrible time.
The wind was now gusting so hard that Gordon had to point his head toward the ground as he walked. He lifted his head when he thought he heard a scream mixed in with the sounds of the wind. He paused. A second scream confirmed his suspicions.
Gordon dropped the armful of candy and chips and ran toward the car. When he cleared the tractor trailer he could make out a truck, the car, and four people. He charged toward them with his pistol drawn.
The man and woman didn�t notice Gordon until he was ten feet away. The man looked stunned when Gordon ran up. He pulled Tyler closer to him and placed a revolver against his temple. The woman leveled the shotgun at Brittany�s back.
Gordon quickly measured up the scene and came to the conclusion that these two people weren�t part of a gang and probably didn�t have backup on the way. He looked at Tyler, whose green eyes were full of fear.
If these people wanted Tyler and Brittany dead, they would have killed them by that point. He determined that they likely weren�t killers by nature, but they would kill if they had to. In these desperate times, the need for food, shelter, or a vehicle could turn someone into a murderer.
Gordon didn�t have many choices. His instinct told him to shoot the man first, and if his guess was right, the woman would hesitate, giving him time to shoot her too. Doubt filled him�an unfamiliar feeling for someone who was decisive to a fault. What if he shot the man, but the woman was committed and pulled the trigger on Brittany?
�Put the guns down! I won�t kill you if you just put your guns down. We both can go our way,� Gordon yelled out.
�You put your gun down!� the man yelled back.
�Yeah! There�s two of us. I�ll kill this bitch!� the woman yelled.
Taking a slight risk, Gordon moved a couple of steps closer to gauge their behavior.
The man reacted by tightening his grasp on Tyler. The woman�s eyes widened when Gordon took those few steps. She wasn�t sure of what to expect from him.
Those reactions told Gordon what he needed to know. He took his final risk and began to squeeze the trigger.
The crack of the pistol sounded almost muffled against the heavy snow and wind that engulfed them. Gordon placed one well-aimed shot at the man, the bullet hitting him directly below the nose. The man dropped quickly, blood pouring out of the back of his head, darkening the pristine white snow.
The woman let out a loud yelp, as if she herself had been shot. �You bastard!� she yelled at Gordon.
Brittany sensed her opportunity. She quickly stepped away from the woman and pivoted around, simultaneously grabbing the barrel of the shotgun, a trick that Gordon had taught her.
Gordon took aim on the woman and squeezed a shot off, missing her.
The woman lunged, wrestling with Brittany for the shotgun.
Gordon ran toward the two women. �If you drop the shotgun, we�ll let you go!� he yelled.
The woman pulled hard and broke Brittany�s grasp on the barrel.
Gordon took aim again, quickly pulling the trigger twice. This time the bullets hit her, one in the chest and the other in her stomach. She groaned and fell backward from the impact, hitting the truck. The force of the blows caused her to pull the trigger on the shotgun, which was pointed directly at Brittany.
Brittany yelled out in pain and fell to the ground. Gordon ran to her and knelt by her side, his face twisted in anguish. Tyler stood where he had been, frozen in shock.
Brittany was breathing very heavily. Blood poured freely from the large wound. She stared blankly into the gray sky above her.
�I�ve got you! You�re going to be okay, I promise!� Gordon exclaimed. He examined her wound and discovered that most of the blast hit her in the upper shoulder, although she had some small pockmarks in her neck, right arm, and chest.
She had been hit with number-7 birdshot, but at close range, the spread of the shot was concentrated. The damage to her right shoulder was severe but survivable, if she could be treated quickly.
�Tyler,� she whispered. The pain was evident in her trembling tone.
Gordon looked over his should and saw him still frozen in his spot.
�Tyler, I need you! Come over here. We need to get your mother inside so I can treat this!�
Tyler just stood staring over Gordon�s shoulder.
�Please take care of my boy,� Brittany whispered.
�Shh! You�re going to be fine. I just need to get you inside,� Gordon said to her softly. He was applying pressure to the wound with his left hand. Looking back toward Tyler he yelled, �Tyler! Get over here!� He then saw that Tyler was pointing at something down the road, his hand shaking.
Gordon swiftly turned to face the direction Tyler was pointing down. �Shit!� he yelled out once he saw the sets of headlights coming their way. He pulled Brittany up by the shoulders and began to drag her toward the car.
Brittany began crying out in pain as he pulled her.
�Tyler, come on! Open the door!�
Tyler finally responded, running over and opening the rear car door. But before they could even lift her in, three vehicles surrounded them and men poured out of the doors. One of the men hollered out, �Put down your gun, we are Marines!�
Sandy, Utah
Sebastian stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. Having hot showers every few days was a luxury few knew anymore, and he was grateful for the chance. He ran his hand over the thickening beard he was growing. Even though he had the supplies to shave, he opted to groom his facial hair with scissors. Plus, Annaliese liked his beard, and to him that was more important than any other reason. As his fingers rubbed his face, the gold wedding band on his left hand glimmered in the bathroom light.
The past weeks since their arrival in Utah had been very eventful. He and Annaliese finally admitted their love for one another and he proposed to her. Her uncle Samuel wasn�t in support of the marriage, and at first neither was her mother. Eventually her mother did come around, and was able to convince Samuel that Sebastian, though not a Mormon, was a responsible man. Their engagement was short compared to engagements before, but these were not normal times. Not knowing what tomorrow could bring, they decided to get married right away. Samuel agreed to officiate the wedding even though Sebastian refused to convert. This refusal by Sebastian expanded the rift between both men.
Annaliese had spent a lot of time trying to convince Samuel that her love for Sebastian was more than a young girl�s urges, as he had put it initially. She was physically attracted to Sebastian, but their love was sincere and intense. They had been through a lot together in such a short period of time. In so many ways they had lived many lives. The events they had journeyed through together had shown her the kind of man he was. She could trust him not only with her safety but her heart. Sebastian had shown her that he was a man who could keep his humanity in this new world. That was an important trait. So many were abandoning it, but he had proven he was a man who she wanted to be with.
Before the lights went out, Annaliese never would have met, much less fallen in love with, a man like Sebastian. The realities of the outside world changed her outlook and challenged her faith. While others ran toward religion for an answer as to why their world had collapsed, she began to believe that God had abandoned his people. She had not given up on God per se; she had given up on the dogmatic beliefs of a religion that in many ways had already acknowledged a God that was hands-off.
Sebastian was taking his time in the bathroom, soaking up the warmth of the steam from his shower and the feeling of being clean. Soon he�d be back on the road to find his brother. He and Annaliese had many conversations about his departure. While she wanted him to stay, she knew he was determined to reunite with his family. The past few weeks at Uncle Samuel�s compound provided him the time he needed for his leg to heal enough so he could walk without the aid of crutches. The leg was still bandaged and would be for another six weeks, but he couldn�t wait around anymore.
She had argued to go with him, but he didn�t want to risk bringing her on the road. This was the only thing that he and her uncle agreed on. But Annaliese was strong willed, and continued daily to press the subject about her going. However, Sebastian was not easily swayed and he flat-out refused to put his new wife in imminent danger.
Sebastian hadn�t been outside the compound since his arrival weeks ago, but he heard reports coming in via Samuel�s ham radio. The reports coming in from all over the country painted a bleak picture. Many of the massive migrations from the east were being corralled in large FEMA camps. However, the survivors soon realized that they weren�t safe zones, but death traps. The government had quickly run out of supplies, so those encamped turned on each other and what government forces were there. The government�s response was weak or nonexistent. Every time a glimmer of hope was broadcast, it was quickly dashed with another report of mass riots and killings. Pestilence and disease were also starting to occur in towns and cities throughout the country. Sebastian lay in bed each night wondering when the bad news would stop.
The information that Sebastian heard daily expedited his decision to leave as soon as possible. His plan was simple: head north to Idaho, find Gordon, then come back to her. He just needed to know that Gordon and his family was safe, but he didn�t want to risk her on a first-time journey. Samuel had set up checkpoints along the route; each checkpoint represented a friendly group that could be trusted. They�d make sure Sebastian would make it and provide support if he needed it. Though thorough, the coverage wasn�t complete and there would be many miles without a friendly person nearby. Thinking about this, he began to nervously turn the gold band on his finger. The ring had been Bishop Sorenson�s; it was a gift to him from Annaliese�s mother, Sariah. Though she only tepidly supported their marriage, she was grateful that Sebastian had saved their lives, and that kept things friendly enough between them.
The knock on the door shuttered his thoughts about his journey.
�Yes?� he called out.
�Can I come in?� Annaliese asked.
�Sure.�
The door creaked open and Annaliese stepped inside and closed it. She was wearing a long nightgown.
Sebastian watched her come up behind him in the reflection of the mirror. He smiled ear to ear as she embraced him from behind.
�You smell� clean,� she said as she began to kiss his neck and right shoulder.
�I�ve been thinking,� he said. The smile on his face vanished.
�You�re always thinking,� she snickered as she continued to kiss him.
Her comment brought back the smile to his face. �I�ve been thinking that I want��
She turned him around so they were looking at each other face-to-face. �Shh,� she said, putting her index finger to his lips. With her other hand she pulled off his towel and let it fall to the floor. �All I want you to think about is this,� she said as she pressed her warm body against his.
Sebastian gave in to her desires and kissed her passionately. He could think about logistics later�all he wanted to do now was enjoy the company of his beautiful wife.
Eagle, Idaho
�No, no, no!� Haley screamed. She turned away from Samantha and slammed the door of her bedroom.
Samantha stood staring at the closed door. She didn�t know what to do with Haley. It wasn�t long after they had arrived in Idaho that she had begun to act out. Without her father there, Samantha had felt alone in her ability to parent. Nelson and a few of the others in their caravan had helped, but nothing could take away the pain of Haley losing a brother, then her father.
After burying Hunter, their group had proceeded toward their destination, Idaho. When they crossed over the state boundary from Utah, others cheered and celebrated. For Samantha, there was no longer a cause for celebration. Her only son was gone and her grieving was made all the more difficult by Gordon�s inexplicable abandonment of the family. She had been with him long enough to know that he was a helper, not a runner, during a time of crisis. She oscillated between feeling sympathy and anger toward her husband. She was angry with him for not coming back when she and Haley needed him. But during the sleepless nights, her anger would melt to empathy. Did he witness what happened to Hunter? Her mind constantly filled with horrific visions of Gordon being forced to watch the murder of their beloved son. She imagined that he found himself responsible for Hunter�s death, and that he probably felt he could not face her until he served justice for Hunter. That was Gordon�s way. But above anything, though, she wanted him to be there, with her and Haley.
The group had made it to Idaho, but not to their planned destination of McCall. The snowy mountain roads caused them to stay put in the town of Eagle, at the base of the mountains. Without maintenance services to clear the roads, they wouldn�t be able to continue toward her cabin until late spring. Samantha had worried that if Gordon was on his way back to his family, he wouldn�t be able to find them. This thought only added to her depression.
Nelson had taken charge of the group for their journey, and for that, everyone was grateful. He was a calm leader, and full of good humor. When they realized they couldn�t move on to McCall, he quickly set out with Eric to identify a spot in Eagle for them to stay. Fortunately for them, they found a group living in a small community who were willing to take them in. The leader of Eagle�s Nest, Scott Welk, encountered Nelson and Eric looking around the community fence line. After a brief, tense moment, they were able to convince Scott of their intentions, leaving him feeling confident that they weren�t a dangerous group. Nothing came without cost, though�some of their ammunition, food, and Nelson�s medical skills were bartered in exchange for a home to squat in.
Only a dozen homes were inside the gates of Eagle�s Nest, half of them vacant. Scott let them come in and take over two houses. The integration had proven to be a success, and besides some minor personality conflicts, no problems had arisen between the two groups. The biggest conflict that was noticeable, though, was between Samantha and Haley. Nelson, who shared a house with Samantha and her daughter, bore the brunt of this tension. He understood that Samantha was grieving, but her short temper with Haley and her subsequent depressive moods often put him in an awkward position. Haley would often gravitate toward Nelson, which only seemed to irritate Samantha more. Such was the case now, as Samantha attempted to get Haley out of the room.
Samantha stood staring at the thick alder door; Haley�s screams reverberated through it. A touch on the arm jolted Samantha.
�Is everything okay?� Nelson asked.
Samantha snapped at him and said, �Does it sound like it�s okay?� Frustrated, she turned on her heels and went into her room.
Nelson walked up and placed his ear against the door. Haley�s screams had given way to sobbing. Nelson knocked.
�Go away!� she screamed.
�Haley, it�s Nelson. Can I come in?�
�Leave me alone!�
�I�m coming in, but don�t throw anything at me,� Nelson said, then slowly opened the door.
Haley was curled up in a ball on her bed, crying. Nelson walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. Haley kicked at him and yelled, �Leave me alone!�
�Haley, I�m here because I need your help.�
Her crying had subsided but her face was still buried in her pillow.
�Macintosh needs you.�
Macintosh, a palomino quarter horse, lived in the barn of the house they occupied. Haley had grown attached to the horse and spent every day caring for him. But now Macintosh was sick; he had developed an abscess in his left front hoof.
Haley lifted her head out of the pillow and looked at Nelson. Her eyes were swollen and red from the crying. She wiped away the tears with her hand and used her sleeve to wipe her runny nose. The mention of Macintosh broke her tantrum. �Is he all right?�
�He�ll be fine, but he and I both need you to help me. I�m going down there now and I can�t do it without you,� Nelson said gently.
With purpose in her eyes, Haley jumped out of the bed and ran out of the room. Watching her take off, Nelson smiled.
� � �
�Here, take this,� Nelson ordered Haley, handing her a bag of Epsom salt. �Dump in few scoops� worth.�
Nelson was preparing a salt bath for Macintosh�s hoof. Scott told him this would help draw out the abscess. Haley carefully and diligently did what he ordered.
�Good, that�s enough. Now let�s get Big Mac,� he said to Haley.
She unlocked the stall and opened it. �Hi, boy,� Haley said to Macintosh.
Nelson got Macintosh up and placed his hoof in the tub of water. �Thank you for helping,� Nelson said.
Haley petted Macintosh softly. �Everything will be fine, we�re taking care of you,� she whispered to him.
Nelson watched their interaction. He was happy she decided to come down. He wasn�t sure if what they were doing would help Macintosh�he was just doing what Scott had recommended. Having never cared for a horse before, he was skeptical. He wasn�t a religious man, but he prayed that Macintosh healed. If what he and Haley did became instrumental in his rehabilitation, she would have a renewed confidence.
�Nelson, do you think my daddy will come back?�
Struck by the question, he answered carefully. �Of course he�ll come back. He�s out taking care of all of us right now.�
�I don�t know if he will,� she said flatly, still giving Macintosh her attention.
�I know he�ll come back. He just has to finish up some things.�
She looked up at him. �You said that Hunter was coming back. And he died.�
Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado
�So, what are we doing?� Conner asked calmly.
Baxter and the other officials in the room watched him with uneasiness.
Conner had only recently come from his own self-imposed sequestration. After his return from captivity, he was met with the news of the suicide of his beloved wife, Julia. He had only survived his ordeal at the hands of the rogue group by staying strong with the hope he�d see his wife and new child someday. When Baxter broke the news, he locked himself in his quarters and didn�t come out for two weeks.
After he emerged, he was ready to get back to work. He was presented with endless reports of mass deaths, more nuclear attacks, utter chaos, and an almost complete unraveling of any governmental control on all levels. The news of Cruz being held captive specifically hit home. It seemed to him that all the people he cared about were being taken away from him.
There was no doubt in Baxter�s mind that Conner was suffering from depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. He had been through a terrible ordeal while being held hostage, and upon his miraculous return, he was welcomed with so much bad news, it would have been understandable if Conner hadn�t come out of his room again. Baxter had taken command and accomplished what he could. Negotiations with Australia had progressed, but they hadn�t yet committed to assisting the U.S., plus what they could offer would be scarce now, as they were providing assistance to so many other nations affected by the EMPs. There was so much to do, and Baxter was feeling overwhelmed. Now that Conner was back, Baxter hoped that they could start moving in a positive direction.
�General, I need to know! What are we doing? What can we do? How do we take care of over three hundred million people?� Conner said with an edge in his voice.
�Sir, should we take a break?� Baxter asked, with a hint of concern in his voice. �We�ve thrown a lot of information at you.�
Conner looked at all the faces around the room. He then shifted to a softer tone. �People, I understand that I�ve been gone. A lot has happened to me. Hell, a lot has happened to all of us. We want the best for our country, but I don�t know what we can do. The situation out there has taken on a life of its own. I spent weeks out there. I have seen with my own eyes what is happening. We have been put in an untenable position.� Conner leaned back in deep thought.
�Sir, we�re here to do what we can to help the U.S. get back up,� Dylan said in answer to Conner�s first question.
�Yes, but what if we can�t? What if it�s just too much?� Conner shot back.
�Mr. President, not all of our efforts have been failures. We have seen success�� Baxter started, but was cut off.
�Define success. If a man is having a heart attack and falls into thorny shrubs, pulling out thorns will not save his life. He�s still dying from a heart attack,� Conner exclaimed. �Since my disappearance, things have only gotten worse. Most of our underground facilities have been destroyed by an unknown force, we have had issues with nuclear power plants, our cities have collapsed into chaos, the camps we�ve set up have all been turned into death camps because we don�t have the resources to property supply and man them. The vice president has been taken hostage by a rogue colonel, an army has landed in Southern California and is marching north, and the only positive development? Australia is closer to making a decision in our favor to send food and equipment.� He slammed his fist on the table.
�What are you saying we do, then, give up?� Baxter asked, clearly upset.
�We don�t give up, but we�re spinning our wheels here. You were on to something when you drafted this map,� Conner said, pointing at the map showing the new borders of the United States. Conner stood and walked over to it. �What has developed here?�
�That plan was made so that Portland would become the new capital,� Baxter said.
Conner stood in front of the map and looked at it. �We have to realize that the United States as we knew it is gone. Texas is gone, Alaska is gone, Hawaii is gone, Barone is claiming these states as his,� Conner said, pointing to each location as he named it. �What we can do is create a new country, founded on the principles of the old. We need to find a place to call home ourselves. We can�t spend what little resources we have left on attempting to take back what is now gone.�
�Excuse me, sir, but that sounds like surrender,� Baxter said pointedly.
�On the contrary. We will deal with Barone, the Pan-American Army, and others out there, but let�s first secure a spot. Create green zones we can operate from.�
�How is that any different from us operating from here?� Dylan asked. Others sitting at the table were looking back and forth, exchanging nervous glances.
�We will continue with the plan you and Cruz had established, but pick a city where we can get it up and running with minimum resistance,� Conner said. He looked at everyone and could see their confusion. �Look, I�m embracing the plan, but the previous plan didn�t anticipate Barone or the Pan-American group. We know the mountain and central U.S. is still solidly in our camp. Let�s find a place to call home. Let�s plant our flag there, bring all resources to bear, let the world see what we are doing. We will fight if we have to defend ourselves. We are not surrendering but shifting.�
�Where should we go?� Baxter asked.
Conner turned back to the map and pointed. �General, put me in contact with the governor of Wyoming. We�re heading to Cheyenne!�
Coos Bay, Oregon
�Please calm down. I can�t address your concerns if you won�t allow me the chance to respond. Now, please, one at a time,� Barone barked at the group comprised of the mayors, city managers, and councilors from Coos Bay and North Bend.
�Colonel, we are hearing reports that the United States government is still operating. This runs contrary to what you told us,� stated Cynthia Brownstein, the mayor of Coos Bay.
�I�ve heard the same thing,� Roger Timms, the Coos Bay city manager, said.
The room burst back into loud chatter, harsh questions and accusations being hurled at Barone.
Upon his arrival, he told the people that the United States government had collapsed under the weight of the attacks. He told them nothing of his mutiny and the ongoing battles between his forces and what was left of the United States. He knew his story was weak and that soon he�d have to face the day he�d be challenged. The buildup toward this confrontation had started a week ago when two sailors had come forward to tell the truth to whoever would listen.
Barone suppressed his desire to stand up and tell them all to go to hell. He knew if he wanted to build a new country and have loyal citizens, he would have to win their hearts and minds.
Master Sergeant Simpson yelled, �People, enough! Be quiet so the colonel can answer your questions. He called this council meeting so he could address these false reports!�
Barone raised his hand toward Simpson. �Master Sergeant, it�s fine.�
Silence took hold only when Barone stood from his chair and walked from behind his desk to sit at the table facing the group of civilian leaders.
�Let me again thank you for coming. I want to answer every question you have but I need to have time without interruption to do so. Will you grant me that?� Barone asked calmly.
�Colonel, I�ve heard some very bad rumors. You need to come clean with us about why you�re here!� exclaimed Barry Milford, a councilor from North Bend.
Two more people in the room shot questions at Barone without giving him the chance to answer. The tempo and chatter again picked up.
�Why are you here?� a voice yelled from the back.
�Is it true, did you and your Marines mutiny?� another person yelled out.
�Yes! Yes, we did!� Barone bellowed.
His answer finally silenced the room.
�If you want the truth, then I need the chance to explain everything. I�ll tell you all I know. I hope you�re prepared, because it�s ugly.�
No one answered him; the vocal group was now shocked into silence.
�We came here seeking refuge. We came here seeking a new place to call home. We�ve been here for weeks now and we�ve done nothing but provide assistance and support. We�re not here to harm anyone.�
�Why did you lie to us?� Brownstein asked.
�If I had pulled our ships in here and said, please let us help us in exchange for you helping you, and oh, by the way, we mutinied against the old United States, I don�t think that would�ve gone over so well,� Barone answered her.
�Why did you mutiny?� Barry asked.
�I told you a half truth. The truth is, the United States has been effectively destroyed. Washington, D.C., is gone, New York City is gone, the U.N. is gone, and the president and Congress are all dead. It is true that the devices that destroyed our infrastructure were detonated over Europe and Asia. Australia is the only country besides nations in South America and Africa that were left untouched. What you have experienced here has happened across the entire nation. Many cities have fallen into chaos. I haven�t embellished or misrepresented those facts.�
�How can we trust you?� a voice called from the room.
Barone put his hand up, gesturing for patience, and continued, �I�m not going to bullshit you anymore. I�ll tell you everything. If you want us to leave, we will do that, but let me explain myself first.� He was prepared to handle the consequences and he now felt that if he was able to present his case to the people, he�d win. When he and his group had arrived, the towns of Coos Bay and North Bend were faring well, considering the circumstances, but they were not without challenges. What his group offered them was security and hope. He knew he had leverage just by threatening to leave.
Crosstalk and chatter began to rise in volume.
Roger Timms stood and faced the group. �The colonel has proved to be helpful to our communities, and I say we hear him out. We can convene later about this. Let�s show him the respect he deserves.� He turned back toward Barone. �Go ahead, colonel.�
�Thank you, Roger,� Barone said with a slight smile on his face. He then began to explain everything, starting from when he was first informed of the attacks while he was stationed in Afghanistan. From there, he took them to the shores of Southern California and described what his men discovered there. He went into the conversations he�d had with leadership elements of the United States, including his conversation with Conner. He left nothing out, except what happened in Salem and in Portland. He knew that would not fit into the narrative he was creating. He wanted to showcase himself as a leader who was willing to buck the system to protect his family and other Americans at the risk of losing it all. When he brought up the choice to come to Coos Bay, he emphasized that there were other places outside the United States they had looked at but it was his devotion to America that made him settle there. He finished his lengthy monologue by saying, �I appreciate you all listening while I droned on. My people and I want nothing more than to continue working together to make a new place to call home. We have something to offer, and you have something to offer. We need each other in order to survive this, so please keep this in mind when you all meet later.�
Most in the room nodded when he finished. Roger stood again and said, �Ladies and gentlemen, let�s meet at the Coos Bay City Hall to discuss this.�
Everyone stood up and left. A few walked up to Barone and shook his hand.
With the room vacant except for Barone, Simpson, and Roger Timms, Roger took the moment to say something to Barone personally.
�Colonel, thank you for your candor and honesty. I wish you had been honest with us from the beginning, but now, having heard what you went through, I can understand why you weren�t. I wanted to again express gratitude for all of the support you�ve shown us here. Regardless of what happened in the past, I want to continue our partnership. I�ll do whatever I can to make sure this is managed properly.�
�Thank you, Roger. It�s good to know that I have a friend here.�
�You do,� Roger said, then put out his hand. They shook, and Roger turned and left.
When the door shut Barone turned to Simpson and asked, �So, Top, what do ya think?�
�I wish you would have told me you were going to tell the truth. I don�t know where this goes from here. I don�t think they�ll tell us to leave, but if they do, I don�t think we can just pack up and go without having issues within our ranks again. A lot of our men have found a place to call home.�
�You�re right. This isn�t easy. We have assimilated quite well�that�s why we have to make this work,� Barone said, pulling up a chair to the table where Simpson was sitting.
�Top, you�re a good observer. Out of that group, who do you think we can trust? And more importantly, who can�t we?�
�Good question, sir. If there was one I�d keep my eye on, it�s Barry Milford.�
�Why do you say that?�
�As soon as we arrived, he was the guy giving us a hard time. I swear that jackass was knocking on my door every day.�
�Hmm. He sounds like he�s a busybody. I don�t know if he can cause us any trouble,� Barone said, somewhat dismissively.
�And I�d watch Brownstein. She�s a real firecracker. I�ll keep my ears open, and pay special attention to any suspicious behavior.�
�Do that. Now, how are the long-range recon patrols going?�
�Good so far. We�ve had some incidents, minor stuff. Overall, we�ve been well received in many towns. The joint civilian/Marine patrols have worked very well. It further integrates us into this area and will make it harder for them to challenge us.�
�All good news. Keep it up,� Barone said, standing up.
As Barone was leaving, Simpson called out, �Sir, I almost forgot. Cruz is refusing to eat again.�
�You know what to do. Force-feed him. We can�t afford to lose him,� Barone answered smugly.
As the door was closing, Simpson said, �Roger that!�
Sacramento, California
Pablo was enjoying watching his forces destroy the last remaining bridge that led into Sacramento. Sitting atop his T-72 tank, he felt like a warrior leading his men into battle. As he viewed the demolition through his binoculars, a smile cracked his handsome face. With the destruction of the Interstate-5 bridge, he now controlled all routes in and out of the city. His forces had now encircled the entire city, poised to attack.
Atop the tank, he had a panoramic view of the downtown skyline. The setting sun�s rays were casting shadows on the buildings. It was quiet; so quiet that he could hear the breeze carry dried leaves across the road. He took a moment to appreciate the solitude, for soon the peaceful quiet would be shattered by his artillery and mortars. He had attempted to negotiate with the governor but those negotiations broke down two days ago. Since then, he had ordered his men to set up checkpoints and close down all roads that led in and out of the city.
He was shocked by how far his army had traveled in the few weeks since their arrival. San Diego was the first city to fall, but there wasn�t much to taking it since his Villistas had already been terrorizing the population. It was more of a symbolic takeover than a tactical one. He had sent recon teams into Los Angeles but that proved to be impossible to take so far. The gangs that had plagued law enforcement before the lights went out had turned into a force to reckon with after. They were organized and knew how to communicate and maintain structure without modern technology. Only one of Pablo�s recon team had returned, and given the information they came back with, he knew that Los Angeles was a target that would have to wait. The smaller cities along the way fell easily. Local law enforcement or small detachments of the National Guard were no match against his fully armored and equipped army of twenty-five thousand men. That�s what you get when Venezuela sells you their 2nd Infantry Division for $20 billion in gold, he chuckled to himself.
Pablo looked down at his watch and saw the time was nearing.
�General Pasqual! Come here!� he called out to his second in command.
�Yes, sir.� General Pasqual ran up to his tank and saluted.
�Is everything ready for the barrage?�
�Yes, sir. All artillery and mortar units are in place with coordinates.�
�Good. Let me know when�I want to give the order to begin fire,� Pablo said, waving General Pasqual away.
As he sat back against the turret of the tank he thought to himself about how everything in his plan so far had worked out almost too easily. He knew that eventually he�d be put to the test against a real American military unit. His visions of conquest saw the Pan-American Empire stretching from the southern tip of Panama to the southern borders of Oregon and east toward Oklahoma and Texas. He was a realist, though, and knew that would take a huge army and a great deal of time. His primary goals now were to take the American Southwest, then march on Mexico and liberate his people with the promise of a new era.
Before he knew it, Pasqual was back. �Emperor, it is time, sir.�
Pablo sat up and stretched. He again took in the view before ordering, �Radio!�
General Pasqual stepped up on the tank and held out a handheld radio.
Without saying a word, Pablo snatched the radio. He reflected for a brief moment about what he was about to do. This was to be his first full-scale attack on a city, a turning point for him. He smiled. He was about to order the attack on the capital of California.
�Who would have thought that I�d be sitting here six months ago?� Pablo asked smugly.
General Pasqual just smiled and nodded.
�Here, take my picture, I want to remember this moment,� Pablo said, handing General Pasqual a small camera.
Pablo posed with the radio and pointed toward the skyline of Sacramento.
�How does it look? Let me see.� Pablo examined the photo. �Good picture! Okay, let�s begin,� he said, pressing the button on the radio. �All units, this is your Emperor. Begin the attack.�
Klamath Falls, Oregon
�Sir, drop the weapon!� one of the Marines ordered.
Gordon didn�t know what to do. Being surrounded by a Marine unit in the middle of Oregon was not something he expected to happen.
�Goddamn it, son, put down the gun or we�ll put you down!� an older Marine hollered as he exited the Humvee.
For a second, he thought he recognized this older man. He blinked fast and squinted to see if the Marine�s face would focus in the swirling snow.
�Put the gun down so that we can help with the injured woman!� the older Marine yelled.
Gordon looked down at Brittany, who was curled up at his feet in a bloody ball. He knew he couldn�t win this gunfight, but his distrust for all people made it hard to comply.
�Are you really going to make us shoot your dumb ass? Because we will, it�s fucking cold out here,� the older Marine yelled sarcastically.
It clicked. Gordon knew that voice.
The older Marine stepped out from the shadows and his face finally came into clear view.
�Smitty?� Gordon asked.
The old man walked up to within ten feet of Gordon and stopped. �Who are you?�
�Smitty!� Gordon said again, this time expressing happy surprise at this strange coincidence.
�Well, you seem to know my name. Now, who the hell are you?�
�Van Zandt. Sergeant Van Zandt,� Gordon answered as he lowered his pistol.
�Van Zandt? What the hell! You�re the last person I�d expect to see out here.�
The snowstorm had increased in severity. The large thick flakes were now covering Brittany as she lay motionless on the ground. Tyler was at her side, holding her head. �Momma, Momma. Stay awake,� he pleaded.
Gordon was jolted back to reality. �Smitty, she needs help. She�s been hit in the shoulder with a shotgun.�
�Marines! Get her in the back of my vehicle and take her back to town,� Gunny barked. Several Marines came immediately to her side and picked her up. She moaned loudly when they lifted her limp body.
�Momma!� Tyler said, holding her hand as the Marines carried her back to Gunny�s vehicle. He followed them into the Humvee.
Gunny could see the concern in Gordon�s eyes. �She�ll be fine, we�ll take good care of her,� he said.
Gordon nodded.
�This is all so surreal. What are you doing in Oregon?�
�I could ask the same of you. How about we discuss all of this over a drink back in town?�
When Gunny turned around he saw the Humvee turn around and speed off without him.
�Well� looks like I need a ride,� Gunny said with a grin.
�Let�s take my chariot,� Gordon cracked.
�We have a lot of catching up to do,� Gunny said, patting Gordon on his shoulder.
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�True genius resides in the capacity of evaluation of uncertain, hazardous, and conflicting information.�
�Winston Churchill

Klamath Falls, Oregon
Gordon woke abruptly. He had been sleeping on and off, watching over Brittany. His neck was cramping and his body was chilled. He rubbed his arms in an attempt to warm them. He looked at his watch. Five a.m.�he had only been asleep for a few hours. He heard someone rustle opposite him and looked over to discover Tyler lying on the floor next to his mother�s bed.
Encountering Gunny was a bittersweet reunion. They hadn�t seen each other since Iraq. Gunny was a corporal then, and to Gordon he was known as Smitty. Their chance meeting on that war-torn street in Fallujah was similar to their chance meeting in Klamath Falls, but this time Gunny was coming to Gordon�s aid. It was good to see a familiar face, but Gordon could tell from Gunny�s expression when they sat down over a drink that the news about Sebastian wasn�t good. Gunny carefully told Gordon the events that culminated in Sebastian being left in California. He said he wasn�t sure if Sebastian was dead or alive, as the chopper that took him had reported mechanical issues, then disappeared. When Gordon first heard this, he was shocked. The thought of Sebastian dead couldn�t have come at a worse time. After losing Hunter, the thought of losing Sebastian too was too much for him to process. He questioned Gunny vigorously to see if there was any clue at all. A deep emptiness filled him with each answer Gunny gave. Gordon�s desire for certainty couldn�t be satisfied. Sitting there in the darkness, he thought of his brother. If he was somehow alive, had Sebastian made it to his home and found the note? Was he already heading to Idaho? And, if he wasn�t alive� Gordon pushed that thought from his mind.
He watched Brittany�s chest slowly rise and fall. He was thankful that Gunny and the Marines had shown up when they did. Gordon had some confidence in his abilities to perform triage, but he didn�t have the necessary antibiotics if the wound festered and became infected. Gunny�s appearance was by coincidence; the Marines were running a patrol of the surrounding area and, ironically enough, they received a report that the man and woman that Gordon had killed were wanted in town for the murder of an elderly gentleman. The last report stated that they were heading out of town, hence why they were checking the highway.
A tinge of a mild headache struck Gordon. He rubbed his head and figured it was a combination of dehydration, alcohol, and lack of caffeine. The lack of caffeine in this new world had more than once proven to be a problem for him. He never had thought much of the addictive qualities of caffeine before, but when he didn�t get his fix the headaches were awful and sometimes distracting. Not wanting to spend his day feeling like crap, he left the room in search of water, then a cup of coffee if one could be had.
He carefully and quietly walked down the hall to the kitchen. Each step produced slight creaks as his feet touched the old wooden floors. The last thing he wanted to do was wake anyone up. He also wasn�t in a social mood and just wanted to get his water, coffee, and to relax. When he turned the corner he saw a light emanating from the bottom of the kitchen door.
�Aw, Van Zandt,� Gunny said. He was sitting at the table in the middle of the room. The flickering light from a kerosene lamp bounced dark shadows off of the white cabinets and floral-wallpapered room.
�Looks like I�m not the only one who can�t sleep,� Gordon quipped as he stepped into the room.
The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee filled his nostrils as he walked in.
�Just what I was looking for,� Gordon said, excited.
�Pour yourself a cup and give me another shot of the ol� life juice,� Gunny said, holding up his mug.
Gordon and Gunny shared old war stories and a few laughs before more sensitive topics emerged in their conversation.
�Van Zandt, you never told me what you�re doing here. Who are the two you�re running with?�
�To say that it�s a long story would be an understatement. Where do I begin?�
�Listen, Van Zandt, you don�t have to pour out your soul to me. I�m not a therapist, but if you do have something to say, I won�t judge. By the condition I found you in and by the looks of your face I can tell you�ve had a rough go.�
�I�m looking for the man who killed my son,� Gordon said bluntly.
�Sorry to hear about your son.�
Gordon nodded. �I think he�s here in Oregon, but I�m not sure. Have you run across a man named Rahab?�
Gunny�s eyes widened when he heard the name. �No, we haven�t encountered him� but you�re not the only person looking for him.�
�What?�
�Yeah, we picked up this girl a week ago outside of a tiny logging town. She mentioned the same name.�
�Where, what town was it?� Gordon asked urgently.
�Shit, calm down. Let me think,� Gunny said, pausing. �Crescent. That�s it. A little shithole a few hours from here.�
With this new information, Gordon brightened. He could possibly have an opportunity to find Rahab. Plus, he could leave Brittany and Tyler here in good conscience.
�Gunny, can you do me a favor?�
�How is it that I�m always doing favors for you Van Zandts?� Gunny joked, taking a long sip of his coffee.
�Can you spare fuel, ammo, and food?�
�I�m assuming you want this to continue your hunt for this� Rahab guy?� Gunny asked.
�I simply can�t rest knowing this guy�s out there. I need to find him and��
Gunny interrupted by finishing what Gordon was about to say. �And kill him.�
�Yes!�
Gunny smiled and said, �I can do better than just giving you some ammo and food. I think you�ll like what I can offer.�
�I�m all ears,� Gordon said, leaning in.
�How about all of that plus some muscle to get the job done right? I�ll give you a team of Marines to go with you.�
Gordon liked what he heard.
�When do you want to go?� Gunny asked.
�Yesterday! How soon can your team be ready?� Gordon asked.
�I can get a group assembled once everyone�s awake,� Gunny said. �What about your lady friend and the boy?�
�Could��
Gunny raised his hand, gesturing Gordon to stop talking. �We�ll take care of them.�
�Thanks.�
�Wait a minute.� Gunny unbuckled his belt and handed Gordon a knife, a Randall Model 1.
�I can�t take that,� Gordon exclaimed when he looked at it.
�First thing, it�s not a gift. I expect to get it back when you come back. You do plan on coming back?�
Gordon took the knife and removed it from its weathered leather sheath. He gripped it and admired the weight and grip. �Your dad gave this to you when you joined the Corps, right?�
�Yeah, my old man was a jarhead too. He said every man needs a great fighting knife. He gave it to me right after I graduated boot camp.� Gunny smiled as he reminisced.
�I can�t take this,� Gordon said, starting to hand the knife back.
�What happened to your boy is tragic, it�s fucking downright horrible. I want you to take that knife and carve out that fucker�s eyes with it.�
Gordon thought for a moment, then accepted the gift. �Thank you.�
�Just bring it back. My old man would roll in his grave if I lost that,� Gunny joked.
�Smitty, my intentions are to come back, I�m not into the suicide-type thing. But I can�t guarantee anything anymore.�
Eagle, Idaho
Sleep had become impossible for Samantha. Nightmares greeted her every time she closed her eyes. The horror show that had become her life occupied her mind day and night, but in her dreams she couldn�t control it. Her nightmares were so disturbing that she resisted the urge to fall asleep when it came. The toll from a lack of proper rest was wearing on her health, both physically and mentally.
When they had first arrived in Idaho she attempted to find purpose in her daily tasks. She had found a friend in Scott�s wife, Lucy. Lucy would invite her and Haley over to their house often. There she taught Samantha, Haley, Beth Holloway, Melissa, and the other women in the community numerous homesteading skills. At first, Samantha was engaged, but eventually the dark shadow of depression overcame her and she stopped coming by altogether. She didn�t want to be around anyone, or make small talk, or pretend to be okay.
She knew the other women talked about how none of them could understand the pain she was feeling. How could any of them know how it felt to lose a child? She would not be lectured by anyone on the fact that she needed to be �strong.�
It was the stinging pain of hunger that forced her out of her room and down to the kitchen. The sun was already making its presence known outside. Samantha glanced outside and noticed a fresh layer of powdery snow on the porch.
�God, how I miss San Diego,� she murmured out loud.
As she rummaged through the pantry she heard the sliding door open behind her. Assuming it was Nelson, she kept looking for a bite to eat.
She grabbed a can of sardines and turned around to find a strange man looking at her from the other side of the kitchen island. He was tall with long brown hair pulled back and tucked under a badly stained ball cap. His face was covered with a thick, graying beard. An intense smell of alcohol came from him. Acting on instincts, she hurled the can of sardines at the man, hitting him in the face, then ran for the stairs. Nelson slept downstairs but she wasn�t sure if he was in the house. What she knew was Haley was upstairs in her room.
The man brushed off the hit and ran after her.
�Nelson! Nelson!� she screamed as she ran out of the kitchen.
The man was faster than her and tackled her at the base of the stairs.
She attempted to scramble up the stairs but he dragged her back down. She kicked and elbowed him in the face. This angered him; he drew back and punched her in the back of the head. The force of the punch drove her head into the wood stairs. She could taste blood in her mouth.
�Nelson!� she cried out.
The man began to pummel her with punches to the back of her head. She tried to crawl up the stairs but the force of his blows were too much to take.
�Nelson, help!� she again cried out. Where was he? Fear of dying was now coming into her thoughts as she kept getting clobbered with one punch after another. She looked up and saw Haley standing at the top of the stairs. The sight of her daughter prompted her to resist even more. The man turned her around and drew back to deliver another punch to her face when she kicked him in the crotch. He flinched and buckled over in pain at the kick. She kicked him again but this time in his stomach, forcing him to lose his balance and fall backward. Seizing the opportunity of not having his weight on top of her, she turned around and began to run up the stairs. As she climbed the stairs she didn�t see Haley anymore. She assumed she had gone back to her room. When she reached the top of the stairs, she hesitated for a split second. If she went left, she�d be able to go back to her room and get a gun. If she went right, she�d go to Haley�s room, where she�d be able to bunker down with her, but without any weapon to defend them. Time was running out for her, as the man had gotten back up and was barreling up the stairs after her. Samantha decided on turning left, hoping he�d follow after her. She ran into her room, where she encountered Haley, holding a pistol.
�Haley, give me the gun, hurry!�
Haley was shaking, her eyes wide. She held the pistol with a white-knuckled grip.
�Haley, give me the gun, now!� Samantha yelled.
The man�s heavy footsteps were coming down the hall toward them.
The door was still open and the man was coming down the hall fast. She turned and slammed and locked the door.
Haley still stood frozen in fear with the pistol in her hand.
Samantha snatched the pistol from Haley�s trembling hands just as the door burst open.
The man tumbled inside and ran right into Samantha, knocking the gun from her grip. They both fell to the ground with a loud thud. Samantha quickly scrambled from underneath him and looked for the gun. It was gone; it had seemingly disappeared.
The man reached for her but she resisted and kicked him in the face.
Thinking on her feet, Samantha eyed her basket of yarn and a crochet needle next to her bed. She crawled over to it and grabbed the needle.
The man lunged for her again, but this time his aggression was matched when she plunged the needle into his throat.
The man clutched his throat. Blood began to gush out from between his fingers and under his hands.
Samantha wasn�t done with him. She plunged the needle two more times. The second thrust hit his hands, and the third punctured his right cheek.
Wounded and in a full panic, he got up and ran out of the room.
�You come into my house and hurt me and terrorize my daughter!� she said as she chased him down the hall.
The man was leaving a trail of dark red blood as he stumbled toward the stairs. He coughed and spit out more thick, dark blood before he fell to his knees at the top of the stairs.
Samantha caught up to him and said, �You think you can just come into this house and hurt me? You think that you can take what you want?� She grabbed his hair, pulled back his head, and drove almost the full length of the needle into his right eye.
His body gave a shudder, then went limp.
A still-shocked Haley walked into the hallway just in time to see her mother�s brutal and deadly blow to the man.
Samantha didn�t notice her. Her focus was still on the man. With disgust, she let go of him and kicked his body down the stairs.
Klamath Falls, Oregon
Gordon knelt down so he could look at Tyler eye to eye. He could see that the boy was upset at the news that Gordon was leaving them.
Tyler had overheard Gordon speaking with a Marine outside the bedroom about his departure. When Gordon had entered to get his belongings, Tyler confronted him.
�You�re leaving us?� Tyler asked, clearly hurt by the news.
Gordon looked over at the bed and saw that Brittany was still asleep. He didn�t want to have the conversation here but he couldn�t get Tyler to leave Brittany�s room.
�Tyler, I know you overheard that I�m leaving. I want to tell you that if all goes well for me, I�ll be coming back for you and your mother. I promised I was taking you to Idaho and I�ll honor that promise,� he said just above a whisper.
Tyler wouldn�t look at him.
�The Marines will take care of you. I know one of them very well; in fact he�s a friend of mine. Gunny Smith is his name. If you need anything at all, just ask him. You�re safe with them, I promise you,� Gordon said softly. Every time he attempted to make eye contact, Tyler would look away.
�Where are you going?� Tyler asked.
�I�m going to meet someone who might have some information for me.�
�About going to Idaho?� Tyler asked. He now nervously looked at Gordon.
The look in Tyler�s eyes tore him up inside. In so many ways, Tyler reminded him of his own son.
�I�m going to be honest with you. There�s something else I�ve needed to do before we go to Idaho. I can�t tell you exactly what, but I could be gone for a bit and it�s better that you and your mother aren�t with me.�
Tyler nodded.
�You can tell me,� Brittany said with a raspy voice.
Hearing her voice brought joy to Gordon�s ears. He stood up and went to her side. �How are you feeling?�
�I�m good. I kinda have an idea of what happened but it�s all a bit fuzzy,� she said as she struggled to sit up in the bed.
�Hey, just lie there, you shouldn�t be putting a lot of pressure on that shoulder.�
Struggling, she moved herself into a more comfortable position to talk. She asked, �So� are you getting ready to leave us?�
�It�s not like that.�
�Then what is it?�
Gordon knew that it was time to have the dreaded conversation he had put off for so long.
�Tyler, do you mind if I talk with your mother in private?�
�No, Tyler, you can stay,� she commanded him, then turned to Gordon and stated, �Whatever you tell me, he can hear.�
Gordon looked at her, then him, then back to her, and took a deep breath.
�I haven�t been totally honest. You see, I�m heading to Idaho but via Oregon,� he said, then stopped. �Can we please talk about this in private? Trust me, I don�t want him to hear some things.�
She looked at Gordon intently and nodded, resigned. �Okay.�
Surrendering to his mother�s wishes, Tyler grunted something unintelligible and left the room.
�Go ahead,� she said to Gordon.
�Just before I found you two, I had been held hostage by a group of people. They murdered my son and left me to die. I had a chance to meet back up with my wife and daughter but chose to go after this man instead.�
�Wait a minute. You have a wife and daughter and your son was murdered?�
Gordon looked at her. He felt like all the trust that had been built up between them over the past weeks was being destroyed in the matter of seconds.
�That�s exactly right. I have a wife and daughter who are still alive.�
�Where are they now?�
�By now they should be in Idaho.�
�Should be?�
�If I were to guess, they probably made it there by now.�
�If you were to guess?�
Gordon was feeling very nervous and even he knew the story he was telling just sounded bad. His own story, if being told to him by someone else, would have sounded like that of a man who had abandoned his family.
�I know this sounds bad in some ways.�
�So you abandoned your family to go get this man and now you�re abandoning us?�
Her point hit him like a ton of bricks.
�You don�t understand,� Gordon said defensively.
�Then make me understand.�
�I made some decisions. I put myself in the situation that resulted in being captured by this group. I attempted to escape but it wasn�t successful,� Gordon said somberly. He lowered his head and could feel emotions rising.
Brittany just looked at him. She wasn�t angry with him, nor was she disappointed. She just wanted to have him honestly explain himself.
�They tied me and Hunter to a cross.� Gordon paused. The vision of it was now front and center in his mind and the pain from that moment was fresh. �Ahh, they tied us each to these X�s, like this.� Gordon raised his arms in the shape of an X. �They tied our legs and arms. He was so scared and I couldn�t do anything to protect him. I couldn�t comfort him. It was my fault he was there. I made a stupid, stupid decision that got my son killed.�
Brittany could see the pain etched across Gordon�s face. She reached over and touched his hand, but he pulled away.
�The man I�m after murdered my son in cold blood. He took a knife and drove it into my son�s chest right in front of me. I watched the life drain from my boy and there wasn�t a goddamn thing I could do about it.� Tears welled up in his eyes. �This here was a parting gift so I�d never forget,� Gordon said, pointing to the bandage on his face.
�I�m so sorry. I�m so very sorry, Gordon,� Brittany said compassionately.
�My friend found me not long after. I was all set to go back with him but I couldn�t. I couldn�t face my wife. I had let my son down and I had failed her as a husband. I did stupid and foolish things that ended in getting people killed.� Gordon paused again. It was hard for him to express himself this way. �You see, I can�t go back until I have avenged the death of my son. I can�t go back to my family knowing that I�m a failure. It must sound crazy, but I need to go find and kill this man. Only then can I go back and look my wife in the eyes and ask for forgiveness.�
Brittany nodded. �Okay. So who is this man and how do you know he�s in Oregon?�
�Is that important for you to know?�
�Gordon, we�ve been together for weeks. Don�t you trust me? You even said I had a good sense about things. I just want to know what your plan is. I want to help if I can.�
Gordon smiled at her. He was relieved that she sounded supportive of his plan to go find Rahab. He assumed she�d be wary.
�You�re right about you having a good sense about things�up until the rest area, that is. Your sixth sense didn�t see that coming?� he joked.
They both discussed the plan he had for going to speak with the woman in Crescent to see what she knew about Rahab. They went back and forth on contingencies and possible scenarios. She lectured him on his tendency to make hasty decisions, and asked if he�d promise to be more thoughtful. He agreed.
As he got up to leave she grabbed his hand and held it.
�You know, I have something to confess too,� she said with a nervous grin.
�Oh, no, do I want to know?� he joked.
�This is serious, kinda.�
�Sorry, go ahead.�
�I noticed you had a wedding band on the first day we set off on our trip. Being that you never mentioned a wife, I assumed she must have died. I didn�t want to ask because, you know, who wants to talk about that stuff? Life is hard enough without having to relive it all the time in conversation. You see, when you mentioned that you did have a wife and a daughter and they�re alive, I was a bit disappointed.�
Gordon knew where this was going and it made him feel uncomfortable.
�I�ve really grown to like you, Gordon, and I, you know, thought that maybe, we��
�I�m sorry. I should have been honest with you from the beginning.�
�No, no, it�s okay,� she said like a nervous schoolgirl. �I just think a lot of you and will miss you when you�re gone.�
�I�ll miss you too, you�re a good partner on the road. You are in good hands here and I will be back. I promised you and Tyler I�d take you to Idaho and that�s just what I�ll do.�
�Okay. Well, you better go.�
�You get well and I�ll see you later,� Gordon said, standing up and walking toward the door. He fought the urge to hug her, knowing it might be painful for her.
As he was opening the door, she blurted out, �Hey, Gordon.�
�Yeah?�
�You�re a good man. You really are. You�re not perfect, that�s for sure, but deep down you�re a solid guy. Thank you for everything.�
Gordon nodded and left. As the door closed, he wondered if he�d ever see her again.
Sacramento, California
Pablo looked through the T-72�s scope. The 125-millimeter cannon was pointed directly at the front of the California State Capitol. He was now only feet away from securing the capitol of California. From where his tank sat on Tenth Street and Capitol Mall, he had a clear shot of the front doors. Thick, black smoke billowed and poured out of broken windows and holes that punctured the building. Parts of the dome had collapsed and large craters dotted the grounds all around the building. The heavy artillery and mortar bombardment had been effective, but as most army textbooks teach, the only way to truly take something is to have boots on the ground.
�Is this loaded?� he asked the gunner sitting behind him.
�Yes, sir,� the young tank gunner answered.
�So, I just push this here and it will fire, correct?�
�Yes, sir.�
He placed his eye back on the scope and, using the handles, turned the turret so that the gun was pointed directly at the front of the building.
�What do you say when you set this off?�
�We say, �on the way,� sir, when we fire the round.�
Pablo placed the crosshairs on the front. His excitement grew knowing he�d get a chance to fire the main gun. He�d seen his tanks in action, but being a part of the action made it more exhilarating. His heart rate had increased with the anticipation of firing the large round. He held the power to destroy and that was exactly what he was going to do.
As he was about to pull the trigger, several people came out of the building. They were coughing and seemed fatigued.
�Ahh, look at them, they look worn out,� he said sarcastically.
He placed the crosshairs on the person, an older woman, who stood closet to his original target and pulled the trigger.
�On the way!� Pablo yelled out.
The 125-millimeter cannon roared and the high explosive round exploded out of the barrel. Almost instantly it hit the woman. Her body was vaporized as the round passed through her to the primary target, the front doors of the building.
�Oh my God, did you see that? It�s like she vanished!� he laughed.
Pablo�s round initiated a volley of fire from the other tanks in the company he was commanding. In unison, the dozen tanks opened fire on the capitol with their main guns. After three volleys, Pablo ordered cease-fire. He looked through the scope and saw nothing but smoke.
The tank rounds had utterly destroyed the front of the building. When the smoke cleared, huge, jagged holes covered the facade.
�Look at that,� Pablo said.
He surveyed the damage and determined that it was a good time to move in and put the boots on the ground he needed to �take it.�
�Colonel Alvarez, move your troops in. You know the rules of engagement�no prisoners,� Pablo said into the radio handset.
A crackle was followed by �Yes, sir.�
Pablo wanted to get out of the tank and see the assault with his own eyes. He unlocked the hatch and climbed out. Dark smoke wafted over him, burning his eyes and filling his lungs.
A feeling of invincibility came over him as he jumped off the tank and began walking toward the capitol. As he marched toward the gaping hole of the building, belching smoke enveloped the area.
The rumble of the BTR-80 armored personnel carriers heightened his feeling of being godlike. For Pablo, it was a chorus in his concerto of destruction.
He thought of all those men he idolized from the past. He was now a conqueror too; his name would now be etched in history as the man who took California.
When the APCs reached the front steps, the side doors opened and men began to pour out. The soldiers advanced toward the opening of the building and disappeared into the darkness.
Pablo cleared the steps and made his way to the rotunda. When his eyes adjusted, the damage his attack had made became apparent. Large chunks of granite, glass, tile, marble, and paper were scattered and strewn all around. In the center of the rotunda, sunlight from a massive hole in the dome illuminated a large marble statue of Columbus appealing to Queen Isabella.
This intrigued Pablo. While he was a logical man, he believed in divine signs. The entire rotunda showed the ravages of war, but this statue was immaculate. He took a moment to read the plaque.
�Columbus. I know who you are,� he said. Pablo had learned about Christopher Columbus and his achievements, but had not spent much time in his childhood focused on the man. Now, for whatever reason, here was a statue of him, the explorer, or as some now believed, the conqueror. Despite different opinions on the man, one was universal: His epic adventure ushered in a new age of the Americas. Knowing this history of Columbus, Pablo now felt that his being there wasn�t an accident. He knew that he was meant to stand there.
He stepped up to the statue and touched it, running his hands across the smooth marble. But his focus on the statue was shattered when gunfire rang out.
He looked down the hallway that led to the senate chamber. More gunfire echoed, then screams followed.
His radio cracked. It was General Pasqual. �Emperor, this is General Pasqual, come in. Over.�
He pressed the handset that was attached to his shoulder and pressed the button. �Yes, General, what is it?�
�Sir, we have the lieutenant governor.�
The first thing Pablo saw when he entered the large room was a beautiful woman standing over a wounded man.
�Don�t hurt him! Please!� the woman pleaded.
Pablo rushed to the group standing around the man and woman. He pushed his way through his men until he was in front of the woman.
�Please don�t hurt him.�
Pablo�s eyes opened wide when he saw her up close. She was beautiful. Her long, straight black hair hung down to her shoulders. Her olive skin was smooth. As she pleaded for the man on the floor, Pablo could see the intensity projecting from her large brown eyes.
�Everyone put down your rifles!� Pablo barked.
All of the soldiers lowered their guns with total obedience.
The woman looked at Pablo, disgusted, and asked, �Why? Why did you have to do this?�
�What is your name?� Pablo asked.
The man on the floor began to cough up blood.
�Papa, no!� the woman said. She knelt down and held the man�s hand.
�You�re the daughter of Lieutenant Governor Aguilar?� Pablo asked, amused.
The woman was doing her best to make the lieutenant governor comfortable. He had been shot in the stomach and was bleeding badly.
�Since you won�t answer my questions, I�ll just proceed with your father�s execution,� Pablo said calmly.
His men raised their rifles.
�Isabelle, my name is Isabelle. Please don�t kill my father!� she begged.
�Why should I spare you and your father? When we met two days ago, he and the governor made it clear they weren�t surrendering.�
She naturally wanted to resist him but she couldn�t without running the risk of dying or seeing her father killed. With nothing at her disposal but her femininity, she gave him what many men like him want: recognition. �I know what you want,� she said.
Pablo looked at her quizzically and asked, �What is it that I want?�
�Respect.�
Her answer shocked him. It was as if she looked into his soul.
She looked up at him and said, �Men like you have been successful throughout history not only by showing your strength of arms, but also by showing your strength through mercy.�
She left her father�s side and crawled over to him. Grabbing his hand, she looked into his eyes and said, �Please, Emperor, show us mercy and we�ll forever be indebted to you.�
This woman�s boldness rendered him speechless. All eyes were trained on him.
Their lives were in the balance. He had the power to crush them or save them. Today had been a turning point for him. The moment he saw the statue he knew it was a sign, and this woman in front of him was another sign. Instead of Columbus at the feet of Queen Isabella, this was a woman named Isabelle at his feet. God was showing him all the signs he needed; God was showing him that he was on the correct path.
He took her hand and brought her up. He returned her deep look and said, �Isabelle, I pardon you and your father.� He raised his arms, then yelled out, �I�ll go further than that: I�ll pardon anyone we find here who is willing to join our cause.�
Coos Bay, Oregon
Barone wasn�t a fan of running, but he couldn�t find a better workout. What he liked most about it was that it cleared his mind. Each bead of sweat signified a release of stress.
One problem he couldn�t wrap his mind around was the lack of response from the U.S. government in regards to the prisoners he had taken. He knew they were aware of the situation, but there was no sign of the other Marine ARG coming to Portland. Captain White in the USS Topeka reported nothing. He had sailed as far south as Long Beach and spotted nothing on his instruments.
He knew in order for them to be successful, they would have to stay two steps ahead of Conner and the U.S. forces. Their silence did not indicate they were gone. They might be dealing with other problems but they would never leave him alone forever.
Barone had grown attached to this area and wanted to find a way to stay and make it work. The city council had not made a final decision, but it appeared it would end in his favor. From a preliminary vote, three members wanted them to leave. The other members knew that would result in utter chaos. The council wanted to present a unified decision to the towns. Having political disagreements in the past was fine, but now political disagreements could literally end in bloodshed. Those in favor wanted to spend a few days attempting to convince their colleagues to change their votes. Barone had also planned to take the time to speak with those people. He would go to each one and plead his case and see exactly what they wanted. If there was one thing he understood, it was how a politician thought.
When he came aboard the ship, the officer of the deck greeted him and informed him that Master Sergeant Simpson was looking for him. There was something important that he needed to relay to him.
Barone made his way down noticeably empty passageways. Many of the men were gone, either in town or deployed throughout Oregon and Northern California on long-range recon patrols. He missed the hustle and bustle of a full ship, but he gladly exchanged that for the knowledge that his men were accomplishing great things out among the people.
Simpson had requested that Barone meet him in the CIC upon his return to the ship. When he opened the door of the operations center, he walked into a flurry of activity.
�Colonel, back here, sir,� Simpson called out.
Barone still had sweat clinging to his skin and his clothes were soaked. When he stepped back into the briefing room he was greeted by his entire staff. All eyes locked on him as he wiped his face and took a seat. On the screen he saw a map of Northern California with two red areas circled.
�I see the map of NorCal up there. What happened?� Barone asked, cutting to the point.
�Sir, two of our LRRP patrols were attacked. One in the city of Eureka and the other near Redding,� Master Sergeant Simpson said.
�First question I have is what were our guys doing so far south?�
�Sir, that was my call. They called in permission to go down there,� Major Ashley said.
�Major Ashley, why didn�t you think that was important to tell me?� Barone asked, irritation creeping into his voice.
�Sir, our men have been encountering troubles here and there, but they have always been successful in setting up contact. I thought it wasn�t a request that needed your approval.�
�Major, I can�t stress enough the importance of chain of command. If it pertains to large-scale operational decisions, you must run it by me,� Barone chastised.
�Yes, sir.�
�Now, what do we have?�
�As you know we have had small engagements with civilian gangs throughout Oregon. What makes this different is they encountered another military force.�
�Marines, is it the other ARG?�
Ashley looked at the other men and Simpson, then turned to Barone and said, �No, sir, these are not Marines. These aren�t U.S. forces at all.�
�What happened to our men?�
�The patrol in Eureka was ambushed after meeting with the mayor there. We lost five men. Outside of Redding, our patrol came upon them along the side of the road. When our troops pulled up, this group opened fire. Our men returned fire and destroyed them. We know they�re not U.S. because this is what was transmitted back.� Ashley took the remote and clicked a button. The screen flipped from the map to a picture of a light utility vehicle with a machine mounted in the back.
�What is that?� Barone asked, leaning in to get a closer look.
�We didn�t know right away either, but we found out once we ran it through our database. It�s a Tiuna UR-53AR50.�
�Was that the only one?� Barone asked.
�Sir, we recovered everything from the engagement. This was a military recon patrol too. They had three vehicles, a dozen men, arms, et cetera.�
�Where the hell are they from?� Barone asked.
�They�re Venezuelan, sir.�
Sandy, Utah
�I�m sorry, Annaliese. I know this isn�t what you wanted to hear, but I can�t have you go with me,� Sebastian said. He was sitting next to her on the bed. He reached over and grabbed her hand.
At first she flinched from his touch, but she gave in and took his hand. She looked at him and responded, �I know what you have to do. I�ve known from the first day I met you that you�d have to leave. I�m not arguing with you about your decision to go search for your family, I just want to come with you. You�re my husband now and I need to be by your side,� she said as a tear began to slide down her cheek.
�Oh, honey. Don�t cry.�
�You tell me you�re leaving and I don�t know when you�ll return. What do you expect me to do? I love you. I don�t want to lose you,� she said as more tears came.
�Come here,� he said as he leaned in to give her a hug.
�I�m sorry if I�m emotional. I need to be stronger, I know, but I just can�t imagine life without you. We have a good thing here. We�re safe and we have plenty of supplies to last for years.�
�If there was another way, I�d do it. I need to go find my brother.�
�I know, I know.� She wiped her cheeks and eyes and sat up straight.
�Your uncle is providing me with a tremendous amount of support. I�ll be fine. He gave me a handheld ham radio to communicate with you. I�ll check in daily to let you know my whereabouts.�
�I know you�ll check in, but I just know how bad it is out there. At least see if anyone wants to come with you.�
�This is my job. I need all the able-bodied men to be here, to protect you and your mother.�
�I can handle myself out there. I�ve proven that. Please, don�t leave me here,� she said, gripping his hand tighter and looking deep into his blue eyes.
�Your place is here. With your family.�
�You are my family. My place is by your side!� she said, more impassioned.
Sebastian let her last comment sit for a bit before he responded. He did believe that when a man and woman marry, they become family and go into the world together to forge a new life. But in this new world, the road was a dangerous and unpredictable place to be. He didn�t want to put his new wife in danger.
�Sebastian Van Zandt, I�m your wife. Wherever you go, I go. I�m not going to hear anything else about this,� she said defiantly, her posture stiffening.
This was the Annaliese that Sebastian knew and loved. She was tender but also tough; brilliant, but never tried to upstage anyone. She was beautiful but never flaunted it. She was just perfect.
�Anna, please don�t put me in this position,� he pleaded.
�What position is that? One where you stand up and insist to my mother and uncle that your wife goes with you, that one?� she said sarcastically.
�You know how they feel.�
�I don�t care how they feel. I�m not married to them and you�re not either. Listen, you can�t say that you�ll be safe, nor can you guarantee my safety here. You don�t know how long you�ll be gone. If you go by yourself, your odds of something bad happening increase. With me by your side, we can do anything.�
Sebastian couldn�t help but smile at her. He loved her spunky attitude.
�What�s so funny?�
�Nothing, I just love you so much. You�re amazing. And you�re right, we can do anything together,� Sebastian said as he placed his hand on her face and leaned in to kiss her.
Smiling, she stopped him and said, �So, when are we leaving?�
Eagle, Idaho
Nelson finished up helping Eric with a patrol, and was walking up to the house. He was thinking about Samantha and Haley. Samantha was so difficult to talk to lately, and it was clear that Haley needed her mom�s attention. As he walked up to the back deck, he saw that the sliding back door was open. At first he thought nothing of it, but when he walked into the kitchen and saw the can of sardines on the floor and a trail of blood, he knew something was terribly wrong.
�Samantha! Haley!� he called out as he navigated from the kitchen into the living room. There, he ran into the body of the man who had attacked Samantha, a large pool of blood encircling his head. �Samantha! Haley!� he yelled out again.
From the position of the man�s dead body he could tell that he had fallen down the stairs. He ran up the stairs and went directly into Haley�s room. It was empty. Nelson was now in a full panic.
�Samantha! Haley!� he screamed as he bolted out of Haley�s room and down toward Samantha�s room. The bloody hallway directed him toward what he now knew had been a horrible confrontation. As he took the last step and entered the room he prayed that he would find them alive. His prayer was not answered as he found another empty room. �Damn it!� he yelled.
�Where could they be?� he asked out loud. Fear then gripped him as visions of them being taken filled his mind.
He ran as fast as he could out of the room and back down the stairs, over to where the body was lying. He turned the man onto his back, desperate for any clues. The stench of alcohol emanated from every pore on the man�s body. A thorough examination wasn�t needed. The crochet needle sticking out of the man�s head told him cause of death. Nelson checked all the pockets but all he found was a Swiss Army knife and lint. Nothing on the man identified who he was or where he came from.
Frustrated, he took off in a sprint toward Scott�s. The icy cold air filled his lungs. Fear and panic engulfed him. What was he going to do if he couldn�t find them?
He reached Scott�s front door, and before he could knock the door opened.
Scott gestured. �They�re inside.�
Nelson ran in and saw Samantha sitting in the kitchen, being treated by Lucy.
�Oh my God, Sam, you all right?�
Samantha looked weary and beaten, literally. �I�ll live.�
�Where�s Haley?� Nelson asked, concerned.
�She�s in shock. She won�t talk. She�s upstairs,� Samantha said, clearly dazed and in pain.
�Nelson, Nelson!� Haley squealed from the second-story landing that overlooked the kitchen and living room.
Haley ran down the stairs and straight into Nelson�s arms.
Nelson took her and held her tight. �Are you all right?�
�Where were you? We needed you,� she whimpered.
�I�m so sorry, honey. I was with Eric, we had some work to do,� Nelson said, swaying her back and forth.
Samantha felt a tinge of jealousy that her daughter was so receptive to Nelson while being so cold to her own mother. �Nelson, why didn�t you tell me you were gone?� Samantha asked in a chastising tone.
�I� I�m sorry. You�re right. I should have,� he answered. He wanted defend himself, but he knew the timing wasn�t right.
�And why did you leave the back sliding door unlocked?� she scolded him.
�I thought I locked it, but I can�t remember,� he answered.
�Sam, is this a good time for this?� Scott asked.
�We have to make sure this doesn�t happen again!� Samantha said harshly.
�Samantha, I agree with Scott. Let�s stay calm. Yelling at him doesn�t change the fact that the man got in,� Lucy said as she applied antiseptic to the abrasions on her face.
�Lucy, that man just walked in the house. He didn�t break in, he walked in because Nelson left the door unlocked!� Samantha exclaimed.
�Samantha, I�m sorry. I swear I locked it when I left,� Nelson defended himself.
�Well, it wasn�t Haley, and no one else is in our house, so it had to be you, because it wasn�t me!� Samantha now screamed.
�Well, no shit it wasn�t you because you don�t leave the house, not to mention your room, anymore!� Nelson volleyed her intensity. He had enough of being chastised. He knew he locked it and wasn�t going to be lectured. Did he feel bad about what happened? Yes. However, there was a better way to handle the situation.
�What did you say?� Samantha yelled back.
�Samantha, please!� Beth begged.
Samantha turned her attention to Beth and shouted, �This isn�t your business, Beth, stay out!�
�You two need to stop, now!� Lucy said, raising her voice.
Nelson and Samantha continued at each other. Neither heard her over their own voices as both exchanged insults.
�How dare you say that about me!� Samantha exclaimed. She brushed off Lucy and stood up. She marched over to Nelson and attempted to grab Haley.
Haley clung onto Nelson and wouldn�t let go.
�Come here, Haley. Come to Mommy.�
�No. Leave me alone. I want Nelson!� Haley said.
�You come here now!� Samantha yelled at her.
�Leave her alone, Sam, she�s upset,� Nelson reprimanded her.
�You�re not her parent, I am!�
�Then act like one!� Nelson yelled.
�Damn it! Haley, come here now!�
�That�s enough; I�m not having this in my house!� Lucy proclaimed loudly. �There�s a terrified little girl here and you both are acting like the babies. Did something go wrong? Yes, but you�re alive!� Lucy barked.
�I left the door unlocked,� Haley murmured.
�What was that?� Nelson asked her.
�I left it open, I�m sorry. It was my fault. I went down to check on Macintosh. I�m sorry. It�s my fault,� she said, beginning to cry.
�Oh, honey,� Nelson said and gave her a kiss on the head after she buried it in his chest.
Samantha didn�t know what to say or do. Deep down, she knew Nelson was right: She hadn�t been a parent to Haley in the past few weeks. During the search for her son and husband, she had drifted apart from Haley, consumed by the thoughts of the worst-case scenario. After Hunter�s body was brought back, she completely isolated herself. Nelson had filled that void and been supportive to Haley, but she was having a hard time admitting what was so evident to everyone else. Feeling uncomfortable, she walked briskly out of the room and headed for the door.
�Samantha! Don�t leave!� Lucy called out to her.
Samantha�s eyes were filling with tears as she slammed the door behind her. The frigid air felt good against her flushed skin. She started to walk toward her house but stopped when she remembered the man�s body was still there. She turned around and started for the barn. The tears began to come freely as she got farther away from the house. Her body began to tremble and she slipped on a patch of ice, collapsing into the fresh snow. She sobbed and cried. When she rolled onto her back she screamed out, �Where are you? Why did you leave us?�
Crescent, Oregon
Gordon couldn�t believe the gift that Gunny had given him�a fully loaded, armored Hummer mounted with an M240 machine gun and a team of Marines to assist him. The road to Crescent was bad in some spots, but the warmer temps that day had helped with opening up large swaths of it. The ninety-one-mile trip took them only five hours, so when they drove into Crescent there was enough daylight to take in the layout of the tiny lumber town. Gordon hoped this girl was still here and could provide him with some critical information.
�Any idea where she might be?� Gordon asked the three Marines in the vehicle.
Lance Corporal Jones answered him. �I talked with her myself, sir. She was staying in a storeroom in the back of a bar.�
�What�s her deal? Why was she staying there?�
�She�s a piece of work. A little rough around the edges. She had walked most of the way from somewhere in California, then managed to find a motorcycle. She was healing up after she laid the bike down just south of Crescent. We found her along the road. At first she didn�t want anything to do with us, but she eventually allowed us to help. We brought her into town and the bar owner gave her a place to shack up till she healed.�
�So how far till we reach the bar?� Gordon asked.
�Actually� we�re right here,� Jones said as he turned left into a gravel parking lot.
�Great. Let�s hope she�s still here,� Gordon said as he exited the Hummer. From the looks of it, the bar might have been a house at one time. According to the Marines, the patron, John Wilkes, had plenty of alcohol and saw no reason to shutter the place. The Mohawk had now become a central meeting place and refuge for the townspeople of Crescent.
Two of the Marines joined him, Jones and Corporal Rubio. The third Marine, Private First Class McCamey, stayed with the vehicle. Gordon, Jones, and Rubio walked up to the front door. A handwritten sign hung on the door read Open for the Apocalypse. Gordon chuckled and walked into the bar. A strong skunky smell mixed with stale smoke filled his nostrils as he entered. Scattered throughout the bar were small dining tables, and in the back, an old wooden bar stretched for twenty feet along the wall with a large mirror above it. Several beer signs and TVs were hung along the walls, their screens dark. To his right were several video games and pinball machines standing just as quiet. Everything in the bar that had hummed, chimed, rang, beeped, or been illuminated was now just a reminder of a day gone by.
The bar was exclusively lit by candles. It reminded Gordon of a restaurant he and Samantha would frequent in San Diego. The memories of his old life that would pop into his head were so odd sometimes. A melancholy feeling crept up in his chest, but was erased when the lance corporal spoke up.
�Right there, sir,� he said, pointing to the bar.
Gordon weaved his way through the small dinette tables to a small brunette woman sitting at the bar with a line of shot glasses in front of her. He strolled up to her and sat down in the chair next to her.
Before he could say a word she blurted out, �What do you fucking want?�
�Ha, that�s a nice greeting,� Gordon answered her.
She picked up a shot glass filled with whiskey and drank it down. Plunking the glass on the bar she said, �Are you here to hit on me or do you want something? I see you brought friends.� She turned and acknowledged the Marines in the room.
�My name is Gordon and��
�I know you!� she shouted at the lance corporal. �You�re that jarhead that helped me out. Get over here; I�ll buy you a drink.� Her voice showed the telltale signs of being tipsy.
The lance corporal nodded but kept silent.
She then turned and faced Gordon again. �What did you say your name was again?�
�My name is Gordon Van Zandt. I hear you have��
She again interrupted Gordon. �Wait a minute, I�ve heard of you,� she said, motioning to John to give her another drink.
Gordon leaned forward and put his hand over her shot glass and said, �Before you get too drunk, I have a few questions for you. When I�m done, you can get trashed.�
She looked at Gordon defiantly, then at the two Marines. She was assessing the situation and decided it wasn�t going to work out for her if she struck out at Gordon. �What do you want to know there, stud?�
�How do you know me?�
�My mother told me to be polite. Isn�t that funny coming from a woman who was the rudest bitch you�d ever meet,� she laughed. �Gordon Van Zandt, I�m Lexi Tolanus. Nice to meet you.�
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�Revenge is an act of passion; vengeance of justice. Injuries are revenged; crimes are avenged.�
�Samuel Johnson

Crescent, Oregon
Gordon woke for the second day in a row with a pounding headache, but this time it was the result of a hangover. He had spent most of the evening talking and drinking with Lexi. While Gordon�s first impression of Lexi was that she was rude, by the end of the evening he found her sincere and likeable. They shared their stories of the road, a few laughs, but most of the time their conversation was serious. Her sister had been executed at the hands of Rahab, in the same cruel way that Hunter was. She too was on the hunt for Rahab to avenge her sister�s murder.
In another twist of fate that struck him as spookily ironic, Lexi connected that she had met Samantha and Haley after she had left Rahab�s camp. She told him about the day Hunter was brought back, and how Samantha broke down. That was very difficult to hear. She also divulged details about their group�how many were left, the arrival of Nelson�s ex-fianc�e, the tensions that existed. So much had happened to his group after he had been taken prisoner. By the end of the evening, his head was swimming with all of the new information.
Gordon heard someone snoring in the corner. He stood and walked over to discover one of the Marines. John, the owner of the bar, had allowed them to stay in exchange for a case of MREs�a not-so-cheap price in this modern world.
Gordon shook the Marine. �Hey, wake up, devil dog, reveille.�
The Marine corporal opened his eyes and said, �Shit, what time is it?�
�I have no idea, but let�s get some chow, talk some more with Lexi, and head out. We have a long day ahead of us.�
During the previous night�s discussion, he and Lexi shared with each other what they knew about Rahab�s possible location. John knew Rajneeshpuram referred to an old religious compound used in the 1980s, which helped to add context to the location. The map that Gordon had discovered at Rahab�s compound in California also proved helpful. With those facts, along with Lexi�s memory of overheard conversations, they pinpointed Rahab�s probable location: a small farm in north central Oregon, approximately 140 miles away.
Both he and Lexi joked how they were going to be the one to deal the final blow to Rahab. In some ways, their jest was serious. They were collaborating, but there was definitely a sense of competition between the two.
Gordon walked back to the men�s bathroom. When he opened it he found Lexi brushing her teeth.
She cocked her head and mumbled, �Mornin�, sunshine.�
She spit and said, �If all you have to do is piss, go ahead, you don�t have anything I�ve not seen before. By the way, you look how I feel. Like shit.�
�Uh, I�ll just wait till you�re done,� Gordon said, closing the door.
�Your choice,� she said as she began to brush her teeth again.
After relieving himself outside he came back into the bar to find Lexi laughing with Jones.
�Where�s Corporal Rubio?� Gordon asked Jones.
�He went to give McCamey a break on keeping guard,� Jones answered.
�Want some chow?� John asked from behind the bar. He held up a spatula. �I have some fresh eggs and some cans of corned beef hash.�
�Hell yeah!� Lexi chimed.
�Consider this a going-away present for you, little lady, but you guys� got any ammo you can spare?� John said, now pointing at Gordon and Jones.
�Really? You�re going to charge us?� Gordon asked.
�There ain�t handouts in this world!� Lexi laughed.
�Sorry, guys, that�s the price for some fresh eggs. Did I mention they�re organic, California boy?� John teased.
�Oh, come on, really?!� Gordon asked. �We can�t spare any ammo.�
Jones shot a look toward Gordon. �How much do you want, John?�
�A box of 9-millimeters gets you three hot meals. Hell, I�ll even toss in a Bloody Mary on the house. By the looks of it you could use it,� John chuckled.
�We�ve got plenty of rounds, Gordon. Trust me,� Jones said, patting him on the shoulder. He then looked at John and said, �Make mine over medium.�
� � �
Gordon gazed out the windows as they drove. The snow-covered hills were beautiful against the light gray sky. Gordon took advantage of his time as a passenger to dream about the day he�d see Samantha and Haley. He missed them so much, and hearing Lexi describe their ordeal was heart-wrenching. Over and over, he thought about an ideal reunion scenario: he�d pull up to their cabin in McCall, and simultaneously the door would fly open, and Haley and Samantha would run out. They�d all embrace and laugh, and maybe shed some tears, but all would be forgiven. But he knew that�s not what would happen. Haley might come running out, but there was no doubt in his mind that Samantha was upset with him, and understandably so. He just hoped that time would heal the wounds that had been caused by his absence.
�Corporal Rubio, up ahead. We have a victor in the middle of the road and two people,� Jones called out. He was riding in the hatch, manning the M240 machine gun.
�Roger that, I see �em,� Rubio responded. �Go ahead and stop, McCamey. Let�s get some eyes on this before we proceed.� He pulled out a pair of binoculars, scanning the scene, as McCamey brought the Hummer to a stop.
Gordon peeked over Rubio�s shoulder from the backseat. Next to him, Lexi was asleep, her head nestled in a crumpled-up jacket.
�Looks like a man and a woman. A couple, maybe?� Rubio handed the binos to Gordon to take a look. Gordon peered through and saw what looked like a couple having car trouble.
�Jonesy, you see anyone else up there?� Rubio called out.
�Corporal, I just see a young woman, she can�t be older than thirty, and a man, who looks about the same age. The hood of the car is up.�
�Corporal Rubio, where do you think we are?� Gordon asked.
�We�re about here,� he said, taking out a map and pointing at a county road just south of the state highway.
�That puts us how far from Rahab�s possible location?�
�My guess is about twenty miles along this road right here,� Rubio said, running his finger along a yellow highlighted line that led to a red circle.
�Hmm. You know what I�m thinking, right?� Gordon commented.
�Yeah, that this might be an ambush? I feel you. I tell you what. I�ll walk up to them and see what their story is. You and Jones cover me.�
Gordon thought for a second and said, �Roger that.�
Rubio exited the Hummer and began to walk down the muddy gravel road.
Gordon took up a position behind the open door with an M4. He watched what looked like a friendly conversation. Finally, Rubio waved and headed back to the vehicles.
�They�re cool, they ran out of fuel,� Rubio said as he walked up.
�Really? What�s up with the hood?� McCamey questioned.
�Don�t you know it�s an international distress signal?� Rubio shot back. �Boot.� He snickered. While Rubio and Jones were combat veterans of Afghanistan, McCamey hadn�t seen combat before. He was on his first deployment when the lights went out, and so he often encountered these types of comments.
�You sure everything looked okay?� Gordon queried.
�Yes, yes. Listen, not my first rodeo here, Mr. Van Zandt. These folks just need some fuel. We can spare enough for them to get them where they�re going,� Rubio answered. �McCamey, take us down there,� he ordered.
Gordon was uneasy but didn�t question the decision.
The Hummer rumbled its way slowly down the road and parked just behind the old Crown Victoria. From the condition of the vehicle, Gordon was surprised it was even drivable.
Rubio slammed the rear hatch, waking Lexi up. She yawned and looked around. �We here yet?�
�No, we came across some people who need help,� Gordon said, stepping out of the vehicle.
Lexi rubbed her eyes and looked through the windshield. Her expression changed instantly when she saw the man, but Gordon was already too far away for her to signal him.
Gordon waved hello and starting chatting. �So, why are you folks out here?�
The young woman smiled. �Oh, we have a ranch down the road.�
�Nice,� Rubio said.
Gordon took a closer look at the vehicle, taking note of an empty car seat inside. �You have children?�
�Yeah, a daughter. She�s back with her uncle,� the woman answered.
Gordon looked at them. They were dressed normally. Slightly dirty jeans, thick jackets, and beanie hats.
�So, Marines? Where are the rest of your guys?� she asked curiously.
�Most are back in Coos Bay; we�re out on a patrol.� Rubio motioned with his hand to the vehicle.
�Coos Bay?� she asked.
Gordon looked at her oddly, then eyed Rubio.
�It�s a small town along the coast, a few hundred miles away,� Rubio answered.
�So it�s just you?� the man asked referring to Rubio and the group.
�Just us out here,� Rubio answered.
Gordon shot back, �There are others not too far away though, just a short radio call away.�
�Sorry, fellas, if you don�t mind me ducking out for a second, I�m going to try and start this up again,� he said quickly, looking at the woman. Then he stepped away and got back inside the car.
Rubio and Gordon watched him quizzically. Gordon took a few steps so he could see him clearly sitting in the seat.
The woman, appearing nervous, started to ramble on about the weather. Rubio was peering through the rear window at the man, looking for anything unusual. The woman reached over and touched Rubio gently and said, �Ah, I�m Laura.�
Her touch distracted Rubio, who looked at her and said, �Oh, I�m Corporal Rubio, nice to meet you.�
These people looked innocent but Gordon was very skeptical. He kept scanning the area for a sign of anyone else. His instincts kept taking him back to a large grove of trees.
The slam of a door on the Humvee startled Gordon. He turned to see Lexi stomping over to them. She seemed focused and intent. He looked at her face. Her gaze was past him, toward the car. He followed it to see if she was seeing something he didn�t.
Lexi brushed by Gordon, moving quickly toward the front of the car with her pistol drawn at her side. She walked up to the driver�s door, opened it, and put her gun to the man�s head. �Remember me?�
Not saying another word, she pulled the trigger.
Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado
�Mr. President, the chopper is ready to take you,� Baxter said.
Conner finished loading his belongings into a few boxes. He was finally ready to leave the bunker fortress of Cheyenne Mountain. The place held nothing for him anymore. While the bunker did have luxuries others didn�t have on the outside, every time he walked the hallways, he was only reminded of Julia.
Those first few days after his return had changed him. At his lowest moment, he found himself holding a gun to his head. But something stopped him from pulling the trigger. He couldn�t explain, but he figured God had some other plan for him. He needed to return to his duties. That�s what Julia would have wanted. That moment was when he decided to come out of his self-imposed isolation. Being back on the outside would offer challenges, but he was ready for them. It was freeing, in a way.
�I�ll be right there. General, please make sure these boxes get on the next bird out,� he said to Baxter. Baxter had personally made all the arrangements with Governor Richard Laney of Wyoming.
Baxter proved himself trustworthy during his absence. He could have taken the presidency then and Conner probably would have welcomed it. Knowing that Baxter was a man loyal to his country and capable meant a lot to him. He kept note of those he could trust, specifically after the ordeal with Griswald.
Governor Laney was excited to hear that his state would house the new capital. He promised to give President Conner and the federal authorities all the support they could muster. Like most of the country, everything was down in Cheyenne and around Wyoming. The local power grid was still down, and not having electrical power had a cascading effect across the state. With no power, there was no flowing water, operational sewage, or communications. This power disruption, coupled with the fact that a vast number of the area�s vehicles were inoperable, left Cheyenne a dead city. However, Laney�s staff immediately made contact with Lieutenant General Wasserman, commander of F.�E.�Warren Air Force Base in Cheyenne, to establish control of the city. The Air Force provided critical support to Wyoming�s Department of Homeland Security, and even though they had limited working vehicles and equipment, they fortunately didn�t experience a total collapse as other cities had. Through this quick response and coordination, Cheyenne had a functioning government.
The fact that Cheyenne was a stable city made it easier for Conner to establish the capital he needed. It wasn�t his first choice, and getting supplies and equipment there would be a challenge, but for now, stability won out over easy access. Plus, F.�E.�Warren Air Force Base headquartered the Air Force�s Ninetieth Missile Wing and the Twentieth Air Force. They essentially commanded an arsenal of over 150 Minuteman ICBMs, a resource that was valuable to him. All of them were hardened against EMP, so were still operational.
Conner sat down at his desk and started opening up drawers to check for anything of importance that he might have forgotten. When he pulled the right top drawer a small notepad slid forward. On the front page there was a list entitled �Baby Names.� The pain he felt upon reading that was enormous. Angrily, he ripped the paper off the pad and crumpled it up, tossing it in the trash.
He left the room, and left a time in his life that forever changed his outlook on the world. When he had tossed away the crumpled paper, he had also tossed away the old Conner. Gone was the Conner that operated from impassioned beliefs. He hadn�t mentioned it to them, but if he could take back his order to nuke all of those cities, he would. He now regretted that decision, but he�d been operating out of fear. He left that fear behind too when he closed that door. He was still prepared to make the tough calls, but he next time he would try to see the long-term effects of a decision he made. His loss of fear transformed him.
Many at the base had commented about how different he was since his surprise return. He was now a more levelheaded and even-tempered man. In private conversations some had even gone as far as to express their happiness in his changed behavior. He was aware of some of the new sentiments about him and he welcomed them. His desire to be a new kind of leader was strong. He had a purpose greater than himself, and he was going to do what it took to see his country survive.
Sandy, Utah
Sebastian�s change of heart about bringing Annaliese along resulted in a bitter back and forth with Samuel. Their fight was an accumulation of weeks of animosity. If Sariah hadn�t intervened, the argument would have escalated to a fistfight. Samuel didn�t like Sebastian from the moment they had met. There wasn�t a real reason, he just didn�t like that a nonbeliever was living among them and that he and Annaliese had developed an intimate relationship. Samuel was a deeply devoted Mormon. He didn�t believe in the need to travel back east like others had done, but nonetheless, he didn�t think it healthy to have someone like Sebastian around. He was also a very controlling individual and Sebastian�s talents threatened his own. When Sariah described Sebastian over the radio before their trek there, he was eager to have him, but upon meeting him all he could see was a young, handsome, and charismatic man who was out to take Annaliese away. When Sebastian had originally said he was leaving he supported it, but now this new development proved his own deep-seated prejudices about Sebastian.
Eventually, after much discussion, Samuel acquiesced to Annaliese leaving, but under one condition: He insisted that they take Luke and Brandon along with them. Samuel looked at the boys as just snotty-nosed, spoiled brats.
Sebastian was doing his best about being available to the boys for counsel since he found them that day in Rancho Valentino weeks before. He talked to them as much as he could. Luke was a nice kid and easy, but Brandon had been acting out, and Samuel didn�t want him around anymore. This wasn�t the plan Sebastian had in mind, but he was desperate to put an end to the conversation and to get on the road as soon as possible. Plus, if there was one thing he took away from the Marine Corps, it was to adapt and overcome. He could make this situation work.
To Sebastian�s surprise, Samuel put aside his animosity and gave them a truck for their journey, a 1983 Ford F-150 crew cab, to replace the car that he had arrived in weeks before. For all of Samuel�s faults, being unprepared wasn�t one of them. Samuel had prepared for every event. Most of his equipment, including the truck, had been kept in massive protective bunkers. All of his spare equipment, like radios, GPS, generators, phones, even CD players, he had kept in faraday boxes to protect them against EMP bursts.
Samuel approached the truck and handed a paper to Sebastian. �Here, you�ll need these.�
�What is it?� Sebastian asked, unfolding the paper.
�It�s the coordinates for the people along the way who can provide support if you need it. The GPS in the truck is working fine; I haven�t experienced any issues when I�ve used it since the attacks.�
�Ahh, thanks, Samuel,� Sebastian said. �Hey, listen, I�m sorry we got off��
Samuel took a step forward, so he stood just inches away from Sebastian�s face. �You can say your thanks but I don�t want to hear it. Listen, boy. When you leave, don�t come back, you understand? You have soiled the Sorenson family. I don�t want you here anymore. I�m only doing this because my sister asked me too. If it were up to me, I�d toss you out with nothing more than what you came with.�
Sebastian took a step back. Given the way the conversation went yesterday, he wasn�t shocked by Samuel�s attitude, but he was fed up. He had done nothing to harm Samuel or his family�in fact, they owed him their lives.
�Guess what, Samuel? We have no intention on coming back now. There�s nothing here for us. You take your bullshit and shove it up your ass,� he snarled.
Samuel�s eyes widened. �Pack up and leave now! You leave now!�
Annaliese came out of the house the instant she heard Samuel yell, with Brandon close behind her. �What is going on?� she called out.
�It�s fine, Anna. It�s time to go.� Sebastian turned and stepped away from Samuel.
�Turn tail and run, boy!� Samuel blurted out.
Annaliese could see the expression on Sebastian�s face change from irritation to anger.
�Sebastian!� she yelled out.
Sebastian heard her but he was too far gone. He turned and struck Samuel in the jaw with a well-placed punch. The old man reeled backward and fell flat on his back.
Brandon shouted, �Yeah! Kick his ass!�
�Enough, Samuel, enough!� Sebastian barked.
Samuel was dazed from the hit and scrambled back to his feet. He charged at Sebastian, but Sebastian quickly sidestepped him and pushed him. Samuel hit the ground face-first with a thud.
�Ha, ha! Get �em, Sebastian!� Brandon cawed.
�Shut up!� Annaliese yelled at Brandon, running to break up the fight.
�Just stay down!� Sebastian yelled.
Samuel picked himself up again and was approaching Sebastian when Annaliese grabbed him. Instinctually he elbowed her, hitting her square in the face, with such force she was knocked off her feet. That was enough for Sebastian. He grabbed Samuel by the throat with his left hand and punched him with his right. Finally, the old man collapsed to the ground.
�Stop!� Annaliese screamed. Sebastian knelt down and struck him once more.
�Oh my God, he�s fucking up that old man!� Brandon laughed.
When Luke finally appeared from the house, he stopped in his tracks. He had seen Sebastian in action, but this was different. He wasn�t fighting to defend himself; he was unloading pent-up anger and stress.
Sariah pushed her way past the boys and ran over to Sebastian. She grabbed his arm tightly to prevent him from striking. Sebastian turned around with a crazed look in his eyes. He looked at Sariah, then looked at Samuel. The rage melted away and he let go of Samuel. Wearily, he got up and walked away.
Annaliese crawled over to Samuel and picked up his head.
Sariah yelled at the boys, �Get over here and help him into the house!�
Luke and Brandon came over immediately. Brandon still had a grin on his face as he bent over to pick up Samuel�s legs.
�Wipe that smile off your face, you evil little brat!� Sariah yelled as she smacked Brandon in the back of the head.
Annaliese and Sariah followed them inside, leaving Sebastian outside.
Sebastian walked down the gravel road and looked at the horizon. A throbbing pain began to emanate from his hand. He looked at his bloodied hand and rubbed his thumb across the cut and bruised knuckles. As he flexed his right hand he knew that the next few days would be painful, but not as painful as Samuel�s.
Sebastian began to look into his soul to find a deeper reason for why he acted out so violently. Samuel had been berating him since the day he had arrived there. The snide and rude comments, the cold stares. The uncomfortable meals where he�d not even speak to him and would mumble complaints under his breath. Normally one to keep his cool, Sebastian had reached his breaking point. There was only so much disrespect he could take. He did feel bad, but in some ways he felt justified in hitting him. No person needed to be treated in such a way. Not once had Samuel thanked him for bringing his family there safely. Not once had he ever mentioned anything of gratitude. It would have been nice to receive just one comment positively remarking on his sacrifice. Looking toward his hand, he regretted losing his temper, but he did feel a bit righteous.
The door swung open with a bang. Annaliese marched over to Sebastian and blurted out, �What the hell was that?�
Sebastian didn�t say anything, instead choosing to start loading gear into the truck.
�I know my uncle can be an ass, I�ve known him my whole life. But what you did to him was uncalled for,� she chastised him.
�Stop it!� he barked.
�Excuse me?� she responded, shocked by his demeanor.
�He had it coming. He�s treated me poorly from the day we arrived and he got what was coming to him. If you�re out here expecting me to apologize for kicking his ass, it�s not going to happen,� he snapped.
Annaliese didn�t know how to respond. Her instincts were to lay into him, but she saw that he was still very upset. He had hit Samuel more than needed, maybe, but she more than anyone knew that Samuel had been applying pressure relentlessly, every day. She thought about throwing another comment but cut herself short, knowing it wouldn�t accomplish what she wanted.
�I�ll be inside when you�re done loading,� she said, walking away.
As he watched her, he became overwhelmed with regret. This regret didn�t come from hitting Samuel but from a sense that he might have let her down. He tossed the sleeping bag he had in his hand and said, �Wait. Annaliese. How�s your face?�
Her hand touched her cheek. �I�ll live.�
�Come here,� he pleaded.
She hesitated for a moment, then walked up to him, stopping short of embrace.
�What?� she asked.
�I want to say I�m sorry for hitting him but it�s hard. He�s been so cruel, he�s like a bully.�
�I know, I know, but you�re younger and stronger than he is. If you had to hit him, all you needed to do was hit once. Not multiple times. My mother is so angry with you and you really disappointed me.�
�He had it coming�he hit you!�
�That was an accident. He didn�t mean to do it!� she snapped at him.
�Why are you so quick to forgive him of endless snide comments and his� he�s an asshole. I�m sorry, I can�t apologize to him. I�m sorry that you had to see that, but bullies need to be dealt with; that�s something my brother taught me years ago.�
�So you deal with family that way, you beat them?�
�Beat? He got a few love taps; what he does deserve is a beating! Again, you�re coming at me with the family bit and you let him get away with his behavior?� Sebastian asked, turning around.
�Don�t turn away from me!� she snapped.
�We need to get packed up if we�re leaving soon. Plus, I don�t have time to detail every action I make. You are so quick to forgive him but question me. You know me.�
�Do I? Do I know you? I�ve never seen you act out like that before. You are not that man. I agree you have a right to be mad with him, but he�s an old man!�
�Annaliese, let�s agree to disagree about this!�
Watching him toss gear and equipment around in the truck, she thought about saying something but stopped herself. Sebastian was right, for now they would have to agree to disagree. He was upset, she was upset, and the timing wasn�t right to find a resolution. She turned and walked back to the house.
Watching her walk briskly away from him, he leaned heavily against the truck. The stubborn Van Zandt blood ran through him and he was sorry that he had disappointed her. Making her angry wasn�t his intent; he loved her, but he also felt strongly that Samuel had it coming to him.
Tossing the small box he held in his hand, he said out loud, �This is going to be a long trip.�
Seventeen miles outside of Rajneeshpuram
Lexi�s gunshot blew off the side of the man�s head. Brain, skull, hair, and blood splattered the interior of the car. Not hesitating a moment, she trained the pistol on the woman and shouted, �Don�t fucking move or I�ll plant one in between your eyes.�
Gordon unslung his rifle and turned it on Lexi, but paused before pulling the trigger. �What the fuck, Lexi?!�
Rubio jumped, dropping the fuel can on the ground. �What the hell!�
McCamey and Jones had been quietly talking and keeping watch to the rear. When the shot broke the quiet, they instinctually took cover behind the Humvee.
�Where did that come from?� Jones asked.
�These are Rahab�s people! I recognized that piece of shit behind the wheel,� Lexi spat.
�Holy shit!� Rubio shouted. �Are you sure?�
�When you�ve been raped repeatedly by someone, you never forget their face,� she said bitterly.
Gordon still had his rifle aimed at her.
�Gordon, I�m on your side, put down your rifle. These assholes were going to ambush us farther down the road. If you don�t believe me, ask her,� Lexi said as she pressed the pistol firmly against the woman�s head.
�She�s right, there are more of us down the road,� the woman cried out. Gordon lowered his rifle.
�Get on the radio and tell them you need their help with someone you just killed,� Lexi ordered the woman.
The woman nodded and slowly walked past Lexi to the front of the car. Lexi kept the pistol pressed against her head as she leaned in and grabbed the bloody radio. She keyed the button and said, �Hi, Malcolm. We need some help up here.�
The radio crackled and a voice came over. �What happened?�
�It�s okay, we had to shoot someone. We need�� She paused out of fear.
Lexi pressed the barrel harder against her head.
�We need your help with the others. Brother Clarence has them at gunpoint.�
There was a pause before the radio crackled again. �Okay, we�ll be right there.�
�They�ll come from that direction,� the woman whispered, pointing ahead.
�How many are there?� Lexi asked.
�Um��
�How many? Answer the fucking question!�
�Three, there�s three. Please don�t hurt me,� she begged.
�We won�t,� Gordon assured her.
Ignoring Gordon, Lexi hit the woman over the head with the pistol, knocking her out.
�What the hell, Lexi! Why did you do that?� Gordon yelled.
�We can�t trust that she won�t signal them,� Lexi shot back as she re-holstered her pistol. She grabbed the keys from the steering column and unlocked the trunk, then grabbed the woman and dragged her toward the rear of the car. �Well, are you going to help me?�
Rubio, Jones, and Gordon all exchanged looks.
�I told you she was a piece of work,� Jones quipped from behind the machine gun.
Rubio jumped up and helped her toss the woman in the back. They quickly came up with a plan, knowing that the backup was only minutes away. They decided that Jones would hide inside the Humvee and man the machine gun; Gordon, Rubio, Lexi, and McCamey all went to hide in the grove of trees. The plan was to use an L-shaped ambush. Based on what the woman had told them, they assumed the men would approach from the road ahead. When they stepped into the kill zone, Gordon and the others with him would open fire. The men would most assuredly turn toward them. Jones would then get behind the machine gun and take them out. This was textbook tactics, and if all went accordingly, it would be a relatively simple assault.
Minutes passed with no one in sight. Everything was quiet except for the occasional rustle of the trees when the cold wind blew.
�Damn it, where are they?� Gordon muttered to himself. He was getting the chills and his nose began to run from the cold air. His face was firmly placed against the stock of the rifle, his sights set on the rise in the road ahead. He kept blinking to clear his eyes and focus them.
Finally two men carrying rifles cleared the hill. The men were talking, and stopped just outside of the kill zone.
�Fuck,� Gordon said under his breath.
Lexi, positioned only a few feet away from Gordon, leaned over and whispered, �I�ve got the guy on the left.�
The radio in the car came to life. He and Lexi looked toward the car, not thirty feet away. Gordon then looked toward the men, and saw one of them holding a radio to his mouth. He knew they were attempting to reach the man or woman. �Where�s the third guy?� Gordon asked.
The radio again crackled.
The men stood talking. It was clear that they sensed something was wrong, because they unslung their rifles.
Knowing that this was not going to happen as planned, Gordon took aim on the man he saw holding the radio and began to squeeze the trigger. Before the shot went off, he said, �I�ve got the guy on the right, take the shot.�
Gordon continued to apply the steady pressure on the trigger. The 5.56-millimeter round exited his barrel and almost instantaneously hit the man in the chest with a loud thump. Lexi�s rifle followed right behind his with several shots, hitting the other man.
From the other side of the hill the third man appeared. He took a couple of shots in their direction before disappearing as quickly as he had appeared.
Lexi stood up and began to run for the Humvee. Gordon followed her lead.
�Jones, we gotta go!� she said, jumping behind the wheel and starting up the Humvee.
�Whoa, wait a minute!� Jones exclaimed.
�We don�t have time. We gotta catch that other fucker!�
Lexi put the Humvee and gear and hit the accelerator.
Gordon was running as hard as he could but he was too slow. Lexi drove past him without stopping.
�Stop!� Gordon screamed.
The red rear lights came on as she slammed on the breaks. �Get in!�
Gordon ran over and jumped in the passenger seat. She hit the accelerator again and took off.
�Hey, wait for the others!� Gordon yelled.
�No time!� she said as she tore up the road.
As they approached the top of the hill, the man she had shot started to rise from the ground. She floored the pedal and aimed the Humvee at him. He raised his arms as if that would protect him from a two-ton vehicle traveling at forty-five miles per hour and accelerating. Lexi hit him and didn�t stop. Gordon looked over at her, amazed at the ferocity in her eyes. �Gotta get the other one,� she muttered.
�There, straight ahead!� Jones hollered.
Forty feet in front of them, the third man was running down the center of the snow-covered gravel road. Hearing the Humvee behind him, he turned around and fired several shots, just missing the vehicle.
�Doesn�t this thing go faster?� Lexi yelled out in frustration.
Bullets pinged off of the Humvee as they drew closer to the man. He stood defiantly in the middle of the road.
�Open up on him!� Gordon commanded Jonesy. When there was no response, he turned and looked up in the hatch and saw Jones�s body bouncing around. One of the bullets had hit him. Gordon didn�t know how badly he was hit, but there was no time to do anything about it.
As they closed in on the man, he dove out of the way and rolled down an embankment.
Lexi slammed on the brakes. The force of the Humvee stopping caused Jones to fall into the vehicle.
Gordon took the opportunity to jump out of the vehicle and pursue the man on foot. He spotted him about fifty feet away, sprinting through an open field. There was no way he�d catch him now, but a well-placed shot could do the job. He ran over to one of the boulders and rested his rifle on top. Planting the rifle firmly on his shoulder, he took aim. He steadied his breathing and began to squeeze. The rifle went off, the round hitting the man squarely in the middle of his back. The man tumbled and disappeared into the tall grasses.
Lexi drove up to the spot where the man had landed and exited the vehicle. He was still alive, breathing shallowly, but Lexi would seal the deal.
She kicked him over onto his back. Another familiar face. Pulling out her pistol she yelled, �You recognize me? Huh?� She slammed her shoe into his ribs.
The man coughed and grunted each time she kicked his side, blood pooling around him.
�Please don�t, please,� he begged her.
�Those words sound familiar. That�s what my sister would say to you before you�d rape her, you fucking scumbag,� she screamed as she continued to at kick him.
The man screamed out, �Fuck you, bitch! You fucking whore!�
�That�s it! That sounds more like you!� she snarled as she kicked him several more times.
With each kick, Lexi could see her sister pleading with the men as he was pleading with her. Her sister�s pleas were mocked and sometimes intensified the men�s desire to harm her. Lexi would often tell her sister to just let it happen, but those words fell on deaf ears. Her sister�s resistance to men like him ultimately led to her own death. She started to break out in a sweat and her leg was getting tired from the repeated kicks to the man�s side.
He was now resigned to his fate and yelled out one expletive after another.
�Yeah, you got a dirty mouth, don�t you? You�re a dirty, nasty motherfucker!� She was in a full rage now. She stopped kicking him, aimed her pistol, and shot him in the crotch.
The man squealed out in pain and tried inching away from her.
�You�re not going anywhere. Come here,� she said as she straddled him and with her pistol and began to beat him.
Gordon had no plans of interfering with Lexi; he understood the need to deal directly with those who had harmed you. Instead he took to attending to Jones�s wounds. He had taken two rounds, one to his side and the other to his left arm. There was a lot of blood, but Gordon felt confident he�d survive. As he swiftly cleaned the wound he could hear Lexi beating the man with this pistol. The sound of skin being slapped gave way to crunching as the man�s skull caved in.
Lexi didn�t know how many times she hit him in the face but when she finally stopped there was no way of ever knowing what the man had looked like. A large, bloody crater now replaced where his face had been. She was exhausted, emotionally and physically drained. She looked up to the sky and let out a guttural scream.
Gordon walked over to her. �How did that feel?�
�Good� no, not good, that was fucking great!� she said. �Now, let�s go kill the rest of them.�
Eagle, Idaho
Samantha was very sore. Her body resembled how she felt inside, black and blue. She had never experienced anything like what she had gone through yesterday, and she barely slept all night, replaying it over and over. If there was one benefit to the situation, it was that the circumstances had opened her eyes to how she had been treating her daughter and her neighbors in the past few months. She had allowed her depression to almost kill her and possibly her daughter. She needed to do right by her, and by Nelson. Remembering the old saying, Fake it till you make it, she told herself that despite her physical and emotional pain, today would be the day that she changed her attitude.
Putting on her coat, she walked to a mirror. Examining her bruised face, she took a deep breath, then smiled. �Samantha, your little girl needs her mother. Now go.� She exited the warm house and walked into the chilly, dry air.
She opened the barn door and walked in. The musty smell was intense. She looked around, but could only hear them. �Hey, guys, where are you?� she called out hesitantly.
�Shh!� Haley blurted out.
�Back here with Big Mac,� Nelson answered.
She walked with her arms crossed, feeling nervous, like she was a stranger. She came to the last stall and saw Nelson brushing Macintosh, but no Haley.
�Hi,� she said shyly. �Um, I want to say I�m sorry for how I acted yesterday.�
He reached out and touched her arm. �Sam, there�s no need. I know you�ve been through a lot, we all have. I said some things to you that I�m sorry for too.�
�God no, I deserved it.�
�No one deserves anything. We need to stick together.�
They looked at each other, their eyes communicating an understanding that neither could voice.
�Where�s Haley?�
Nelson tilted his head toward a large pile of hay in the corner of the stall.
Samantha pointed and mouthed, �She�s in there?�
Nelson smiled and nodded.
Samantha said in a loud, theatrical tone, �I wonder where Haley is?� She entered the stall and walked around Macintosh till she reached the large pile of hay. �Hmm, well, since I can�t find her, maybe I�ll rest, �cause I�m really tired. This pile of hay looks comfortable.� She flopped down.
Haley giggled from beneath the hay.
Sensing she could relax a bit, Samantha reached into the hay till she felt Haley�s little body. �Oh, no, there�s a monster in the hay. Nelson! Save me!�
Haley played along by growling. She rose out of the hay and jumped on her mother.
�Nelson, help me,� Samantha said, giggling.
Nelson watched as the two embraced each other and rolled in the hay. He smiled. This was the old Samantha he used to know.
�Um, guys, you might want to� oops, never mind. Too late,� Nelson said.
�What?� Samantha asked, hay sticking out of her hair and clothes.
�How do I say this�. You just rolled in horse poop.�
�Ahh, oh, no!� Samantha squealed, looking down at her jacket.
�Ha, ha, Mommy rolled in horse poopy!� Haley laughed. �Mommy, you stink!�
Samantha laughed out loud, then grabbed Haley. �Come here, time for you to get stinky too!�
Nelson was so happy to see Haley and Samantha connecting. It had been a long time since he�d seen Samantha smile.
This moment of happiness was interrupted when a cold blast of air shot through the barn as the main door opened up. Scott walked up to Nelson, concern in his eyes.
�Hey, Scott, what�s up?�
�Nelson, I need your help. There�s a group of men outside. They�re looking for someone.�
�Who are they looking for?�
�A guy named Raymond. From their description, it sounds like our visitor from yesterday.�
Nelson�s eyes widened. �What did you tell them?�
�Nothing, don�t worry. I�m not an idiot,� Scott remarked.
�Where are they now?�
Hearing Nelson and Scott�s urgent low tones, Samantha stuck her head out of the stall. �What�s going on?�
Scott looked uncomfortable and deferred to Nelson.
�There are some men outside and they�re looking for a guy that fits the description of you-know-who.�
�What did you tell them?� Samantha asked, clearly startled.
�Nothing, nothing at all. I know how sensitive this is and these guys look scary. I don�t want to know what they�ll do if they knew you killed the guy.�
�Nelson, what are we going to do?� Samantha asked, fear creeping into her voice.
�I�ve got this. You and Haley just stay in here, okay?� Nelson instructed. He grabbed his coat and started for the door.
Scott stopped Nelson before they exited. �There are four guys out here and I meant what I said about them looking scary. They look like bad news.�
�How did they get past the gate?�
�I don�t know. Mack was supposed to be manning it.�
�You carrying?�
�Always,� Scott said, opening up his jacket to reveal his holstered pistol.
Scott�s description of the men wasn�t an exaggeration. All four were in their thirties, with average builds. Three of them looked especially dirty, with greasy shoulder-length hair sticking out underneath beanie hats. The fourth man, who stood in front of the others, appeared to be the leader, by his swagger and bearing. His appearance set him apart from the others. His hair was cut short and his beard was trimmed, and he wore a large brown cowboy hat with two gold tassels.
Nelson stepped out with Scott and walked up to within a few feet of the group.
�Afternoon, gentlemen. Scott told me you�re looking for someone.�
The man with the hat answered. �Yes, maybe you can help us. I�m looking for my baby brother, Raymond.� Though he was clean cut, his mouth revealed stained yellow teeth.
�We haven�t had anyone here recently,� Nelson answered.
�Like I said,� Scott followed.
The man looked at both of them and asked, �Are you sure?�
�Yeah, I�m sure,� Nelson said, trying to hide his nervousness.
�You mind if we look in the barn?�
�Yeah, I do. Listen, we haven�t seen a person named Raymond here. By the way, how did you get in here?� Nelson said.
Ignoring his question, the man leaned forward. �What�s your name?�
�I�m Nelson. And you are?�
�Nelson, I�m Truman Biggs.�
�Truman, I�m sorry you can�t find your brother, but like I said, he�s not here.�
Truman took a few steps forward and was now standing only a foot away from Nelson. �Nelson, I really need your help. You see, my brother, he can�t hold his liquor well. He�s been going on and on about this place. Specifically that a couple a lovely ladies lived here.� He paused, grinning. �Raymond has a bit of a problem when dealing with the ladies and he tends to drink too much. Oh, how do I put this, he doesn�t know the word no.�
Nelson began to size the men up. The tense exchange was heading in a direction that he feared would end in bloodshed. �Truman, I can appreciate that you�re looking for your brother, but he�s not here. I can tell you that. If we can help in any way��
�You can help by not lying to me,� Truman said bluntly.
�How did you get in here?� Nelson asked.
�You guys have a nice little neighborhood here, but you have to watch the back door too,� Truman quipped. The other men laughed.
Nelson looked to Scott and returned his look with a raised eyebrow.
�Nelson, I assume you�re not from around here, are you? I don�t know if you know about snow like we have here in Idaho. How when it freezes over, you can see a person�s tracks for days. Well, we tracked my brother to this neighborhood, to that house,� Truman said, pointing to Nelson and Samantha�s house. �We have a place like this over the hill. My little brother was watching you guys. He would drone on and on about some little blonde here. Well, yesterday he got drunk and left my house saying he was going to get laid. That�s the last time I saw him. We tracked his footprints in the snow to that hill there, but then we noticed somethin� a little suspicious. We can�t find his tracks back.�
Not knowing how to respond, Nelson nervously shot back, �You need to leave now, this is private property!�
The barn door opened and Haley ran out and grabbed Nelson�s hand.
�Haley, come back here!� Samantha commanded from inside the barn.
Nelson looked down at her and whispered, �You need to go back inside. Mind your mother and go, now.�
Haley had seen enough already to know that something bad was about to happen. �Leave us alone!� she yelled at the men.
Truman and his men looked at each other and laughed at Haley�s command.
�Oh my God, you�re so precious. What�s your name?�
Samantha marched out of the barn and grabbed Haley by the arm.
Truman laughed out loud and commented, �Is this my brother�s little blonde beauty?�
Samantha shot Truman a look and pulled Haley back inside the barn against her will.
�By the looks of her face, I�d say she likes it rough. Or did she get those bruises somewhere else?� Truman asked as he pulled back his coat to expose his holstered pistol. His men adjusted themselves and spread their stances.
Nelson swallowed hard. His vision narrowed and his palms began to sweat. His pistol was tucked in the small of his back and he tried to anticipate the best way to react. A fight was coming and the odds were not in his favor.
�Listen�� Nelson said, his voice cracking.
Then suddenly, like the Seventh Cavalry, a truck rumbled down the small street and pulled down the driveway just behind Truman and his men.
Both doors on the old pickup opened up and out came Mack and Eric. Nelson�s father, Frank, and another man who lived in the neighborhood jumped out of the bed.
�Nelson, is everything all right?� Eric asked, looking at the men. He had a shotgun in his hand.
�Eric, Mack, Dad, good to see you,� Nelson said.
�Where�s my brother? I�m not going to keep asking!� Truman exclaimed.
�These guys came here looking for someone, and we told them that no one has been here in weeks. They were just leaving,� Nelson said to Eric, answering his previous question.
Mack and Frank had spread apart and chosen their targets.
�Truman, I don�t know your brother nor have I seen him. Now please leave; this will not end up how you hoped it might,� Eric said.
Truman looked at Eric, then back to Nelson. He paused and said, �Guys, let�s keep looking for him.� He then walked up to Nelson and stood inches away. �I know he was here. If I find out he never left, there�ll be hell to pay.�
Nelson stared into Truman�s dark brown eyes and said, �If your brother was how you described him, maybe you should be looking in the closest ditch. Now, get out of here.�
Truman grimaced and motioned for his men to follow him.
�We�ll escort you gentlemen out the front,� Nelson quipped.
Eric nodded and said, �This way.�
Following Eric, Truman turned around one last time and winked at Nelson. It sent a chill up his spine.
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�Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man�s character, give him power.�
�Abraham Lincoln

Coos Bay, Oregon
Roger was an adaptable politician. He knew that in the old conventional world, what Barone had done would not go unpunished. But in this new world, Barone promised his small town a chance to survive and flourish. Yet Roger�s coalition with the other town leaders was fracturing quickly. In their attempt to convince the three dissenters to acquiesce to Barone�s plan, they had lost two others. The five leaders who had rallied against Barone could not see the consequences of expelling Barone. A call for a return to civilian control of the military was on the rise.
He was not looking forward to telling Barone the latest development. Sitting outside Barone�s office in the old finance department of city hall, he anxiously awaited the meeting.
The door opened and Simpson came out. �Come on in.�
Roger stood, wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans, and walked into the office.
Barone stood over a small table looking at a map of southern Oregon and Northern California. His brow was furrowed and he appeared to be lost in thought.
Roger cleared his throat.
�Ah, go ahead and sit, Mr. Timms. Sorry, I just had a briefing on some activity to the south,� Barone said without looking at him.
Roger sat down like a nervous student awaiting the principal. Barone pulled himself away from the map and walked to his desk. �Can I get you a drink?�
�No, I�m fine.�
�Well, I�m not,� Barone said as he reached to the bookcase behind the desk and poured himself a glass of whiskey.
�Colonel, we have a problem.�
Barone took a large swig of whiskey. He turned and sat down in the worn leather chair. �Doesn�t every day pose a problem?�
�We now have five council members that are opposed to you staying here,� Roger said.
Barone laughed and said, �Really? Can you remind me who wants me and my Marines to leave?�
�The original dissenters were Mayor Brownstein, Milford, Franklin, and now they�ve convinced Peloni and Harper. They have told me they are not willing to change their minds and are actively courting the others. They plan to announce their decision tomorrow.�
�How nice of them,� Barone joked. �Well, how can we convince them otherwise?�
�It�s not that easy, Colonel.�
Barone poured himself another drink. With drink in hand, he walked to the bank of windows that overlooked the street below his second-story office.
Below he saw a perfect blending of townspeople and his troops, living in harmony. The coordination had gone seamlessly. He couldn�t have these few people causing a disturbance.
Turning back around, he asked, �What do they want? I know you politicians. You always want something.�
�Colonel, I�m serious. These people�the mayor specifically�are hardnosed and principled. Brownstein won�t budge. She�s actually stating that you either need to leave or face a trial for your crimes.�
�Crimes?� Barone laughed. He went back to his chair and sat down. �Mr. Timms, this is all crazy talk. Do I need to remind them of the advantages they have from our being here?�
�I�ve told them, but she is the one leading this. She�s a very patriotic person.�
�I�ve heard enough. Please set up a meeting as soon as you can so I can discuss this with them,� Barone said, leaning forward. He sat his drink down and clasped his hands together before he continued. �Mr. Timms, I want to thank you for coming to see me about this. You are a friend.�
�Colonel, what happened before is the past to me. I can see with my own eyes what good you�re doing for us. I�ve told you before. I want you to stay.�
�I want to stay too,� Barone said. He shifted in his chair and looked over at the map sitting on the table. �Sorry to be rude, but I have to get back to some of the other daily problems I�m plagued with. I look forward to hearing back from you soon.�
Roger stood up quickly and headed for the door. �Thank you for meeting with me.�
�Mm-hmm. Tell Master Sergeant Simpson to come in here, please,� Barone called out.
�Sure thing,� Roger said as he opened the door.
As if he had been listening to their conversation, Simpson was standing right there at the entrance to the office.
�The colonel��
�Thank you, Mr. Timms,� Simpson said and walked past him and closed the door.
When Simpson walked in, Barone was pouring his third drink. �Top, you might have been right. I need you to keep tabs on the following people.�
Barone quickly ran down the list of the local leaders who were opposed to them. He gave Simpson some guidance on what he wanted, from following them to monitoring where they went and who they spoke to. He instructed him to plant Marines in plain clothes in any public meetings. He needed human intelligence as to what they might be doing.
�Yes, sir, I�ll get right on this,� Simpson acknowledged, turning to leave.
�One more thing, Top. Recall all our forces. We might need them here.�
South of Roy, Utah
�I gotta piss,� Brandon said from the backseat of the crew cab truck.
�I�ll pull over up ahead. Just hold it for a bit longer. And stop with the vulgarity,� Sebastian chided.
�Oh, I�m sorry. I forgot we�re not supposed to curse in the apocalypse,� Brandon said sarcastically.
Sebastian adjusted the rearview mirror so he could see him. In response, Brandon lifted up his middle finger.
Sebastian nodded and readjusted the mirror back.
The four had been on the road since the early morning. It had started out uncomfortably for Sebastian and Annaliese, but within a few hours they began to carry on a light conversation. The boys acted like typical boys on a road trip. They bantered, laughed, made fun of things they saw. Annaliese tried to play a few games she grew up with, like �I spy with my little eye.� Luke was a good sport, but Brandon mocked her and the game. Sebastian played along while monitoring the road ahead, looking for any threats.
When they had pulled out of the compound in the early morning, they drove off with Sariah crying and waving. Annaliese had an intense premonition that she�d never see her mother again. They embraced for a long time, and many tears were exchanged. Sariah told her that she was welcome back anytime, but Annaliese knew that only pertained to her and not to her husband. This hurt her, as it pitted her feelings for Sebastian against her own mother. She prayed that time would heal the wounds of the past few weeks and that the altercation with Samuel could be forgotten. But until then, the time needed to pass. She and Sebastian still hadn�t completely dealt with the incident. It was a conversation they�d have to have and she wanted to make sure it was done in a way that benefitted them both.
Sebastian planned the trip carefully and estimated it would take them five days to travel the five hundred miles to McCall. However, he began to recalculate the instant they drove onto the freeway. Icy spots, old packed snow drifts, abandoned cars, and trash slowed them down. Fear of hitting something buried in some of the patchy areas of snow caused him to drive slower than he wanted. They had been driving for over seven hours and they had only gone forty miles. He was not happy at all. Soon the sun would be setting and he was not even halfway to where he wanted to be for the night.
Seeing a grouping of abandoned cars ahead of him on the freeway, he slowed and pulled in behind one of the cars.
�Here�s your pit stop,� he said to Brandon.
�It�s about time,� Brandon mocked. He opened the truck and stepped out. �It�s as cold as a witch�s tit,� he said, then slammed the door.
�That boy is incorrigible,� Annaliese said.
�What am I supposed to do, put him over my knee?� Sebastian asked.
�Actually, he needs a good spanking. I bet he was a spoiled as a child,� she said, rolling her eyes.
�If you�ll excuse me, I have to go too,� Luke said, jumping out.
�They couldn�t be any more opposite,� she remarked.
Laughing, Sebastian joked, �I know, good and evil.�
Sensing he was a bit tense, she reached out and touched his arm. �What�s the matter, hon?�
�Oh, we�re a bit behind schedule, that�s all. Do me a favor. In the glove compartment there should be a map and a paper with coordinates and frequencies.�
She rustled around and grabbed what he needed. They both discussed a more realistic travel plan for the day. After a few minutes, they noticed that the boys hadn�t returned.
�Stay in here. Keep the truck running and the doors locked,� Sebastian ordered and stepped out.
The cold wind was whipping down the dead freeway. He looked in both directions, but he didn�t see them. He saw Brandon�s footprints and began to follow in earnest. He pulled out his pistol and peered around a tractor trailer. Nothing. The tracks led down the length of the semi until they disappeared into a clump of wrecked cars.
From the looks of the cars and their arrangement on the road, they had collided with each other.
�Argh!� a voice screamed out.
The scream came from the cars in front of the tractor trailer. Not hesitating, Sebastian sprinted as best as he could.
He came up just behind the group of cars with his pistol outstretched when a snowball hit him in the face.
�Ha, ha! That was awesome!� Brandon laughed.
�What the fuck is wrong with you?� Sebastian yelled.
�Oh, now it�s okay to curse?� Brandon asked sarcastically.
�I thought someone was in trouble!� Sebastian yelled at him. Anger overcame him as he marched over to Brandon. �Don�t fuck around, ever again!�
Brandon stepped back when Sebastian got in his face. �Chill out. Just trying to have a bit of fun.�
�What are you, a fucking child? Stop your bullshit, Brandon. I don�t need it, nobody needs it.�
Holding up his arms, he said, �Sorry. Just thought a bit of fun would be fine.� Brandon walked around as Sebastian headed back to the truck.
�Where�s Luke?� Sebastian asked, looking around.
�I think he�s over there,� Brandon said, pointing to another group of cars about twenty feet away. Then under his breath he said, �Dick.�
Sebastian walked to the group of cars and there he found Luke crying, kneeling next to a car.
�Luke, are you all right?�
Startled by seeing Sebastian, Luke wiped the tears from his eyes and cheeks. �Yeah, I�m fine.� He stood up, brushed by Sebastian, and walked away quickly.
Sebastian looked at the car. The front end was crushed from a collision with the car in front of it. The engine had been pushed back into the cab. He looked inside and saw two corpses. Their bodies hadn�t completely decomposed; the cold air partially mummified them. Their hands were clasped together in what must have been their last demonstration of love and devotion. He then glanced in the back and saw an infant carrier and the body of a baby. Seeing this repelled him. He looked back toward Luke, who was shuffling toward the truck.
�Luke, wait up,� he called out. He jogged to catch up. A dull throb from his leg slowed him.
�Leave me alone,� Luke said, his voice still showing the signs of his crying.
�Want to talk?�
�What did I say? Leave me alone.�
Sebastian let Luke proceed, understanding that he wasn�t in the mood to talk about what he just saw.
Sebastian stood out on the cold, windy freeway and watched Luke get back in the truck. He could only imagine that seeing this family had brought up painful memories for Luke. It was a shame that this new world had inflicted such horrors on young minds. Sebastian didn�t know if he could ever provide the home that Luke desperately sought, but in that moment, he promised himself that he would try.
One mile north of Rajneeshpuram
The compound was immense. From Gordon�s count there were eight large permanent structures and one massive barn that he estimated was 25,000 square feet. The area didn�t look like a compound used by crazed religious leaders, but it was now the home of one.
Gordon and his group had arrived late yesterday. They established a campsite north of the compound and took advantage of elevation to scout and recon. The recon was a success and had given them the necessary information about the compound and its structure. It was nestled in a small valley, with six roads leading into it. The number of roads forced Rahab�s groups to be scattered over a much larger area than was necessary in his desert compound.
�How many people did you count?� Gordon asked Lexi after she returned from her recon to the north.
�He�s got two men on each road leading into the compound, so twelve right there. On the grounds themselves, I counted eight men walking the perimeter and only a handful milling about,� she said.
�Where do you think he�s keeping the prisoners?� Gordon asked.
�It�s a guess, but he only seems to be using that main building and the barn. He might be keeping everyone close,� Lexi theorized.
�Here�s a sketch of the area. From here to here, it looks to be about a thousand feet,� Gordon said, pointing to the square that represented the main building and the barn.
�So a rough head count is�?� Rubio asked.
Gordon and Lexi looked at each other.
�Go ahead, smarty-pants, what do you think?� Lexi joked with Gordon.
�I�d say we�re looking at about forty to fifty people down there. This is based on what we�ve seen and my memory of what he had before.�
�Has your girlfriend started talking yet? Maybe she could help firm up those estimates,� Rubio asked Lexi. He was referring to the woman they had picked up yesterday, who had woken up to discover all of her friends were dead.
Lexi pointed her middle finger at Rubio, then blew a kiss. �She hasn�t said a damn thing. So far she�s been useless.�
�So, based on your estimates, we�re looking at upwards of forty armed people and we have three men, one pissed-off lesbo, and Jonesy, who�s now a gimp.�
�You know I probably would turn gay if I had to look at your little dick all the time,� Lexi cackled.
Jones chuckled loudly.
�Guys, enough bullshit, we have a job to do here. Let�s focus,� Gordon said firmly. �We have five of us, we�re all well armed, well trained, and we can do some serious damage if we plan this right.�
�It�s not going to be a cakewalk, but Van Zandt is right, we can put a hurting on them,� Rubio said.
Gordon led the conversation and presented his ideas. His plan called for a night raid. He, Lexi, and Rubio would enter the valley from the south. Their assumption was that Rahab was located within the main building. To the south, a hill sloped very close to the front entrance. From there they would enter directly into the front. McCamey and Jones would position the Humvee on the hill to the south but in a hide. Jones was healthy enough to shoot the M40 bolt action rifle and he�d take out anyone who came in and out of the buildings. If any vehicles started to exit or move into support, McCamey would light them up with the machine gun.
As they discussed scenarios the radio in the Humvee came to life.
�Romeo Sierra One Three, this is Papa, come in, over.�
They all looked at each other, surprised that the Marines� radio was working this far out.
�I guess we are close enough to a repeater,� Rubio commented and stood up.
�You guys set up repeaters?� Gordon asked.
�Yeah, part of our overall mission on these long-range patrols is to reestablish communication and the only way to do that is with repeaters. Apparently we�re picking up a signal.�
Jones leaned over and keyed the handset. �Papa, this is Romeo Sierra One Three, we read you, Lima Charlie.�
�Roger that, Romeo Sierra One Three. Be advised. Terminate current mission and link up with Romeo Sierra Actual, over.�
Jones looked confused and handed the radio handset to Rubio.
�Romeo Sierra One Three, did you copy, over?� the voice crackled.
�Roger that, we copy. Terminate mission and link up with Romeo Sierra Actual,� Rubio answered. He dropped the handset and looked at Gordon.
�Who�s Papa?� Gordon asked.
�That�s the command element back in Coos Bay. Actual is Gunny back in Klamath Falls,� Jones explained.
�So that�s it? You guys are bailing on us?� Gordon asked, concerned.
�Corporal, we could head back tomorrow morning. Let�s at least try to get this guy. We�ve made it all the way here,� Jones said.
Rubio acknowledged Jones with a slight nod. He then looked at both Lexi and Gordon.
�Yeah, we�re in. Let�s see this through.�
�Now that we have that settled, what do we do with the girl?� Lexi asked.
�We can�t just let her go, she might head back and warn Rahab,� Rubio stated flatly.
�You know there�s a good chance they�re on a heightened alert now anyway. They must be concerned about their missing people,� Gordon added.
�Yeah, I�m sure they�re watching out, but I just don�t know if he suspects he�s about to get attacked,� Lexi said.
�We don�t have anything to worry about if we kill her,� Jones suggested boldly.
�Stop! We�re not going to murder her!� Gordon said sharply.
�Wait a minute, Van Zandt, you�re not in charge here!� Rubio countered Gordon.
The woman was tied up to a tree, and she began to wiggle to get free after she heard the possibility of her murder.
�Here�s the grand compromise. Let�s keep her tied up. If we survive we�ll come back and untie her, if we don�t� well, for her sake, let�s hope we can come back,� Gordon recommended. After a few moments they all finally agreed with Gordon.
�Then it�s settled,� Gordon said, walking over to the woman.
As he knelt down next to her, her eyes opened wide with fear. Her mouth was gagged and her arms were tied behind her.
�You hear that? You lucked out. We�ll come back for you. I don�t know if you deserve it, but that�s how it is,� Gordon stated, then walked back to get ready for their raid.
Eagle, Idaho
The perimeter of Eagle�s Nest was not protected with any type of fencing. Nelson knew this was a problem, but since they arrived in the heart of winter, finding a spot to settle down was more important. Now the issue of perimeter security took center stage after the attack and the encounter with Truman and his men. Unfortunately, they didn�t have the materials to construct anything that would be sufficiently hardy, so the only reasonable idea was to add more people to the watches. The additional posts put a strain on the limited manpower they had. It was a domino effect; problems came in one after another. The constant rotating guard schedule limited the number of people who could go out for patrols outside the gate.
Nelson and Scott had several long conversations about Truman and his men. They didn�t know whether to expect a strike from them, and if so, what direction they would be coming from. Truman had given a vague indication of where they were located, but they hadn�t gone out to investigate where they came from for fear of leaving the community unmanned. They had limited weapons and ammunition, but not enough men to satisfactorily repel an attack if coordinated. Nelson was beginning to feel overwhelmed by the logistics of keeping the community safe.
�Here,� Scott said, handing him a cold water.
�I�ve been thinking that we shouldn�t just sit here.�
�You think we should leave?� Scott asked, concerned.
�No, not leave. We should look at this issue differently. We can�t adequately fence the perimeter. I mean, look out there,� Nelson commented, pointing to the rolling hills and groves of trees that dotted the landscape. �The material and manpower we would need to protect us from someone just walking in here is impossible. It�s just impossible.�
�So what are you proposing? We don�t know for sure if Truman will be back.�
Nelson looked at Scott and shot back, �He�s coming back. I could see it in his eyes. He knows his brother is dead and that we killed him. He�ll be back and he�ll come back on his own terms.�
�I don�t know what you�re suggesting,� Scott said.
�I say we set our own terms. We don�t sit here and wait for him to come back. We find him and take him out.�
�Wait a minute�you�re suggesting we attack him? That�s crazy! I�m not a soldier!�
�I�m not either, but just sitting here waiting for what I know is coming is foolish.�
�Things could go horribly wrong. I don�t know about this.�
�Scott, I understand your reservations about this. But we�ve spent a lot of time out there surviving. Hell, we almost didn�t make it out of the last community we lived in,� Nelson said, his voice growing louder and more animated. He didn�t want Scott to feel he was wrong, but wanted him to see for himself that offense is sometimes the best defense. �Listen, I totally understand you feeling uncomfortable about this, but we must, at minimum, see where these guys come from. Let�s see who we might be up against. Then we can sit down and have another conversation about this.�
Scott didn�t answer right away; he was looking off toward the snow-covered hills. After a moment, he sighed. �That�s fair. Let�s go take a look, then we can discuss it further.�
Nelson thought that now would be a good time to have Gordon around. After all, they weren�t soldiers. Regardless of this fact, the responsibility fell on him. Tomorrow he�d set out to see exactly what they were up against.
Sacramento, California
Pablo examined the bottle of wine, holding it at an angle.
�I hear the Alexander Valley is superior to the Napa varietal,� he commented, then filled two long-stemmed glasses full of the cabernet.
�I don�t know anything about wine,� Isabelle said, taking the glass by the stem. Her hand shook slightly. She was nervous and didn�t want to make one wrong move. She knew by his invitation that he was attracted to her. She was repulsed by the idea of having an overtly romantic dinner with him, but what other option did she have? If she refused his wishes, what happened then? Would he kill her and her father? At the moment, this was just a dinner. If he tried to make it into something more physical, she didn�t know if she could stop her urge to lash out at him. But until that happened, she bit her lip and smiled.
�Oh, you should learn. Wine is truly God�s gift to mankind,� he said with a smile as he picked up his glass and swirled the wine. He admired how the wine changed colors from a dark burgundy to an earthy red when he held it up to the light. He set the glass down on the table and inspected the wine�s legs. �Impressive,� he said again. �You Americans have really come a long way in the wine-making process.�
�Why am I here?� she asked.
�I�ll put this bluntly: You intrigued me. I�ve seen a lot in my life. I�m not an old man but I�ve lived enough to fill several lives.�
�That�s it. I�m something for you to look at. I�m a novelty?�
�Yes and no. You intrigued me because of the way you expressed yourself. You�re a smart and beautiful woman. I won�t lie to you; I�m attracted to you, but beyond the conventional sense of attraction. I felt a connection with you yesterday when you talked to me. There�s a common saying I remember from university: You �got� me.�
She looked at the knife in front of her, then looked at Pablo. A strong desire came to take the knife and stab him. Only the knowledge that her father was being treated by his men caused her to control that urge.
�What are your plans for us?�
�Let�s talk about something else. Do you have any brothers and sisters?� he asked as he relaxed into a tall fabric dining chair.
She didn�t want to be here, especially answering questions from a madman, but she couldn�t see any other option at the moment.
�No brothers or sisters. You?�
�I�m like you, the only child. I have found that being the only child has some real positives and negatives. I wanted a sibling so badly when I was growing up. I didn�t have what you would say was a normal upbringing. I didn�t go to normal schools. I didn�t have many playmates. That was a big negative for me,� he said, smiling sadly.
�I felt the same way. Not having someone to play with was difficult. I did have some friends, though.�
�I found solace in my books and studies. Education was very, very important to my father,� he said, taking a large gulp of wine.
�Are your parents still alive?� she asked.
He shot her a look that frightened her, then said, �Yes, did someone say otherwise?�
�I�m sorry. No, no one has said anything to me. It was just a question. I ask because my mother died years ago. My dad is all the family I have.�
Pablo regretted snapping at her. �Please accept my apology. That was wrong of me. Both of my parents are alive. They�re both retired and living in Mexico.�
�That�s nice,� she responded. She was now apprehensive about the questions she asked.
Sensing her discomfort, he shifted the topic of conversation.��I hope you like lamb and fingerling potatoes,� he commented.
�Sure,� she said unenthusiastically.
He picked up on her hesitation when he mentioned their meal. �Sure? Wait a minute. Are you a vegetarian? I know that�s very popular here in California.�
�No, the menu sounds wonderful,� she said while looking around the grand dining room.
�I�m sure it must be odd to be sitting here. I didn�t want to just stay anywhere. The governor�s mansion seemed fitting.�
Isabelle had been there a few times for events, so it was even more jarring to be there under the current circumstances.
They shared conversation and even an awkward laugh a few times. If Pablo was one thing, it was charismatic. She tried to get him to talk about what his plans were for his army, but he always found a way to deflect and bring the conversation to a topic that was more palatable.
�Do you like port?� he asked as they had their plates taken away.
�I do, but don�t ask me about anything specific about them,� she answered with a slight smile.
�Let�s go into the parlor. I have a fire going and there we can sit and enjoy a glass of Quinta Do Vesuvio. I find it�s not too sweet for a vintage port,� he said. He enjoyed showcasing his knowledge of the finer things in life.
She smiled and followed him into the parlor. The room was dark, save for the light coming from the roaring fire. Two wingback chairs faced the fireplace. In between them, a small round table stood with two glasses and a bottle atop it.
She was starting to have a difficult time understanding this man who was so savage and primitive in his actions but so refined in his mannerisms and taste. He was dichotomy embodied.
�Here you go, beautiful,� he said as he handed her the small-stemmed glass. He sat down and raised his glass. �A toast to��
The main double doors that led into the parlor burst open. General Pasqual stormed in like a man on a mission.
�Emperor, please forgive me for this rude interruption!�
Pablo stood up, a look of anger and disdain written on his face. �General, what the hell?�
�Please forgive me, but something urgent needs your attention,� General Pasqual said as he walked over and handed a piece of paper to Pablo.
Pablo snatched the paper from his hand but didn�t even glance at it.
Seeing an opportunity to call it a night, Isabelle stood up and said, �It�s getting late. This is probably a good time to go.�
Pablo turned his attention back to her. �No, do not go,� he pleaded, waving the paper in his hand dismissively.
�Emperor, please read it now,� General Pasqual said in a low, urgent tone.
�I am having an evening with the lady!� he screamed at Pasqual.
�But, sir.�
Pablo tossed the paper on his chair and walked toward Pasqual. �General, leave now. We can deal with this matter later.� Pablo grabbed Pasqual by the arm and roughly escorted him out of the room and closed the door. He locked it and turned around.
With Pablo distracted, Isabelle glanced at the paper. All she could read were the words urgent, sunk, and loss.
�Please pardon my army commander, he doesn�t have manners,� Pablo said and came back.
�It really is late and I should go, but can I offer two gifts to you before I go?�
�Please don�t go. It�s still early enough to have another glass. Or might I find something else for you to enjoy?�
�I really do need to go back and check on my father. Here is my offer to you. If you�re available, let�s have dinner two nights from now,� she said as she stood up.
Pablo didn�t want to argue. �I will happily receive that gift. What is the second one?�
She took a step toward him and leaned in. He met her half-way for a long, passionate kiss.
She pulled back when she felt he was getting excited and said, �That is gift number two.�
Pablo was at a loss for words. �Isabelle, it was a pleasure. Thank you for joining me tonight.� He took her arm and escorted her to the large double doors. He unlocked them and led her to the front door of the mansion. There he said, �As a token of my gratitude for your time tonight, I will have my personal physician immediately come over to take care of your father.�
�Thank you, Emperor,� she said, then walked out toward the vehicle waiting for her.
Pablo closed the door and looked at the guard standing there. �She�s beautiful, isn�t she?�
Pablo touched his lips. Her lip gloss still clung to them. He didn�t know what was wrong with him; he had never fallen for a woman so quickly before. She had something about her, some kind of magnetism that he�d never experienced. Thoughts of her being his empress came to mind; he had visions of a coronation.
He briskly walked back to the parlor and shut the door. He picked up the paper that Pasqual had been so insistent he read.The yellow glow of the fire illuminated everything. He unfolded it and began to read it.
URGENT, ALL NAVAL AND SUPPLY VESSELS SUNK OFF THE COAST OF CALIFORNIA. TOTAL LOSS. ESTIMATED CASUALTIES EXCEED 3300.

He finished the port and took a moment to stare at the empty glass. Pasqual was right, he needed to attend to the matter immediately, but in this moment, he would have preferred to be with Isabelle. Frustrated, he threw the empty glass into the fire and went to find General Pasqual.
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�All war is deception.�
�Sun Tzu

Rajneeshpuram, Oregon
The sky was clear with a luminous half-moon casting its light across the hills and valleys. The drive from their campsite to the hide position for the Humvee took almost three hours. Jones and McCamey had an excellent vista from their spot. When any of Rahab�s men moved, they�d have clear shooting to take them out.
�How are you doing?� Gordon asked Lexi.
�Between you and me, I�m a bit nervous.�
�It�s okay to be scared,� Gordon said.
Lexi interrupted. �I didn�t say scared, I said nervous. I�m nervous because I don�t know what I�ll do with myself once he�s dead.�
�I know what I�m going to do. I�m heading back to my family as fast as I can get there. You�ll figure it out,� he said, then turned to walk away.
�Gordon?� Lexi called out.
Gordon stopped and turned. �Yeah.�
�I don�t think I�ve ever said it, but I�m really sorry about your son. I know how it feels to lose someone close to you,� Lexi said softly as she gently touched his arm.
Gordon opened his mouth to say something, then stopped. He was going to tease her about showing a soft side, but he knew now wasn�t the time. He also knew her comments were heartfelt. With that in mind, he said, �Thanks, Lexi. You know something? Deep down I know you�re not this ballbuster you pretend to be.�
Lexi smiled and said, �Don�t tell everyone my secret, okay?�
Gordon returned her smile and said, �It�s safe with me,� then walked away from her. He approached Rubio and patted him on the back.
�I didn�t say it before, but thank you.�
�No worries, Van Zandt. You�re a Marine just like us. We�re brothers, and brothers help brothers. Simple as that.�
�I agree,� he said to Rubio, then walked over to Jones and McCamey. �All good with you two?�
�All good,� McCamey answered.
�Ready to do this,� Jones said.
�Let�s get this done, then,� Gordon said as he walked back to his gear and started getting dressed. After putting on his vest he took out the knife that Gunny had given him before he departed and fastened it to the outside. He just hoped he�d get the chance to use it.
�Let�s go green,� Rubio ordered.
Everyone turned on their night-vision goggles.
Rubio was in between Gordon and Lexi and signaled to move out.
They slowly walked down the hillside, careful not to trip over loose rocks. They traversed the hill and stopped at the edge of the road in front of the main building.
Gordon could see two men standing at the front doors. There were no other signs of movement. He looked to Rubio, who was squatting down, then in Lexi�s direction. She was gone. Gordon craned his neck and looked behind him�no sign of her. Then he caught a glimpse of her slinking across the road.
Rubio saw her too and quickly stood up and began across the road. Gordon followed.
They were now in the parking lot for the main building. Gordon got up and crossed over and took up a position behind a car. To his right, he could still see Rubio, who also was crouched down behind another car.
The front entrance was now only twenty feet away. Lexi had vanished completely from his field of view. Gordon was fuming. How could she be so stupid to deviate from the plan? She could jeopardize the entire mission and get them all killed.
Out of nowhere, movement at the front entrance caught his attention. Gordon looked over the car trunk and saw Lexi walking up to the two guards. He put the rifle to his shoulder and was about to engage when he noticed something he never expected to see: She didn�t have any clothes on except a T-shirt, panties, and a utility belt with two knives tucked in the small of her back.
The guards first reacted by raising their rifles, but they changed focus when all they saw was a partially naked, attractive young woman. What Gordon saw was the angel of death about to extract a pound of flesh.
Gordon readied himself and watched what he thought was the most unbelievable act he�d ever seen. Rubio could also see what was happening and was poised to move based upon her actions. He looked over at Gordon and raised his arms, his gesture saying everything that Gordon was thinking. This girl was crazy.
�Please help me,� Lexi said, just above a whisper. She stopped about ten feet away from the skeptical but intrigued men.
The men looked at each other, unsure what to do. They lowered their rifles and stepped away from the front door to approach her.
�Unbelievable,� Gordon muttered to himself. He steadied himself to leap from his position to assist when the time was right.
The men stepped toward her and couldn�t focus on anything else except the sight of Lexi�s nipples standing firm in the cold against the tight white T-shirt. Stepping up, they slung their rifles across their backs and reached for her. Lexi didn�t hesitate one second. Reaching back, each hand grasped a knife. With the speed of a viper she struck out. The knife in her right hand slammed into the temple of one man there and the other knife she inserted upward into the other man�s chin and into his brain. She turned both knives clockwise and removed them. Both men fell to the ground, dead.
Gordon couldn�t believe his eyes. She managed to use deception to achieve what he would have done with aggressive force. He and Rubio ran to the door. Rubio turned the knob but it was locked. As if she read his mind, Lexi walked up with a set of keys and unlocked it. She had an amused look in her eyes, as if she knew that she had just shocked two men who had thought they had seen it all.
�Wait here, I�ll be right back,� Lexi whispered to them both, then disappeared as fast as she had shown up.
�What the hell was that?� Rubio whispered.
�And they used to be against women in combat,� Gordon joked.
Lexi hustled back with her equipment and all her clothes on. �Let�s do this, boys.�
Gordon opened the door, and Lexi and Rubio followed behind him. Lexi peeled left and Rubio headed to the right. The layout of the building was unknown to them, but they assumed based upon the setup of the desert compound that Rahab would be located upstairs.
They found themselves in a large great room. On the right side of the room there was a long counter, and in the back, dozens of small tables and chairs were strewn everywhere. From the looks of it, this had once been a hotel, not exactly the �religious compound� that John the barkeep had mentioned.
A door to the left of the front desk opened. All three stopped, pivoted, and took aim.
From behind the door a little girl walked out rubbing her eyes, flashlight in hand. She headed to the back, behind the tables, and opened another door.
Lexi scurried toward the door that the girl had come from. The other two followed her instinct. They all stacked up against it, with Lexi next to the door. She grabbed and turned the handle, slowly opening it. Gordon stepped out from the wall and peeked his head around the corner. He entered a dark, empty hallway. To the left was a door with a sign above it that read STAIRS. Gordon made his way in that direction but froze when the door opened. A tall man dressed in pajamas stepped out and made a right out the door, walking briskly down the hallway. Gordon�s heartbeat quickened as he quietly crept up behind the man. He let his rifle drop to his side on the two-point sling and pulled out Gunny�s knife. Placing his hand across the man�s mouth, he swiftly thrust the knife into his neck and upward. Blood squirted out from the wound and sprayed all over the walls and all over Gordon�s face. Gordon could feel the life exit the man as he went limp. He steadied the man�s weight and lowered him to the ground. Gordon exhaled in relief.
Rubio came up behind Gordon and touched his shoulder to signal that he was going around him and into the stairwell. Lexi followed close behind, vanishing into the darkness of the stairwell.
Gordon wiped his face with his sleeve and spit a few times to get the metallic taste of the dead man�s blood out of his mouth. Gordon had a strong constitution, but he had to stop from gagging. The blood in his mouth was too much.
Suddenly the door behind him opened up and the little girl they had seen before stepped into the hallway with a glass in her hand. Gordon froze. He couldn�t run or hide quickly enough.
The girl stopped instantly when she saw him standing there. His presence startled her so much that she dropped the glass of water and beamed her flashlight into his eyes.
The light hit his night-vision goggles and blinded him for a moment. �Argh!� he yelled out as he ripped them off his face.
The girl, who was no more than eight, screamed.
Gordon spun around, ran into the stairwell, and began his ascent up the darkened stairs.
Lexi and Rubio both stopped once they heard the girl scream. Seconds later, Gordon sprinted past them on the stairs and reached the second floor. They ran up after him.
�Okay, Lexi, this is how Marines do it!� Rubio said excitedly as he pulled a grenade loose and held it up. The stalking was over; now it was time to smart smashing and blowing things up.
Gordon placed his hand on top of his and said, �Rubio, we can�t. There are kids here. We need a new plan. I�m going left, Rubio, you go right. Lexi, you�ll go� wherever you go, anyway.�
The girl was still screaming and crying down below. The sounds of people yelling and running made it clear that their fight was coming sooner than expected. Once they opened the door to the second floor, all bets were off. They didn�t know what to expect on the other side.
Gordon placed his hand on Lexi�s shoulder and said, �Let�s do this. Lexi, on three open the door. One, two��
Willard Bay Reservoir, Utah
�Your damn uncle must have contacted all of these people on his ham radio chain,� Sebastian said bitterly as he crumpled up the paper that Samuel had given him. The first location they attempted to visit in Ogden had turned them away when they approached. Sebastian tried to reason with the group, but it was hard to have a conversation when a shotgun was being pointed at his face.
�You don�t know Uncle Samuel did that,� Annaliese challenged him.
�Then I guess it was purely a coincidence,� Sebastian mocked her. He rubbed his leg. It was healing, but all the activity was causing it to hurt.
Tensions were growing high between them. Though Annaliese had forgiven Sebastian, her exhaustion had made her snippy. And it didn�t help that Brandon was still acting up.
Failing to find a warm, safe place to sleep after the confrontation in Ogden, Sebastian had driven them off road to the north end of Willard Bay Reservoir, where they found an isolated spot to camp out. Sebastian was beyond frustrated with how this trip was progressing. It was not the simple, fast-paced journey he had had imagined. He knew that this was partly his fault, which only made him angrier. Had he not lashed out at Samuel, they at least would have a warm place to stay
�Brandon, Luke, break down your tent. We need to get on the road!� he commanded the boys. They were busy tossing rocks into the water.
Brandon grumbled, as expected. Luke got right up, brushing off his pants, and headed over to the tent.
�C�mon, Brandon, I need your help,� Luke said.
�One sec. I need to go to the bathroom. I�ll be right back.�
Luke rolled his eyes and continued breaking down the tent. Luke was growing weary of Brandon and his attitude. The temptation to say something often popped into his head but he would stop short because Brandon intimidated him.
Sebastian had loaded everything and saw that Luke was now in the truck.
�Where�s Brandon?� he asked Luke.
�I don�t know. He never came back to help me after he went to the bathroom,� Luke mumbled.
A look of irritation came over Sebastian�s face. �Why didn�t you say anything?� Sebastian scolded.
�Go look for him, Sebastian,� Annaliese ordered.
Sebastian shot her a look and said, �Remember what he did yesterday? We don�t have time for this.� With a huff, he jumped out of the car and headed in the direction that Brandon had wandered off.
The terrain was mostly flat and treeless, making it easy to spot anyone. He walked along the shoreline and saw a few buildings located on the state park.
�Where the hell is he?� Sebastian muttered.
A cry from someone that sounded like Brandon came from one of the buildings he had seen.
Sebastian didn�t know whether to be concerned or whether he should chalk this up to Brandon playing a trick on him again, but he didn�t want to take a chance just in case. Ignoring his leg, he took off in a sprint, pistol drawn, and kicked the door in. He heard a door in the rear exit of the building slam closed. There he saw Brandon on the floor with his pants down, with several cuts to his face. Sebastian ran over to him and asked, �Shit, Brandon, are you okay?�
Brandon sat up. His nose was bleeding and his lip was cut. �Yeah.�
Sebastian helped him to his feet and asked, �What happened?�
Brandon shrugged off his grip and said, �Nothing, don�t worry about it.� He pulled up his pants and wiped the blood from his face.
�Don�t tell me that. What happened?�
�I went to go take a shit and wanted some privacy so I came over here. All I know is some sick fuck came at me when I had my pants down, that�s it!�
�Are you hurt?� Sebastian asked, concerned.
�I�m fine. If you�re wondering if he raped me, no he didn�t. I fought him off. Now leave me alone!� Brandon yelled. He stormed out of the building.
Sebastian walked around the perimeter in search of whoever had approached Brandon, but he couldn�t find evidence of where this person had run to. Not wanting to stall their trip any longer, and knowing that Brandon was safe, he headed back to the car. It wasn�t even noon, and he was already exhausted. It was bad enough that he had to watch out for himself and for his wife, but the quasi-parental role that he was filling was taxing on him. In so many ways, his life was easier when he was a sniper in the Marines.
Cheyenne, Wyoming
Neither Conner nor Baxter had done anything about the Cruz situation. He had been Barone�s prisoner for weeks, with no word on his condition.
This was all part of Conner�s strategy, the typical �we don�t negotiate with terrorists� doctrine used so often in the past. Conner had a hunch that Barone would treat Cruz with dignity and wouldn�t harm him or his people. He calculated that Barone�s intention was to leverage the U.S. in exchange for his release. Conner wanted Barone to sweat a bit thinking that his plan wouldn�t work. But now it was time to open up the lines of communication.
Everything was going smoothly in Cheyenne, so much so that Conner had ordered most of the reserve staff at Cheyenne Mountain to join him. Conner was very impressed with how the governor and command leadership from F. E. Warren had prevented a societal meltdown. Conner had reassimilated into the leadership role seamlessly, and now, with a full team at his command, he could focus some of his attention to Barone and to the Pan-American Empire. The report he received yesterday troubled him�it seemed that this was the first legitimate threat from the PAE, so he wanted to address it immediately.
Conner was fully aware of the limited military resources at his disposal. The Marine ARG that had been stationed on the East Coast was now in port in Houston. The alliance with the Republic of Texas was working well and he didn�t want to pull them out of there. Hawaii hadn�t been successful in keeping all the military assets stationed there loyal to them. He was disappointed, but there wasn�t enough time or resources to address this issue now. Meanwhile, the Third Marine Regiment stationed on Oahu had boarded ships and were in route to Portland when they were ordered to stop after Cruz�s capture. Since then, they had been floating around off the coast of Washington State.
The PAE�s force was sizeable, and Conner needed as many troops as possible to confront them. Even with a combined effort of the ARG and the Third Marine Regiment he needed more troops. As for a leveraging point, Barone could be the force that would tip the scales in their favor.
�Dylan, come in here please,� he ordered.
Dylan had re-established his role with Conner and had now taken over as his chief of staff. Though he was relatively young and inexperienced, Conner trusted him completely. What he lacked in experience he made up for in loyalty.
Dylan came in armed with a pad of paper and sat down.
Conner sat back in his chair and gave him a punch list of tasks that needed to be tackled. Dylan took notes diligently as Conner rattled off one item after another.
�That it�s. But before you go, I saved the last task as the most important. Touch base with General Baxter. Have him contact Barone in whatever little hole he�s hiding. I need to speak with him about Cruz. It�s time for us to negotiate.�
Dylan stopped writing and looked up.
�I got your attention, didn�t I?� Conner joked.
�Yes, it�s just that I was thinking about the vice president this morning, and it�s coincidental that now you mentioned him.�
�He�s been on my mind daily. I just couldn�t do anything about him until the entire situation was assessed and I determined the appropriate way to bargain with Barone. But now I think I have the deal that could set him free.�
�I hope so,� Dylan responded.
�That is it, hop to it. Oh, and please call General Vincent from Warren; we need to discuss the status of our nukes.� The mention of nuclear weapons made Dylan pause.
Conner noticed this and chuckled. �Don�t worry, I�m not about to push the button on anyone. I just haven�t had a full briefing on how the weapons are being maintained. We already have issues with some of our nuclear power plants. I don�t need a nuclear disaster in my own backyard.�
Dylan noticeably exhaled, satisfied with that answer. �Sounds good, sir,� Dylan said. He stood and left the room.
When the doors closed Conner spun around in his chair to look out the window. He began to strum his fingers on the armrest. The thud of his ring grabbed his attention. He looked at the gold band. This was the ring that Julia had bet her life on. If she had only waited a day, she�d be alive. Frustrated, he pried the ring off his swollen finger and held it in his hand. He didn�t want this grim reminder sitting on his hand any longer. �Good-bye, Julia,� he said as he placed the ring in a drawer and closed it.
Eagle, Idaho
A high-pressure system had been hanging over the region for days. It brought with it bitter cold but thankfully no new precipitation. This made it easy to track Raymond�s movements, which had remained etched into the ground like fossils. Nelson, Mack, and Scott had decided that they better track where they led so they could determine where the group came from.
Raymond�s frozen footprints led from the back deck and headed north. Just thirty feet from the deck, Nelson, Mack, and Scott came upon a startling discovery. A large area had been stamped down behind a pine tree.
�Look at that,� Mack commented, pointing at the area.
�Yeah, looks like our friend used this as a hiding spot,� Scott then said.
�That pervert was stalking Samantha, scoping out her bedroom window, I bet,� Nelson added with an edge to his voice. Just thinking about how this man had camped out just yards away from their home made him feel uneasy, even if he was dead.
The men moved on. They weren�t sure how far Raymond had come and they didn�t want to be gone when night fell. Their absence left the community vulnerable, but it was a risk Nelson thought was justified. He brought Scott and Mack along only because he thought they needed to see with their own eyes what they might be up against.
As they climbed and descended the hills, all the men began to complain.
�Holy shit, that drunk fuck went this far to get a glimpse of ass?� Mack panted as he bent over.
�I was in better shape before the apocalypse,� Nelson chimed in.
�Guys, this is a better workout than I ever got before the apocalypse. Woo!� Scott said as he blew out hard.
�Look at you, Scott, am I steaming too?� Nelson asked.
�Yes, sir, you are,� Scott answered.
Mack opened his mouth to make another crack, but stopped short when they crested over the top of the hill.
�Guys, this might be it,� Mack said, crouching down on the hard, frozen ground.
Scott and Nelson jogged the rest of the distance and crawled up alongside Mack.
Nelson pulled out his binoculars and began to survey a small group of buildings. About a half mile down the hill sat a large house with barns and one single-wide trailer.
�Is this it?� Scott asked.
Nelson found the tracks with his binoculars and followed them right up to the front door of the house. �I�d say yes. The tracks lead to the front door.�
Mack handed Scott his binos. �They don�t seem to have much. I wouldn�t be that concerned with these guys,� he commented.
�Maybe so. Let�s get a count for anything here that might tell us something,� Nelson said.
�Look, look. Someone�s coming out of the trailer,� Mack said.
The front door of the old trailer opened. One of the scraggly-haired men from the other day stepped out. From his swagger, it was clear that he was intoxicated. He slipped on the snowy ground and landed on his hip, yelling out something unintelligible. Picking himself off the ground, he raised his middle finger to the trailer.
The door opened again and a woman who was wearing nothing more than a towel tossed out his jacket. She too yelled something, then slammed the door.
The man walked back, picked up his jacket, then walked back over to the trailer, unzipped his pants, and began to urinate on the side of the trailer.
�Who needs TV? This looks like one of those reality shows you used to be able to watch,� Mack joked.
The woman opened the door again but this time she threw what appeared to be empty beer bottles at him. The two exchanged loud words, then she slammed the door shut. The man then stumbled up to the main house and knocked. Truman opened the door a crack. The two men talked for a second before Truman opened the door fully and allowed the other man to come in.
�Nelson, these guys don�t look like much of a threat. They look like a bunch of drunks,� Scott quipped.
�Maybe you�re right,� Nelson responded. He surveyed the property and saw several trucks, but they seemed like they hadn�t been driven in months, covered with garbage and snow. From the looks of it, these people didn�t have any form of transportation beyond their own two feet.
�Well, I�ve seen enough,� Scott said, then scooted away from the top of the hill.
Mack followed suit and asked Nelson, �You coming?�
�You guys go on ahead, I�m going to stay for a bit longer to see if we might have missed something.�
�Suit yourself, man,� Mack said. �Just watch your back.� He and Scott soon took off down the hill and were gone.
Nelson was shivering now. He disliked the Idaho winters, with their cold and very short days. The sun was already making its approach toward the western horizon, and it was only a little after three p.m. The frozen ground was sucking what warmth he had out of his body, and his damp clothes were starting to freeze over. But he had a gut feeling that there was something more to this group, something more insidious. Truman�s words sat uncomfortably with him�it seemed more like a promise for revenge than the hollow threat that Mack and Scott had assumed it was. He couldn�t sleep well at night knowing these guys were over here, and so he wanted to gather as much information as possible. Unfortunately, even with the extra time, nothing significant happened. He could see movement inside the house, but nothing telling. He stayed for as long as he could, but when he started to shake, he knew it was time to go. He inched his way down the hill, stood up, and made his way back.
On his long trek back to the community, Nelson dwelled some more on the situation. If they didn�t have operational vehicles, they soon would be limited by how far they could go and would run low on supplies. If he were Truman, he thought, he would look at Eagle�s Nest as a nice place to get resupplied and to steal a vehicle or two. Nelson thought that would be the way to convince the others that an attack would be necessary. It was better to be safe than sorry, in his eyes.
As he walked back, the chill in his body became increasingly worse and he feared he was experiencing the beginning stages of hypothermia. He tried to keep his mind occupied with thoughts about a potential attack.
At one point, deep in the thought about the logistics of his plan, he laughed aloud. It hit him just how strange everything was now. If he had a time machine and went back only a few months ago and told himself that he�d be living in Idaho, looking after his best friend�s wife and kid, and that he would soon be leading an assault with the intent of killing people, he�d tell himself to go fuck off. Hell, if he had a time machine, he�d even probably even punch his future self because he would have mistaken himself for a crazed bum, what with his shaggy hair and unshaved face.
He stopped at the hill where Raymond used to do his peeping-tom act and watch Samantha. It was a perfect view of their house, and the thought of this creep peering in filled him with a new rage. He thought of Gordon and how he would react if he knew some guy had been staring at his wife that way, and laughed at the thought. He knew Gordon, and, to put it mildly, he would not tolerate that sort of behavior.
The back door of the house opened, then closed, the sound echoing off the valley below. He saw little Haley running ahead of Samantha. It was time to feed Macintosh. He smiled, seeing the two of them together. It was clear that their relationship was slowly on the mend, as Samantha was much more affectionate and attentive. The attack had really jolted her to reality.
He wasn�t sure how Samantha would respond to his plan. Until he could get a good feel for how the others would react, he figured it was better not to say a word. He headed toward the warm house, mind swimming.
Rajneeshpuram, Oregon
Gordon had progressed only a few feet down the hallway as he stopped to shoot any adults who presented themselves. By his rough count he had put down five people. From the sound of shooting behind him, Rubio had also entered a target-rich environment. Lexi had taken a knee across the hallway from him, but Gordon�s swift action with the rifle was not leaving her much to shoot at.
Gordon wasn�t sure who he�d shot so far. While the desire to take Rahab�s life with Gunny�s knife existed in his mind, the reality of their situation trumped that fantasy. If Rahab took a bullet, so be it. It was better to see him dead than to face enemy fire.
It took Gordon minutes before something clicked. No one was watching the stairwell door. �Shit,� he thought to himself. There was no room for those sort of messy errors, not with the type of manpower they had.
�I need you to watch the door to the stairs!� he ordered Lexi.
�No, you do it! Let me in on the action!� she yelled back.
�Goddamn it! Rubio, I need you back down here to watch the door!�
Rubio heard him and obliged. He stepped backward until he took up a position watching the door and hall.
�We need to go room to room!� Gordon barked.
Lexi listened, but took off without a plan. She walked up to the first door and kicked it. The door didn�t move, so she kicked it again. Still no give. She tried several more times but the door would not break open. She let out a frustrated yell.
Gordon walked up and was ready to kick it, but before he could, a shower of bullets flew out the door. One hit his cut through the fleshy portion of his left thigh. He yelled out in pain.
Lexi returned fire until she emptied a full thirty-round magazine into the room. The room fell quiet.
�Fuck, that hurts!� Gordon cried out. He could feel warm blood running down his leg. He knew that the hit wasn�t life-threatening, but it was painful.
�You good?� she asked.
�This isn�t going to work. There�s got to be three dozen rooms up here. His reinforcements have to be coming.�
�Suggestions?�
�We need someone to tell us where he is. I should�ve grabbed that girl. Fuck.�
Lexi didn�t hesitate; she walked away, opened the door to the stairs, and disappeared.
�Rubio, how�s your ammo?� Gordon asked.
�All good, eight more mags. You?�
�About the same,� Gordon said hoarsely. He grimaced from the pain.
�Are you okay, buddy?� Rubio asked.
�I�ll be fine,� Gordon answered.
The two stood alert in the hallway, but minutes passed without sight of anyone. �Where is everyone?� Rubio hissed.
The men were facing opposite directions, watching for anyone to step into their kill zones.
�Are you sure he�s up here?� Rubio asked.
�No, I don�t know for sure, but if past behavior is an indicator of future performance, then we can be sure he�s around here.�
�Oh, great!� Rubio said sarcastically.
�Corporal, do you have a better place to be?� Gordon joked.
�Ah, no,� Rubio cracked. �Plus, it�s always fun shooting bad people.�
The stairwell door flew open and Lexi walked in with the little girl.
She grabbed her by the collar. �Where is his room?�
The girl was having a difficult time controlling her breathing. She was completely petrified.
�Where is he?� Lexi yelled at her.
The girl flinched but finally answered. She pointed down the hall to the left and said barely above a whisper, �Th-th-the one at the end.�
Gordon stood, petted the girl on the head, and said, �Thank you.� He felt bad that they had to drag a child into this�particularly one who was around his own daughter�s age�but in this situation, they needed to do what they could to move forward with their mission.
Lexi let go of her with a jolt and the girl took off, disappearing into the stairwell.
�Let�s line up,� Gordon ordered.
Gordon took point, with Lexi right behind him, and Rubio bringing up the rear.
Automatic gunfire could be heard outside now. This could only mean that Rahab�s other forces were coming.
They moved swiftly down the hall and took position around the door.
Rubio knelt at the door handle and applied a small explosive charge around it. Once detonated, this would blow off the handle and dead bolt and open the door.
�Done,� Rubio whispered.
Gordon and Lexi put their backs against the wall, anxiously waiting for Rubio to call out that the blast was coming. The nightmares, the daily thoughts of their murdered loved ones, were about to culminate in this one final confrontation with the man who had brought them together. Rahab�s cabal had destroyed many lives and had altered the lives of Gordon and Lexi forever. Even when this was all over the impact that he had on them would carry forward for the rest of their lives.
In the moments before the blast, Gordon felt his blood pumping, but a sense of calm overtook him. He glanced over at Lexi, who was fiercely concentrating on the door handle, as if she could will it off by looking at it alone. For the first time, she was scared. This was a moment she had been waiting for, been dreaming of, really, but without knowing what was behind that door, anxiety overwhelmed her.
�One, two, three, fire in the hole!� Rubio finally called out. The blast tore a hole in the door where the handle and dead bolt had been.
Moved to action, Gordon stepped up and kicked the door in.
They entered what appeared to be a large suite. A living room was the first space they walked into. Sofas and upholstered chairs occupied the area.
�Left!� Gordon cried out as he entered, indicating he was heading off in that direction. Rubio had gone right.
A wide-eyed woman ran out of an adjacent room and rushed toward Gordon with a knife in her hands. Gordon put the laser sight on her chest and squeezed off two rounds. She crashed into a glass coffee table.
The large square room had adjacent rooms coming from the right and left. They could hear children crying and whimpering in the room to the left.
�Room left, going in!� Gordon cried out.
�Room right!� Rubio then responded.
Gordon turned the corner and when the room came into view, there he was.
�He�s here! I got him!� Gordon yelled. At those words, Lexi rushed behind him.
Rahab stood with his arms wide open. About a dozen children were hovered around him at his feet. He was looking up, murmuring something. Rahab didn�t even seem to notice them; it was as if he was in a trance.
Gordon saw that Rahab didn�t have a weapon. Letting his two-point sling do its job, he let go of his rifle and pulled out Gunny�s knife.
Holding the knife tightly in his right hand, he shouted, �Rahab, you were right. Every time I looked in the mirror I thought of you and my son. After I kill you I�ll think about the moment I took your life!�
Startled, Rahab looked toward Gordon. �Who is that? Who are you?�
�It�s Gordon Van Zandt!�
Lexi stepped next to Gordon and placed the red dot from her sight on Rahab�s face.
�Gordon Van Zandt? I�m impressed.�
Gordon stepped in front of Lexi and farther into the sparsely lit and shadowy room where Rahab stood, but stopped when he saw the wire coming from his hand.
�Gordon, I am impressed that you found me. I applaud your persistence, but unless you want to die, you should leave now,� Rahab said, his thumb firmly pressed against the trigger of the device.
Gordon followed the wire from his hand as it traveled down his arm to his chest, then down to other smaller packages around the room.
�Lexi, you and Rubio need to clear out! He�s packed with explosives!�
�Fuck him!� she yelled out, ready to shoot.
�Don�t shoot, don�t shoot!�
Lexi stepped out from behind Gordon and placed the red dot of her sight again on Rahab�s face.
�Who did you bring along with you to die?� Rahab laughed out.
�Your nemesis, bitch!� Lexi screamed and began to squeeze the trigger.
�No, he�s got a dead man�s trigger!� Gordon yelled.
�I don�t give a fuck!� Lexi yelled.
Rubio came up behind her and said, �You better fucking care, I don�t want to die right now.�
�Rahab, we�ll leave. Let us take the children and we�ll go!� Gordon said, attempting to prevent him from detonating the bombs.
�Let him go? We came all this way and now we�ll let him go?� Lexi challenged.
�Once his thumb leaves that trigger it�ll detonate the bombs. We don�t have a choice, and I�m with Rubio. I didn�t come here to die.�
�Listen to Gordon, Lexi,� Rubio urged.
�Rahab, we will leave. Let us take the children with us,� Gordon said.
�These are my children, they stay!� Rahab barked.
Gordon stepped back and away from Rahab. He knew that at any moment, Rahab could release the trigger and blow them and half the building up.
�I can�t believe this, I can�t believe we�re going to leave this man alive. He murdered your son, he murdered my sister!� Lexi screamed at Gordon.
�Who was your sister?� Rahab asked with a smile.
�Fuck you! You piece of shit!� Lexi yelled back.
Gordon sheathed the knife and asked, �Can I take the children, please!�
Rahab aggressively thrust the hand that held the trigger toward Gordon. �Leave!�
Gordon slowly stepped backward till he walked into Lexi. He turned to her and whispered, �This isn�t over, I promise. But this here, we can�t win. We can try to find him again, I swear.�
�Argh! This is such bullshit!� Lexi hollered.
The whimpering children ate at Gordon�s conscience, but there was nothing he could do.
�C�mon,� Rubio said.
They all started to back slowly away from the bedroom and into the living room of the suite.
Lexi was mumbling something under her breath, then darted back toward the bedroom.
�No!� Gordon screamed after her. He reached and managed to grab her by the collar of her tactical vest but not before she had squeezed off a couple of shots, hitting Rahab squarely in the chest.
Gordon dragged her from the room and into the hallway. Rubio was ahead of them, running toward the stairwell.
The impact from the bullets caused Rahab to fall backward and trip over the children. He held the detonator firmly, but then looked up and yelled, �Praise be to God!� and lifted his thumb off the trigger. Then everything went black.
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�Never look back unless you are planning to go that way.�
�Henry David Thoreau

Cheyenne, Wyoming
Conner exited the Humvee in front of Pat�s Coffee Shop. When he had heard that the coffee shop down the street from the capitol had stayed open and its owner had been instrumental in maintaining order, he made a point to pay a visit.
Pat�s Coffee Shop had been a local Wyoming spot for almost two decades. During the rise of Starbucks, Pat Coldwell, a former air force airman, opened it up. He had been stationed at F. E. Warren back in the 1990s as a security police officer, guarding the missile silos. At the end of his enlistment, Pat stayed in Cheyenne. He loved the people, the country, and most importantly the city. Cheyenne had become his new home. He was originally from Seattle but going home wasn�t an option for him. He took the idea of fine coffee and brought it to Cheyenne, where he saw success. When the lights went out, he decided to keep the place open. Even while initial panic set in, he refused to give in. When vandals began to descend on downtown, he and a few other business owners rallied and, with support of the government, squashed it. His perseverance paid off. Things had turned around for Cheyenne, and he was now being heralded as a local icon.
Conner walked into the shop and was greeted with a loud hello from behind the bar. The shop was being lit by generators that were powered by a wind turbine constructed on the roof of the building.
�Good morning! I hear this is the place to grab a hot cup of java,� Conner shouted out.
Pat was behind the counter pouring water into a small, stainless espresso maker. He looked up and saw Conner followed by a long line of armed men. He�d never seen this man before but the entourage told him this person was someone of importance.
�You heard right, sir. What can I get you?� Pat wiped his hands and walked to the counter.
�Just a coffee, large,� Conner said.
�You have a cup with you?� Pat asked.
�Ah, no, I don�t.�
�I don�t have many paper cups left, so that will be extra,� Pat said, holding up a white paper cup with plastic lid.
�Sure,� Conner answered.
Pat poured hot water from a kettle he had sitting on a Coleman stove into a French press and set it aside. �It will take a moment.�
�That�s fine. Pat, do you have a minute?� Conner asked.
Pat looked around and said, �Sure, I can spare a minute.�
Conner reached over the counter with his hand and said, �Pat, my name is Brad Conner. I�m the President of the United States.�
Pat looked shocked as he grabbed Conner�s hand and shook it vigorously. �Well, this is a surprise. Nice to meet you, sir.�
�I came in here because I heard about everything you did and I wanted to personally thank you. You are an example to other Americans,� Conner said. He looked around quickly, then turned back to him and finished by saying, �Keeping this shop open means a lot. It signifies hope.�
Pat couldn�t believe the president was standing in front of him, much less thanking him for doing what he thought anyone should do. �Sir, it just felt right. That�s all.�
�Well, we need more Americans like you. We have a tough road ahead of us, but with people like you, we can make it.�
Pat blushed from the praise. Nervously, he turned around and said, �Your coffee is ready.� He pushed down the screen and poured the coffee. �Room for cream?�
�Wow, you have cream?� Conner asked, surprised.
�Ahh, sorry, not real cream; I have some powdered over there,� he said, pointing to a small table against the wall. He handed Conner the coffee.
�Thank you. How much?�
�On the house, sir.�
�No, you made this and it has value. I insist on paying.�
�Well, things are a bit different. I can take an egg, a candy bar, something like that in exchange.�
Conner then realized he didn�t have a wallet anymore and, of course, didn�t have an egg or candy bar on his person. �You know, I�m sorry. I came in here with no way to pay for this.� He turned to one of his security, who shrugged. Cash money didn�t have value anymore.
�No worries, sir. Like I said at first, it�s on the house.�
�Pat, I�ll send one of my men back with payment. I�m a man of my word and I will pay for this. Thank you again. It was a pleasure to finally meet you.� Pat nodded in response, still shocked by the interaction.
Conner headed toward the door. Taking a sip, he turned and called over his shoulder, �This is a damn good cup of coffee.� Pat smiled.
Conner got into the Humvee. Dylan was sitting in the backseat, finishing up a call on his satellite phone.
�To the office,� Conner instructed.
Just as the vehicle began to move a few people rushed Conner�s side of Humvee.
�Mr. President, thank you. Thank you!� they yelled.
�Wait a minute. Stop!� Conner commanded.
Security poured out of the vehicle behind and came at the people with guns drawn.
Conner stepped out of the Humvee and said, �Hold on! Wait!�
In front of him were two men and a woman with a toddler. All looked weathered and tired.
The woman reached out and touched him. �Mr. President, thank you for coming to Cheyenne. You being here has given us hope!� The men spoke and expressed the same sentiment.
His team backed off and the people again stepped forward.
�What�s your name?� he asked the woman.
�My name is Belinda.�
�And yours, sweetheart?�
�I�m Faith,� the little girl said. Her blonde curls hung in her face.
�What a beautiful name for such a beautiful little girl,� Conner said, touching her hand.
Other people on the street began to gather. He now stood in front of a group of twenty or more. Seeing an opportunity, he bellowed out, �People of Cheyenne, I�m here to stay. Your country is still here and your government is still here. We will begin rebuilding this great country one brick at a time and this great city is where we will begin. Thank you for being strong during these tough times!�
The people cheered.
He finished by saying, �Please stay strong. I need each and every one of you to do that. We are in this together. Thank you!� He shook a few hands, then jumped back in the Humvee.
�Great job, sir,� Dylan said, smiling ear to ear. �That�s the Brad Conner I remember from Congress.�
�That felt really good. You know, Dylan, this was a smart move on many counts,� he said as he waved out the window, a grin on his face. �Oh, and get me some rations, and find me milk or cream. I�ll need it for tomorrow. Now, I�ve got a call to make.�
Coos Bay, Oregon
�We lost another councilor last night,� Roger Timms told Simpson.
�The colonel won�t like hearing that.�
�I don�t know what else to say�there�s no other way sugarcoat this. The mayor has managed to convince these people that having you leave is the right thing to do.�
Simpson looked down at his watch. �Sorry to make you wait, Roger, but he�s still on an important call.�
�A call?� Roger looked surprised when he heard that once-common phrase. It seemed like it had been years since he had used a telephone.
�Yes, he�s down at the CIC.�
�Who�s he talking to?� Roger asked curiously.
Simpson�s pleasant demeanor shifted. �Not for you to worry about.�
Feeling like a dog that was just scolded, Roger meekly peeped, �Sorry.�
The door burst open, and Barone energetically entered.
�Sorry to be late, but I had to deal with something,� Barone said as he walked over and sat down across from Roger.
�We have a real problem brewing.�
�Christ, do I ever get a break?� Barone blurted out.
�The mayor has convinced another councilor.�
�What am I going to do with her?� Barone asked bluntly. �She won�t meet with me. She says it�s no use.�
�We have another issue that I was hoping wouldn�t happen.�
�And that is?�
�She�s going forward with the joint town hall meeting this afternoon. She plans on presenting everything to the people and working on getting their support.�
Barone looked at Simpson with an air of disgust. �Fucking politicians, I can�t escape their bullshit!� he spat out.
Roger shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
�Thanks for the information, Mr. Timms. I�ll see you later at the meeting.�
Roger looked at Barone curiously at the abrupt ending of the meeting. �I�ll see you there, thanks.� He stood and walked out.
Barone turned to Simpson and said, �Where to start?�
�What do you want to do about the mayor?�
�She�s the least of the issues I�m dealing with now. I just got off the phone with President Conner and he wants to make a deal.�
Simpson�s eyes widened with excitement. �A deal?�
�I have to laugh; I thought Cruz was the president. Everything is so fucked up; they�re holed up in the mountain. It appears that Cruz is the president but also the vice president? I�m confused about the whole thing. Anyway, Conner wants to have a treaty with us in exchange for us releasing Cruz and all his people. The treaty will give us a defined area that we can call the Pacific States.�
�That�s it?� Simpson asked.
�No, there�s more. He wants an alliance with us. He�ll let us establish a country out here. He pledges to leave us alone; what he wants is Cruz and an alliance to fight these savages from the south.�
�Hmm, interesting,� Simpson mused.
�It�s interesting for sure. I have to say, I think I�m for it. We just have to carve out the area we want to call home. We then need to coordinate a plan with them against the Pan-American Empire.�
�Pan-American Empire? What the fuck is that? Are we in some kind of medieval role-playing game?�
�Remember the cartel that we bombed in San Diego? It�s that group, but now they have the backing of the Venezuelans.� Simpson nodded as Barone continued on. �It�s all tied together. The Venezuelan infantry, the flagged vessels that the USS Topeka sank the other day. It�s all tied together�
�Now you can stop being pissed at White,� Simpson quipped.
Captain White and his crew of the USS Topeka had been patrolling the coastline of Oregon and California in his submarine. Barone was grateful for White and that he had at his disposal an attack submarine. Ever since they had met up with White in the middle of the Pacific weeks ago, his sub had been the tipping point more than once, first against the USS Denver, now against the Venezuelan ships.
�It turns out his assumptions were right. These must have been the amphib ships for these self-stylized conquistadors.�
�Shall I call a staff meeting?� Simpson asked.
�Yes, but there is something else that is seriously troubling that I wanted to discuss with you. Conner told me that five more nuclear devices were set off.�
�Oh my God, where?�
�He needs our help because five of the major bunker systems were destroyed.�
�Sir, do you think this is also tied to the Venezuelans or the cartel?�
�Could be. They were able to test the signatures from the bomb detonated outside Denver. They found out it was a Russian device.�
�So the Russians are involved?�
�I don�t think so; they didn�t get out of this whole mess unscathed, so I don�t think they had anything to do with it. Their government is too fractured, according to the Australians. I think whoever did this got their devices from Russia.�
�If the Venezuelans pulled this off, what a brilliant operation. How could they keep this quiet? I mean, this had to include many different players, rogue governments, terrorist organizations. Think of the structure of this plan. Unbelievable!� Simpson said incredulously. While the outcome was awful to him, he respected the ability to pull it off.
�It is unbelievable. What�s even more unbelievable is that we will soon be back in the good graces of the United States. Funny how things turn full circle.�
Simpson nodded and stood up from the table. �Sir, if that is all, I�ll go call the emergency staff meeting.�
�Very well. Let�s hold it here at fourteen thirty.�
�Roger that.�
�I almost forgot. I know you�ll cover this, but how�s the call back of our forces going?�
�Very good sir; all patrols are coming back. Nothing really to report.�
�Good. It�ll be nice to have all my men back.�
Simpson nodded and left.
A deep feeling of satisfaction filled Barone. He had made a bold move when he mutinied and now he had a way to get out of it with a country of his own. He just hoped Conner was a man of his word.
Sacramento, California
�I don�t have you here to complain! I have you here to tell me what we should do, not to tell me we can�t!� Pablo yelled at his commanders, his words bouncing off the walls of the Senate chamber.
Bad news kept pouring in for his army and his mission. They had lost all of their ships. Two of their patrols had come under attack from what they thought were U.S. military forces to the north. Civilian resistance had grown quickly in Sacramento. They had dealt with occasional resistance but this was more organized. In the past two days, their forces had been attacked almost a dozen times. These attacks weren�t just from random armed citizens; several of their convoys had been hit by IEDs. One of their camps had been assaulted by a large force armed with machine guns, rockets, and grenades. He knew they�d eventually encounter an insurgency, but now that it was upon them so quickly, he struggled to know how to best address it. His forces were conventional, and he knew that when dealing with guerrillas, it was necessary to shift tactics. Pablo liked to work with a well-defined plan; without one his mind would drift, overwhelmed. Outwardly, his confidence was still intact, but secretly, he was rattled by how quickly the tides had turned against him.
He was getting mixed messages from his commanders. General Pasqual and half of his staff believed that he needed to keep the momentum and move on to the next objective quickly. The other half believed in moving more diligently and carefully. Pasqual recommended that Pablo deal with the civilian resistance harshly, with suggestions of mass killings of everyone in an area, including women and children. The contrarian opinion believed that tactic would backfire and only cause further and deep-seated opposition.
�Sir, we must show everyone we conquer that resistance will be met with severe consequences. If you show too much mercy, you only breed contempt and greater resistance,� Pasqual stated.
Colonel Gutierrez put down the cigar he had been smoking and responded, �General, you and I both learned in Academy the consequences of enraging the civilian population.�
�Colonel, hasn�t invading their nation already enraged them?� Pasqual shot back.
Both men went back and forth with snide comments. It was clear now to Pablo that these two didn�t like each other, both professionally and personally.
�Gentlemen, this is not a school yard. I need adults here presenting me with a road map to navigate through these challenges we have!� Pablo barked.
Pasqual and Gutierrez stopped talking and focused on their leader.
�I am a student of military strategy, but I�m also a student of history. We can use the American adventure in Iraq and Afghanistan to see what happens when military forces are dealing with a civilian population that begins to rise up against their rule. The Americans also had a civil war that we should look toward and learn from. The Union Army was losing the war until Ulysses S. Grant took command. He changed the policy of how civilians were classified. You see, he had smart council that I don�t seem to have here. His old friend and confidant by the name of Francis Lieber helped him draft a code to present to President Lincoln. In it, it gave him the authority to execute warfare against any civilian who contributed to the aid and comfort of the Confederate Army. Running supplies, assisting, feeding, et cetera, was considered tantamount to fighting on the battlefield.�
All the men at the table were staring, a look of surprise on some of their faces as Pablo continued with his history lesson. Like a professor lecturing his students, Pablo went into excruciating detail about the historical factors that led to Grant using the force he did against the Confederacy.
Pablo finished by saying firmly, �Gentlemen, the moral to the story is this: The only way Lincoln could win the war was to crush the spirit of the Confederacy. In order for us to win, we need to crush our enemies. We need to send the civilians this message: If you oppose us, we will kill you and all of your families. We will take Lieber�s Code and expand on it. Initially, I thought we needed to show a bit more mercy. And yes, we can extend mercy to those who are willing to help us. However, if someone lifts a finger against our crusade, we will exterminate them. This will send a clear message to all that opposition will be met with severe consequences. Unfortunately, in order to conduct this type of warfare, we must have the resources to do it. I want to resurrect my Villistas�they will be the ones to execute this plan. However, we will need more time in each area to train and equip them to do this. The question I have for all of you is: Are you willing to do whatever it takes to succeed?�
Some of the men�s faces couldn�t hide displeasure with Pablo�s new directive. All military men are trained and educated in the rules of war. What Pablo was suggesting was doing away with these guidelines. What he was proposing could lead to genocide.
Pablo took note of the initial reactions from each man. The last person he looked at was Pasqual.
Pasqual was born into the military; his father and grandfather were both officers. The first time he had heard that he and his army had been sold to Pablo, he was disgusted. But as the weeks progressed, he had grown to love the victories and intensity of combat more than anything. It had become a drug to him and he was now addicted. When he met Pablo�s gaze, he smiled.
�General, how long will it take to get a battalion of Villistas trained and ready to tackle the insurgency?�
�Sir, it will take at least sixty days to find enough men willing to join our cause and to get them outfitted. But as far as the training, that�s easy, I believe. Just give them orders to hunt down insurgents and let them do it. If the rules of engagement are that no quarter will be given, then there�s not too much to teach them.�
�Sixty days? I hate the thought of sitting here but�� Pablo said, then paused, thinking that it gave him time to court Isabelle. �Okay, General, take the time you need; if we�re going to do this, it should be done right.�
Others in the room kept their opinions quiet; they knew now that going up against Pablo and his directives was a death wish, and they didn�t dare to stray from his orders.
Helicopter over central Oregon
Gordon�s eyes burned as he opened them. The sunlight forced him to squint but the pain and burning sensation was something he�d felt before. Fallujah, he thought. The smoke from the blast and subsequent fires after Rahab blew up himself and the entire north end second floor had scorched his eyes.
He didn�t remember much after he had grabbed Lexi and pulled her out of the room. They had only managed to make it to the hallway when the blast went off. As his vision focused, he noticed he was no longer in the compound. In fact, from the noise he appeared to be in a chopper. He was confused, and tried to look around, but a wave of pain hit him.
He went to move but restraints on a backboard prevented him. He panicked a bit, not knowing who was transporting him or where he was going. Lifting his head farther, he saw someone who appeared to be the crew chief. Looking right, he saw a familiar face: the little girl from Rahab�s compound, sitting wrapped in a blanket next to a corpsman.
The corpsman saw Gordon�s movements and came to his side. �Sir, you need to be still.�
�Where are the people I was with?� Gordon asked as he grimaced in pain from moving his head.
�Sir, please lie flat. You might have sustained a spinal injury, we can�t risk��
�My head is killing me, oh my God it hurts so fucking bad,� Gordon complained as he attempted to loosen himself from the straps.
�Sir, stop moving around,� the corpsman ordered with a gruff voice.
�Is Corporal Rubio here?�
The corpsman shook his head.
�A woman, did you find a woman near me? Her name is Lexi,� he asked, then grabbed his head. �Damn it! This pain is excruciating.�
�You and the little girl were the only ones our team pulled out alive.�
�What happened to Jones and McCamey?� Gordon was delirious.
�Sir, you really need to rest and you have to stop moving around. Please just rest.�
Gordon listened to the corpsman�s commands, defeated. He rested his weary head back on the thinly padded board. His mind raced as he attempted to remember the events that had occurred right after he grabbed Lexi and after the blast. He remembered grabbing her, that she resisted, and that a shot rang out. He pulled her out into the hallway. All he saw as he was pulling her was the door, walls, and floor. He didn�t remember seeing Rubio. He remembered the sheer violent force of the blast hitting him. Spotty memories came and went, and he attempted to decipher whether they were real memories or dreams. He remembered feeling a sensation of falling, not just to the ground, but far down. Had the building collapsed? Did he fall from the second to the first floor? Think, he told himself. Nothing came. The blast, then he was here on a chopper, headed to some unknown location.
Gordon drifted off to sleep. He awoke to the corpsman adjusting the straps on Gordon and examining him. Gordon grabbed his sleeve and asked, �Where are we going?�
�We�re heading back to Coos Bay.�
Eagle, Idaho
Samantha sat in the empty dining room attempting to enjoy a hot cup of tea when Nelson walked by on his way to his bedroom. He had just come back from his scheduled guard duty.
�If you have time, I�d like a bit of company. I have hot tea,� Samantha said sweetly.
Her proposition made him stop in his tracks. Samantha had been rather distant since her apology in the barn; not cold, but just as if she knew she�d overstepped her boundaries. He looked at her sitting there alone and said, �Sure, sounds nice. A good cup of hot tea will hit the spot right now.� He tore off his heavy coat and draped it over the chair.
Samantha poured him a cup and slid it across the table.
�You�ve really turned me into a tea drinker. As you know, I used to be quite the coffee drinker,� he said as he dumped in a spoonful of sugar.
�I have that effect on people. You might know this, but Gordon had never eaten sushi before he met me,� Samantha reminisced, a slight smile on her face.
�I didn�t know that. Us guys, or, I should say, guys like me, we don�t pay attention to that stuff. It�s funny, I grew up practically living on the water, surfing every day, but the reality of eating raw fish sounded repulsive.�
�It took some persuading but Gordon came around. He actually did that on a lot of things,� she said. Her voice had taken a more somber tone.
�You kinda saved Gordon. After spending time with you, he became a better man than the rough-and-tumble knucklehead I knew. Yeah, he was still an ass when he wanted to be, and yeah, he had a bit of hardness about him.� Nelson was smiling as he spoke fondly of his friend. �Then you came along and took those rough edges and polished them.�
Tears started to run down Samantha�s face as Nelson spoke. She wiped them away and said, �I�m sorry I�m such a mess. I can�t stop crying these days.�
Nelson reached over and took her hand. �Samantha, you have been through things I can�t fathom. You�ve lost so much.�
�I�m getting better. I know I haven�t been there for Haley, and after what happened the other day, I realize I don�t have the luxury of mourning. I have a responsibility to her and to the group. I�ve finally come to realize that people are going to die, people we love especially. I don�t why this has happened to any of us, but I promise you that the Samantha you�ve been dealing with over the past few weeks is gone.�
Nelson gripped her hand tighter and said, �I�m here to help and support you until Gordon returns.�
�Thanks, Nelson. He makes me so mad. If he were here right now, I�d smack him. But God, I love him so much. I know in his heart he is doing what�s right for us. I just wish he were here to explain what that was, exactly.�
Nelson sensed that the conversation was headed toward the questions he had wanted to avoid.
She looked at him and asked point blank, �What happened that day you found them?�
Nelson had spent hours thinking of how he would respond to this question from Samantha. He knew how he answered would make a huge impact on their lives.
�You want to know what I saw or just what he said?�
�Tell me everything. How did you find them? What happened?�
He took a long, deep breath and began his well-rehearsed answer. He started with finding Gordon on the cross, then finding Hunter almost immediately after. Nelson didn�t want to go into the gory details of her son�s death; he knew that would put any mother into a tailspin. Instead, he described Gordon�s condition, the large wound on his face, then went into great detail to describe Gordon�s emotional pain. He told her how Gordon held Hunter for the longest time. At that, her face tightened and she looked like she was going to cry again. But she swallowed hard and Nelson felt it was okay to continue. He went on to describe how Gordon had told him his plans for revenge.
�Did you challenge this plan?� Samantha asked, looking him directly in the eyes.
�Of course I did. I felt he wasn�t thinking straight. We went back and forth about his decision not to come back, but you know him. When he has his mind set, there�s no changing it.�
�Oh, I know. That damn stubborn Van Zandt blood.�
�He told me that the man who had killed Hunter was still out there and that he had a small group of people who wouldn�t stop killing. He came at this with two thoughts: He needed to stop this man, and he needed to exact revenge.�
�Didn�t you tell him we needed him here?�
�Of course I did,� Nelson said, a tad defensively.
�When you tell me his reasons, I hear the idealistic Gordon. I hear his head. Where was his heart in this?�
�My opinion is that he couldn�t face you. Deep down, he feels he failed you and Haley by getting captured, then by not being able to stop Hunter�s murder.�
�Gordon, Gordon, Gordon� he�s such a proud man. Part of that pride has been about his ability to protect us. This was the one time that he thinks he failed. He doesn�t know that more than anything�� She stopped, trying to hold back tears. �More than anything, Haley and I just need him here. We can�t heal without him.�
Nelson nodded. �So what happens when he returns?�
�I don�t know if he�ll return. How long has it been?� Samantha said with a note of resignation in her voice.
�He�ll come back.�
�It�s dangerous out there and he could get himself killed. But Gordon�s resourceful and capable�more than anyone I know. It�s not the world that will stop him from coming back. It�s Gordon himself.�
With that, she set down her cup of tea.
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�The battlefield is a scene of constant chaos. The winner will be the one who controls that chaos, both his own and the enemies.�
�Napol�on Bonaparte

Coos Bay, Oregon
Gordon finished packing what few things he had with him. The doctor had just given him a clean bill of health. He couldn�t wait to get off the ship.
The past couple of weeks had been very tough for him. When he arrived in Coos Bay, he was in a lot of pain. He had a small laundry list of ailments when he showed up in sick bay aboard the USS Makin Island. The terrible headache he had been suffering from was a severe blast-induced concussion. The other injuries included a minor tear of a ligament in his thigh where the bullet had hit, a sprained left ankle, and a dislocated shoulder.
He was still in need of physical therapy for his shoulder, but he would get that when he arrived in McCall. The thought of seeing Samantha and Haley thrilled him, but he was very anxious about how Samantha would treat him. He spent many hours thinking about what he would say to her, how he would make it up to her.
During his time in Coos Bay, he had seen some old faces. Colonel Barone paid a visit to him while he was recovering. He thanked the colonel for all his help, some of which the colonel was not aware he had provided. McCamey and Jones stopped by and paid a visit upon their return too. They sat down and spent hours detailing the events of the battle outside. None of Rahab�s followers made it out alive. They were in shock that Gordon had survived the explosion. The floor had collapsed and Rubio had been crushed under debris. Gordon had asked about Lexi, but they didn�t find a clue that she had even been there. Not a body part, not a scrap of clothing, nothing. It was a mystery. He then asked about the woman they had tied up. They reported that they found her dead, her throat slit. All Gordon could imagine was that Lexi must have done it right before they left but he thought he remembered seeing the woman alive as they drove off. It didn�t make any sense.
The third set of visitors who came after McCamey and Jones were Gunny, Brittany, and Tyler. Brittany�s wounds were healing nicely and Tyler was thrilled to see Gordon alive. Tyler couldn�t talk about anything else but going to Idaho. He was as excited as a child on Christmas morning.
The first thing that Gunny had asked for upon reaching his bed had been the Randall knife. He asked half jokingly, knowing Gordon�s injuries were severe. But to his surprise, it was still attached to his gear when they put him on the chopper. Gordon handed it over with gratitude in his voice. Though he hadn�t been able to use it on Rahab, he felt that it was a lucky talisman that kept him safe.
With the small pack on his shoulder, he looked around at the empty, drab berthing space and bid farewell. He stepped out and headed down the busy narrow passageways toward the quarterdeck. With everyone back from the patrols, the ship was alive again. The passageways served as the veins for the ship. The blood was its crew coursing through it.
He reached topside and stepped out into the midday sun and took a deep breath. The fresh air was a welcome treat compared to the stale air of the ship�s interior. Ever the Marine, he requested permission to depart the ship and exited when he was cleared. He was walking slowly and with great effort. Even after two weeks of much-needed rest and recovery, his body hurt.
The wound on his face no longer required a bandage. Black thread poked out of his face along a jagged thick scar that was forming. Rahab was right. Every time he saw or touched it, it reminded him of Hunter and the long road to avenge his son�s death.
When Barone had visited him earlier, he made Gordon promise to visit him before he left. Gordon wasn�t sure if the visit would be personal or if Barone had an agenda. All he wanted to do was get on the road and begin his trip to McCall. But if Barone had something for him to do, he couldn�t just leave. He owed Barone for the staunch defense he gave him those many years ago after the events in Fallujah. So if Barone were to ask him to jump, Gordon would feel obligated to ask how high.
He was impressed with the little town of Coos Bay. It was bustling with activity. Commerce had returned, shops and stores were open, markets were vibrant in the streets. Gordon was taking in all the sights, smells, and sounds the quaint little town offered. When he made the turn onto Commercial Avenue, the sound changed. He could hear chants and yelling echoing off the building a few blocks away.
He increased his pace so he could find out what was happening. When he made the last turn onto Fifth Street, a large crowd of several hundred people were protesting outside of city hall. They held up signs that read GO AWAY!, WAR CRIMINAL, and TRAITOR. Gordon assumed this was all directed at Barone and the Marines. He weaved his way in and around the crowd till he reached the entrance.
Two armed Marines stopped him.
�Hi, devil dogs. Colonel Barone wanted to see me,� Gordon said.
�What�s your name?� one asked.
�Sergeant Van Zandt,� Gordon answered. He decided to use his old rank because he thought it might help.
�Hold right here, Sergeant,� one of the Marines ordered.
The chanting and yelling from the crowd were very loud and distracting. While the Marine radioed in, Gordon turned to look at them. It was a mix of young and old, black and white, men and women. He caught the eye of a few, who returned a hard stare.
Gordon turned back and looked at the other Marine. �Looks like idiocy is alive and well.�
The Marine didn�t respond to his comment, though he did crack a smile.
The other Marine got off the radio and said, �Right this way.� He turned, opened the door, and let Gordon go through.
City Hall was abuzz. People hovered near windows looking at the scene outside, talking in hushed voices.
The Marine escorted him upstairs. On his way up, he ran into Gunny.
�Van Zandt, good to see you up and about,� Gunny said, patting him on the shoulder that had been dislocated.
�Ouch!� Gordon cried out.
�Don�t be a pussy, it�s a little dislocation. Since you�re well, let�s meet for a drink tonight.�
�Smitty, that�s not going to happen. I�m saying good-bye to the colonel, then I�m out. I need to get home.�
�So you planned on leaving without saying good-bye to me?� Gunny looked a bit hurt.
�Ahh, well� hey, don�t be a pussy,� Gordon joked.
�Then I guess this is good-bye.� Gunny held out his hand.
Gordon took it firmly and shook it. �Thank you for everything, Smitty. So hard to believe everything that�s happened to both of us since we met so many years ago in Fallujah.�
�Yep, a lot has happened. You take care of yourself. And if you ever find your brother, tell him I still think he�s a jackass.�
Gordon laughed and said, �Will do. Take care, my friend, and stay frosty.�
Gunny waved, cleared the last stairs, and disappeared.
Gordon finished the climb and found the seating area outside of Barone�s office. There was unintelligible yelling coming from behind the closed door, no doubt in relation to the protest outside.
The door swung open and several civilians came out, obviously upset.
�Get the fuck out! I�ll be damned if I�m going anywhere!� Barone screamed at them as they scurried away.
Master Sergeant Simpson went to close the door and saw Gordon sitting there.
�What can I do for you?� he asked Gordon, irritated to see another civilian.
�I�m Sergeant Van Zandt. The colonel requested to see me.�
�Oh, yeah, the rescue. One second.� Simpson stepped away.
�Bring him in, I absolutely want to see this Marine!� Barone bellowed.
Simpson brought Gordon into the room and left.
�Sergeant Van Zandt! So glad to see you�re among the living again. You know, you looked like the proverbial shit when you came in here.�
�Yes, sir. I got a bit messed up.�
Barone looked at Gordon�s grown-out hair, which was curling up all along the sides. �Van Zandt, you�re starting to look like a hippie. I should have had someone give you a buzz when you were in sick bay.�
Gordon touched his hair. He hadn�t had a haircut since November. After the Marines he kept his hair longer, but always neat. Now his curly brown hair looked unkempt and shaggy.
�Take a seat.� Barone pointed to a chair in front of his desk. �Can I offer you a drink? Whiskey?�
�Yes, sir, I�ll have a drink.�
Barone poured, then sat in the chair next to Gordon, rather than the one behind his desk. He didn�t want the conversation they were going to have to feel proper or official.
�Van Zandt, I�ll just come out and ask. What the hell happened?�
Gordon took a healthy swig and said, �How much time do you have?�
Gordon gave Barone an abridged version of his life after the Corps and everything that happened after the lights went out. Barone sat and listened intently, only offering apologies or sincere comments when appropriate. Gordon wrapped everything up with the attack on Rahab�s compound.
�After that story, I need another drink,� Barone joked. Grabbing Gordon�s empty glass, he poured more.
�I don�t think I�m the only one who had a lot go on. And by the way, Gunny Smith mentioned your son. I�m so sorry for your loss,� Gordon said.
�Thanks,� Barone replied. He swallowed hard. �Listen, you know my story and what I did. Now, I�m not going to justify it, but I did what I had to do for my family.�
Gordon could sense it coming. This meeting wasn�t about saying farewell. Barone wanted him to do something.
�I�ve had to do things that weren�t conventional, and let me tell you, they weren�t convenient.�
�Sir, I�m not here to judge. The world has changed. We�ve changed. I get it.�
�I know your brother didn�t agree with my position, and therefore, we had to let him go. We gave him a nice going-away gift, but I understand some things went wrong. I�m sorry.�
�Sir, if you�re worried that I hold a grievance against you for my brother, I don�t. I�m not happy it had to go that way, but I do understand. As for judgment about your actions with the ships and whatnot, let me say that I gave up on my country when it gave up on me. When I sacrificed everything to go serve and the thanks I got was a court martial for doing the right thing? Believe me, I don�t have sympathy for the government anymore. People can call me a cynic but I don�t know if they ever had our interests in mind. I�m sure many of them are bunkered down, living high off the hog right now, while the rest of us fight and scratch to survive.�
�I was there with you in Fallujah and went to bat for you later, but those assholes in Washington needed a scapegoat. They needed some red meat to feed the antiwar crowd. Unfortunately, you were the one on the menu. Let me say that a little payback was given recently,� Barone said, referring to his sacking the capitol in Salem and killing Governor Pelsom, who chaired the senate committee that sought Gordon�s court martial.
Gordon craned his neck and eyed Barone suspiciously and asked, �Payback?�
�Don�t worry about it. Listen. You and I have crossed paths again for a reason. We�re kindred spirits in many ways. We both loved the idea of what we thought our country was, we then both suffered the harsh fucking five a.m. wake-up call that it wasn�t what we thought. That it�s run by corrupt politicians who are self-serving and are only there to look out for themselves.� Barone began to get heated but calmed himself. �Forgive me, I digress.�
Gordon finished his second drink and started to feel the effects of the whiskey.
�Van Zandt, I brought you here to ask something of you. It�s not an easy job, but you�re the man for it.�
Gordon was right�he knew it was heading in this direction. But how could he refuse? Barone had done so much for him.
�I have a few packages that I need to have delivered. What I�ll give you in return for their delivery is your very own Humvee to keep with a trailer full of fuel, ammo, and rations to last your family a year, as well as equipment and whatever you need from our supplies.�
Gordon leaned back in his seat. �Wow, that�s quite an offering. But I don�t understand. Why don�t you deliver it yourself?�
�It�s a delicate matter. Let�s just say that the packages are alive. They�re people.�
�Sir, I�ll be honest. All I want to do is go home. My wife and daughter have been waiting for me for too long. I owe you and I understand that. But if I�m going to even think about doing this, I need all the information,� Gordon insisted.
Barone nodded and began to recount the latest developments. He told Gordon about holding Cruz and other staff from the United States as prisoners. He touched on the treaty that had been agreed to, but had not yet been formally signed. The one thing that stood in the way of signature was that Barone had to return Cruz and the secretary of state as a sign of good faith.
�I still don�t understand why I need to do it. You have thousands of Marines that can. Why me?�
�I can�t spare a man here. You�re heading in the general direction so I thought that if I sweetened the deal, you�d do it. I�m actually trying to help you,� Barone said.
�So where do I need to go?�
�Cheyenne, Wyoming.�
�Cheyenne? That�s way past McCall, plus�� Gordon began to argue but Barone interrupted him.
�Van Zandt! I helped you out, gave you men and equipment. Hell, your actions killed some of my men, and now you won�t help me? Unbelievable!� Barone barked.
The pleasant demeanor of the conversation was quickly deteriorating. Gordon understood why Barone would be incensed, and quickly decided that it was best for him to agree.
�Fine, I�ll do it. I just don�t understand why you can�t put them on a chopper and fly them there. Driving them there is an odd way to do it.�
�Let me explain a bit more. You saw that fucking crowd of do-gooders out there? They think they�re standing up for what is right. They think this is pre�December Fifth. They think that the old systems are still in place. They forget who protected and died for those systems. We did. You and I fought for those types out there and now they�re standing up saying they want me to leave. I, of course, refused. Now, this bitch of a mayor comes into my office saying that they will hold me accountable by indicting me for war crimes and treason. Just who does she think she is?� Barone stood up and started to pace the room. He was fired up from mentioning the situation. �You should have seen her eyes when I told her the President of the United States had made a treaty with us. Shit, she flipped out when I told her that! You are asking why I need you. I need someone I can trust. You�ll have one of her aides riding shotgun with you.�
�I still don�t understand,� Gordon said, looking puzzled.
Barone was feeling the alcohol, and was beginning to slur his speech.
�I have to be the thing I hate the most, a fucking politician. I have to manage the situation that the mayor has caused, and I gotta do it with kid gloves. Believe me, I want to go in with a sledgehammer and fix it, but I can�t. So I sat her down this morning and we came to an agreement.�
�That was an agreement?� Gordon joked about the yelling and screaming he heard when he first showed up.
�Oh, that was just pillow talk between us. You should have heard it earlier when she found out that I had taken the vice president. Oh my God, she lost it. Eventually she begrudgingly agreed and we worked out the details. What you heard before were a few parting comments about how she wanted me out. Tough shit, lady.�
�I still don�t know why you don�t put them on a bird and fly them. Hell, you�d be done with this in no time and I can go on my way. You know how bad it is out there,� Gordon said.
�She doesn�t trust that my men will do the right thing,� Barone barked.
�Then have President Conner send some choppers from Cheyenne. Driving is�let me put it bluntly�stupid.�
Barone stopped pacing and slammed his glass on the desk. �Van Zandt, I�m controlling this situation. I don�t want to see any U.S. choppers coming in here. I need to maintain control over this entire thing. Having Conner send in choppers gives him more intel on what we have going on here than I like. Here�s the reality: I don�t know if our little treaty will last and I don�t need him having eyes on our operation here.�
�Then mix it up. I�ll drive them to a location��
�Enough, Van Zandt! Are you going to help me and do it my way or not?�
Gordon paused before he answered. He thought the plan was a total soup sandwich, but he didn�t want to say no.
�I�m in, Colonel.�
�Good.�
�Can we run through it all again? She wants one of her people to go?�
�Christ, Van Zandt, do I need to spell this out for ya? That blast hurt your head, didn�t it?� Barone said. �She doesn�t believe me. She wants to hear it from the president himself. I don�t feel like picking up the phone and having her talk to him, because� fuck her. If she wants to talk to him, she can go to Cheyenne. I thought she�d jump at going; however, she caught on to my plan. She is now sending a surrogate to get verification. Her caveat for sending her aide was that we find a third party and you, my friend, are it.�
�But who�s bringing this person back? I�m not coming all the way back here.�
�All I care is that you deliver them there. I never gave my word to bring �em back,� Barone joked.
�Seriously, you want me to leave them?�
�I really don�t give a fuck about them. If they love the U.S., then hell, you�re probably doing them a favor.�
�You�re really putting me a bind, not having transpo for their return,� Gordon commented.
�You�ll figure it out.�
�Fine. How many people am I taking?�
�Three. Cruz, a staff person, and the mayor�s rep.�
�I�ve got a problem. I promised my friend Brittany and her son, Tyler, they�d be coming with me. I need a vehicle large enough for six people.�
�You�ll have it. It won�t be a Caddy, but it�ll get you there safely.�
�All right, when do we leave?�
�Tomorrow morning. So here, have another!� Barone said, grabbing the bottle from the counter behind his desk and handing it to Gordon.
Gordon exhaled deeply and said, �Respectfully sir, you are one crazy son of a bitch.�
Cheyenne, Wyoming
�Good morning, Pat!� Conner said happily as he walked into the coffee shop.
�Good morning, Mr. President. The usual?�
�Of course.�
Handing him his hot cup of coffee, Pat said, �Thank you so much for the MREs and milk. What a gift!�
�You�re welcome! You earned it.�
�Mr. President, we need to go,� Dylan said, sticking his head into the shop.
�Wait a minute,� he shot back to Dylan.
�Mr. President, you need to go.�
Conner eyed Dylan, but knew that his tone signaled that something was wrong. He thanked Pat again and left quickly. After stepping into the Humvee, it sped off abruptly, throwing him forcibly against the seat.
�What the hell is going on?� he asked urgently.
�We just received credible word of an assassination plot against you,� Dylan said.
�What?�
�I just got the call; we didn�t want to alarm Pat and the others in the shop. So that�s why I went in.�
�How do you know?�
�We caught a group of people attempting to access the federal zone north gate. When one of the police asked them their business, a guy took off running. We arrested them all. During the interrogation, one told us they and two other kill teams were sent to assassinate you.�
Conner took a deep breath and asked, �Who are they?�
�We don�t know what group yet, but we�ll get that information soon enough. They�ve been sent to Warren for further interrogation.�
�I guess I shouldn�t be surprised.�
�This will prompt a discussion about getting a new vice president.�
�I don�t need another VP. Cruz is mine.�
�But��
�No buts, we made the deal. He�ll be back here soon.�
�So are these assassins American?�
�No, sir, they�re Venezuelan.�
Sacramento, California
Isabelle awoke to find Pablo staring at her.
�Hi,� she said softly as she stretched.
�Good morning, my love, how did you sleep?� he asked.
Their relationship had grown into an intimate one after their third dinner together. Isabelle�s affair with the �Butcher of Sacramento,� the moniker that her father had given him, had driven a wedge between the normally close father and daughter. She didn�t like many of the things Pablo had done, but she rationalized that what she was doing was surviving. She tried to reason with her father that allying with Pablo would protect the two of them, but he wouldn�t hear it.
�I slept great,� she purred as she placed her long, slender arms around his neck and drew him closer.
�Ah, you tease. I can�t. I have an important meeting with General Pasqual.�
�Ugh, General Pasqual,� she mocked, rolling her eyes.
Pablo slid out of bed and walked to the large window, opening the blinds. Sunlight splashed across the large bedroom, formerly the governor�s master suite.
�Why that tone about the general?� Pablo asked curiously.
�I just don�t like him,� she said, twirling her hair.
�Why? He�s a trusted commander. I specifically had him handpicked. He has an impeccable record, and he�s brilliant,� Pablo said in his defense.
�I don�t trust him. I don�t think it�s wise to trust anyone, but I specifically wouldn�t trust him.�
Pablo looked at her oddly. He was always taught by his father not to trust anyone. And if what he did to his own father wasn�t a lesson enough, you can�t even trust family. Once again, he felt as if Isabelle knew him intimately.
�Why don�t you trust him?� he asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.
�I feel like he�s always whispering to others, and when you�re not looking, he�s throwing nasty looks at you.�
�I think you�re seeing things. I trust him. He�s a valuable part of my command; besides, what exactly do you think he�d do?� Pablo said, now attempting to brush off suspicion of his top commander.
�Do his men love him? Will they do whatever he says?� she asked.
Pablo thought about the question for a second, then dismissed it. �He is loyal. He�d never work against me.�
�Next time you see him among the others officers, watch how he interacts with them.�
Pablo thought even longer but decided to not have his mind clouded by doubt. He looked at her leg sticking out of the sheets and rubbed it. �I forgot that you�re a woman. Women�s minds are always contemplating sinister and mischievous things. I think you�re bored. You need to find something to do besides conjuring up such petty and childish things.�
�Maybe you�re right,� she said in a bored tone. �Why would he challenge you? What would he gain?�
Her last two questions resonated with him. He needed Pasqual, but did Pasqual need him? Fear gripped him when this concept announced itself. He stood up quickly and went to the bathroom to get cleaned up.
He slammed the door, turned on the battery-powered lantern, and poured a bottle of water into the plugged sink. He splashed the water on his face and stopped to look at himself in the mirror.
Could he trust Pasqual? Nothing stood between Pasqual and him. She was right�Pasqual�s men loved him, but did they love their emperor more?
He knew the truth to that question. Of course they didn�t, but they did fear him. But was fear enough to keep them in line? His mind raced as he headed out for his meeting.
Northern Utah, off of I-84
�Brandon and Luke, I want to talk with you,� Sebastian said.
The boys walked over to him. Both had their arms crossed in an attempt to stay warm. The temperatures had dipped down into the teens and it was getting colder. The overpass had provided shelter for more than a week. A snowstorm had forced them off the road and stopped their journey north.
�Can we talk after we make a fire?� Brandon asked.
�Not necessary, this won�t take long. After what happened to Brandon more than two weeks ago, I�ve decided to let you both keep guns on you.�
�Fuck yeah!� Brandon chirped with excitement.
�Just so it�s on the record, I think this is a bad idea,� Annaliese chimed in.
�I know you don�t have training, so I�m keeping it simple. I have two revolvers. Here and here,� Sebastian said, handing Brandon a Smith & Wesson model 649, and Luke an old Colt Detective.
�What is this?� Brandon snapped angrily.
�It�s a revolver.�
�Yeah, a fucking grandpa gun, I want a Glock or something badass like that.�
�Until you have training, this is what you�re going to get.�
Luke held the pistol in his hand like it was a baby bird. He didn�t know what to do with it.
�Sebastian, look! Luke looks so uncomfortable. This is a bad idea. And that one��she said, pointing at Brandon��will shoot us with it, probably.�
Brandon raised the pistol and pointed it at her.
Sebastian�s expression changed to anger as he slapped the gun out of his hand and stepped into Brandon�s face.
�Don�t ever, ever, point that at anyone in this group again! Do you understand me?�
�I�m sorry, I was just joking,� Brandon said sheepishly.
�You don�t point a weapon at someone unless you intend to use it!�
�Hey, I�m sorry. I didn�t mean it!�
�See what I mean?� Annaliese exclaimed.
Sebastian picked up the revolver and put it back in his pocket. �You were right. This was a bad idea.� He reached over and snatched the gun out of Luke�s trembling hands.
The boys both stood, unsure of what to do.
Brandon, who was always so sure of himself, looked down and mumbled a few words under his breath about how stupid he was for doing that.
�Go make the fire,� Sebastian ordered.
Both boys turned around and began to assemble the materials for the fire.
Sebastian turned to Annaliese, who said, �Is this where I say, I told you so?�
�Don�t start with me.�
Sebastian walked away from her and began to unload the sleeping bags.
She walked up behind him and rubbed his back. �Hey, I�m sorry to rub it in your face.�
He turned around and said, �I have a lot of responsibility here. I have to protect you and those boys. It�s just me.�
�I think I can handle myself.�
�I�m not saying that, but I feel it�s my responsibility. These boys are old enough to handle a gun.�
�Old enough� but not mature enough,� she remarked.
Sebastian looked at her, then toward the boys. She had a point. When he was Brandon�s age, he had been shooting for years and his father had taught Gordon and him how to handle and respect a firearm. These boys didn�t have that kind of upbringing. It wasn�t right or wrong, it just was what it was. These boys needed to mature. He knew Brandon had the will and desire to use it, but was not trustworthy because of his emotional state. Luke could be trusted not to abuse it, but the reality was that he might not use it at all because he feared it.
�Why don�t you start training them properly, if you feel like they need to be armed? Get them shooting starting tomorrow morning. Then when you feel that they�re ready, let them have the guns. Just take your time with it.�
Annaliese�s reasonable suggestion felt right to him.
He leaned in and embraced her tightly. �What did I do to deserve you?�
She answered him by whispering into his ear, �Have you seen how hot you are? I�m the lucky one.�
�Fire! I made fire!� Brandon bellowed.
They both turned and saw the fun-loving child who Brandon kept hidden. Deep down he still was a twelve-year-old boy, but the new world had perverted him. Sebastian didn�t know just what kind of man he�d become.
Eagle, Idaho
�Scott, just because they don�t have cars and other things doesn�t make them less of a threat. It actually makes them more of one!� Nelson said heatedly.
Nelson had called the community to a meeting to discuss Truman. He was getting a lot of pushback from the residents.
�This isn�t our problem. We�ve been living here for years! Now you show up, and we suddenly have a problem,� an older woman said. She was one of the original homeowners in the community.
�Nelson, I understand your concern, but I agree with Sadie. I don�t see how this affects us,� Barbara, Sadie�s neighbor said.
�It affects us all, because we have decided to come together as a group to survive this.� Nelson pleaded for their understanding.
�Nelson, I agree that we should be vigilant and watch out for anyone who could be an adversary, but attacking them for no reason out of an assumption that they�ll attack us soon doesn�t make sense,� Scott said.
�Scott, everybody, these men will come for us one day, trust me. They know what we have and now Truman has justification in his mind that it�s payback for his brother,� Eric said, impassioned.
�But we didn�t do anything to his brother!� Sadie asked.
Scott, Nelson, Samantha, and those directly involved with Raymond�s death and disposal were the only ones who knew about it. They never mentioned it to the others; this made it more difficult to convince them that Truman was probably making plans to come raid their community.
Nelson looked over at Samantha, then to Eric, and finally to Scott.
�Wait a minute, wait a minute!� Sadie�s husband, Bob, blurted out, noticing the looks exchanged.
Scott had been in Eagle�s Nest the longest, so he felt it was his duty to finally tell the truth. �Yes, Truman�s brother Raymond was killed here. He broke into the old Gallants� house and attacked Samantha. She killed him. We didn�t want to alarm everyone so we kept it quiet. I can assure you it was in self-defense.�
The room burst into conversation. �Just tell Truman the truth, I�m sure he�ll understand,� Barbara suggested.
Nelson and Eric had to stop themselves from laughing. They both knew that Truman wasn�t a man of reason.
�Yeah, he�ll understand that he now has justification to come after us,� Eric snapped back. Nelson shot him a look. That type of tone wouldn�t win anyone over. The chatter continued as homeowners debated the approach to take.
�Be quiet, please! We need to discuss this together,� Nelson begged.
�This isn�t our concern. You owe Truman an explanation. If you think that going in and killing them all will solve this, you�ve lost your humanity. That�s not how we do things!� Sadie barked at Eric and Nelson.
�Such old fools!� Eric shot back.
�So what happens if we attack him and kill them all, who�s next? When does it stop? Who do we not kill?� Barbara exclaimed.
�You�re an idiot! You really are!� Eric remarked disrespectfully.
�Eric, you�re not helping, stop it!� Nelson snapped. More comments were volleyed back and forth, civility and neighborly affection deteriorating.
Frustrated, Scott stood and whistled loud. Everyone stopped talking and looked at him expectantly.
�We�re not going to accomplish anything if we disrespect each other. Sadie, Bob, Barbara, what happens in Eagle�s Nest does affect us all, Nelson is right there. But��
Sadie muttered something but Scott held up his index finger, signaling he needed another minute.
�But Nelson is wrong about attacking Truman. Sadie is right, we don�t do those things. So here�s what we�re going to do. We�ll stay vigilant, keep reinforcing our boundaries, and go about life. If something happens we will work together to fix it, but we must work together.�
Nelson leaned back in his chair, clearly frustrated. The meeting ended shortly thereafter. Nelson stayed at Scott�s to discuss how to enforce the border.
After the meeting, Samantha waited up for Nelson to come back. He walked in and saw her sitting at the bar in the kitchen, playing solitaire by the yellowish light of the kerosene lamp.
�I want to discuss something with you. I know it�s late but it needs to be said.�
�Okay. Is this how Gordon used to feel when he�d come home and hadn�t taken care of the honey do�s?� Nelson cracked, rekindling some of his trademark humor.
�There are two things that need to be done here. We either leave, or you take control of this place and keep us safe,� she stated bluntly. �We�ve already waited long enough. If you ask me, we�re lucky nothing worse has happened.�
His eyes widened with surprise at her forceful tone.
�I�m serious, Nelson. Scott�s plan is stupid. We can�t sit here and wait to be attacked. You need to do something!�
He didn�t know how to respond to her. She was right, he needed to do something. Taking charge wasn�t in his nature, though; he preferred not to have that type of responsibility.
Haley walked into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes, and said softly, �Mommy, I had a bad dream.� Samantha picked her up and held her. Kissing her on the top of her head, she walked out of the kitchen.
Watching them walk off, an intense feeling of protectiveness overcame him. He knew he had to do something. But if he was going to initiate direct action, he�d better do it right.
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�The harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.�
�Thomas Paine

Coos Bay, Oregon
Gordon stepped onto the quarterdeck of the ship. Yesterday he thought that was going to be his last time doing so, but he had given up on making assumptions.
Below on the dock, he saw the Humvee and trailer that Barone had promised. He said good-bye to the Marine and sailor on the deck and stepped off the Makin Island.
The M-1123 model Humvee he was driving was a soft top, four-seat variant with a small cargo space. A covered trailer was hitched to the back for the additional supplies and fuel.
Gordon inspected the vehicle and looked through the boxes. It was like Christmas for him. Barone had supplied him with 3,500 servings of freeze-dried food, five thousand round of 5.56-millimeter, five thousand rounds of 9-millimeter, and 1,500 shells of 12-gauge. On his seat was an M4 with scope and laser sight, a Beretta 9-millimeter pistol, and a Remington 870 shotgun with extended tube. There was enough fuel to get him to Cheyenne. In another box was variety of different equipment, night goggles, compass, ponchos, tarps, first aid trauma kit, boots, extra clothes of various sizes, and other assorted items. Seeing all of this, Gordon became more excited about the trip.
�Excuse me,� a voice came from behind him.
Gordon turned around to see a lean, average-height middle-aged man. His hair was jet black and hung just over the tops of ears. His piercing light blue eyes reminded Gordon of a malamute.
�Mr. Van Zandt?�
�That�s me.�
�Christopher Hicks. I work for the mayor. I�m riding with you to Cheyenne,� he said, putting his hand out.
�Hi, Christopher, call me Gordon. Toss your stuff in the back.�
Christopher did just that, then asked nervously, �When are we leaving?�
�Just waiting on everyone.�
Just then another Humvee pulled up. Three doors opened up. A Marine stepped out followed by Cruz and Bethanny Wilbur. The Marine approached Gordon and Christopher and asked, �Are either of you Gordon Van Zandt?�
�Right here.�
�Here they are,� the Marine said, pointing to Cruz and Wilbur.
�I�ll take it from here,� Gordon answered. The two looked tired, weathered, and gaunt.
He thought how strange the situation was�transporting the vice president and secretary of state. This would definitely go down as one of those stories to tell his grandkids. �Mr. Vice President, Madam Secretary, the backseats are yours.�
Cruz walked up to Gordon and put out his hand. �Thank you for taking us. What is your name?�
�Gordon Van Zandt.�
�Mr. Van Zandt, thank you for doing this.�
�Of course, not a problem. I�m planning on leaving as soon as two other passengers arrive.�
Rain began to fall.
�Damn, I hope that the temps hold. I don�t want to deal with snow,� Gordon said, looking up.
Cruz, Wilbur, and Christopher exchanged greetings, then scurried into the Humvee when the first drops of rain hit them.
Gordon looked at his watch. He was getting concerned that Brittany and Tyler were late. Not wanting to be soaked for the ride, Gordon jumped in the Humvee.
A half hour passed, during which Gordon and the passengers chatted and made small talk. Gordon was in the middle, telling the group about his trek from California, when a knock on his window interrupted him. It was Brittany. He excused himself and jumped out.
�Brittany, you�re really late!� He looked around for Tyler but didn�t see him. �Where�s Tyler?�
She took a step toward him. The rain was coming down heavier. Her hair and clothes were soaked.
�Oh my God, you�re going to catch a chill.�
She placed her hand gently on his face and said, �We�re not going with you. I�m sorry.�
�What? I don�t understand.�
�This place will be our new home. It�s safe. We�ll have a real chance here. I just can�t take Tyler back on the road. You know how it is out there. I can�t risk it.�
�I don�t understand. I thought you were coming with me,� Gordon said, clearly upset. Though not having the responsibility of taking care of them made the trip easier for him from a practical standpoint, he had grown to care about them both. He looked forward to having them as passengers on the trip, and in Idaho. He had visions of Haley and Tyler growing up together. He wasn�t prepared for this. Even though they had only known each for such a short period of time, they had been through so much together. He and Brittany had a connection, and though he would never leave Samantha, in another universe he imagined that he and Brittany might have been together.
�You look upset. I thought you�d be happy to be free of us,� she said softly. She hadn�t removed her hand from his face the entire time.
�I am upset. How�s Tyler?�
�Oh my God, he�s a wreck. He officially hates me,� she laughed.
Gordon smiled, then said, �I know kids. He�ll get over it.�
�There�s something else. When you left before the mission, I said some things. Well, I care for you and it�s not fair to me and you, for us to be close. You have a beautiful wife and little girl who you love. You need to go back to them. I will start fresh here.�
Gordon nodded. What she said was a jolt of reality, that trademark pragmatism that he had grown to know and appreciate about her. �Sorry for being upset. I respect your decision and I understand. You need to do what�s best for you and Tyler.�
�I want to thank you so much for saving us. You gave me and Ty another chance and for that I�ll always be grateful to you. I can�t say it enough, you�re a good man.� She leaned in and kissed him on the lips.
Gordon didn�t stop her but he didn�t return the kiss. When she pulled away Gordon looked at her face. He wasn�t sure if it was rain or tears running down her cheeks. He pulled her in and gave her a firm hug and kissed her on the head.
�Be safe, Brittany. I�ll never forget you,� he said, then let her go.
She turned around and walked quickly back toward town.
He stood in the pouring rain watching her till she disappeared out of sight.
Eagle, Idaho
�So just the three of us? This is your plan?� Mack asked sarcastically.
�Are you in or not?� Nelson shot back.
�Of course I�m in, I just wanted to point out that your plan sucks. But if we�re going to knock some skulls, then I�m in,� Mack said with a grin. He spit tobacco juice into a plastic cup.
�Eric, thoughts?� Nelson asked.
�I wouldn�t do a day raid. We should use the advantage we have. We have vehicles; we can move in fast and get out fast. We go in and set up a shooter at the front of the main house and another at the back. The other two will run around firebombing all the buildings. The fire and smoke will draw them out; once they come out we shoot �em. We stay until they�re all dead. Simple.�
Nelson listened intently to Eric�s plan. It made a lot of sense.
�I like that one better,� Mack said.
�I do too,� Nelson agreed.
�Eric, I need you and Mack to make the Molotov cocktails. I�ll get my dad on board and inform the women of our plans. Tonight our group has the watch, so, Mack, have Seneca take whoever�s shift it is. Bring your rifles, pistols, and lots of ammo.�
Samantha walked into the living room. �Sorry to interrupt. Have you seen Haley?�
Nelson looked up quickly and answered, �Not recently. She came in here about an hour ago to ask if I�d go down to the barn with her.�
�That was my next stop. Thanks,� Samantha said. She grabbed her coat and left.
�Does anyone have any questions?� Nelson asked.
�Yeah, who are the designated shooters?� Mack queried.
�I�ll be one and my dad will be the other. He�s a good shot, and it�s easier for you two to go from building to building than for him,� Nelson commented.
The men were going over minor details when the back door flew open. Samantha came running in. �She�s gone!�
They all looked up at her.
�What do you mean? If she�s not there, maybe she�s over Scott and Lucy�s,� Nelson said.
�No, something happened down at the barn. The stall was open. Macintosh was walking around loose inside the barn. The water bucket had been dumped on the ground just outside his stall and�� Samantha was upset and close to tears.
Nelson stood, alarmed by what she was saying.
��and this was on the ground. Haley was wearing it!� Samantha cried out as she held up a silver compass.
� � �
Nelson had alerted the others to Haley�s disappearance. They quickly rallied to find her by establishing search parties. Nelson and Scott looked for any other evidence around the barn but found nothing. The frigid cold air was still present but no new snow had come for a while now. What snow was left was frozen solid and impossible to create a footprint in. Mack and a few neighbors went south and combed the creek beds and streets. Eric took several others and walked the hills to the north.
By midday they hadn�t found anything.
Nelson called everyone together for a quick briefing before they went out again. Samantha tried to be helpful but found herself on the verge of tears anytime she spoke. Lucy took her aside and suggested she come over for a warm cup of tea as the others tried to sort it out. As Nelson spoke to the group, he couldn�t help but have this remind him of when Hunter went missing. He couldn�t even imagine how difficult this was for Samantha.
Nelson had his suspicions about what might have happened to her. A search of Truman�s area would have to be conducted next, and in force.
�Everyone, thank you all for coming together so fast to help find Haley. So far, we haven�t found any additional clues.�
�I know where she is!� Eric blurted out. �Let�s go get her.�
�You don�t know she�s there,� Barbara challenged.
�Well then, where is she? It�s not as if she just walked off. There�s evidence that there was a struggle,� Eric said.
�It�s not uncommon for little kids to run away when they are upset,� Barbara said, pointedly.
�You really are a dumb person,� Eric responded.
�I agree with Nelson. It makes sense to check that area. We will keep looking in other places but I suggest a group goes out�and in force. Does anyone want to volunteer?� Scott said.
Eric, Mack, Seneca, and Nelson�s dad raised their hands.
�We�re leaving now. We need the rest of you to provide one person to man the gate and others to please keep looking for her here,� Nelson said.
Just like the night before, cross talk started to get louder and louder.
Scott bellowed out, �I�m sorry, Barbara, but this is what we�re doing, period. We�re not going over to Truman�s to attack him but to find out if she is there. That is all.�
�Let�s keep looking here before�� Barbara said before Eric shouted over her.
�Just shut up. This is a child here. We�re going and there�s nothing you can do about it!�
Barbara�s mouth was wide open in shock at how Eric was talking to her.
Nelson had enough of wasting time discussing what he was going to do. They needed to go�and soon, before the sun set.
�Let�s go! Whoever is coming with me, let�s go now!�
Northern Utah, off of I-84
A slight westerly breeze chilled Annaliese�s face. The temperature had dipped down in the single digits, making it a very uncomfortable night�s sleep. The boys annoyed her a lot and many times she selfishly wished they weren�t there. However, a sisterly compassion would compel her to make sure they were doing okay. In the middle of the night, she brought them a blanket that she had set aside to give Sebastian for his late-night fire watch.
Watching Sebastian teach the boys the proper handling of the revolvers the next morning filled her with pride. She loved him for a variety of reasons, one being that he was very patient with people, and he was very compassionate. For her, he was that perfect mix: a man who she could trust to protect her physically but also strong enough to be available emotionally.
He was very thorough in his explanation of the basics of marksmanship, covering sight alignment and sight picture, breathing, the natural arc of movement, grip, the mechanical functions of the pistols, expected recoil, and how to reload. Brandon had shown a natural proficiency with the handgun when he went on his shooting spree at the compound in San Diego, so, for Sebastian, the lesson this morning was for him to feel comfortable handling this specific weapon. He also wanted to impart to him a sense of responsibility. Firearms were powerful things, but overall, they were nothing but tools. And like any tool, could be used for good or evil. The most important thing he wanted to instill in Brandon was to use it for good.
Luke, on the other hand, had never handled a gun in his young life. The lessons were to make him feel more comfortable with a weapon. Once he had developed that comfort, Sebastian thought it would build his confidence. He wanted Luke to understand that it would be okay to use the gun if he had to in defense of himself or others in the group. He knew Luke didn�t have it in him to be a killer, but he might need him one day to help defend the group.
�Now that we�ve covered the basics, I want you to shoot some rounds,� Sebastian said.
�Finally!� Brandon exclaimed.
�Luke, you go first.�
�Oh, come on!� Brandon barked.
�Brandon, you�ve shot before; I�m not worried about your abilities. Luke has never shot a gun. I need him to show me that he feels okay with it.�
Luke didn�t say a word; he just stood and looked at Sebastian nervously.
�Here,� Sebastian said, handing him the old Colt Detective. �This is a very reliable piece; you�ll never have issues with this guy. It�s got six shots in the cylinder. What I like about these wheel guns is if you do have a misfire you don�t have to stress, just squeeze the trigger again. That�s the easiest troubleshooting you�ll have to do with these guns.�
Luke took the gun and held it like Sebastian had shown.
�Take the stance I was telling you. Don�t stand like you�ve seen in movies. That�s all bull. Remember, lean in, arms out, take that fighting stance I showed you.�
Luke replicated what he had been shown. He leaned forward, both legs bent, with his weight distributed evenly.
Sebastian lowered his voice now and stood behind Luke. Leaning in, he said, �Remember, sight alignment, sight picture, and squeeze. Don�t pull it. Your body has a natural arc, just keep the sights on the bottle and slowly apply pressure.�
The pistol went off, surprising Luke. It appeared that his brief training had paid off. He hit the target, a plastic milk jug that they had found lying among other garbage on the ground. He turned around and looked expectantly at Sebastian.
�Good shot! How did that feel?�
�Good, not as bad as I thought it would be,� Luke said, grinning from ear to ear.
�Beginner�s luck!� Brandon said.
Sebastian gave him a look and shook his head.
�Do it again, Luke. You�ve got five more shots. Same as you did before and always remember this: Don�t worry about your last shot. Once it�s downrange, it�s gone. Only worry about the shot you�re about to take. Again, sight alignment, sight picture, and squeeze.�
Luke repeated what he had done the first time. He hit the target five more times.
Sebastian was overjoyed at Luke�s performance, but tempered it internally because he knew shooting at a static target without stress, was different from real combat. What he had accomplished, though, was a little confidence-building.
When Brandon got behind his Smith & Wesson, he hit four times and missed once.
Sebastian tried to give him advice but Brandon proved to be difficult.
�Do you know why you missed that?� Sebastian asked.
�I thought you said don�t worry about the shots afterward.�
�Yes, don�t worry about them, but all shooters need to know why a shot goes a certain way. Critical analysis is important�it can help you adjust if you need it. Worrying is an emotional state. I need your mind to be analytical.�
�I don�t know; it was the last shot anyway. If that had been a person I would have killed them with the first four shots.�
�You�re not understanding me. I�m not being critical to just be critical. I want you to be extremely proficient.�
Brandon wasn�t paying attention to Sebastian; he opened the cylinder and dumped the casings on the ground.
�Brandon, look at me when I�m talking,� Sebastian chided.
Brandon looked at him and wrinkled his face.
�I know what I�m talking about. I�ve shot guns all my life. I used to shoot competitively when I was your age. I�m a Marine and a Scout Sniper. I do this for a living and I do it very well. If you listen to me, I�ll make you not just a shooter but an outstanding shooter.�
Luke spoke up. �I want to shoot again. I want to be an outstanding shooter.�
Sebastian kept his eyes on Brandon, who nodded slightly, showing he understood.
�Okay, let�s burn some more powder. Luke, it�s your turn. Load up.�
Cheyenne, Wyoming
Baxter enjoyed being out of the bunker. He wasn�t a big fan of bitter cold, but the fresh air and sunlight made up for it.
The lodgings he had been given made him and his family feel like they had a home again. Having an environment like that put him in a better mental spot for dealing with the tough problems occurring all around him.
His morning briefings from the various governors and other civilian leadership around the United States continued with the same sad reports of increased starvation, people freezing to death, and out-of-control violence. Something new came this morning too�a flu epidemic had broken out in Nebraska. This worried him. It was one thing to have to fight mankind but now Mother Nature was dishing out massive death. The migrations of people had started to slow because they were dying. The migratory paths were now littered with the remains of tens of thousands. As if these issues weren�t enough to manage, toss in an enemy force on the move and now an assassination plot, and keeping it together was an overwhelming proposition. Baxter was doing the best he could, though.
Baxter was thankful that Conner had seen the importance of bargaining with Barone. Having the use of his men and resources would alleviate some of their problems. Allowing Barone to take the Northwest wasn�t ideal, but it did give what was left of the United States a smaller geographical area to manage.
The idea of nuclear weapons as a way to stop the Pan-American Empire was quickly removed from the table by Conner. He had learned his lesson from before. While he didn�t fully regret the use of the weapons, he wouldn�t allow them to be deployed on American soil.
The morning briefing he was headed to with Conner and the other staff had one goal: make a decision on how they�d handled the PAE. Baxter took a deep breath and made his way over.
� � �
Conner was in a surprisingly good mood, to the surprise of his colleagues. His joyful demeanor forced others to feel more upbeat�or, at least, to mimic that feeling.
�Before we get into the meat of this meeting, I wanted to let everyone know some good news. Vice President Cruz and Secretary Wilbur will be leaving Coos Bay soon. I just received a personal call from Colonel Barone not an hour ago. That is not the only good news; it appears that Barone is honoring our agreement. I know some of you weren�t in complete agreement with my decision to offer a treaty to him, but we now have an ally in our fight against the PAE. When I spoke with the colonel he had decided on his boundaries, which I feel are reasonable.� Conner stood up and walked to a large map. He began to outline the states of Washington and Oregon. �This is all he wants, so I agreed. I apologize for not seeking your counsel. I felt this was fair. He will also allow us free access to utilize the port in Portland. Of course this gives us an advantage we had been seeking before.�
�Mr. President, let me be the first to congratulate you on this development. I had some reservations but this is a solid deal,� Baxter commented. Others in the room added their congratulations on the diplomatic arrangement.
Baxter then shifted his tone. �I do want to ask this. What happens with the next Barone? What happens if, I don�t know, North Dakota wants to secede?�
Conner sat back down and thought before answering this serious question. �General, all we can do is take one incident at a time. I wasn�t in complete support of allowing Colonel Barone to just take what he wanted, but the realities are that we need him and he needs us. I didn�t have leverage and he thought that the vice president was his. I�ll say this and let me be clear. No one man, including me, is worth an entire nation. I mostly wanted his forces at our disposal. Not to be harsh, but Cruz was a conciliation prize. I don�t know what tomorrow holds for our beleaguered nation. It will never be the same again, but I won�t let it completely die. You�ll have to ask me that question again when something like that happens. Does that make sense?�
Baxter nodded. He understood the difficult position they were in. �It does, sir, thank you.�
�So now that we�ve covered the good news, let�s talk about the PAE,� Conner said.
Over the next hour they covered everything they knew about the PAE. Some of the most critical intelligence had come from someone inside his army. A new resource, a man named Jordan, had come to them like an unexpected gift. Jordan was the leader of an insurgent group in Sacramento. All he would tell them was that he had someone on the inside feeding him information.
�As you know, these communications between us and Jordan just started coming in on an emergency frequency. His intelligence is interesting, but I would suggest we take some of it with caution,� Baxter commented.
�I understand the concern. How do we verify these are legitimate communications?� Conner asked.
�There�s no way to confirm anything until we have some feet on the ground down there. We need to meet with him. Only then can we adjust our movements and make operational decisions based upon his information,� said William Fillmore, commander of the Wyoming National Guard.
�Agreed. Can I send a team of special ops down there?� Barone requested.
�Yes, we need to know for sure. Let�s cover, though, what this Jordan person says is going on in the area,� Conner stated.
�There�s good news and bad news. We now know the leader of this Empire is a self-styled emperor. He�s a young Mexican national and the son of Alfredo Juarez, the largest cartel leader in Mexico. We now know from the people we captured and from the equipment that Barone told us they seized that they have been provided support from the Venezuelans. We don�t know if it�s state-sponsored.�
Conner interrupted Baxter and said, �Is there really a question of that? Of course it is. I should have nuked them when I had a trigger finger. We�ve not had diplomatic relations with them for years. It�s apparent the Venezuelans don�t like us and for a price they wouldn�t hesitate to sell a portion of their military. I think now we can start to make a connection that this Pablo and Venezuela might be the ones that orchestrated it all.�
Baxter jumped in and stated flatly, �Then that gives us justification to deploy nuclear weapons against Venezuela.�
�No, we are close to an arrangement for support from Australia. I don�t need to alienate them again,� Conner interjected.
�But didn�t you say that when you talked with their prime minister they denied involvement?� Fillmore asked Baxter
�Yes, they claim that their minister of defense was involved in the direct transaction. He hid the mass troop movement as humanitarian support for Mexico. Of course, we can�t find him. He�s missing,� Baxter added.
�We need to keep an open channel with Caracas and monitor them. Let�s get back to the PAE,� Conner said.
�Ah, where did we leave off?� Baxter asked. �Right here, okay. Pablo is commanding a large army of over twenty-five thousand men. It�s a mix of light infantry and mechanized infantry. He has no air support and his naval forces were destroyed, thank you, Colonel Barone. The situation on the ground in Sacramento reads right out of a history book about Nazi-occupied Paris. He took the capitol in a massive ground assault. The governor is missing and the lieutenant governor is now his prisoner. Jordan then goes on to report that his insurgency has inflicted some damage on the PAE Army by attacking supply lines and base camps. However, the PAE has implemented a plan to combat this by direct action against the civilian population. PAE commanders have created a civilian paramilitary force called�you�ll remember this name from before�the Villistas. They have just started to deploy them into the civilian population. They are harassing and killing at will anyone they feel is resisting or even providing support. Their tactics are ruthless. They have found records of locals who own firearms through old registration paperwork and are going to their homes to disarm them and confiscate those guns. They have accessed old paperwork from the local VA hospital on any vets in the area. They�re visiting them and forcing them to align with them or be killed.�
�Those sons of bitches!� Fillmore barked.
�I know. They�re using our old bureaucracy against us. The silver lining is the insurgency has stopped the PAE advance. They have been deploying mechanized recon units but their main advance has been halted. The word is once the Villistas are fully implemented, they will begin their march north.�
�And where�s that?� Conner asked.
�We don�t know.�
�Can Jordan find out? Get him to have his source provide that,� Conner ordered.
�Yes, sir,� Baxter responded.
�So what�s our next move, people?� Conner asked, leaning forward and placing his elbows on the table.
�We have air, he doesn�t. Since we don�t have an organized ground force to send against him, we could bring support to the insurgency if it turns out to be real. We can immediately send down what special ops teams we can spare to coordinate attacks that will greatly reduce and impede his army,� Baxter recommended.
Fillmore jumped in. �We use our air to destroy all roads leading north. We level all bridges, et cetera. This will force his army to go overland. With spring coming, the softer ground will work for us and slow down wherever he advances to next.�
�I like what I�m hearing,� Conner said with a smile.
�We can beat him. All he has is an army. It is a powerful force but he can�t fall back to ships nor can he be resupplied now. The main concern I have is if he was the one who was behind the EMP and nuclear attacks, then he might have more of those types of weapons up his sleeve. I know you have removed the option of a nuclear response to the PAE off the table, but we have to have it as an option,� Baxter said.
�No nukes on our soil. I won�t do it,� Conner said flatly. �Do we know his overall motives for this attack?�
�We have some info on that, sir. This guy Pablo fashions himself a new Napol�on.�
�So we�re dealing with a total psychopath?� Conner asked rhetorically.
�Yes, sir, a total nut job, but a nut job with an army.�
Sacramento, California
�Where did he go?� Pablo asked the young man, a former staff person of the governor�s.
Both men were walking in the outside garden of the governor�s mansion. The man stuttered repeatedly as he told Pablo about Pasqual�s movements.
�So you saw him actually go inside the house?� Pablo asked. Apparently, Pasqual had taken a vehicle, and by himself left to go into a residential part of Sacramento. Given the conversation that he�d had with Isabelle, his interest was piqued.
�Yes,� the man answered.
�Did you know who he was seeing? Anything?�
�No, sir. He-he-he went in and sta-sta-stayed for about thirty minutes, then came out. I-I-I didn�t see anyone else.�
�You saw nothing unusual about his interactions with other officers?�
�No, sir. Looked, ah, ah, normal. Talking, laughing,� the man said.
�What can you tell me about the area?�
�Like what, sir?�
�Was it nice? Was it a ghetto?� Pablo asked.
�Average, not too nice, but-but not a ghet� bad place,� the man stuttered.
�Fine, keep watching him. I want to know everything he does. I need you to see who he�s following and next time, get me the address. Be smart and look for a name or mailbox,� Pablo said, patting the man on the back and ushering him off.
Pablo walked the gravel path that meandered through the now-dead garden. Where rosebushes and flowers once bloomed, brown, dried-out dead plants remained. As he pulled an old rosebud off a plant, he pricked his finger.
�Damn,� he yelped.
�You hurt yourself?� Isabelle said, walking up behind him.
�Yes, this rose bit me,� he answered her, then placed his bleeding finger in his mouth.
�It�s sad, but things of beauty like the rose need thorns to protect themselves,� she said as she put her arms around him.
�Or maybe it�s a lesson that those things we think are beautiful also have ugly parts.�
�You are so cynical.�
�I am but that cynicism has served me quite well. I don�t intend on giving it up.�
�Who was that with you just a bit ago?� she asked curiously.
�Nobody.�
�He�s somebody, meaning you wouldn�t be talking to him if he wasn�t someone,� she pressed.
�It�s not your concern. Why are you so interested anyway?� he asked with a hint of an edge in his tone.
�You know us women, nosy. I just never saw him before.�
�And you might see more of him. He�s just helping me with some business that�s not all that important. But, then again, you really don�t need to ask me about my business,� Pablo said, harshly.
�Yes, my emperor,� she answered obediently, deflecting his more aggressive tone. She took him off guard by reaching down and grabbing his crotch. �Shall I be of service to the emperor?�
He pulled her hand away and said, �Not now.�
She pressed her body against his and tried again. �Are you sure?�
This time he couldn�t resist her; her sexual magnetism was intense. When he was with her he couldn�t think of anything but her. He knew this and would attempt to ignore it, but when she pushed, he caved. He took her by the hand and they both vanished into the small greenhouse located at the rear of the property.
Eagle, Idaho
Nelson�s truck rumbled to a stop at the gate that edged Truman�s long driveway. Judging by the amount of packed snow against it, it hadn�t been opened in a long time.
Nelson thought about ramming it but he didn�t want to damage his truck. He looked to the left and right but a large drainage ditch lay to either side, so that cut out the possibility of going around it. They would have to run the quarter mile to the house.
Nelson exited the truck and slammed the door, frustrated. �Shit!�
�Just ram it!� Mack yelled from the bed of the truck.
�Too risky; the gate has frozen snow covering the lower third of it,� Eric answered.
�No time to discuss. I�m not ramming the gate and I can�t drive off-road. Let�s hustle,� Nelson barked.
The men grabbed their weapons and began jogging down the drive. Nelson led the pack that included Mack, Eric, Frank, and Scott.
It took them only a few minutes before the houses came into view.
�Mack, Scott, go to the trailer. Eric, check out the barns in the back. Dad, you and I will stop by the main house,� Nelson ordered. All the men split off.
Nelson stayed focused on the main house and looked for any movement. Nothing. He and Frank stepped onto the wooden deck. Frank went right, he went left. Nelson peered into the dirty window but couldn�t see much. The house�s blinds and drapes were pulled back but it was too difficult to make out very much. From what he could see, it looked like a pretty normal setup, decorated with furniture, lamps, and knickknacks.
�Dad, anything?�
Frank had his face against a screen, attempting to see. �Nothing, looks like no one is home.�
�Only one way to find out,� Nelson said as he approached the front door and began to bang on it.
Eric walked onto the deck from the side. �Nothing in the barn or other structures!�
Mack then came up from the trailer. �Nothing there either. Looks like they�ve been gone for a while.�
Nelson, frustrated beyond words, stepped back and kicked the door. It splintered and flew wide open. He raised his rifle and walked in.
The force of the kick disturbed what looked like months of dust and dirt, which floated in the air and choked him. He proceeded through the front living room, looking carefully for any clue. Adding to the heavy dust, which was making him cough, a strong and pungent odor overwhelmed his sense of smell.
�Holy shit, what is that?� Mack said as he entered the house.
�I�m going to guess a combination of backed-up septic, garbage, foul food, and nasty redneck ass,� Eric joked, coming in behind Mack.
Nelson didn�t pay attention to the guys and looked everywhere for a sign, a clue, something that would tell him Haley had been there. But each corner he turned told him she wasn�t here and that Truman hadn�t been here for some time.
�There�s no one here. We need to go back now,� Nelson yelled, stepping back outside. He hadn�t bothered to search the entire house. He saw enough to know that she wasn�t there.
�But we�re not done looking,� Eric hollered from upstairs.
�She�s not here! Let�s go!� he yelled.
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�Beware the ides of March.�
�William Shakespeare

East of Bend, Oregon
Gordon needed to take a break to stretch after doing so much driving. He didn�t know if his legs and back were aching from sitting or from the blast.
The sun had just made its appearance over the eastern horizon and with it he hoped for another day without incident. Every time he saw the sunrise, he would make a point to say a quick prayer, hoping he�d see it set that day.
The first twenty-four hours of the drive had been successful, easily clearing over three hundred miles. But even given that, driving in the new world was slower. Weather and road conditions were problems before but now those were compounded by abandoned vehicles, road bandits, and the inability to stop just anywhere. The start of their drive was slowed due to the heavy rains. Fortunately for them, it hadn�t turned into snow and the temperatures didn�t drop below freezing. At the current rate, he hoped to pull into Cheyenne in three or four days.
Christopher began to stir but didn�t quite wake up. He had offered to take on some of the driving, and Gordon was thankful for that. Gordon grew excited about the prospect of getting relieved from his driving duty. Not wanting to wait any longer, he ran over a clump of debris, jolting the vehicle.
Everyone in the Humvee woke suddenly.
Christopher, now wide awake, asked urgently, �Is everything okay, are we okay?�
�Yeah, we�re fine, accidently hit something,� Gordon lied. �Since you�re awake I need to take a break and rest. You mind?�
�No, not at all, pull over wherever you think is safe,� Christopher said, stretching.
�Where are we?� Cruz asked from the backseat.
�Somewhere east of Bend. We�re making good time,� Gordon answered.
Normally, Gordon wouldn�t have driven through the night, but he didn�t want the trip to take three times as long. And in some regards, the dangers on the road came at all hours.
�I haven�t seen anything for miles. Probably anywhere on the road is safe to just pull over,� Gordon said as he began to decelerate.
�Can�t we find a building that might have a bathroom?� Cruz asked.
�Is that a serious question?� Gordon asked.
�Yes, it�s serious. I have to use the bathroom,� Cruz stated flatly.
�I�m afraid you�re going to have to do what the animals do. I have toilet paper and an e-tool in the back.�
�What�s an e-tool?� Christopher asked.
�A shovel. I like to have one when I go outside. I use it to balance myself when I squat.�
�Are you sure there�s not a rest area or facility close by?� Cruz asked.
�Sir, if we approach a building I can�t just let you go in without my securing it first. That could take up precious time. You can�t expect every building you see to be safe. It�s a dangerous world out here, in case you didn�t know.�
�Mr. Van Zandt, I don�t appreciate your condescending attitude.�
Gordon brought the vehicle to a coast and pulled along the shoulder of the road.
�I�m sorry if you were offended, but I can�t take your requests seriously. I know you must be a smart man. I�m not pulling up to any structure unless I absolutely have to. It�s just best we stay from any building,� said Gordon.
Cruz thought before he responded. He was not feeling well. His body ached and he had what felt like the beginnings of a fever.
�Here�s where we�re going to take a break. Mr. Vice President, the shovel is in the back on the right. You go first, pick any tree out there. Christopher, do you mind topping us off? Any of the fuel cans in the back will work. I�m going to be on watch,� Gordon said, then exited.
The long stretch Gordon took felt good. He bent over at the waist and let the weight of his body stretch his lower back. He had picked a very remote spot on the road. The rolling and lunging landscape was heavily dotted with pine trees and large shrubs. To the east the road went on for miles, to the west he followed the road till it died into the horizon. The temperature was cool but tolerable. The gray skies could mean anything; he just hoped it didn�t mean more precipitation.
Wilbur walked up to Gordon and asked, �Can you help me? Vice President Cruz isn�t feeling too well.�
�Sure,� Gordon agreed, and followed Wilbur to the other side of the Humvee. There he saw Cruz bent, sitting on the ground, resting his back against the right wheel tire.
�You all right?� Gordon asked, but what he saw gave him the answer, and it was no.
Cruz�s skin was pale and clammy. He looked up at Gordon with swollen, bloodshot eyes.
�He�s really sick now. He had been complaining before we left but I thought he was just fatigued,� Wilbur commented.
�Let�s get him into the Hummer,� Gordon said, grabbing one arm. Wilbur grabbed his other arm and they both pulled him up and sat him back in his seat. Cruz collapsed into the seat and laid his head against a box.
�What�s wrong with him?� Wilbur asked.
�I don�t know, but you better wash your hands. The last thing I need is to get what he has,� Gordon said as he examined his hands.
� � �
As soon as Gordon sat in the passenger seat he passed out from exhaustion. He didn�t know how long he had been asleep when Christopher shook him awake.
�Gordon, wake up!� Christopher barked.
�Huh! What? What is it?� Gordon said, sitting up and alert.
�It�s the vice president, he�s gotten worse,� Christopher said, pointing to Cruz�s sickly frame in the back. Christopher had pulled them off the road.
�Where are we?� Gordon asked, looking around. The sun was still high in the sky, so they couldn�t have gone too far.
�I saw a sign a mile back that said Hines, seven miles,� Christopher said.
�Hines? Where�s the map?� Gordon asked, looking around the front of the Hummer.
�We need to find him a doctor!� Wilbur yelled at Gordon.
Gordon turned around and looked at her, then at Cruz.
Cruz looked lifeless. He hadn�t moved since they had dumped him in the seat earlier. His sweating had increased and when he opened his eyes, the whites were now almost entirely red.
�Major, in the back is a trauma kit. Grab it and let�s look through there for anything we can give him that will help,� Gordon commanded.
She jumped out and ran toward the back.
�Here�s the map,� Christopher said excitedly as he handed it to Gordon.
�Hines� we must still be in Oregon,� he said out loud as he opened up the map. �Here it is!� Gordon yelled out as he found the town on the map. �Damn! That�s a small town and we don�t know if we�ll find help there.�
Wilbur rushed to Gordon�s door with the trauma kit and handed it to him. He snatched it out of her hands and fished through it until he discovered Motrin.
�This will help with his fever for now,� Gordon said, taking two capsules and giving them to her.
Giving Cruz the Motrin was not easy. After several attempts he was able to swallow. His symptoms looked like the flu, but it was difficult to determine without a doctor�s attention. Finding one wasn�t likely.
Gordon had to find a safe place for Cruz to rest. They pulled back on the road and headed toward Hines, Oregon.
All Gordon could think was, Shit, can�t anything go right, just once?
Eagle, Idaho
Nelson walked back into the house feeling defeated.
The sound of the heavy door closing sent Samantha rushing to see him. When she saw him empty-handed a wave of emotions cascaded over her.
�This can�t be happening again. This can�t be!�
Nelson didn�t know how to answer her cries. He hadn�t slept one minute the entire night. He and Eric had walked for what seemed like endless ice-cold miles looking for Haley but no clues presented themselves.
As Samantha sat crying, Nelson walked past her and into the kitchen. There wasn�t anything he could say or do to ease her pain aside from walking in with Haley.
Samantha didn�t blame Nelson, but she didn�t need to. His own self-loathing was enough to make him feel like a failure.
Over and over again he reenacted what he thought could have happened in the barn. In his mind�s eye, he saw her feeding Macintosh. Her sweet voice gently serenading him. Her attention to detail as she made sure each carrot she fed him wasn�t too big. Then he saw the fear, the sheer terror she must have felt when whoever took her came at her. He wondered if she had any notice. Was she hiding from them or was she surprised? The thought of her somewhere now, terrified, crying out for Samantha or him, ate him up inside.
The lack of sleep in over twenty-four hours was making him feel delirious. But taking a few hours to rest meant a few hours not looking for her. Determined to find her, he motivated himself to go back out and try to find a shred of evidence in the barn. He stood up, weary, and left a tormented Samantha crying in the other room.
His eyes were heavy and his thoughts were becoming garbled. He slapped himself in the face to wake up.
Entering the barn, he went back to Macintosh�s stall. There he found the horse happy and unaware that his friend was missing.
�Hey, boy,� he said, petting the horse on the head. �What happened? Where is she? God, I wish you could tell me what happened.�
Hines, Oregon
�There�s a hospital in the area called Burns. It�s just a few miles away,� Gordon shouted out after finding the icon signifying hospital on the map.
�Good, let�s hurry,� Wilbur responded.
�Don�t get too excited. The chances that it�s open are slim but we might be able to find some supplies there,� Gordon said.
�Gordon, we might have a problem. Up ahead!� Christopher said, a touch of apprehension in his voice.
A manned roadblock stood between them and the town.
�Christopher, stop and turn around!� Gordon commanded
�No, we have to keep heading toward the hospital!� Wilbur challenged him.
�We don�t know if those people are friend or foe. What I don�t need is to find out they don�t like us, and we�ll all need to go to the hospital. Turn around now!� Gordon yelled at Christopher.
Trusting in Gordon�s experience over Wilbur�s, Christopher slowed and made a U-turn.
�Where to now?�
�I don�t know, maybe there�s another way around,� Gordon said, looking at the map, trying to find a detour.
�Hey, there�s a car coming after us!� Christopher said.
Gordon looked into his side mirror and saw the car gaining on them.
�Turn down this street!� Gordon ordered. �Now pull over up there.�
Christopher did exactly what Gordon ordered. Wilbur prattled on, questioning every step.
�Major, please just shut the fuck up and get ready to fight,� Gordon barked at her. �Take this,� he said to Christopher, handing him a pistol.�
�I don�t understand why we�re stopping! If you think they�re bad, we should try to outrun them!� Again Wilbur challenged Gordon.
�I don�t have time to explain.�
Christopher pulled over and stopped.
The Hummer hadn�t stopped for a millisecond and Gordon was out of the vehicle, M4 at the ready.
�I am so tired of this!� he said as he slammed the door and took up a position, ready for the car to make the turn in its pursuit of them.
The car, a 1960 Ford Falcon, made the turn at a high rate of speed but began to slow down when the driver saw the Hummer pulled over.
Gordon was tired, frustrated, and all he wanted was for something to go right. �I really don�t have time for this shit!� He took aim on the windshield and began to shoot. After a half dozen shots, the car swerved and crashed into a telephone pole. �You see what happens. You just had to follow us, didn�t you? You just couldn�t leave us alone, you dumb fuck!� he said out loud. He shot a few more times at the car.
Steam billowed out of the crushed front end as the coolant hit the hot engine.
Gordon paused to see if anyone was moving. He walked over to the car and looked inside to find two men, both dead. Not one to miss out on an opportunity, he opened the car door and grabbed their weapons, a Mossberg 12-gauge shotgun and a Winchester Model 70 bolt-action rifle. He quickly looked around for anything else of value but found nothing. He took a step back and looked at the car. �Where do they get these cars from?�
As he was running back to the Hummer, a few townspeople stepped out of their homes, curious to see what had happened. �Go back inside or I�ll kill you!� Gordon yelled at them. He wasn�t serious, but then again, who knew what this day would bring.
After tossing the guns into the trailer he jumped back in the Humvee. �Let�s go!�
Both Christopher and Wilbur just stared at him.
�Drive, let�s go!�
�Ah, where?�
�Go straight, then turn left about two blocks. We�ll maneuver through these back streets. We�ll figure it out.�
�Aren�t you worried they�ll send more people after us?� Christopher asked.
�Yes, I am, that�s why I�m asking you to fucking drive. Now go!�
Christopher put the Humvee in gear and stomped on the accelerator.
Eagle, Idaho
Nelson had passed out on the floor of the barn from pure exhaustion. Macintosh�s cold, damp muzzle against his face woke him up.
He sat up quickly and saw that it was getting dark outside. He jumped to his feet, brushed off his clothes, and went back to the house.
Inside he found Samantha and Lucy, who had just returned from looking for Haley.
�Hi,� he said to both ladies as he walked in with a sheepish expression on his face.
�What happened to you?� Samantha asked.
�I�m so sorry. I literally passed out in the barn. I went down there looking��
�You don�t have to defend yourself. I know you were wiped out. Eventually, our bodies just shut down. Remember, I have experience with this stuff,� she said, interrupting him.
�No, Sam, I�m really so sorry that I let you down,� he said somberly.
�Nelson, don�t apologize. It�s this world, this place, me, I don�t know; I wish I did,� she said, her voice cracking.
�Anything new?� he asked.
�Nothing, it�s like she just� vanished into thin air,� Lucy answered.
A car horn blared from outside the house, startling all of them.
Nelson ran to the front window and looked out to see Eric waving from behind the wheel of the old truck.
Samantha jumped up and ran outside. Nelson was close on her heels.
Eric yelled out the window of the truck, �I need you both to come with me now!� Samantha and Nelson slid into the truck without a word as Eric sped off toward the community�s main entrance.
As they drew closer, Nelson could see the large gathering of people outside. Then he spotted a little girl standing in the middle of the fray. �It�s Haley! I see her!�
�Oh my God, they found my little girl. Oh my God, thank you, thank you,� Samantha cried out, looking up toward the sky.
Something wasn�t right, though. Eric wasn�t saying a thing. He just drove and wouldn�t say a word. To Nelson, that was unusual. He�d known Eric long enough to sense when something was wrong. He continued to scan the crowd, trying to identify something out of place.
Eric pulled the truck to a stop just behind Mack�s car and they jumped out.
Mack was standing at the gate with a shotgun pointed at the group. Standing on the other side of the gate with his hands on Haley�s shoulders was Truman.
Samantha�s excitement melted away when she saw who had Haley. �Give me back my daughter!�
Truman smiled and said, �You have a sweet little girl here, so polite and nice. You must be a good mother.�
�Leave her alone! Give her back, she�s just a child!� Samantha screamed.
�I want to give her back, because I wouldn�t be as good as a parent as you would be. You see, I don�t want to hurt her.�
Nelson counted ten in Truman�s group. He looked around for more. If Truman thought anything like him, he�d have people hidden with rifles trained on them.
�If you�ve hurt her, I�ll kill you! She�s just a little girl!�
�Mommy, I�m scared!� Haley cried out in fear.
�Baby, it will be fine. I�ll get you.�
�Here�s the thing. We have something you want and you have something we want, so how about a trade?�
�What do you want?� Nelson asked.
�Oh, if it isn�t the Peeping Tom!� Truman laughed.
Nelson scrunched his face in confusion.
�I saw you two weeks ago watching us from your little perch in the hills. You think that we�re just some dumb group of hicks! Well, you pegged us wrong.� Truman laughed.
Ignoring Truman�s comment, Nelson asked again, �What is it you want?�
�Here�s the thing. I want something you might not be able to give. I want my brother back!�
�We told you, we don�t��
�Shut up! We�re not idiots. We know he came here. I already went through this with you.�
�It was an accident!� Samantha lied, hoping a retelling of Raymond�s death would be convincing.
�Samantha, don�t,� Nelson whispered.
�Tell me what happened, blondie,� Truman said.
�He fell down the stairs, he was really drunk and fell down the stairs. We didn�t know what to do so we buried him. We didn�t know anyone was looking for him.�
�Why didn�t you tell me this the other day when we stopped by? All of this could have been avoided,� he stated, holding up his arms.
�I�m sorry,� she begged. �We were concerned you�d be angry with us and try to hurt us. I didn�t, um, I tried to help him but he slipped and fell down the stairs and broke his neck.�
�You look like you have a face I can trust. If you say he died by accident, then I�ll collect my brother�s body and leave you all alone.�
Samantha had now boxed herself in. She didn�t know how to backtrack to get Haley back to her safe and sound. She was afraid that if she told him that she had been the one who had killed Raymond, Truman might not return Haley. She just couldn�t take that chance.
�Let me have my daughter and I�ll take you to his grave,� Samantha offered.
�How about we all go together? A little group outing!� Truman laughed.
Nelson reached back on his vest but didn�t feel his pistol. He couldn�t remember where he left it, but not having it made him feel very insecure.
Truman�s offer put Samantha in a bind. She wanted Haley back, but what would happen once he saw Raymond had wounds that countered her story? He would know it wasn�t an accident. She wished she had told him something else and silently cursed herself. Her heart felt like it was beating out of her chest and she resisted the urge to vomit.
No one moved. They were all waiting for Samantha to say something and she didn�t know what to say. She didn�t want it to escalate into a firefight, because Haley would be in the middle. Her mind raced.
�Well, are you letting me go get my brother�s body?� Truman asked.
�Mommy? I�m scared!� Haley squealed.
Truman bent over and whispered something in her ear. The look of terror that washed across Haley�s face gave everyone an idea of what he must have said.
�Yes, we�ll let you in, but we can�t let you all in!� Nelson shouted.
�I�ll tell you what, me and little Haley here are going to go back to our new home together. I�m sure I have some books to read to her,� Truman said with a vicious grin.
�Truman, please don�t hurt her. We�ll let you get your brother�s body, if that�s all you want. Just give me back my daughter,� Samantha pleaded.
�Little lady, that�s all I�ve ever wanted. My baby brother has been my responsibility since he was a boy. You see, he is or was a bit touched. In other words, he had to take the short bus. I�ve had to do everything for him since our parents weren�t model ones, like yourself. I had to feed him, fight his fights, and stand up for him when he was bullied.�
�Truman, just please let her come to me now, I promise I�ll show you where he is!� Samantha begged.
The commotion had drawn the remaining members of Eagle�s Nest. Many came with guns ready to fight.
Seneca walked up to Samantha and attempted to console her but Samantha was focused on Truman and Haley.
Truman looked up. �It�s getting dark and it�s cold as tits out here. I�d like to get my brother home to bury him.�
Samantha again looked at Nelson, then around at all her neighbors. Their numbers were similar, but there was no guarantee of who would prevail in a battle. She had no choice but to let him in.
�Haley, do you have a brother or sister?� Truman asked loud for all to hear.
�Stop taunting her!� Samantha screamed.
�Mommy, please, pleeease!�
�Truman, she did have a brother and he was murdered recently, please don�t take my only baby away from me!�
�Did that happen here? Who did that?� Truman asked with what seemed like sincere curiosity.
Samantha didn�t want to get into this with him. In fact, she wanted to scream at him that his brother was a piece of shit scumbag and deserved the horrible death he got.
�What happened to the person who killed your son?� Truman asked, still curious about the story.
�Daddy went to kill him,� Haley spoke. Her statement was an attempt to frighten Truman.
�He did? So that man there isn�t your daddy?� Truman pointed at Nelson.
Haley just shook her head.
�Aha, so much drama and intrigue here. I thought you two were an item. So your husband is gone finding the killer of your son. I have to say, he and I agree that there should always be justice, an eye for an eye as they say.�
The words he chose turned her stomach.
�All right, enough already, are you going to let us in or am I taking little precious home with me?� Truman asked in a more sinister tone.
�Truman, I lied!� Samantha blurted out.
Truman raised his eyebrows. �Another lie?�
�Things happened differently�� Samantha began to say but was stopped short when Nelson spoke up.
Nelson had had enough. His anger had been brewing and he knew what Truman wanted. �I killed him! He was beating her. I found him and beat him to death, then I stabbed him in the eye!�
�You murdered my brother?� Truman shouted out.
He pulled a knife out of the small of his back and put it next to Haley�s throat.
�God, no. No!� Samantha screamed.
Everyone in both groups raised their guns at each other after Truman ratcheted up the tension.
�So should I take her life for my brother�s life? An eye for an eye?�
�If you want a life, take me!� Nelson shouted.
Truman smiled at Nelson and said, �You�ll give yourself to me freely?�
�Yes, but you have to let her go. By the way, you�re not getting his body because that was another lie. I burned it!�
�Nelson, no!� Seneca cried out and ran over to him.
Samantha looked at him with huge eyes. �Nelson, what are you doing?� she whispered.
�I�m doing what I have to do. I promised Gordon that I�d do whatever I had to protect you both.�
�There has to be another way,� Seneca pleaded.
�Hey, brother, anytime you want me to, I�ll put one right between this fucker�s eyes,� Mack yelled out.
�Mack, please!� Samantha implored.
�You might kill me, but this little girl will die too. I can assure you of that.� Truman grinned maniacally. Samantha looked like she was going to faint. Truman continued. �But you know what? I�m a better man than that. If you give up one of the others, I�ll give you back the little angel,� he said.
Nelson stepped forward. �Take your hands off of her. I�ll go�
�Nelson! Don�t.�
�I have seen enough of this. You know me. I�ll find a way,� he said quietly.
�We�ll come for you, we�ll put a group together and find you,� Samantha promised.
�No, don�t do anything. The roads will soon be clear. You need to head to McCall. Gordon might already be there.�
�We�re going to come for you.�
�Save your energy. But if you feel like you need to do something, put a sign on Highway 55 so I can find my way back. It may not be that crazy of an idea. No crazier than this,� Nelson joked. Even when his life was hanging in the balance, Nelson could find a way to make fun of it.
�I can�t feel my toes anymore. So, what�s going on?� Truman asked smartly.
�I�m coming!� Nelson shouted.
�Remove any weapons you have first!�
Nelson obliged his request and took off two knives.
�What, no gun? You came to a gunfight with knives. Ha, you must think you�re a badass!� Truman said mockingly.
Nelson hugged Seneca and said good-bye to her, then gave Samantha a tight embrace. �I�m sorry this happened. You take care of that little girl there. I love her.�
�Nelson, we love you,� Samantha whispered to him, and hugged him tight, not wanting to let him go.
�Good-bye, Sam. When Gordon comes back, tell him not to take off again. Filling his shoes is a lot of work,� he said with a wink.
Nelson walked away and went to the gate. �Bring her here!� Truman walked up with her, and when he was in front of Nelson he let her go.
Instead of running to Samantha, she grabbed Nelson and held on to him. �No, don�t go, Nelson. Please don�t go!� Her little fingers clung to his jacket with desperation. In Gordon�s absence, Nelson had become the male figure she looked to for protection and strength.
Nelson knelt down and brought her close, �Oh, sweetie, I love you. You�re going to be fine now. Uncle Nelson has to go. Just know that I love you, okay?� Tears began to well up in his eyes, as he knew he�d never see her again. �You be a good girl for your mommy. Please. She needs you. And when your daddy comes home, you give him the biggest hug for me too.� Tears ran down his cheeks.
Haley whimpered, �Please don�t go. I need you!�
Samantha walked up and tried to grab her but she resisted and held tight to Nelson.
�Please, Haley, come here,� Samantha urged.
�Haley, sweetheart, listen to your mother,� Nelson said softly. Haley reluctantly gave in and went into her mother�s arms.
Nelson stood and walked into the center of Truman�s group.
Samantha fought the desire to kill Truman right then and there. This world was unfair.
Truman winked one last time at Samantha, then walked into the setting sun.
Five miles east of Hines, Oregon
The attempt to navigate the back roads of Hines didn�t work out. The townspeople had roadblocks set up everywhere going into town. They found a small unpaved county road that led directly east out of town and decided to take it.
Off the road, they saw a series of industrial buildings. Cruz needed to get out of the Humvee and rest properly. His condition had not gotten worse, but it hadn�t improved. If they were clear, these buildings would be an ideal place to house him temporarily. They pulled around.
Gordon and Christopher jumped out, weapons in hand. The buildings seemed long abandoned. After a quick walk-through, they cleared them and went back to pull the Humvee and trailer inside through a large roll-up door. Wilbur made a bed for Cruz and together they laid him in it.
Cruz curled up, mumbling unintelligibly. His fever felt bad but they didn�t know what else to do but give him more Motrin and plenty of water.
Gordon had attempted to make radio contact with both Coos Bay and Cheyenne but they were out of range.
�Nothing. We�re that perfect distance in between both,� Gordon lamented as he sat down. They all sat in silence for a very long time, trying to figure what to do next.
�So� what�s your story?� Wilbur asked, breaking the silence.
�We all have one, don�t we?� Gordon answered smugly.
�How is it that you�re a third party in all of this?� she asked, not attempting to hide her disdain.
�Third party?� Gordon asked.
�Yes, you were tagged as a third party by Colonel Barone. So how is it that you do his bidding?� she shot back at him.
�I don�t just do anyone�s bidding. He helped me several times in my life and I owed him one.�
�The man is a traitor and deserves to be tried for treason!� Wilbur exclaimed.
�You should be careful how you toss around the word traitor. I can think of many politicians who betrayed their country and were rewarded for it,� Gordon countered.
�He swore an allegiance to the United States. He had an obligation to follow the orders of the president.�
�Major, I�m not going to get into this nonsensical back and forth with you. He did what he did and here we are,� Gordon said matter-of-factly.
�How can you have that attitude?� Wilbur fired back, not giving up. She couldn�t bring herself to understand Gordon�s laissez-faire demeanor.
�Major, I�ll be very frank with you. I stopped having any allegiance to any group except my family after your beloved government fucked me.�
�I don�t know your story, but anyone who aligns themselves with a man like Barone is a traitor in my book too!�
�Exactly, you don�t know my story. But I�m independent in this whole thing. I will never put any government or entity above my family. I�m here to repay a man who helped me, then I�m getting back to my family.�
�So where is your family?� she asked.
�They�re in Idaho, waiting for me.�
�Where in Idaho?� Christopher asked.
�Central Idaho,� he answered. Gordon didn�t want to give too much personal information away.
�So that woman you kissed wasn�t your wife? How would your wife feel?� Wilbur said leadingly.
�Shut the hell up. I don�t have to explain myself to you or anyone. I saved that woman from a pack of hungry men. She and I went through a lot together.�
�Key word is together,� she said, and winked at Christopher.
Christopher wasn�t taking the bait to tease Gordon.
�Brittany and I never were together in that regard. She had feelings for me, which happens when two people go through traumatic events. She�s a good woman, a mother, and trusted friend, nothing more,� Gordon said bluntly.
�How did you end up in Coos Bay?� Christopher asked.
�What�s up with the twenty questions?�
�I think we�re going to be together for a bit and I would like to know who I�m spending that time with,� he answered simply.
�I used to live in San Diego.�
�Oh my God, I�ve heard San Diego has collapsed. Just total chaos,� Christopher said.
�San Diego is just one of many cities that we�ve lost control of,� Wilbur added.
�So, Secretary of State, what happened to the federal government�s response to this?� Gordon asked.
�Where do I begin? It�s just been very overwhelming. I don�t know how anyone could tackle something this huge,� she said. She went on to detail some of what she knew about the recent efforts without jeopardizing anything classified. She covered her life at Cheyenne Mountain, Conner�s nuclear strikes, the coup attempt, then his disappearance. She told them about the struggles for the federal government to get a handle on the rampant chaos, the mass migrations, mass starvation, and the numerous nuclear plant accidents.
Gordon was impressed by her candor. It wasn�t what he expected from a government official, and he respected her more for it. He and Christopher posed many questions, which she answered to the best of her ability.
She explained that a decision had been made to abandon the east and that new boundaries had been established for federal control. When she told them about the secession of Texas, Alaska, and Hawaii, they both gasped in disbelief. All the news was just too incredible to believe.
She then brought them up to date on how she happened to be there, from the nuclear detonations on the other federal bunkers to how she and Cruz were captured in Portland.
Gordon had assumed the rest of the country was in an unmanageable condition but he didn�t know it was this bad. He now knew without a doubt that the old world, the old way of life, were gone forever. He wanted to tell Wilbur that what they were trying to do was honorable but almost impossible. Normalcy, as they had experienced it in the past, could not be restored.
�And now I�m here with you two,� she said at the end of her long story.
�My story isn�t as exciting as that,� Christopher uttered.
�Don�t wish for the excitement, trust me,� Gordon quipped.
�I actually agree with you on something!� she said with a smile.
�Hey, I�m sorry if I was rude before. These times are really wearing on me,� Gordon said with real sincerity.
�That�s okay. I started it, I apologize too. We�ve all been through a lot. Tempers flare up. I understand,� she said.
With tension broken, they all started to swap stories of the good old days. Christopher in particular had some that were just unbelievably funny. Their laughter reverberated off of the steel warehouse walls. It was the first time that Gordon could remember laughing this hard in a long time.
�Come on, tell us your story. How did you get that gnarly scar on your face? Shark bite your face, California boy?� Christopher urged.
The jovial mood collapsed with that innocent question. Gordon didn�t answer. He just stared at the ground.
Sensing the mood shift, Christopher said, �Sorry, I didn�t mean to bring up something difficult.�
�It�s okay. We should check on the vice president,� Gordon recommended.
Wilbur nodded, then stood and walked away.
Gordon too stood up. �Can you stand watch for a bit? I�m going to look around the grounds some more.�
�Sure thing,� Christopher answered.
Gordon stepped away to explore their refuge.
The building appeared to have been a manufacturing plant at one time. Yellow hash marks outlined the empty equipment spaces. On the walls signage still hung; one said, NUMBER OF DAYS WITHOUT AN ACCIDENT. In the blank a large zero was written. Below it was a handwritten note that read, No more accidents and no more jobs. Thank you China and Corporate America.
He followed an arrow that led him to the floor manager�s office. He opened the door to find trash, papers, and an old metal desk. Tucked in behind it was a large cushioned chair. He stepped over and sat down.
He needed to rest and this just might be the place to do it. He placed his rifle against the wall behind him, kicked his legs up on the table, and closed his eyes.
Sacramento, California
�Sir, there�s a man here to see you. He says it�s urgent,� a guard said, interrupting Pablo and Isabelle�s dinner.
�Who is it?�
The guard looked nervous. He had forgotten to ask for the man�s name. �I�m sorry, but I don�t know, sir. He insists that it�s very important.�
�Does anyone know how to do their jobs?� Pablo groaned. Upset about being disturbed, he wiped his face and stood up from the table. �Excuse me, my love.�
He marched out of the room and walked with the guard to the foyer of the mansion. Like the rest of the mansion, the foyer was lit like a Christmas tree. Pablo had seen that his needs came before others and had generators operating twenty-four hours a day to keep power and electricity available for himself.
When he walked in he saw the informant who was tasked with daily updates about Pasqual�s coming and goings. His eyes widened with surprise, which soon gave way to anger.
�Leave us!� he snapped at the guard. Walking over to the man, he grabbed his arm and dragged him forcibly down the hallway and into a small parlor room.
�Emperor, I have some very important information that I thought you�d want to know about urgently!� the man exclaimed.
�I told you to never come here at night, never! We are to meet every day at the same time in the garden. You never come inside!�
�Sir, I-I-I know who the general is seeing. I-I-I have a n-n-name!�
Pablo was still holding him but finally let go. �Go ahead!�
�I saw a woman, sh-sh-she�s about his age, oh, and sh-sh-she looks Mexican.�
�So, old General Pasqual is meeting a woman. That�s it. He�s having an affair!�
�N-n-no, sir. There was also a man. Ah, ah, he�s younger.�
�So what, probably her son.� Pablo stepped away from the man and paced the room, laughing. �So, the general is running around for a piece of tail.�
�N-n-no, sir. The younger m-m-man was wearing a uniform.�
�A uniform? One of ours?�
�N-no, sir.�
�You mentioned a name. What�s the name?�
�J. Ortiz.�
�Did you get an address too this time?�
�Y-y-yes.�
Pablo walked to a small end table where he saw a pencil and paper. �What are you doing? Write down the name again and the address.�
The man did what he ordered.
Pablo asked if there was other pertinent information. He told him there wasn�t anything else. Changing his tone, Pablo then thanked him, before reminding him to never come to the house at night again. The man nodded and rushed out.
Pablo looked at the paper. J. Ortiz, 5632 Cloverfield Dr., Folsom. He placed the paper in his pocket.
Back at the dinner table, after a few minutes, Isabelle asked, �Is everything okay? You�ve been quiet and haven�t eaten since your visitor left.�
�I�m just not hungry. This chicken is dry.�
�Was it General Pasqual coming here with another �urgent� message?� Isabelle joked.
Pablo slammed his fist onto the table. �Shut up! Mind your business! What I do and who I meet is none of your business!� He stood up quickly, causing his chair to fall backward. Not saying another word, he stormed out of the dining room.
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�Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.�
�Leo Tolstoy

Five miles east of Hines, Oregon
�He�s improving. His fever is gone but he�s still feeling�� Wilbur said before Cruz cut her off.
�Like shit,� Cruz stated flatly. He took a sip of water and a labored breath. Even the effort of sitting up was tough for him.
�Is he well enough for us to get back on the road?� Gordon asked.
�Another day or two. I think he should rest here. It�s so uncomfortable sitting in that vehicle,� Wilbur said, placing a rolled-up blanket behind Cruz.
�Another day or two? We�re already behind schedule; I�ve not been able to communicate with anyone. They�re probably freaking out, wondering what happened.�
�Let them freak out; he needs to get better before we move again,� Wilbur barked.
Cruz raised his hand weakly. �I should be fine to go by tomorrow. Let�s not wait any longer.�
Gordon smiled. He had become very anxious and had dreamed of his wife and Haley during his nap in the office. All he wanted to do was get to McCall.
�Should we try the radio again, maybe drive to a higher elevation?� Christopher suggested.
�No, let�s just stay here. We appear to be safe and we have everything we need,� Gordon replied, then walked away. He stepped outside to get some fresh air and think.
Christopher joined him. �Do you mind?�
�Not at all.�
�This is all so crazy.�
�What do you mean?� Gordon asked.
�Thinking about how life has changed. When the lights went out, I was at work. At first we all cheered because nothing worked. We chatted, laughed, and enjoyed those initial hours. Hey, anything to not have to work. But then the odd stories of cars not working began to come in. I was meeting with the mayor and she was trying to find out what had happened but again, nothing worked. It wasn�t until I walked home and sat down with my wife and daughter that I first became scared.� Christopher paused. He appeared uncomfortable with what he was about to share. �My wife and daughter made the most of it the first couple of nights. She set up a tent in the living room for my daughter. She loved it. The problems started about forty-eight hours later. The stores were ransacked and looting began in the streets. The mayor, she stood up for our town and order. We were lucky, most of the police stayed on the job.�
Gordon watched Christopher. His voice trembled the more he talked.
�I still remember that day. It�s seared into my brain. I was with the mayor working on a plan to close down the roads when the old finance director came in.� Christopher paused again. His lip was quivering now. �She told me that my wife and daughter were killed when a group of men came to the hospital to loot. My wife was a nurse and she started taking Melody with her there. She wanted her to learn the importance of helping others, even when it was more convenient to just stay home. She went there every day to help those who were critical. The men came in and just killed them.� Christopher was now crying openly.
Gordon knew this man�s pain. He had been there himself.
�The man who killed my son, Hunter, gave me this scar,� Gordon blurted out.
Christopher looked over at him at the mention of the death of his son.
�I�m sorry for your loss.�
�Yours too,� Gordon said.
�I watched this man murder my son right in front of me and there wasn�t a thing I could do about it. I watched as the life drained out of my boy. The helpless feeling that you had, I�ve known that too,� Gordon shared.
�This is why we need to make this work, this is why we need to support people like the mayor. She has a plan for Coos Bay that doesn�t come from a place of violence.�
While they both shared a common story of tremendous loss, Gordon realized that their lives were completely different. How they approached the new world was not the same and never would be. Christopher was a gentle and good man, but didn�t have the same ruthless pragmatism that Gordon had.
Gordon didn�t want to insult Christopher, so he kept his reply simple. �Your mayor might be a good and righteous person, but the only way to peace in this world is through the barrel of a gun.�
Eagle, Idaho
Preliminary searches had been conducted for Nelson but Samantha knew he was gone for good. There wasn�t a shred of evidence that he was alive; nothing pointed them in any direction. Haley wasn�t able to help either. When they asked her where they had kept her, she told them that she never saw because they had her blindfolded the entire time. Looking for Nelson was like searching for a needle in a haystack. She didn�t know what else to do, so while she was out for one of the drives she took along several signs she had made.
Weeks ago she had an idea of placing signs along Highway 55 directing Gordon to where they were. She was inspired from seeing similar handmade signs along the way to Eagle. When she first mentioned the idea, Nelson had scoffed at it, then worried that it could draw attention to them. But now it seemed like the only thing they could do to put their minds at ease.
Eric joined her this morning. As he finished hammering the last sign over the highway sign he turned and said, �I hope this works. Doubt it, though.�
Samantha didn�t answer him.
�The roads are looking pretty good. We might be able to explore farther north soon to see if the route is open to McCall.�
�Is it me or is it weird for you to be discussing leaving for McCall without Nelson?� Samantha asked.
�I was assuming we�ll have found him by then,� Eric said.
�Will we ever find him? It�s been two days and we don�t have any idea what direction they went in.�
�They couldn�t have gone too far, they were on foot.�
�Yeah, but if you go south just a mile there are literally hundreds if not thousands of homes. What do we do�just go from house to house?�
�So we stop looking?� Eric asked.
�No� but how long do we stay here? Do we risk our children? I honestly don�t know what to do. I feel horrible because I�m the one who killed Raymond, and Nelson sacrificed himself for me. How do I not keep looking for him? When do we say that�s enough? Is it weeks, months, years, never stop looking?�
�Ask those questions of Frank and Gretchen. I think you�ll get the answer,� Eric blurted out.
This discussion reminded her of the argument she had had with Mike and his wife, Stacy, back in the desert when she was looking for Gordon and Hunter. The irony of how she was now rationalizing stopping her search for Nelson and heading north to the safety and seclusion of McCall was unsettling.
�If we don�t find him in a couple months, what happens? Do we leave? Do we leave Frank and Gretchen here? Oh my God! They�ll hate us,� Samantha lamented.
�In the end, I guess we all will do what�s important to us and our families regardless of others. Gordon was right. It really is every man for himself,� Eric mused.
She pondered this complex question. Is that what we do as humans? Many people bragged or spoke confidently of loyalty and fidelity, but what do we really do when lives are on the line?
�You know, I would never leave here if it was just me. But I have Haley and I have to think of her safety. Nelson was right, Truman and his people will come back one day when they need things. I don�t want to be here when that happens. So I guess I�ve come full circle in some ways. I�ll keep looking for Nelson, but when we can go, we�ll have to head north. I think that�s what he would have wanted.�
Eric didn�t respond. Something over her shoulder caught his attention. �Hey, look, an elk.�
She turned and saw the massive animal standing a few hundred yards away.
�God, they�re such big animals,� Eric said.
�I think I�ve come to realize we�re the real animals, not them.�
Cheyenne, Wyoming
�Nothing? You�ve sent choppers out there and nothing? No communications?� Conner asked, concerned about the report that all contact had been lost with vehicle bringing Cruz back. �Why did they drive? I still want to know why we let that happen. I knew that idea was stupid.�
�We�ve managed to get some drones back online and they�re now operating around the Pocatello area. We have estimated our forces would have linked up with them around there,� Baxter added.
�Any thoughts if this was all a ruse by the colonel?�
�Sir, your guess is as good as mine.�
�We don�t need guesses. I need solid information. Get the colonel on the phone immediately. Let me know when we have him patched through.�
It took an hour to arrange the call with Barone. When Conner picked up the phone, he had no idea where the conversation was going to go. Their treaty was built on trust, and if Barone had betrayed him again, he might very well be faced with a two-front war.
�Colonel Barone?�
�Yes, this is Barone.�
�Colonel, do you have any idea where the vice president is?�
�They�ve been gone for a few days, so I�d suspect they might be close. But they are driving, so there are a myriad of issues that could have happened.�
�Why didn�t you fly them here?�
�We don�t have the resources to fly people everywhere. I�m sorry.�
�You have choppers. I know you have to have surplus fuel,� Conner challenged.
�Mr. Conner, I did what I did because my needs on the ground dictate it,� Barone fired back.
�I�d prefer it if you called me Mr. President.�
Barone paused a few moments before he replied, �No, I�ll call you Mr. Conner; you�re not my president anymore, remember?�
�Whatever! Why didn�t you mention that you weren�t flying them when you called me days ago? If you didn�t have the helicopters I would have offered to come get them. This is just crazy.�
�Frankly, you never asked how they were getting there; I was quite astonished you didn�t ask for that very important detail, but then again��
�Stop the bullshit, Mr. Barone. Did Vice President Cruz and Secretary Wilbur leave Coos Bay?�
�Ha, you�re asking me because you suspect that I might have lied to you and am holding them? Let me assure you, I want the deal we�ve agreed to. Holding Cruz and Wilbur would do nothing for me now. I wouldn�t be so foolhardy as to blow a good thing.�
Barone was right�it wasn�t sensible for him to hold on to Cruz and Wilbur.
�Why do you suspect that they�re not heading your way?� Barone asked, curious.
�Because they�re not here yet. Once we found out you were driving them, I sent out a team to intercept them. By our estimates they should�ve crossed paths, but nothing. No signs of them. We�ve since launched drones along the route they were traveling. Somewhere along the way they disappeared and we have over twelve hundred miles of road to search. Not impossible, but it�s quite an operation.�
�I see why you�re concerned. What would you like from my end?�
�First, how well do you know the men taking them?�
�I sent one man.�
�What?! You sent one man?�
�Yes, that�s all I could spare. The local civilian authorities also sent a person and my guy had two others who he handpicked to go with.�
�So it�s not just one man, there�s a four-man team that went with them?�
�Yes,� Barone answered, lying about the team size so as to not enflame Conner any more.
�Can you dispatch some air and ground elements to trace the route?�
Barone was silent for a moment.
�Well, don�t answer right away,� Conner said, annoyed by Barone�s silence.
�I�ll put together several teams and have them deploy right away. Please have General Baxter keep in contact with me. If you find them before I do, I want to know so I can recall my teams. I need every person here,� Barone answered.
�Since we�re allies now, may I ask if everything is okay? I�m seeing red flags with all the �needing all people� or �can�t spare the resources� talk coming from you.�
�We are dealing with things not unlike you are. By the way, how is Cheyenne? I hear it�s windy and cold there.�
�It�s just fine here,� Conner replied, then drove the conversation back to a more professional topic. �Please return the favor and stay in touch with General Baxter.�
�I will, if that�s it. I�ll get right on sending those teams out.�
�That�s it, thank you. Oh, before I let you go, I did want to thank you for destroying the PAE�s naval forces. I can�t tell you how much that helps us both.�
Both men hung up.
�Dylan! Get in here,� Conner hollered.
Dylan ran in from the adjoining office. �Yes, Mr. President.�
�Get Baxter on the phone or in here, whichever is fastest. The colonel made some interesting comments and I need to see what is going on over there in Coos Bay.�
�Is everything okay with the colonel?�
�I don�t know, that�s why I need to have Baxter�s help. I�m concerned� very concerned.�
Coos Bay, Oregon
Barone hung up the phone and stepped back into the main CIC. He was on board the Makin Island, as it was the only place he could have long-range communications.
�Top, we need to send out a few teams. Apparently our guy Van Zandt can�t follow directions. He might be lost, shot up, or, worst case, dead.�
Simpson was talking with a senior chief petty officer about a ship issue when Barone interrupted his conversation. �I�m sorry, sir, what was that? Who might be dead?� Simpson asked loudly.
�Van Zandt and the vice president.�
�Roger that, sir, I�ll get several teams ready to green light in six hours, will that work?�
�Yes, that�ll be fine.�
Barone left the CIC and went directly to his old stateroom. He was feeling the beginnings of a migraine and needed some privacy. He lay down and closed his eyes for what seemed like a minute, then the intercom sounded.
�Colonel Barone, Colonel Barone, please report to the CIC.�
�Shit!� he cried out as he sat up. He was so tired he hadn�t even taken off his boots. He looked at the bed and said, �I�ll be back.�
Simpson met him outside the CIC. �Sir, we�ve got a problem.�
�Isn�t there always a problem? What is it?�
�The protest out front of the city hall has exploded into a riot. They�ve stormed the building looking for you. The report is they�re heading down to the ships.�
�Oh, fantastic,� he said dryly.
�There�s rumor that you had the vice president and the mayor�s aide killed,� Simpson added.
�What? Who�s saying that?� Barone asked, irritated by the reports.
�Mayor Brownstein is leading the riot, that is all I know.�
�Christ, really? I am so fucking sick of these people. We have things to fix, we don�t need our time and resources wasted because people want to be heard!� Barone yelled. �Call general quarters, get the men down along the docks in front of the ships. Let them know to prepare to restrain some rowdy civilians.�
�Roger that!� Simpson said and went back inside CIC.
� � �
Barone made his way to the flight deck to get a bird�s-eye view of everything.
Men were scurrying inside and outside the ship. Barone watched as the large protest made its way down the road. They were chanting and yelling. Many were holding up signs or banners.
�Seriously!� he said out loud to himself. �What do they think this is, a fucking college campus? Idiots!�
At the head of the group was Mayor Brownstein. She was walking hand in hand with the other councilors from both Coos Bay and North Bend.
Barone couldn�t resist getting involved. He exited the flight deck and jumped in with his men as they disembarked the ship.
NCOs and junior officers were organizing their men into riot formations around the side of the ships. The men were all wearing their tactical gear and helmets. Barone hadn�t issued an order for firearms but Simpson must have taken the lead.
The crowd of protestors had swelled to several thousand. It was the largest group he�d ever encountered and they looked ready to fight.
They continued to sing and march until they stopped just within a few feet of the line of armed Marines.
Mayor Brownstein turned around and began to yell to her people to quiet down. �Spread the word, please be quiet! I need to address the colonel. I need everyone to be quiet.�
Shouting and yelling cascaded down the ranks of the crowd until most were silent in anticipation of what was going to happen.
She turned around and faced the Marines. She pulled out a piece of paper and began to read it. �Marines and sailors, fellow Americans: Please lay down your arms and join us! We are here not as adversaries but as friends. We want to remain in the United States. We don�t choose to create a new country; we choose to stay with the land of our birth or, for some of us, the land we chose to immigrate to! We love you and appreciate all the sacrifices you men and women have done for us! But we cannot go along with Colonel Barone. He is a traitor who betrayed the very country he swore to defend. He has forsaken this country and brought you here against your will! We forgive you! We know you have to follow orders but now you must know that you don�t have to follow unjust orders! This man has perverted our system of separation of powers! He comes here like Julius Caesar, promising great things, but his intent is to conquer. He now has taken another step by having the vice president of the United States killed along with our very own Christopher Hicks. He is a traitor and outlaw and we people of Coos Bay, North Bend, and Coastal Oregon are here to arrest this man and bring him to justice!�
A loud cheer erupted following her speech, then the crowd started to chant �Traitor!� over and over.
The Marines in front of her looked stone-faced in front the people. Brownstein attempted again. �Marines, please lay down your arms and join us.�
Barone pushed his way to the front of his men and directly in front of Mayor Brownstein. �Madam Mayor! I have always been one who loved theater, and this is quite a show you have here.�
�This isn�t a show for your entertainment, but a show of force in the power of the people.�
�People? Why do civilians think they�re the only so-called �people� but men in uniform are your instruments? These men, my men are also the �people.� Enough of you and your ilk thinking you have a monopoly!�
�Lieutenant Colonel Barone, we are here to arrest you for the murder of Vice President Cruz and Christopher Hicks!� Brownstein yelled.
�Murder? They�re not dead!�
�We received information that they are dead. Based upon your past actions, we have to assume you had them killed. A fair trial will either find you innocent or guilty, but you will be tried!�
�Mayor Brownstein, we have much to do here. Enraging thousands of people with a lie, then coming down here saying you�re going to arrest me, is foolish. I�m not going anywhere, I have work to do!� Barone hollered out, then turned around.
As he walked past the first row of Marines, a bottle thrown from someone in the crowd smashed against his head.
The force jolted him, causing him to stumble. A Marine steadied him. He felt behind his head, and looking at his fingers, he saw blood. Angry, he turned around and walked back to confront Mayor Brownstein.
He held his bloody hand in her face and said, �This can go very bad for you unless you calm down this mob. You came here for my blood. Here. Now do you want to see theirs?� he asked, pointing at the crowd.
Brownstein heard his threat loud and clear. She was aware that by organizing such a large group that things could have the potential of getting violent, but she didn�t seek a conflict with him. Her hopes were that such a demonstration of strength would compel him to listen. That had worked. Now she was unclear about what she wanted the group to accomplish. Of course she�d be happy if he gave himself up to them but she knew that he was incapable of that.
More agitated yells came from the group.
She turned and yelled, �Everyone, please, we are a peaceful people. We are here to show the colonel that many are upset with him and don�t want him here. We are not here to fight these men!�
A few rocks came from the center of the group and bounced off the helmets of the Marines in the first row.
�Mayor, disband this mob and go home! If you want to talk we can do that, but not like this! If you want to talk to the president, I can have that arranged, but disband this mob now!�
The yelling had increased in volume and severity. More rocks and bottles were hurled at the Marines. The Marines held their line and didn�t budge or flinch.
Brownstein wasn�t focused on Barone. Her attention was now on controlling the crowd, which was getting more boisterous.
�Everyone, please calm down!�
Then a single gunshot changed everything.
People in the crowd scrambled in all directions after a man near the front of the group attempted to shoot Barone. His shot missed and had struck a Marine behind Barone in the neck.
Another gunshot cracked from a different direction.
This shot hit Barone in the shoulder, went clean through, and struck a Marine standing behind him.
The crowd was heaving and shifting. Some people had fallen and were being trampled on. Total pandemonium had broken out.
Brownstein was still yelling for control and order but it was too late.
Barone clutched his left shoulder and stepped back behind the front row of Marines.
Things were happening quickly and chaotically but the Marines were maintaining strict discipline under the pressure. They had their rifles targeted on the crowd but none could get off a shot at the two shooters, so they had held their fire.
Barone had made it back to the ship while a corpsman looked at his shoulder.
�Holy shit, Colonel!� Simpson bellowed as he came up alongside him.
�My men are good people, right?� Barone asked Simpson.
Simpson looked at him oddly. �Sure, they�re good people, but they�re fine Marines.�
�They are fine Marines,� Barone stated as he watched the crowd slowly disperse as the people ran back into town.
No one had seen enough of the two shooters in the crowd to identify them, but Barone knew that someone would come forward. He had stifled a strong temptation to order his Marines to kill everyone in the crowd. Killing innocents would not serve him, he recognized, but he wasn�t opposed to selectively choosing his targets.
Marines carrying stretchers came rushing by him with those who had been shot.
Barone looked at the first, who was grimacing in pain at the bullet wound in his arm. A second stretcher went by, the Marine�s face obscured by a poncho.
�Stop!� Barone commanded. He lifted up the poncho to reveal a young lance corporal, his eyes still open.
�There�s one of our finest right there,� Simpson declared.
�Yes, he was,� Barone said.
The crowd had almost entirely dispersed. Some were limping off, others were helping those who had fallen. Signs, trash, and other debris littered the dock.
Barone watched Brownstein, who was still visible from where he stood. She appeared lost, as if she didn�t know how her plan had gone wrong. He snarled and ordered, �Top, have her arrested.�
�Roger that, sir,� Simpson said with a smile.
�What�s the charge?�
�Inciting a riot.� He paused for a moment. �And murder.�
Mountain Home, Idaho
First the snowstorm slowed them, and now the highway was packed with thousands of people heading west in the bitter winter cold. Foot traffic was not a problem that Sebastian expected to encounter on their journey. He could only imagine how desperate those people must be to be out in the harsh weather conditions, vulnerable to whatever would come their way. The one thing Sebastian didn�t want to do was drive in among them. Fortunately, the terrain north of the highway was flat and only covered in small shrubs, plants, and only a few inches of snow, making it easy to go overland.
On the map, Annaliese had located a small road that could eventually lead them back to the interstate. She also spotted a large base on the map to the south and commented, �I think these people might be heading to this Air Force base.�
�What base is that?� Sebastian asked.
�Mountain Home.�
�I hope they find what they�re looking for there,� Sebastian said.
�Why don�t we go there?� Luke asked.
�Because we have a place to go to in McCall and my brother will be there,� Sebastian answered.
They continued driving overland until they would hit that road. Driving overland was a slow and bumpy process, so when they intersected with the dirt road that Annaliese had noticed, he was happy to be moving a bit faster. However, they were only about a quarter mile or so along when they noticed that something seemed wrong with the truck.
�Oh, no,� Sebastian said.
�What is it?� Annaliese asked. She now could feel that the right rear of the truck was at an angle.
�I think we have a flat tire,� Sebastian said as he stopped the truck. �Shit. I hope there�s a spare.�
When he got out of the truck his prediction was correct; the right rear tire was flat. A branch from one of the shrubs was sticking out of the sidewalls.
�Damn it!� he barked. He looked around to gauge their location. The dirt road ran parallel to the highway. To the west, about a mile away, he could see a few gas stations, restaurants, and other commercial businesses off the highway.
�Let�s see if old Samuel gave me a spare,� Sebastian said as he lay on the ground and looked under the truck. �Awesome, there it is!� He had half-expected that Samuel would purposely leave one off. However, his euphoria was short-lived. �Shit, shit, shit!�
�What is it? What�s wrong?� Annaliese asked. She was bundled up against the cold wind but was still shivering.
�We have a tire, just no jack.�
�Are you sure?�
The boys came out then. They both started going through the truck looking for the jack too, but there wasn�t one to be found.
�Shit. Well, we�re not far from what I guess are hundreds of abandoned cars over there. I�ll go there, get one, and come right back,� he said, pointing toward the gas stations and other buildings.
�You can�t go by yourself,� she urged.
�I won�t, I�ll take Luke with me.�
�Great, leave me with the devil,� she joked. He kissed her on the forehead.
� � �
Luke proved to be quick and responsive to everything Sebastian requested. They made it to the gas station in less than thirty minutes and found over a dozen cars sitting abandoned and ransacked. Sebastian went to the first truck, a Chevy Silverado, and in less than a minute had a jack. Thinking of the future, he took the spare tire from the truck too.
It was clear that Luke was feeling more and more confident. The pistol training and his natural marksmanship abilities had boosted his self-esteem. When Sebastian requested he join him on this adventure, he was excited and proved to be a good companion.
�Good job, Luke, thank you.�
�You�re welcome. It was fun,� Luke responded with a smile.
They both laughed and shared small talk as they strode back. The terrain sloped up slightly and below that small hill was the road where Annaliese and Brandon were.
The laughs and smiles turned to shock when they reached the top of the small rise and saw another vehicle behind theirs.
Sebastian dropped the tire, pulled out his pistol, and sprinted for the truck. Neither Annaliese nor Brandon were anywhere in sight.
Just twelve feet from the truck, an older man lifted his head and laughed openly. He was followed by Annaliese, who was also laughing.
Sebastian called out, �Annaliese, what�s going on?� He pointed his pistol at the man.
�Sebastian, no, it�s fine. He�s helping,� Annaliese cried, waving Sebastian back.
Sebastian kept the gun pointed at the man, who stood frozen with his arms up.
�I�m just here to help. My name is Jed, Jedediah Walton. I live on a ranch about a mile north. This road you�re on is mine. You�re on my property.�
Jedediah was a native Idahoan and his family had been potato farmers and ranchers for three generations. His thick gray hair was cut short and the deep wrinkles on his face were earned over his seventy-two years of life.
�Why would you help us?� Sebastian asked, squinting his eyes.
�Why wouldn�t I? That�s part of the problem with this world, not enough helping,� he answered calmly.
�Sebastian, he seems like a good man,� Annaliese pleaded.
Sebastian�s suspicion was healthy in this world but his logical mind told him that not everyone would be bad. He lowered his pistol and stepped around the truck to get a full view of what Jed had done.
The truck was jacked up and the spare had been removed and was ready to put on.
�Where�s Brandon?� Sebastian asked.
�In the truck,� Annaliese answered.
�In the truck, while it�s jacked up?�
Just after Sebastian spoke, Brandon yelled something unintelligible from inside the truck.
The door burst open and a boy about Brandon�s age jumped out. �I did not!�
�Yes, you did. I showed it to you now it�s not there. Where is it?� Brandon screamed at the boy as he jumped out behind him.
�I didn�t take it!� the boy yelled again.
�Give me back the ring!� Brandon screamed.
�Hey, hey. What�s going on?� Sebastian asked.
�He took my mother�s ring. I showed him some of my stuff; her ring was one of those things. I went to look at it again and it�s now gone. He took it!�
The boy, Jed�s grandson, Flynn, rushed away from Brandon and toward his grandfather�s truck.
Brandon ran after him and jumped on his back.
Both boys fell to the ground and began to wrestle. Flynn had gotten the better of Brandon and was punching him.
Sebastian raced over and pulled Flynn off. He was swinging wildly as he held him high in the air.
Brandon scurried off the ground and stood up. He wiped blood from his face and ran back to the truck.
Sebastian put Flynn down just as Jed came over.
�You all right, son?� Jed asked Flynn.
Sebastian asked him then, �Did you take it?�
�No!� Flynn yelled.
�Brandon, oh my God!� Annaliese screamed.
Brandon had walked back from the truck holding the small revolver. He pointed it at Flynn. In an instant, the back of Flynn�s head exploded and the boy dropped to the ground, dead.
Sebastian reeled back from what happened and turned to face Brandon. Brandon then turned the gun on Jed and shot him in the chest.
Jed bent over and fell to the ground as his last breath exited his body.
�Brandon! What are you doing?� Sebastian asked. He now had pulled his pistol and aimed it the wide-eyed teen.
Annaliese had made her way around from the far side of the truck and was fast approaching Brandon when he trained the gun on her. She stopped when she saw him aiming at her. �Brandon, put the gun down!�
�I fucking hate you! I told you these people were bad. We can�t trust anyone. I will never trust anyone!� Brandon screamed.
Sebastian watched with fear as Brandon�s shaking hands held the revolver he had given him a few days ago.
�Put it down, Brandon. We can talk about this!� Annaliese pleaded.
�All you do is pick on me and say horrible things. I heard you call me �devil� this morning. I hate you!� he screamed.
Sebastian saw the hammer slowly start to go back on the pistol. He too began to squeeze the trigger on his pistol when another gunshot went off.
The side of Brandon�s head opened up as the bullet from Luke�s little Colt Detective exited. Brandon dropped the gun and collapsed to the ground, dead.
Sebastian, startled by Luke�s shot, turned toward him. He then trained the pistol on Luke, not sure if he too was going to go renegade.
Luke dropped the pistol and said, �He was going to kill Annaliese. I couldn�t have him do that. I couldn�t!�
Annaliese ran up to Luke and hugged him. Sebastian ran his hands through his hair. He couldn�t believe the way that this day was going.
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�Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival.�
�Winston Churchill

Sacramento, California
�Wake up,� Pablo said softly to Isabelle as he stroked her arm.
She opened her eyes to see Pablo�s face hovering over hers. �What time is it?�
�It�s early. I wanted to say I was sorry for yelling at you last night. I have to leave today for a while. I�ll be back for dinner tonight. If you need anything, just call��
�I know, call General Pasqual.�
�No. Don�t call him, contact Major Alejandro.�
�What�s wrong? You seem tense,� she asked, sitting up in the bed.
�I�m fine. I just have a lot on my mind.�
�Is there something wrong with General Pasqual?�
Pablo really disliked her constant prying into his official affairs but this time he wanted to tell her, only because her intuition seemed to be correct about him.
�You might have been right about him. I think I found some information that might prove he�s doing something behind my back.�
His comment piqued her interest; she sat up and leaned in.
�He�s been meeting with what looks like some insurgents.�
�What? Why?� she asked, genuinely curious.
�I hope to find out soon.�
�Oh, I wish I could be there to see the look on his face. Where are you doing it?�
�In the basement of the capitol building,� Pablo answered. �It�s secure and private.�
�You rarely venture out, so please be careful out there,� she said, then planted a kiss on his lips. �When are you leaving?�
�Now. Have a good day. I�ll see you later.�
� � �
The old Victorian mansion hadn�t been lived in for years but Pablo chose to take up residence there because of its rich legacy. As a student of history, he couldn�t resist living in such a storied place. As he left for the state capitol building, he admired his new living space. It was exactly the type of residence a world leader would have.
The few times Pablo had left the premises, he had never walked, but today would be different. His army had created a safe zone around the capitol that covered twenty city blocks wide and fourteen blocks long. All access points were heavily guarded and any residential homes and apartments were vacated, with the residents relocated.
Pablo exited the back door of the mansion and walked up to several men standing next to his convoy.
�You three come with me, we�re walking over,� Pablo ordered.
The men obeyed and took up positions around him.
�Have the convoy head there now, so it can be available if I want to use it when I�m done. I have a feeling I�ll be very tired after today.�
An officer came out of the mansion and called out, �Emperor!�
Pablo stopped. �Yes, captain.�
�General Pasqual called to inform you he�s just arrived at the capitol. I told him you were walking over but he insisted you drive.�
�I don�t take orders from him,� Pablo stated, and walked out the gate with his men.
The convoy pulled out just behind them and accelerated past them; it turned left on Fifteenth Street and sped off toward the capitol.
The empty streets seemed surreal. The only sounds that could be heard were from his convoy a few blocks away. So when the whoosh of a rocket hit his ears Pablo was more than surprised. Before he could even see where it came from, another whoosh and explosion followed. Soon rockets slammed into his convoy and exploded.
Pablo crouched down when the first explosion rocked the city, and ran for cover when the second one exploded. His men followed as he ran for cover behind the wall of a building.
A third rocket hit the last vehicle and exploded into a fireball.
Pablo watched the flames bounce and dance off the vehicles. He couldn�t believe what had just happened, but most of all he couldn�t believe that he was alive. A feeling of divine fate came over him. He stepped out into the street with a feeling of invincibility and saw the burning vehicles as yet another sign that he was on the right path.
Eagle, Idaho
�Mommy! Mommy!� Haley cried out.
Samantha ran as fast as her legs would take her down the hall and into Haley�s bedroom.
�I�m here, honey, Momma�s here,� she softly said as she embraced Haley and began to rock her.
�I had a nightmare. I saw Nelson and he was dead,� she whimpered.
�It was just a bad dream, honey, it was only a dream.�
�But it seemed real!�
�It was just a dream,� Samantha said in a whisper.
�Is he ever coming back?�
Haley had been asking Samantha that every day since Nelson was taken away. Telling your children the truth about sensitive topics was a tough decision for parents. She and Gordon believed that it was okay to fudge the truth so as to keep the children�s innocence intact for as long as possible.
�He�ll come back one day. He�s just doing something with that man, then he�ll come back.�
�That man was mean, Mommy.�
�I know.�
�He said mean things to me and told me he wanted to kill me and kill you.�
Hearing Haley say this broke Samantha�s heart. The innocence she was attempting to protect was very difficult to maintain in this new world.
They both talked until Haley fell back to sleep in her arms.
Samantha tried to sleep too, but she couldn�t. She quietly snuck out her room and went downstairs to make some tea. At the bottom of the stairs the dark stain stood as a grim reminder of everything that had recently happened.
She walked into the kitchen, then went to the window and looked outside. The sun was coming up and a new day had begun. She looked for anything unusual and made sure the door was locked. She pledged that she�d never again be caught unaware. Without Gordon or Nelson to help, she was on her own.
The kerosene heaters that helped keep the house warm from the frigid air outdoors were a temporary luxury. Soon they�d run out of fuel and when that happened, they�d have to go to using wood exclusively to heat the house. Their food stores were good and medicines weren�t a problem. Gordon�s quick thinking months ago really had kept them alive.
A loud banging at the front door made her jump. She rushed out of the kitchen, pistol in hand.
She looked through the peephole to see Eric standing there.
�What�s wrong?� she asked after she opened the door.
�They�re back!� Eric said urgently.
South of Boise, Idaho
Cruz�s condition had greatly improved, so much so that he requested they leave earlier than planned.
Taking advantage of the situation, Gordon got everyone on the road as quickly as possible and headed east. When they crossed into Idaho, he couldn�t help but think about turning the vehicle north and driving straight to McCall. That desire grew tougher to resist when he started to see familiar signage for roads that he knew.
When he saw the sign for Eagle Road, his heart skipped a beat. He was only two hours away from McCall. All he had to do was make a left from the off-ramp and drive directly north and in two hours he�d be at his cabin and in Samantha�s arms.
He then saw a sign for Mountain Home and an idea came to mind.
�Christopher, get on the radio and use this frequency,� he said.
�Who am I calling?� Christopher asked.
�Mountain Home Air Force base.�
�Gordon, what are you thinking?� Wilbur asked.
�I�m curious if the base is still functioning,� he said. It was a half truth. Though Gordon had promised to take them all the way to Cheyenne, if Mountain Home Air Force Base was still operational and had communications with Cheyenne, he�d just drop them there.
�Okay, so how do I change the frequency?� Christopher asked, looking confused.
Gordon didn�t answer; he quickly took the exit for Eagle Road and accelerated.
�What are you doing? Is everything okay?� Wilbur asked.
�No, it�s not okay,� he replied.
�Is someone chasing us? What is it?� Wilbur asked, concerned that a situation like what had happened in Hines was happening again.
�No, that�s not it!� he said excitedly as he made a hard left onto Eagle Road.
�What�s wrong?� Cruz asked, worry written all over his face.
�I don�t know, but when I see a sign that has my name on it with an arrow, I tend to follow it!�
Sacramento, California
�Emperor, please. He�s my cousin�s son. He hasn�t done anything wrong,� Pasqual begged. He was bound to a chair in one of the storage rooms in the damp basement of the capitol.
The small concrete-walled room at one time held supplies. Now it would be Pablo�s torture chamber. On a small table next to Pasqual sat an assortment of instruments�knives, an axe, screwdrivers, hammer, pliers.
�I�d have him speak but he can�t now,� Pablo laughed when pointed to the other man in the room. The other man was Pasqual�s cousin�s son, Jorge Ortiz. He was the man identified the other day at the house in Folsom. During his arrest, he resisted and was beaten severely. His cheekbones and jaw were shattered and he drifted in and out of consciousness.
Pablo took pleasure in torturing people. He specifically enjoyed it when they begged. Asking for mercy made him torture them more.
This is what Pablo was able to ascertain so far: Pasqual�s cousin, Maria Ortiz, the woman seen with Jorge, had emigrated from Venezuela twelve years before and had been living in Sacramento since arriving in the United States. After Sacramento fell to the PAE, Pasqual went to her to see if she needed anything. Her son was a specialist in the California National Guard and had left his post weeks before.
�Emperor, he no longer fights for the Americans. He left his ranks weeks ago. I was recruiting him for the Villistas, that is all. I was taking them food and bringing them to our side,� he begged.
Pablo had beaten him already. Sweat mixed with fresh blood on his face. His lips and nose were bleeding and a small cut to his face oozing.
�I have to say, Maria said the same thing, so your stories are identical. Even after she was raped, she kept her story straight. I was impressed. I�m planning on having Alpha Company fuck her next unless you tell me what you were doing there.�
�No, not Maria, she did nothing wrong,� Pasqual cried out.
�What are your plans? Kill me and take the throne? You insisted I ride in the convoy this morning moments before it was attacked and destroyed.�
�Sir, we intercepted a communication that an attack was imminent. We found an old frequency that the insurgents use to communicate. There�s been someone using it to communicate with the United States government. They know intimate details on movements and plans. We overheard the plans for an attack against you not ten minutes before it happened. They have someone on the inside.�
�Of course you would say that,� Pablo said, then walked over to Jorge with a knife and sliced his face.
Jorge woke up from the pain and cried out.
�Emperor, please. The communications we�ve received are coming from someone close to you. I know it sounds like it could be from me, but they�re not from me, I swear. I�m a loyal follower. I swore an allegiance to you.�
�Who else can it be, then?� Pablo asked. �Who else knows all my plans intimately?�
�The lieutenant governor�s daughter,� he blurted out.
Pablo raced across the room and slapped Pasqual in the face.
�If you knew an attack was imminent on me, why would you suggest I use the convoy?�
�I didn�t, sir. I told the captain that you needed to stay!�
Pablo didn�t know what to believe. The plot against him ran deep, if what Pasqual was saying was true. The only way to be sure he purged these traitors was to cleanse his army. The best place to start was with Pasqual.
�General, you might be correct, but I can�t take that chance. I have to speed this along, now that you�ve given me some other names.�
Pablo walked back to Jorge, grabbed him by the hair, and slit his throat. Thick, red blood poured from his neck and ran down his shirt.
Pasqual cried out but Pablo silenced his cries by taking the axe and planting it in his head.
South of Boise, Idaho
When they passed the airport signs, memories rushed into Sebastian�s mind. The last time he had been to Boise was a few years ago. He had taken leave over Christmas and flew to meet Gordon and his family in McCall. That was one of the best times he had with his brother. They spent their days snowboarding at Brundage Mountain and their nights drinking cold beer and smoking cigars around the large fire pit. The mountains had always calmed him and disconnected him from the stresses in his life. He hoped that they still held that magical influence, because he needed it badly after the past few months.
The last twelve hours had been tense. Luke killing Brandon was a shock to both him and Annaliese. Following the shooting they promptly buried Brandon but left Jed and Flynn covered with a tarp in the back of Jed�s truck.
Sebastian had been tempted to take the vehicle but his conscience told him that the truck might be the only thing Jed�s family had for transportation. That could mean the difference between life and death, so he wanted to them to have it if they found them. He and Annaliese had discussed traveling to the ranch to tell them the news, but he thought that would be too risky. He didn�t want to roll into a firefight if Jed�s family reacted hostilely to their deaths, which was a distinct possibility.
Luke appeared calm and at peace with what he had done. Annaliese attempted to discuss the shooting with Luke. He would repeat the same thing he said right after he shot Brandon. �He was going to kill you. I couldn�t have him do that.�
Brandon was going to die yesterday regardless of who squeezed the trigger, that much was sure. Sebastian was just concerned about Luke�s mental state. The act of killing was easy, but the hard part was processing it internally. He and Annaliese finally agreed to leave him alone, and when the time was right they�d try to talk to him about it again.
�The best route is to go straight up Highway 55. I want to stay away from downtown so let�s take Eagle Road,� Sebastian said.
�However you think is best,� Annaliese responded, staring out the window. �You know, what about the mountain passes? Do you think they�ll be open?�
�I don�t know. I hope so, but we�ll go as far as we can.�
�Can you teach me to ski, Sebastian?� Luke asked.
Sebastian looked into the rearview mirror. �Sure, but I don�t ski, I snowboard.�
�That would be even cooler,� Luke said with a grin. It was the first time he had spoken in the past few hours.
�Sebastian, your brother�s name is Gordon, right?� Annaliese asked.
�Yeah, why?�
She pointed out the window. �Look.�
He looked where she was pointing and was dumbfounded. A wood sign with the name Gordon was plastered below a sign that read EAGLE ROAD.
�Is that for your brother?�
�I don�t know, but I�m going to follow it.�
He turned off on Eagle Road and headed north.
All he could think was how strange that someone would post that. Questions filled his mind. Was that for his brother or someone else? If it was for him, what did they mean?
Coos Bay, Oregon
Barone had called for a tribunal to try Mayor Brownstein in the death of the Marine.
His hope was to show he could be judicious and wanted to play by the rules that Americans were accustomed to. The protestors had returned to the front of city hall and outside the ships within hours of Brownstein�s arrest. The size of the demonstrations was large. Not as big as the last one, but significant. The message coming from the group was that she should be released, and that though the Marine�s death was a tragedy, she didn�t pull the trigger. Conspiracy theories had even surfaced saying that Barone had planted the shooters to justify arresting her. Barone was beginning to feel like he couldn�t do anything to satisfy the people who opposed him.
Simpson and Roger Timms had reminded him that at least 80 percent of the town�s populations supported him and didn�t want him to leave or be tried. They didn�t agree with what he had done, but many were ready to forgive him.
He had joked with Simpson that if he could just get rid of the 20 percent, everything would be fine. That joke then turned to an actual idea. What if he could just arrest them all, take them to the edge of town, and drop them off? Problem solved. That, of course, was his sledgehammer fix, but if he wanted to stay put in Coos Bay, he�d have to be more diplomatic. The problem for him was that he thought diplomacy was for politicians. Barone liked to fashion himself the anti-politician. The urge to use his military might to take over was burning inside. It took most of his discipline to fight it. If Brownstein�s resistance continued past the tribunal he didn�t know if he could control his natural tendencies.
Roger then came up with an idea to negotiate with the others for her release. This could alleviate ratcheting tensions. The tribunal�s verdict had a predestined outcome and Barone had instructed them to ask for the death penalty if a guilty charge came back. This threat of death was given so he could put fear into her and make her change her tune.
After much deliberation he went with Roger�s idea. A meeting with those leaders who opposed him would be conducted immediately in city hall.
� � �
Barone typically liked to arrive very early to important meetings, but with this one he did the opposite. He wanted the people to wait for him.
Before he left his office, he placed his pistol in its holster. After what happened, he wasn�t about to walk into a room with a group of people who hated him and not have the means to protect himself.
As he strode in, feeling confident, he glared at each and every person there. The local leaders who opposed him had now grown to seven, including Brownstein.
Brownstein was sitting front and center. She too looked confident.
Taking his place at the head of the room, he began, �Thank you for coming on such short notice. I�m not going to rehash what just happened. That�s a waste of time.�
�You�re right; this is also a waste of time. Whatever little clever idea you think you have here, it won�t work,� Brownstein said, lashing out at him.
�Just wait a minute, Mayor. I want us all to make this work. Here are the facts: I have a treaty with the United States. They have allowed us to move forward with our own country, the Pacific States of America. In exchange, we will join forces against the Pan-American Empire.�
�The only country we belong to is the United States of America. I don�t believe a thing that comes out of your mouth anymore,� she berated him.
�Mayor, can we have a civil conversation?� Barone asked. He genuinely wanted to make it work, but her tone was beginning to annoy him, making it hard to control his temper.
�Colonel Barone, we don�t negotiate with terrorists and that is what you are to us. We will never make a deal with you, we will never obey you, we will never stop resisting you. These are the facts!�
Barone�s temper began to flare, but he again controlled it. �Mayor, what I am proposing is this: I cancel the tribunal and release you in exchange for you stopping these protests. The progress we have made in town here is now in jeopardy. We need to come back together as a people to make this work. We can�t be divided anymore.�
�We will never be united with the likes of you, you traitor!�
�Now, that is enough!� Barone yelled, his voice full of anger.
Brownstein now stood and yelled back, �We will never rest. We will fight you until we die. You have to kill us all if you want us to stop!� The other six nodded in agreement.
�Very well, this conversation has ended, I guess. If you�ll excuse me,� Barone said, and walked off. His face was flush with anger and a couple beads of sweat had formed on his forehead from his raised blood pressure as he strode toward the exit. His focus was singular. All he could think of now was finishing this for good.
The six councilors congratulated Brownstein on her steadfastness. They hadn�t taken notice of the intense look that had gripped Barone�s face as walked past them.
�We�re so proud of you,� one said.
Another said, �You�re the bravest person I know.�
Brownstein enjoyed the positive feedback. She exchanged some bravado talk with the others when the door opened. Barone was standing there again.
She looked up at him but the brave, confident face turned to one of terror.
Barone walked back in with an M-16 rifle. �You don�t want to talk, that�s fine. You told me what has to be done, and so you�ll get your wish. You all have to die!� That urge, that burning urge that he had managed to keep suppressed, was now too much for him to keep inside.
Brownstein looked at him but didn�t move, as she was frozen with fear. Three of them ran for other doors and the other three ducked behind chairs.
He took aim on her and pulled the trigger. The rifle roared to life with a three-round burst. The first bullet hit her in the abdomen, the second in the chest, and the third in neck. She fell backward and crashed into some chairs. By the time her body hit the floor, she was dead.
He rained bullets in the directions of the ones who had run for the exits. When the bolt locked back he had killed them. He didn�t have another magazine so he dropped the rifle and pulled out his pistol. The remaining three hadn�t moved since the gunfire began. He calmly approached each one.
Regardless of their pleading for mercy, he showed none. He put a bullet into each of their heads.
When he finished with them he exited the council chamber.
Simpson was waiting for him in the hall, a look of shock and terror on his face.
�Now what?� Simpson asked, not knowing what else to say. Fear of saying something filled him as he chose his words carefully.
�We�re going to end this little rebellion today. She said that it wouldn�t end unless we killed them, so kill them. Kill them all!�
�There�s no turning back from that, sir. You do know that?� Simpson cautioned.
�I�m fully aware. Make it happen! Get Timms on the horn. Let him know I�m disbanding the city governments. Everything falls under our military control as of now!�
�Copy that,� Simpson replied to Barone. He stepped away from Barone and keyed the mike on his radio handset. �All commanders, this is Charlie Actual. You are weapons free. I say again, you are weapons free. Disburse the crowd with all means necessary, to include deadly force, over.�
Nothing happened. The radio crackled and a voice came over, �Charlie Actual, the is Charlie Two, over.�
�Go, Charlie Two,� Simpson barked into the handset.
�We need a clarification of last command, over!�
Simpson gave Barone an uneasy stare.
Barone marched over to him, grabbed the handset, and yelled, �All units, this is Colonel Barone. Open fire on all the protestors, take no prisoners. I say again, kill all the protestors!�
There was a brief and uncomfortable pause but soon the roar of machine guns erupted outside, followed by screams.
Barone walked over to the large window and looked down on the street out front. The protestors were running in every direction in the hopes of escape. Some Marines were not firing, but others were. Clearly his commands were not universally being heeded. However, enough were obeying to ensure that not a soul would be left standing.
Barone was done with talking, done with politicians, done with democracy. He was now a dictator and would rule with an iron fist.
Eagle, Idaho
So many different scenarios had run through Samantha�s mind when Eric told her that Truman�s group had returned. Many of the scenarios had fighting breaking out between the groups. It was a probable outcome and this time she wasn�t going to have Haley anywhere close by. On their way to the front gate, she dropped Haley off at Eric�s house.
Pulling up to the gate, the first person Samantha saw was Nelson; he was badly beaten but alive. She closed her eyes and thanked God for answering her prayers.
If he was still alive, Truman and his group saw value in him and were here to negotiate for something.
When she took a rough count of the group she counted ten, seven men and three women. The one person missing in her count was Truman.
On her side of the gate, they had Eric, Mack, Frank, and Scott.
�Nelson! How are you?� Samantha asked.
He smiled and cracked a joke. �Oh my God, I�ve had the best time. I get a massage every morning, followed by filet mignon and lobster for dinner every night.�
She smiled. �Where�s Truman?� she asked.
A man she had never seen before stepped forward and spoke. �Truman�s dead. I killed him.�
Samantha was shocked to hear that.
�It�s true. They killed him last night,� Nelson confirmed.
�Truman was a smart guy, but he was too sentimental. We need someone in charge who thinks clearly. Your friend here is valuable. He�s not valuable to us dead so we�re here to bargain for his life,� the man said.
�What do you want?� Eric asked.
�We want a couple vehicles and food.�
Samantha was ready to take the deal without a second�s thought when Nelson blurted out, �Don�t do it, Sam. You need the food and the vehicles. If you give them two vehicles that will damage our ability to survive.�
�He�s right,� Eric agreed.
�This is a life. This is about Nelson�s life,� Samantha chided Eric.
�I�m talking about life too�yours, Haley�s, mine!� Eric snapped back.
�We can do this the easy way or the hard way,� the man chimed in. �We can give you your friend and you give us what we ask for or we will just take it.�
�Don�t give in to them. If you fight then you at least have a chance!� Nelson said.
The man walked over to Nelson and hit him with a closed fist.
�We�ll do it!� Samantha shouted.
�No, we won�t!� Eric countered.
The rumbling sound of a vehicle caught all of their attention. Truman�s group looked in the direction of the sound and they all began to spread apart in anticipation of fighting who was coming.
�Are you expecting someone?� the man asked.
Samantha and the others exchanged looks before she answered him. �No, everyone in our group is here.�
�Jesus Christ, Samantha, is there anything else you want to give away?� Eric lambasted her.
The sound of the engine rumbling grew louder. Truman�s group grew tenser when the vehicle came into their view. A few lifted their weapons and took aim.
�Shoot the vehicle!� the man ordered.
With their entire group focused on the vehicle, Eric took action. He aimed and shot the man who was speaking for the group.
Nelson, with his hands tied behind his back, ran toward the gate. Samantha sprinted toward him.
Eric aimed at a second person and shot him.
In an instant, some in Truman�s group turned their guns on Eric and the others.
Mack managed to get off a few shots before he was hit three times, once in the stomach, once in the hip, and a round in his left leg. He fell to the ground and grunted in pain.
Eric was calm and steady as he aimed at the woman who had just shot Mack. He was squeezing the trigger when he was hit in the shoulder.
Samantha opened the gate for Nelson but not in time.
Several bullets struck him in the back and he fell into her arms. The force caused her to fall backward with him on top of her.
Scott had a shotgun and was blasting away. He hit one of the men, but then several of them targeted him and let loose a volley of fire. One of the shots was fatal; he fell to the ground with a gasp.
Frank ran over to help Nelson but a barrage of bullets rained down on him. He too was hit several times, with one fatal shot to the head.
Mack yelled out in pain, and from a kneeling position he shot and killed the man who had delivered the fatal shot to Frank.
The group trained all of their guns on Mack and fired. He yelled out before falling over dead.
There were still six people from Truman�s group alive and unhurt. Seeing everyone on the other side down they stopped shooting.
�We got them all!� one of the women cheered.
A man in the group walked inside the gate and up to Samantha, who was struggling under an unconscious Nelson. He raised his rifle at her.
She tried to reach for her pistol but couldn�t. Resigned to what was about to happen, she closed her eyes.
A shot rang out.
She opened her eyes and the man fell over backward.
The shot had come from behind her; she looked back and saw Seneca. Having more time, she wiggled out from underneath Nelson and pulled out her pistol.
Truman�s group targeted Seneca but she ran away, disappearing as quickly as she had appeared. She ran from the gate toward a large boulder about fifteen feet away.
Samantha sat up and fatally shot two of them.
The ferocity of the gun battle had caused everyone to forget about the mysterious vehicle.
Without notice, a Humvee plowed into the remaining three, the force of the impact tossing their bodies like rag dolls.
Nelson had come to and was coughing. He cried out in pain and rolled onto his back, his hands still tied.
Seneca ran to him as Samantha tried to stop the bleeding from his wounds.
Eric stood up and yelled, �Who is that?� pointing to the truck.
The driver�s door opened, and out stepped Gordon.
Sacramento, California
When Pablo had finally called it a night, his bloodlust had taken the lives of thirteen people. With each new person he tortured, more information and names were divulged. The insurgency had managed to penetrate his ranks by buying some of his men. He had never given it any thought, but if he was able to buy an army, it only proved that his army could also be bought. A mercenary army is only as loyal as the highest bidder. These men weren�t fighting for their country, they weren�t fighting for honor, or for something they believed in. It was all about money. This new insight made him realize that going forward, he wouldn�t be able to demand loyalty; he had to pay for it.
When he walked into the dining room he expected to see Isabelle but she wasn�t there. He grabbed the decanter of wine and a glass and took his seat at the head of the table.
After pouring the cabernet, he followed his wine-swilling ritual. He swirled it, then stuck his nose in the glass. After that, he examined the legs, impressed with what he saw. The final part of his ritual was taking the first sip. When the first taste of wine entered his mouth he swished it around, then swallowed.
�Sublime!� he said to no one in particular.
He looked at his watch. She was running about ten minutes late.
A small dining bell sat on the table. He picked it up and rang it. A servant quickly came in and asked, �Yes, Emperor?�
�Is the special treat ready to bring in?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good, I�ll ring again when I want you to bring it in.�
�Yes, sir,� the servant said, then left the room.
At the same time the main dining room door opened and Isabelle came in. �So sorry I�m late. You know us ladies.�
�I understand, beauty takes time,� he softly said.
�Oh, is that the Paso Robles wine?� she remarked when she saw the decanter.
�Yes, it is, but I have something else I want you to try; it�s a surprise. I�ve also had the chef prepare something special for dinner too.�
�What�s the occasion?� she asked after kissing him and taking her seat.
�Today was a magical day!�
�Oh my God, I heard what happened to your car. I was worried sick until I heard you were safe and sound,� she said, reaching over and grabbing his hand.
�Are you hungry? I�m famished,� he said as he picked up the bell and rang it.
The servant came in with a large covered tray and placed it on the table in front of her. �Madam, would you care for some wine?�
�Yes, that would be fabulous.�
The servant grabbed a second decanter from a buffet table behind her and poured her a glass.
She had adopted his passion for wine and had even started her own ritual similar to his.
�Salud,� he said as he raised his glass.
They touched glasses and each took a sip.
�Oh my, that�s so good. It�s really rich, with a hint of� ah, I don�t know. Here, you try it,� she said, handing him the glass.
�No, thank you, my dear. I�m more than happy with this glass.�
�So you want to hear about my day?�
�Sure, I love knowing what you do! It really connects me to you.�
�Yes, I know how you love to know the ins and outs of what I do or who I talk to.� His tone had shifted a bit. Gone was the sweet demeanor.
�Ha, what does mean?� she asked, picking up on his more aggressive tone.
�Today, I started with torturing General Pasqual and two of his family members, a lovely lady by the name of Maria and her son, Jorge. After the general told me what I needed to know, I killed him, Jorge, and little Maria. Oh, little Maria. What�s the most accurate way to say it? Let�s just say she was fucked to death.�
The smile on her face vanished and fear gripped her.
�I then had the pleasure of torturing the captain who oversees the command post operations. He had so much to say, he really was the most vocal. He gave me so many names, and when I felt confident he was done, I split his head in two. Then it got really interesting! The names he gave me led to this wonderful young man by the name of Jordan.� Pablo stood up and removed the cover from the tray, exposing the head of a young man.
Isabelle shrieked when she saw the head.
�I understand you and him know each other very well. Look at how I decorated his head.�
She covered her eyes with her hands. She couldn�t bear to look at the head of her lover and leader of the local insurgency, Jordan DeMint. The intelligence that he and Isabelle provided to Conner and the United States had been valuable.
�Look at it!� he screamed at her.
She began to wail and shake.
�Now Jordan here, he was very tough, and I didn�t get too much out of him. Even after I cut off his cock and stuffed it in his mouth he wouldn�t give any information up. Fortunately for me, your father was the most forthright,� Pablo said as he rang the bell again.
The servant came in with another covered tray and placed it in front of her.
Pablo removed the cover. There on the tray was her father�s head.
�No! No!� she cried out.
�You asked me for mercy weeks ago. I showed you and your father mercy. I took you into my bed. I trusted you and you stabbed me in the back. You betrayed me!�
She began to crouch and tried to get up, but vertigo set in and she fell to the floor.
�I drugged your wine. When you wake up in a few hours you�ll be down in my playroom. I don�t know what I�ll do with you. Maybe you�ll follow in Maria�s footsteps or maybe I�ll just trim parts off of you slowly. I don�t know yet.�
She crawled on the floor toward the doors.
�I have to admit, you had me fooled. You really did,� he said as he lay on the floor next to her so he could see her face. �So before you close your pretty little eyes let me tell you what�s going to happen to your country. I�m going to rape, pillage, burn, and destroy everywhere I go, and since you and your president thought it fun to fuck with me, I will go after him now.� He rolled onto his back and looked at the white popcorn-textured ceiling. �I sent a few people to go shoot him, but now that seems so� what�s the word? Blas�. No, I�m going to cross the mountains like Hannibal crossed the Alps. I�m going to take my army and march on Cheyenne. I�m going to burn that city to the ground and stick President Conner�s head on a spike.� He leaned over and kissed her quivering lips. �Now, go to sleep, sweetheart. I�ll see you soon.�
Coos Bay, Oregon
When the news of the massacre outside city hall trickled down to Gunny Smith, he couldn�t believe it. He had been with Colonel Barone for years. He didn�t always agree with some of his actions, but now this was too much for him. There had been grumbling and dissent brewing within the ranks from the first day Barone had ordered the mutiny. Most of that had disappeared when they arrived in Coos Bay. Many of the Marines and sailors had grown attached to the town and the people. They knew it was politically difficult for Barone to navigate the most recent objections from the mayor but to murder them all, to gun down men, women, and even children in the street was too much.
�Lance Corporal Jones! Get your ass in here!�
Jones came into the partially lit living room of the small house that served as the in-town barracks for Gunny�s sniper team.
�Yes, Gunny.�
�Go find the rest of the team, have them report here ASAP.�
�That might be difficult; there�s a lot of chaos going on,� Jones lamented.
�I don�t want to hear excuses, Lance Corporal!�
�Yes, Gunny,� Jones said and turned around to leave.
�Hold on, one second!� Gunny barked.
Jones stopped abruptly and turned around. �Yes?�
Gunny exhaled deeply, then asked, �What�s your opinion on all of this shit?�
Jones looked surprised, then answered with a question. �You�re asking me for my opinion?�
�Yes.�
Jones looked apprehensive; he was afraid to speak his mind. The earlier events had created a tension even among the Marines. No one knew who to trust.
Seeing this delay in answering, Gunny added, �I�m not going to repeat what you say to anyone, I�m not some type of Gestapo. You can freely speak what is on your mind here.�
Sheepishly, Jones said, �Well, I think what the colonel did was wrong. I�m actually surprised he had Marines pull the trigger.�
�I�m not surprised. You have to remember, in the end, we�re just people too. We�re not robots, we all have emotions and individual thoughts.�
�Gunny, how do you feel about what happened today?�
�Jones, things are going to get a lot worse around here. What the Colonel did today will not end today, he just made things worse. We have a choice, you have a choice, but before any of us go off and do something rash, I want to pull the team together. You all are my family and we should talk about this like a family.�
Jones nodded, then left. As the door closed, Gunny relaxed into the large leather chair. He thought deeply about everything. When they had arrived in Coos Bay it felt like they were coming home. Now this peaceful and functioning city had been turned on its head. He couldn�t be a part of this new direction Barone was heading in, he just wasn�t sure what direction he should go in. He could just bite his tongue and keep his head down, but silence is nothing more than a voice of approval. Without a doubt a resistance movement would rise up, but for it to matter they would have to have the support of Marines. The question he then asked himself was, could he join that effort or would he and his team be better off outside? If they left, where would they go? The conversation he and Gordon had back in Klamath Falls then came to mind.
�Idaho, maybe we�ll go to Idaho.�
Eagle, Idaho
�Gordon!� Eric exclaimed.
Samantha turned around when she heard his name. She stood up and stared at her husband, frozen to the spot.
�Sam!� he called out to her as he walked briskly toward her.
�Oh my God, Gordon!� she cried out and ran into his arms.
They both embraced and held each other for a long time. He smothered her with kisses and kept saying, �I love you, I love you, I love you.�
�Why? Why didn�t you come back?�
�I�m so sorry, baby. I�m so sorry I failed you, I failed all of you, especially Hunter,� he said, as tears started to flow.
�I�m so mad at you. But I�m so happy you�re back,� she said, choking back tears.
�Where�s Haley? Is she okay?�
�She�s missed you so much, she�s been through a lot. She needs you.�
Seneca looked up from Nelson�s side and yelled, �Hey, you two, Nelson needs attention!�
Gordon and Samantha ran over to help out.
Nelson opened his eyes and said, �Am I dead?�
�No, buddy, you�re going to be okay,� Gordon said, holding his hand. �We gotta get him inside and get him treated!� They quickly loaded Nelson and Eric into the Humvee and took them to Lucy�s house.
Hearing of the death of her husband was a shock, but Lucy kept herself composed enough to treat Nelson and Eric. Her prognosis for Eric was good, but she wasn�t sure Nelson would make it. She was able to remove the bullets from Nelson�s back but he had lost a lot of blood. Now it was a matter of waiting and seeing if he�d survive.
Christopher, Cruz, and Wilbur offered to help but they found that they were more in the way than helpful. They exited the house for the Humvee. It provided a familiar place to sequester themselves while they waited for whatever came next.
As they sat discussing their next move, Christopher managed to make contact with the command element at Mountain Home Air Force Base over the radio.
Wilbur quickly took the radio from him, and after a back-and-forth with an officer, she detailed their situation. It appeared that Mountain Home was functioning, but greatly impaired. They would inform Cheyenne of Cruz�s location and situation, and radio back when they made contact. In the meantime, they were sending reinforcements to their coordinates.
Wilbur tossed the handset aside with a deep feeling of satisfaction. It had been a long time since she had felt� hopeful.
�Should we just head in that direction?� Christopher asked Wilbur.
�Mr. Vice President?� Wilbur directed the question toward Cruz, who was relaxing in the backseat.
�Let�s sit tight until we get word back from Cheyenne. I also think we owe it to Mr. Van Zandt to stick around in case we can be of help somewhere.�
�Speak of the devil,� Christopher chuckled as the front door opened and Gordon stepped out.
Gordon saw the three in the Humvee and nodded, acknowledging their presence. His shirt was stained red with blood. He looked at his hands. They too bore a deep stain from all the blood.
Cruz exited the Humvee and walked up to Gordon.
�Mr. Van Zandt.�
�Yeah,� Gordon responded. He was looking at his clothes now.
�We just made contact with Mountain Home. They are aware of our status and are contacting Cheyenne for further instructions.�
�It just gets everywhere,� Gordon commented, his focus on his pants.
�What�s that?� Cruz asked, looking confused.
�The blood, it gets everywhere. Kinda like sand in a way.�
�Ah, yeah,� Cruz answered him. �Mr. Van Zandt, I want to thank you for taking me as far as you did. I know the circumstances weren�t perfect but you did a good job, thank you,� Cruz said, putting out his hand.
Gordon looked at him, then his hand. He then held up his bloodstained hands.
�It�s okay,� Cruz said, his hand still hanging out there.
Gordon took it firmly and shook it. �My pleasure, Mr. Vice President.�
�Secretary Wilbur told me your story, at least a little bit.�
�I don�t know if that�s a good thing or a bad thing,� Gordon joked.
�For whatever it�s worth, we have a lot more in common than you think.�
Gordon just started at him, not knowing what to say.
�Both of us are doing what we think best to protect our families. I just believe that doing whatever we can to get this country back on its feet is the best way. I wish I could convince you of that,� Cruz said.
Gordon looked at the now thin and weathered vice president. It was odd in so many ways that the Vice President of the United States was standing in front of him and having a conversation. He opened his mouth to speak but knew what he�d say wouldn�t add to the conversation and now was not the time to get into a discussion.
Cruz waited for a response from Gordon but finally figured one wasn�t coming. �Let me know if we can help in any way, okay?� Cruz finished and turned around to go back to stand by the Humvee to await the troops.
�Mr. Vice President,� Gordon called out.
Cruz stopped and turned around.
�There is something you can do for me.�
Cruz stepped back up to Gordon and said, �What is that?�
Gordon hesitated.
�What is it?�
�When you get back to Cheyenne can you make a call back to Coos Bay for me?�
�Sure. That�s an easy request. Who am I calling?�
�Her name is Brittany McCallister. I don�t know where she�s living, but Gunnery Sergeant Smith with STA platoon, Second Battalion, Fourth Marines, will know where to find her if you can�t. Tell her that I made it home.�
�Is that it?�
�Yeah, that�s it. Tell her that.�
�Sure thing,� Cruz said and turned back around.
Gordon watched him get back into the Humvee. He then looked at his bloody hands one more time. Seeing the blood on his hands took him back to that day in Fallujah after he had been pelted with shrapnel. He remembered looking at his bloody hands then and wondering if he�d make it out of there alive.
�Daddy, Daddy!� Haley squealed out from behind him.
The dark memories were washed away with the sweet sounds of Haley�s voice. He turned and saw his precious little daughter.
�Daddy!� she screamed out and ran toward him.
Tears welled up in his eyes when he saw her. He could feel the strength leave his legs as he fell to his knees and opened up his arms. �My baby girl! Come here!�
She ran straight into his arms and hugged him tightly.
Gordon couldn�t control his emotions and he began to cry loudly. �Oh, my baby girl, how I�ve missed you so much,� he whispered as he kissed her face and head.
�Daddy, I�ve missed you so much!�
�I�ve missed you too, honey.�
�Why didn�t you come home sooner? I needed you!� she said, holding his face in her little hands.
�I�m sorry, sweetie, but Daddy had to do something,� he said softly, the tears streaming down his face.
She rubbed the healing wound on his face and said, �What happened, Daddy?�
�Oh, I got cut, that�s all.�
The mention of his face brought back memories of Hunter. He pulled her in close again and continued to cry.
The door opened and Samantha stepped out to the emotional scene. She took a step but stopped herself. She wanted to go to them both, but she knew that Gordon and Haley needed this moment. Tears began to flow from her too as she watched them both hold one another.
�Daddy, how did Hunter die?�
The question shocked him, but it was an honest one and needed to be answered.
Samantha heard the question and now took this uncomfortable moment to step in. �Haley, sweetie, it�s cold and you don�t have a jacket on.�
�No, Sam, let me answer her question.�
�Really?�
�Please, she has a right to know,� Gordon implored.
�I don�t think this is an appropriate topic,� Samantha scolded him.
Ignoring her, he looked at Haley and said, �Haley, sweetheart, your big brother died bravely. He was strong.�
�I miss him every day,� Haley whimpered, tears now coming to her eyes.
�I miss him too,� Gordon said, and pulled her in close again. Just as he hugged her he reached out and grabbed Samantha�s hand.
At first, she flinched from his touch. He reached again; this time she allowed it and knelt down.
He looked at her and said, �I love you, Samantha, so much. I can never say I�m sorry enough for all the pain I�ve caused you.�
She touched his face. His warm tears ran through her fingers. �I love you too, Gordon.�
Cheyenne, Wyoming
Dylan ran into Conner�s office unannounced.
�Mr. President, good news!�
�It better be with that kind of entrance.�
�Vice President Cruz is alive and well. He�s in Boise, Idaho.�
�Boise?�
�I don�t know the specifics, but I just got off the phone with the governor of Idaho and they�ve sent troops to his location.�
Conner interrupted Dylan and said, �I don�t care about the details, send a few helicopters to bring them back here. Go get them!�
�I thought you�d say that, so I gave the order to Baxter. Helicopters are on the way, sir!� Dylan exclaimed, then left the room as fast as he had entered it.
Conner swung around in his chair and stood up. He made a fist and raised it in the air. �Yes!�
The news was very good indeed. Having Cruz back would be a big morale boost. He missed his old friend and was excited for the future. He knew together they could rebuild a future in Cheyenne.
The one major obstacle was the PAE. But with Barone aligned, and additional ground combat elements close by, they could challenge Pablo and his mercenary army. But today wasn�t a time to think about those challenges. Today was a day to celebrate, and that is just what he intended to do. He jumped up, grabbed his coat, and headed out the door.
He saw Dylan, who was dialing a number on the phone. He interrupted him and said, �When you�re finished with the call, meet me downstairs, let�s go celebrate. I hear Pat has a damn good Irish coffee!�
With a smile from ear to ear, Dylan joyfully responded, �I�ll be right down, sir!�
Conner walked into the hallway and again fist-pumped the air with excitement. After weeks and weeks of bad news, this was a bright spot. Cheyenne had so far proven to be a bold and successful move and now he�d have his friend and colleague back. He wasn�t optimistic enough to think that more bad news wasn�t around the corner, but he decided to enjoy the brief respite that came his way today.
Eagle, Idaho
�What the hell happened here?� Sebastian gasped as he pulled up to the gates of Eagle�s Nest.
�I don�t think we should go in,� Annaliese cautioned.
�That last Gordon sign pointed to this place right here. I have to check it out. Slide over and get behind the wheel,� Sebastian said as he stepped out of the truck.
Dead bodies were scattered everywhere.
Sebastian walked by each one to make sure they weren�t Gordon or anyone else he knew.
He moved a few out of the way so Annaliese could pull in without running over the corpses.
Once in the neighborhood Sebastian jumped back in. �Let�s drive around.�
The neighborhood seemed empty until they saw a small group of people huddled around a Humvee.
�Over there, that looks promising,� he said as she pulled up to the house.
Everyone around the Humvee stared at the truck as it pulled in. Gordon didn�t know who it was and was on alert. They didn�t think Truman�s group would be back, but they could never be sure. He kept his hand on his gun, just in case.
Sebastian looked at Annaliese and said, �Stay here and keep the truck running.�
Gordon�s grip on his pistol tightened as he saw the passenger door open. Wilbur too had her gun at the ready.
When the door opened, Gordon couldn�t believe his eyes. There in front of him was his brother, Sebastian.
�Sebastian?!� Gordon asked, elated. His eyes lit up.
Sebastian squinted and noticed his brother. �Gordon!�
�What the hell!� Gordon exclaimed.
Cruz looked astonished at what seemed like an endless parade of reunions.
Sebastian ran up and hugged his brother.
�What are you doing here?� Gordon asked.
�I was heading to McCall when I saw the signs.�
�Same here! I saw the signs with my name on it.�
�What do you mean?� Sebastian asked, confused by Gordon last comment.
�I only arrived here a little before you did.�
�I don�t understand.� Sebastian looked at him oddly.
�It�s a long story; we�ll have plenty of time to share.�
Annaliese opened her door and exited.
�Who�s this?� Gordon asked.
Annaliese walked up to Gordon, and just before she hugged him, Sebastian said, �Gordon, this is Annaliese, my wife. Annaliese, my brother, Gordon.�
�Wife?�
�You�re not the only one with long stories,� Sebastian joked.
�Uncle Sebastian!� Haley squealed when she saw him from the house. She ran from the house and right into his arms.
Sebastian held her tight and squeezed her. He didn�t want to let her go. Holding her, he realized how much he had missed her and Hunter. �Where�s Hunter?� he asked, looking toward the house where Haley had appeared from.
Gordon looked down and couldn�t quite say it.
Haley didn�t have that problem. She said, �Hunter died.�
A grim look wiped away the joy he had. �What? What happened? Oh my God. Gordon, I�m so sorry, brother.�
Gordon didn�t answer right away. With a slight tremor in his voice he said, �Let�s talk about it later.�
�Sure thing.�
They all had so much to share.
� � �
The remainder of the daylight was spent removing the bodies of Truman�s people and preparing the corpses of those in their group. With the ground frozen, Gordon had ordered that Truman�s group be burned. Mack, Scott, and Frank�s bodies would be buried aboveground. The numerous granite rocks that littered the surrounding area would be used to cover their bodies until the spring.
Troops from Mountain Home had made it to the community less than an hour before and had taken Wilbur, Cruz, and Christopher with them. Gordon said his good-byes and Cruz reminded him that he�d pass on his message.
With the evening now all to themselves, Gordon, Samantha, Haley, Sebastian, Annaliese, and Luke gathered inside Samantha�s house for dinner and drinks.
The yellow glow of dozens of candles illuminated the stark dining room. Gordon rose from his chair at the head of the table and raised his glass of wine. �I want to give a toast.�
Everyone raised their glasses and waited for him to continue. �To those loved ones here and to those loved ones who will never sit at our table again.�
After he finished the room was silent. In each person�s mind thoughts came of those loved ones who were lost.
For Gordon, Samantha, Haley, and Sebastian, there were thoughts of Hunter.
For Annaliese, she thought of her father and her mother.
And for Luke, he thought of his parents and even of Brandon.
Gordon, still standing, looked carefully at each person sitting before him. When he came to Samantha�s face, he smiled and winked.
She returned his wink and smile but also blew a kiss.
There was much for them to discuss but now was not the time for that. Tonight they would revel in their reunion.
� � �
�I can�t believe you�re married,� Gordon remarked, taking a sip of wine.
�I know, sometimes I can�t believe it either,� Sebastian replied.
�For what it�s worth, she seems like a good woman and I think Mom and Dad would have been proud.�
�I don�t think about them all that much. That�s sad, right? Is there something wrong with me?� Sebastian asked.
�Not at all, brother, that was literally another lifetime ago. I do miss them, but I know Mom wouldn�t have wanted to live like this and Dad would have been��
�A stress case!� Sebastian injected.
�Yeah, he would�ve been for sure,� Gordon laughed.
�So what happened?�
�With what?� Gordon asked, suspecting the direction the question would lead.
�With Hunter?�
�I fucked up, pure and simple,� Gordon answered somberly.
�I�m sure it�s more complicated than that,� Sebastian countered.
�It�s not. Like someone told me, I made a choice and that choice was the wrong one; it got Hunter and others killed.�
�I can�t say enough how sorry I am for your loss.�
Gordon just stared at the hot coals in the fire pit. Thoughts of Hunter flashed in his mind.
�So where did you go?� Sebastian asked.
�Where didn�t I go? By the way, I ran into your old unit in Oregon,� Gordon said, clearly attempting to divert the topic of the conversation.
�No shit?�
�Yeah, I was in a bit of a scrape in Oregon and guess who showed up like the Seventh Cavalry? Gunny Smith!�
�Seriously? That�s crazy!�
Gordon and Sebastian chuckled about the irony of the encounter.
�He told me what happened with you. They chalked you up as probably dead, but I just knew in my heart you couldn�t be. I refused to believe it.�
�I thought about what you did and I have to say, you�re braver than I am. I probably would have just gone along with it,� Gordon said smugly.
�That�s because you gave up on the country a long time ago,� Sebastian said.
�Well, like I�ve said a hundred times, it gave up on me. Don�t fool yourself, Sebastian. Those bastards are only taking care of themselves right now while the rest of us fight each day to survive.�
�I wouldn�t be that cynical. I think most of the people who ran this country into the ground are now gone. I talked with the vice president and he seemed like a nice guy.�
�Of course he seemed like a nice guy, he�s a politician,� Gordon countered.
�I guess there�s no convincing you that our country means more than just those politicians who run it. You used to believe that we defined our country by our beliefs and our values.�
�Well, I was an idiot to believe that and look what it got me. Almost killed.�
�You weren�t an idiot. You inspired me to do something greater than myself. Even Mom and Dad were proud.�
�Can we talk about something else, please?� Gordon pleaded.
�I�m gonna hit the sack,� Sebastian said as he stood up.
�Hey, don�t run off because I�m being an ass, please stay, it�s been a long time since we just� chatted,� Gordon said.
�We�ll have more time, I promise you. I�m not going anywhere. I�m tired and it�s� shit, it�s almost past three a.m.�
Gordon took a large swallow of wine and sat the glass down next to him. He looked up at Sebastian, smiled, and said, �Good night, brother. It�s really good to have the family back together.�
�It sure is,� Sebastian agreed, then walked inside the house.
Gordon leaned back in the chair and looked at the bountiful stars above him. The vastness of space had always intrigued him and frightened him at the same time. What was so intriguing was the thought of what else existed out there, the different worlds and unusual places. What frightened him was how uncertain and chaotic the universe was. He remembered watching programs about the solar system. All the astronomers would comment that Earth was perfectly positioned, that it was in the �Goldilocks� place in our planetary system. It wasn�t too hot or too cold, its location was perfect, which allowed for the temperatures to be just right. This perfect location in the solar system made it a world that could harbor life, a world that was a sanctuary for thousands of different species all unique to this specific place and time. Gordon needed to get himself and his family to their �Goldilocks� space. He thought of McCall as that spot on this world�where there weren�t too many people, where natural resources were abundant�where it was just right. He also knew that his sanctuary was more than a place; it also resided in those he called friends and family.
When the snows receded in the spring, he, Samantha, Haley, Sebastian, Annaliese, Eric, Melissa, Beth, Nelson, Seneca, Gretchen, and Luke would venture to their sanctuary to begin a new life. They would arrive with the lessons of their past. Gordon prayed those lessons would help guide them to a more certain and hopeful future.



EPILOGUE
OCTOBER 18, 2066
� � �

Olympia, Washington, Republic of Cascadia
�It took a while but we finally did make it to McCall. There my life changed for the best,� Haley said.
�So it took your family over five months to get to McCall from San Diego?� John asked for clarification.
�That sounds about right.�
�You�ve mentioned the years in McCall were some of the best you can remember. Why is that?� John asked.
�Daddy would refer to it as our little sanctuary, and it really was. We were safe there.�
�But war came soon after that?�
�You know the history of the war as well as I do,� Haley remarked.
�So how did your father become so involved in the war and why?�
The front door opened and a blast of cool air washed over them both. Hunter came in and shook the snow off of his coat.
�Excuse me,� Haley said, standing up. She walked into the foyer and hugged Hunter.
John followed right behind. �Hi, I�m John from the Cascadian Times,� he said, putting his hand out to shake.
�John, this is my oldest son, Hunter Nelson Rutledge.�
�I�ve heard a lot about you, Hunter,� John commented.
�Have you, now?� Hunter asked with a large smile.
�Would you be interested in sitting down with me and sharing your story too? Having the perspective of another generation of the Van Zandt clan would be an interesting twist.�
�Maybe another time. But it was nice to meet you. Now, if you�ll excuse me,� Hunter said, walking toward the back of the home.
�Can we continue this later? I want to spend some time with my son,� Haley said.
John looked at his watch and answered, �Sure, that shouldn�t be a problem. We�ll pick up where we left off.�
John showed himself out.
Haley went to the bedroom where Hunter was staying and knocked.
�It�s open!� he called out.
Haley opened up and asked, �How was your day?�
�Mom, I think I should tell you before you hear about from someone else.�
Haley crossed her arms as if guarding herself from bad news.
�I�m leaving��
�I know. You told me this morning,� she interrupted.
�I�m leaving for McCall.�
�McCall?�
�Yeah, I got a call from Sebastian. He�s there.�
�Sebastian�s in McCall?� Haley asked, concerned.
�He called me and said he needed me to come out, that it was important.�
�What else did he say?�
�That�s it. He just said it was important and that he needed to show me something.�
Haley was upset about Hunter�s travel plans but tried to play it off as being tired. �Can I get you some coffee? I need a cup.� He shook his head and she smiled and closed the door.
Haley walked into the hallway and headed for the kitchen. She stopped and stared for a long time at a picture of her uncle Sebastian, and her father, staring at it for a long time. It was as if she was attempting to imprint each line, every detail on her brain. The picture had been taken the day they had arrived in McCall, sometime in the late spring of 2015.
She missed her uncle Sebastian every day. What had happened to him altered how she felt about her father forever. Many times she had asked him about it, but he never had wanted to discuss it. Now that Hunter would soon be in McCall, maybe he could find out why.
She walked into the kitchen. As she poured the water into her French press, she couldn�t help but be catapulted into the past again.
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