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      Ted Hudgens’ last meal was his favorite: black beans, eggs and home fries. The poor bastard didn’t even get to finish it. Slumped over, his pudgy face sank into the greasy remains after a round tore through his skull. Officer Dean Ferris might have pitied him if he hadn’t challenged the strangers. It was a stupid move, then again, Hudgens had always let his ego get the better of him.

      Minutes earlier, six city council members of Whitefish, Montana, along with the police chief, Ferris and ten volunteers, had been in the thick of discussing the ongoing crisis over breakfast when the eruption of gunfire startled them. Double doors burst open, and armed militants in camouflage clothing, flak jackets, semi-automatics and helmets swarmed in, fanning out. Chairs screeched back as officials rose in shock. As fear registered on those in attendance, yelling ensued and for a second, Ferris thought he would die. Seconds later, a disheveled Caucasian man in his late forties dragged in the body of a dead officer and tossed him in front of the group. A patchy beard covered his acne-scarred cheeks. Icy blue eyes washed over them as he proceeded to take out a half-smoked cigar from his upper pocket and light it. He blew gray smoke out the corner of his mouth and squinted.

      “Who the hell are you?” Hudgens demanded to know, rising from his chair slowly.

      The stranger gave no response. He removed his helmet and wiped his sweaty brow before approaching the table and taking a bite out of a chunk of bread before washing it down with coffee. “You’re asking the wrong question. You should be asking, what can you do for me?” He got close to one of the female council members and lifted her blond hair and smelled it. “Nice,” he said, his lip curling in amusement at her look of disgust.

      She went to slap him but he grabbed her arm and gave her a stern look.

      Hudgens glanced at Chief Bruce as if expecting him to take action.

      Ferris eyed the chief and one other officer in the room and shook his head ever so slightly to indicate not to do anything stupid. Not that they would but if he’d learned anything from being outnumbered, it was that heroics got people killed. A quick headcount and there had to be at least twenty soldiers.

      Appalled by the man’s behavior, Hudgens made his way around the long table, shaking his finger and cursing as he went.

      “I will not have you manhandle my staff. Now I want…”

      Before he’d managed to get halfway around, a soldier stepped forward and jabbed him in the gut with the butt of his rifle. Hudgens buckled and collapsed. His breath caught in his throat. The stranger who appeared to be the leader of the group strolled over and crouched down. He never touched Hudgens but cocked his head and tried to look him in the eye. Not an easy task when Hudgens was kissing the floor.

      “Let me guess. Mayor Ted Hudgens?”

      Ted lifted his eyes. “How do you know me?”

      The man scoffed as he rose and took a hard drag on his cigar. He blew smoke in the face of one of the officials, taunting him. “There’s a lot I know. About you. About this town. About the kind of resources and people that have ensured your survival.” He snatched an apple from a fruit bowl and took a huge bite. Crunching obnoxiously, he eyed each member as he walked past. Ferris could tell he was assessing threats or trying to incite them.

      “What do you want?” Ted asked.

      “Well, to talk, of course. Take a seat,” he said gesturing to a chair. When Hudgens didn’t get up fast enough, two of the militants dragged him back and forced him into his seat. The stranger approached a chair across from him that was currently filled by a city official. One cold glance and the feeble official got out of his way, cowering back against a wall. The man sniffed hard as he sat down. “Quite a spread you’ve put on here today.” He took another bite of his apple. “Certainly better than the towns we’ve been through on our way up.”

      “Where are you from?” Chief Bruce asked.

      The stranger looked his way, scrutinizing him.

      “Huh? A chief, still wearing the uniform. I have to say, that’s admirable. Stupid. But admirable.” He looked away before continuing. “Helena. Though we like to call it hell.” He chuckled as did several of his men. “Not much left down there. Slim pickings. Certainly not the kind of merchandise I’ve heard is available here.” He looked again at the blond city official, his eyes scanned her like a barcode. “Of course there will need to be some reorganizing, but yeah, I think we are going to feel right at home here.”

      Hudgens’ first mistake was mocking him. Ted snorted. “If you’re here for supplies, I’m afraid you are a little too late. You see, that’s what this meeting was about. A lack of resources. You’d do better heading for the big city.”

      “Oh, c’mon now, Ted, that’s not what I heard.” He took another drag from the cigar and tapped the side of his temple with his index finger. “You see, a little birdie told me there is an abundance of supplies here. Yeah. In fact, word has it, there is a city of gold just brimming over with shiny objects — ammo, medicine, weapons, fresh meat, and those who would gladly fall in line for a cut of the pie.”

      Nervous glances were exchanged.

      Ted shook his head. “You’re mistaken. Mister…?”

      “Wyatt Hopkins. But you can call me God.”

      Hudgens frowned and Hopkins burst into laughter. “I’m jerking your chain. Man, the look on your face.” Laughter faded. Hopkins noticed him looking at the emblem of a cross on his shoulder. He turned ever so slightly to give him a better look. “The Patriots Militia. Though a man of your age might be more familiar with my father. God rest his soul. Him and a friend led the Montana Freemen.” Hopkins waited for it to register but it never did.

      He cocked his head. “Are you telling me you haven’t heard of them?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Hudgens replied.

      Hopkins gazed around the room. “Anyone?”

      There was silence then Chief Bruce spoke up, “The standoff with the feds.”

      A smile flickered on Hopkins’ face. “Ah, we do have an admirer.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it that,” the chief replied. “I just remember it made international headlines.”

      “That it did. March 25, 1996. Eighty-one days it lasted. Hell, if it wasn’t for my old man, they wouldn’t have known what to do in Oregon.” He laughed. “They took over Garfield County courthouse and offered $1 million bounties for the heads of officials. He warned them back then that their day was coming. And it has.” He raised both hands as if presenting himself. “From father to son, the mantle has passed.”

      Seconds passed as he relished the moment.

      Hopkins turned his head and one of his men came over and bent at the waist. He whispered in his ear and then the soldier left the room. While they waited, Hopkins scanned faces. “Which one of you is Corey Ford?”

      “He’s not in attendance,” Hudgens said.

      “Huh? That is too bad. I was informed he was a resident of this town.”

      “He is but something came up.”

      “I bet it did,” he replied narrowing his eyes. “Fine. Then an address will do.”

      Hudgens said nothing. Hopkins smiled as if knowing how things would play out. Right then the soldier returned with a man Ferris was all too familiar with. His eyes widened. He didn’t know him by name but he recognized the face. There before him was the old-timer. He was still sporting a salt-and-pepper beard, though slightly longer than he last remembered. Hopkins glanced at him then back to Hudgens. “Bill Pope. Remember him?”

      Hudgens couldn’t as he’d never seen the man, nor did they have names except for their leader, and he was dead.

      “Well, Pope knows you.”

      A flashback of hunting down the escaped convicts. The shootout at Corey’s home, and the final bullet that took down Ella. How could he forget? He thought he was dead. He racked his brain searching for the slightest memory. Then he recalled the hospital. They’d visited him just before they went to see Corey.

      Hudgens shrugged before Hopkins continued. “Man, maybe we got this wrong. Steve, this is Whitefish, right?”

      A fella on the far side of the room with a horseshoe mustache replied, “That it is, Wyatt.”

      “Pope, maybe you can clear up this matter. Is Corey Ford here?”

      “No,” Pope replied before glancing at Ferris. “But his pal is.”

      “Really?” Hopkins followed Pope’s eyes. Ferris swallowed hard, his hand hovering over his firearm. A smile danced on Hopkins’ face. “I know you are just itching to reach for it, officer, but I think you’re smarter than that. Is he?” Hopkins asked for clarification from Pope and he nodded.

      “He was there. Cried for mercy like a bitch.”

      Ferris dipped his chin, a wave of embarrassment washing over him.

      Hopkins got up and crossed the room with a bounce in his step. He leaned in and removed Ferris’ firearm. “You won’t need that, officer. Boys, take the others.” A couple of them moved in and lightened the chief’s and the other officers’ firearms, along with some handguns being used by volunteers. Hopkins perched his ass on the edge of the table and looked Ferris up and down. “You’re probably wondering how I know Mr. Pope here? Let me enlighten you. Pope and my father go way back. I have to say I was a little surprised when he showed up in Helena. We figured we’d have to scavenge towns in the surrounding area and make do with whatever we could find. Then again, fate has a wicked sense of humor. Everything happens for a reason, isn’t that right, Pope?”

      “Can’t disagree.”

      “So. Who are you?” Hopkins asked.

      “Officer Dean Ferris.”

      “Well, officer, we’re going to need your assistance.”

      “Look, sir, if anyone can help you it would be me,” Hudgens said, rising again to the irritation of Hopkins. “And I’ve told you. There is nothing here for you.” Hopkins looked back at him but said nothing. He looked amused by the mayor’s attempt at controlling the situation.

      “Ford. Where is he?” Hopkins asked Ferris.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Hudgens added but was ignored again.

      “Why?” Ferris asked.

      Hopkins smiled. “Why?” He looked back at his men. “What is the deal with everyone’s questions? Whatever happened to the days when you told someone to jump and they simply did it?” He looked at Ferris. “Because he’s an old buddy of mine. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “A likely story. If you knew him, you’d already know where he lives.”

      “Fell out of touch. You know how things go.”

      “I can’t help you,” Ferris said.

      “Can’t?”

      “Nope.”

      Ferris was reminded of Corey’s words. He’d chewed them over countless times since Ella’s death. While he felt he had done everything he could to ensure her safety, he couldn’t help but feel as though he’d let Corey down, and betrayed him by giving away his location the first time around. He’d be damned if he’d do the same again. He’d signed up to protect not to grovel.

      “Pope, are you sure?” Hopkins asked.

      “He’s here. I don’t know where but I observed them.”

      “Observed. Right. You hear that, Officer Ferris? My man observed you all before he left town. Now are you saying my man is a liar?”

      “For God’s sake, man, my officer told you he doesn’t know,” Hudgens said.

      Hopkins got up and went back to his seat across from Hudgens. He began to tuck into a plate of food, scooping beans into his mouth and biting down on bread. “Beans. Gotta love ’em. You grow these yourself?”

      “No,” Hudgens said, still standing. A look of annoyance spread on his face. “Look, you want food, we don’t have much but we can give you some.”

      Hopkins wiped the edge of his mouth with a napkin and chugged down some water. “That’s real generous of you.”

      Hudgens sat back down thinking he was making headway with the man. “Well, you’ll find we are very reasonable people,” Hudgens said.

      Hopkins shook a knife in his direction. “Reasonable. I like that. Did you hear that, Steve? He’s reasonable.”

      Steve chuckled.

      Hopkins continued to shovel more beans into his mouth as Hudgens rattled on. “Now of course there is an order to the way we do things around here. If you and your men are open to that, we could even use your assistance. Obviously you would need to abide by the rules that govern us.”

      “Rules? Ah, I’ve never been one for rules.”

      Hudgens grimaced. “Well, they’re not rules, so to speak, more like guidelines.”

      “Guidelines?”

      “Yes.” Hudgens smiled thinking he was winning some war of communication. “Of course you would be rewarded for your contribution to the town. There are perks.” He waved his arm around at the volunteers in attendance. “These people will attest to that, won’t you?”

      Hopkins stopped chewing and used his fork to pick out a piece of food stuck between his front teeth. “Wow, that’s quite a tempting offer. Except one thing.” Hudgens leaned forward, his hands clasped around his plate. “That would require being accountable to you,” Hopkins said.

      Hudgens frowned as if stumped by some hard math equation.

      “Well… I am the mayor.”

      Hopkins nodded, then without warning pulled his firearm and unloaded a round into Hudgens’ forehead. Ted’s body slumped forward, face straight into a plate of food.

      “Not anymore.” Hopkins glanced around smiling. “Anyone else care to join him or have I got your full attention now?”

      Silence fell over the room but was quickly replaced by the noise of men and women protesting as Hopkins gave a command for his men to bring everyone outside. Forcibly removed from the hall, they were led out into the bright morning. That was when Ferris saw the true threat. There was even more militia waiting by military vehicles. Upwards in the range of a hundred or more. It was like a damn convention. Ferris squinted and raised a forearm to block the glare of the sun as soldiers strong-armed them to the edge of the road and made everyone get on their knees. A few minutes passed until Hopkins emerged, dabbing the corner of his mouth before tossing the napkin. He lit another cigar, then took out of his top pocket a pair of aviators and put them on. He stood there surveying the town like a king before stepping off the sidewalk and strolling before them.

      “I really don’t have time for games. So I’ll make this nice and clear. What is the address of Corey Ford? And where are all your supplies?”

      Someone from the group, a woman, teary eyed and scared, spoke up. “There is a small amount kept at the school. It’s the emergency operation center.”

      “And the rest?”

      “That’s all I know about.”

      He gave a nod to one of his men and the woman was dragged towards a vehicle. Then she was driven away, presumably to take ten of his men to the center. He turned to the rest of them. “I get a strong feeling you are holding back. You see, in the past eight weeks I have seen all manner of shit. But one thing towns have in common throughout Montana is a lack of order. Except here.” He turned and looked around. “Sure you’ve had some fires; you’ve had those rise up and yet you operate as though it’s just a glitch in the matrix. So what? Am I to buy that you pitiful-looking individuals are at the helm of this town? That you are hunting, gathering and protecting the masses? Come on now.” He waited for a response but got none. “Okay. I guess then I have no need for you all. Execute them,” he said to his men.

      Cries filled the air as soldiers lined up in front of them, handguns drawn.

      The chief raised a hand. “Stop. I know.”

      Hopkins turned and looked at the chief.  “Go ahead.”

      “Camp Olney. North of here. It’s a settlement. That’s where you’ll find Corey, and the resources you’re looking for. They supply us with what we need on a week-to-week basis, but our group here handles protection at the roadblocks. However, I would strongly advise to not go up there.”

      Hopkins wandered over to him. “Really? And why might that be?”

      “You’re not dealing with ordinary people. Not like the folks in this town. They won’t listen to you.”

      Hopkins crouched and got close to the chief. “But they would listen to you, no?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged.

      “Or perhaps Corey’s friend,” he said, eyeing Ferris across the way. “Well then, let’s send them a message.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler Ford cradled the long-distance rifle as he leaned against a steel post in the guard tower. A warm breeze bathed his skin as he squinted at the blue, cloudless sky. Like everyone at Camp Olney he pitched in with whatever needed to be done. Hunting, cleaning, scouting, cooking, guard work, you name it, he’d done it at least once. It was the way life worked at Camp Olney — everyone did a little of everything. Some excelled in certain areas and opted to focus on a single task but the general rule was everyone needed to be familiar with all areas of survival.

      In the distance he could see camouflaged guards patrolling the landscape, some dipping into the surrounding forest, and others holding position in newly built dugouts, courtesy of Markowitz. Corey’s pals had been a well of ideas from which to draw upon. Their experience in the military was not only an asset, but it gave the settlement a new sense of safety. From behind the wall of double-thick fencing, a combination of steel and wood, his job along with those in guard towers was to observe, raise the alarm and initiate a second line of defense.

      It had been two months since the power grid shut down, and four weeks since he’d discovered his mother was alive. In that time, the camp had expected retaliation by Jude but so far, all was calm. Still, they hadn’t let their guard down. Andy was adamant that it was only a matter of time. Jude wasn’t the kind of man to sit and do nothing. Neither was Andy. They’d sent out scouts to observe Camp O’Brien, tightened up security around the clock, changed guard positions and kept tabs on Thomas, but by the looks of it they’d settled into a routine and given up attacking towns in the county.

      A shuffle behind Tyler and he turned to see Allie scaling the ladder.

      “Finally, we end up on the same shift. You’ve been dodging me for the past few weeks.” Tyler gave her a hand over the lip. The guard towers were made of a combination of wood and steel. They were high enough to give them a good lay of the land but they weren’t very spacious. The cramped roofed quarters provided enough room for two people, and a cot. As they rotated shifts, it was rare that anyone needed to rest, but the cot was there for the long nights. It allowed at least one of them to get a few hours so they weren’t exhausted the next day. Though it was mandatory that one guard had to be awake at all times, requiring them to take turns sleeping. Camp Olney had four guard towers, one at each corner, and four guards walking around a catwalk that wrapped the inner perimeter of the wall. Beyond that were upwards of twenty people, dispersed among the landscape. Andy and many others had put a lot of thought into the security of the camp to make people feel safe.

      “I’ve been busy,” Tyler replied, bringing up his binoculars and looking out.

      He heard her brush dust from her jeans and tight-fitting tank top. All of them wore Kevlar flak jackets with armored inserts inserted into pouches. In addition, they each carried magazines, smoke grenades and a flare gun. The first sign of trouble and they needed to be ready to engage. Preparation was key. It was one of the first talks Andy gave after resuming his role as one of the original ten founders.

      “When are you going to tell them?” Allie asked.

      Tyler lowered the binos and glanced at her. “Soon. I just need time.”

      “I don’t understand why you haven’t told them already.”

      He sighed. “I’ve been told lies my entire life, Allie. How long has Jude known about this? Did Andy know? And why? I just don’t get it. Why would she do this?” he asked. “I should have known. I never saw my mother’s body. Andy told us she had passed, and the wake, well that was a closed casket. I just assumed…” He sighed.

      Allie placed a hand on his back. “You look like you could use some sleep.”

      He shrugged her off and brought the binos up. “I’m fine.”

      Allie moved to the wraparound railing and leaned against it. “You’ve been going out to see her, haven’t you?”

      “You’ve been keeping tabs on me?”

      “Someone has to,” she said. “You heard from Nate on how Erika’s doing?”

      “I saw both of them a week ago. Erika is out of the coma and Nate is happy to remain there until she is discharged.”

      “I’m surprised that hospital is still functioning.”

      “It wouldn’t be if it wasn’t for the town or us.”

      She nodded and looked out. “You had breakfast yet?”

      “No.”

      She turned and pulled off her backpack and dug around inside. She pulled out a container and popped it open. Inside was jerky. A large amount of meat that the camp brought in was turned into jerky to make it last longer. She handed him a few pieces, and he thanked her.

      “So what are your plans?”

      He took a bite and began to chew. “For?”

      “Your mother. Jude. Telling your brother. At the very least I’m sure Corey would want to know. You owe him that.”

      “I owe him? Yeah. Maybe.”

      “Maybe? If I found out my mother was alive after all this time, you can be damn sure Madison would be eager to know. The longer you leave it, the more pissed he’ll be.”

      “We’ve lived without knowing for a long time. I think a few more weeks won’t matter.”

      “Weeks? Why would you wait that long?”

      Tyler stopped chewing and looked at her. “Is it your mother? No. So let it go.”

      “Let it go?”

      “For God’s sake, Allie. Why do you care?” Tyler asked. “You have your sister back. Your father is still alive.”

      “Yeah but I don’t have my mother. I would give anything to have her back. That’s why it blows my mind that you are not taking this seriously.”

      Tyler turned. “You think it matters if I tell him now or a month from now? The fact is our mother has been alive all this time, and not once has she come to see us. She doesn’t give two shits. Hell, I thought Andy was bad but now I’m starting to think he was one hell of a father. At least he didn’t walk out.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t know. Have you thought of that? You’re walking around carrying this big weight on your shoulders. Let someone else carry some of it.”

      Tyler chuckled and shook his head. “You don’t get it. Why would you? You’ve always had your family. Besides your mother’s death, you don’t know what I’ve had to go through. So don’t even begin to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.”

      She looked at a loss for words, and then Tyler suddenly regretted opening his mouth.

      “No, you’re right,” she finally said. “I don’t know what you’ve been through or how hard you’ve had it but at some point, you’ve got to put the past behind you.”

      “I tried. Believe me I did. Then this shit storm happened,” he said glancing out and shaking his head. It was one bad thing after another. For the longest time his life had been good. After arriving in Las Vegas, he’d adjusted to city living. Being away from the regime of Andy felt like being released from prison. He soon found his stride and joined the hustle and bustle. His mind drifted back to the present.

      “Even more reason to tell them.”

      “Look, I appreciate the advice, Allie, I really do, but…” Before he could finish, a frown formed on his face as a red flare rose into the air. There was only one reason that occurred, and that was trouble. Tyler brought up the binos and adjusted the zoom. He scanned the forested landscape and then saw it. “Raise the alarm.”

      Allie shook the bell. Young mothers ushered the young and old into the domes. Steel doors sealed closed. Andy emerged from his dome and called up. “What we got?”

      “A rider on a horse,” Tyler yelled. “Looks like Ferris but…”

      Before he could finish, he looked again and then his eyes widened. Ferris was slumped over on the horse, barely hanging on as the horse galloped wildly towards the gates. If that wasn’t shocking enough, what it was dragging behind was. He couldn’t tell who it was, but it was a body.

      Grinding steel locks behind wooden gates groaned as Corey, Andy and a host of armed people opened the gates. They parted like the Red Sea, letting the horse gallop in past them. Andy was quick to grab the reins and slow the horse. Dust kicked up behind it, a plume of grit. Ferris was hunched over, his legs tied into the stirrups, a rope wound over his thighs holding him to the horse. Up close, the full extent of his injuries could be seen. His face was battered, and he was gripping a bloody wound on his stomach. “Ferris,” Andy said, lifting his head. He mumbled out a few words before they cut him loose and his body slid off the horse. A few of the men in camp caught him and rushed him to the medical center. Tyler hurried down the ladder to get a better look at the man who was lying motionless. He was facedown and his entire body was caked in mud. He was barely recognizable. What little clothes he had on were torn to shreds from having been dragged by the horse. His ankles had been tied together, and the other end of the rope tied off around the back of the saddle. Andy cut the rope and his legs dropped. They flipped the man over and then took a step back.

      “Hudgens?” Andy closed his eyes and dipped his head.

      There was no point checking for a pulse. The dark hole in the center of his forehead explained it all. Who had done this? Ferris might have raised questions in the mind of Corey but not even he would have stooped this low. Corey crouched and searched his body for a message but there was none. “Anything?” Tyler asked.

      “This must have been Jude,” Andy said turning on a dime.

      “It can’t have been,” Corey said. “We’ve had him and the camp under surveillance for the past four weeks. No one has ventured out of there, not even at night.”

      “What you see, and what is happening behind the scenes are two different things. Jude is a master at hiding the truth,” Andy replied. “I want everyone inside the camp, no exceptions until I’ve spoken with Ferris. And double the number of guards on the gates. If he’s planning an attack, we will be ready for it. That bastard is going to pay!”

      Markowitz and Gibby took off to carry out his orders, while Corey examined Hudgens’ body. “It doesn’t make sense. The town had more than enough armed volunteers. And Hudgens sure as hell wasn’t in the habit of leaving town.”

      Two people stepped in to assist in removing Hudgens’ body, while another took the horse to the stables.

      Allie looked at Tyler as Corey made a beeline for the medical center.

      “You think it was him?” Allie asked Tyler, as if he would know any better. He was as much in the dark as anyone. Although he had grown close to Jude in the three weeks in Camp Olney, his views of him were marred by Jude’s alliance with Thomas and the raiders. Then of course there was the matter of his mother being alive and that secret rendezvous. He certainly didn’t look shocked to see her. He didn’t know what to believe. Father or not, if he was behind this, heads would roll.

      They followed Corey into the medical center where two doctors were already working on Ferris. Medical terminology was spat out, and shiny instruments wheeled into place.

      “Get them out of here,” the head doctor said, his face masked up.

      Andy pointed and Tyler took the hint. He returned to his position in the guard tower with a new sense of vigilance and determination to protect the settlement. Allie wasn’t that far behind. “We should go see,” she said.

      Tyler shook his head. “You heard what Andy said.”

      “That hasn’t stopped you slipping out before,” she muttered. “And besides, when was the last time you ever listened to him?”

      He brought the binos up and looked out. Nothing. No movement. He shouted over to Rachel, one of the women who had been patrolling the external perimeter. She was now walking the catwalk around the interior near him. “Did you see anyone else?”

      “Nothing. Figured Ferris guided the horse in.”

      It was possible, but he looked barely alive when they cut him loose.

      Were they out there, watching?

      “We have to warn the scouts,” Allie said.

      Tyler picked up a canister of water and unscrewed the top. “Markowitz is handling it. They need us here,” he said before chugging back most of the contents. “If they’re out there, watching, they’re probably expecting to pick off more of us. Andy is right. Regroup, reassess and then decide a course of action. Right now, we wait.”

      Allie shrugged. “Wait? I never took you as the waiting kind,” she said.

      She was starting to annoy him. “Don’t you have something else to do? I’m pretty sure it was meant to be Holden up here with me today.”

      “I swapped shifts. Figured if I didn’t, you’d dodge me for another month.”

      “I’m not dodging you,” Tyler replied.

      “Right. You’ve been busy.” She paused for a few seconds, then said, “Is this about what happened? I’ve already explained that Jude gave me no choice.”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “Then what is it, Tyler? Because you’ve been giving me the cold shoulder ever since.”

      Tyler turned and looked at her.

      “Let’s just say that Fords don’t have much luck when it comes to women.”

      She frowned, confused at first, then it must have dawned on her.“You’re worried about me? Like, Ella, or your mother? But why? We’re not even dating.”

      He dipped his chin and chuckled. “No, that’s right. Let’s keep it that way,” he said climbing back down the ladder and leaving her with more questions than answers. The truth was, he’d grown fond of her and from experience he knew that his relationships only ended one way — badly.
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      Hot coffee splashed over his hands as Nate juggled two cups, a set of fresh clothes under one arm and a bag over his other arm. Bailey was no longer at the hospital. Tyler had taken the dog back with him a couple weeks ago, suggesting that it was better for her. More room to run around and it would give the hospital a break. Nate cursed as the coffee burned his hand. He set the cups down on a gurney in the corridor. A nurse hurried over to assist. “Need a little help?”

      “Oh thanks. Spinning a few too many plates,” he said as his cheeks flushed red.

      “Tell me about it,” she replied, taking the clothes from him. He noticed dark circles under her eyes and eyed her name tag. Helen. She was a good-looking girl, early twenties, dark hair pinned up. “I thought shift work was tough when life was normal but this is insane.”

      “I bet. What kind of shifts are you pulling?”

      “It was twelve hours in the first few weeks but some community nurses came to our aid and we’ve managed to dial back to eight hours. Still, with all chaos breaking loose outside, there’s been an upswing of casualties. Burns, stabbings, gunshot wounds. Though many of the older folks are the ones we’re seeing the most. Not all of them were able to get their regular meds, and with the elderly home care no longer running, it’s been back-to-back problems.”

      They strolled down the corridor.

      “Well I for one appreciate your sacrifice. Unpaid, it can’t be easy.”

      She nodded. “How’s that wound of yours coming along?”

      She jerked her head towards his hand which had fallen prey to some psycho. At least that’s what Danny called her. What a freak she was.

      “All I need is another hole in the other hand, and I could pass myself off as a martyr,” he joked. She didn’t laugh. That was when he noticed her wearing a cross around her neck. “I’m sorry. Just making light of it.”

      She shrugged. “It’s fine. Lately, I’ve had my doubts about my relationship with him upstairs.”

      He didn’t bother to delve into it, and thankfully she quickly shifted the topic.

      “So today’s the big day. Erika gets to go home. You two live nearby?”

      “Us? Um. We don’t live together.”

      “But you’ve been here every day for the last month. I figured you were together.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Ah, like that.”

      He nodded. Nate noticed there wasn’t a ring on her finger.

      “You dating?”

      Helen chuckled. “Why, you asking?”

      He got tongue-tied as he tried to backtrack, not wanting her to get the wrong end of the stick. “I’m joking,” she replied. “You have a good woman in there.”

      “Yeah, I suppose I do,” he replied as he used his elbow to hold open the door into Erika’s room.  Erika was sitting up in bed, her eyes were bright and she was eager to get out. For a long while it had been touch and go. After the incident, he’d spent the first week in a hospital bed himself having nurses care for his gnarly wound. He now sported one hell of an ugly scar on his hand. Erika was beside herself when he recounted the story.

      Danny, the young teenager that had come to his aid, had stuck around until he was well enough to go home. While being treated by the hospital, Nate had told him about the Fords, his journey from Las Vegas to Whitefish and how if he wanted to survive the coming days, how he might want to join his group. He’d said he’d think about it. That was two weeks ago. Nate hadn’t seen him since. He figured he’d left town, decided against joining or been killed.

      With no internet running, no newspapers or even local radio, the only way to get news was by getting out, word of mouth or via a newsletter. A family in Whitefish had turned to circulating a newsletter in the form of an old-style, typed letter. There wasn’t much to it, just basic town news, a quick update on the remaining resources available through the emergency operation center, a word of encouragement from the mayor, the date and time of the weekly town hall meeting, requests for volunteers in specific areas and a short gag to lighten the mood. Still, it was helpful and over the past month, Nate had soaked it up. He was surprised to see how much the community of Whitefish had rallied together to help each other. It made him believe that good people still existed.

      “Erika. How are you, my dear?” Helen said as she laid her clothes at the foot of her bed. Nate walked over and handed her the coffee.

      “I’ll let you know when I’m out of here,” she replied.

      “Ah, we’re gonna miss yah. Anything I can do for you?”

      “You’ve done enough. Thanks, Helen.”

      Helen turned and eyed Nate, giving him a smile before leaving. Erika’s eyes darted between them just before the door closed. Nate said nothing but sat on the window ledge and sipped his coffee, while occasionally glancing out. He looked down at Bailey’s bowl and wondered how the dog was doing. Erika missed her like crazy. She’d remained at her bedside for most of her stay until Tyler convinced her to go with him. Until that point nurses had been very accommodating and had taken to bringing her treats when they did their rounds.

      “What was that?” Erika asked.

      “What was what?”

      “The way you looked at her.”

      “What way?”

      “I’m sure I caught a wink.”

      “There was no wink.”

      She started laughing. “I’m joking. Though I think Helen has a thing for you.”

      “She does not.”

      “Trust me. I’m a woman. I know the looks,” she said before taking a sip of her drink.

      “There are looks?”

      “Of course. A whole arsenal of them. Surely, you knew that.”

      He cleared his throat and backtracked. “Well. Of course.”

      “Yeah right.” She laughed. “Ah, I can’t wait to get out of here. Any sign of Danny?”

      “Hasn’t been by.”

      “Too bad. I liked the kid.”

      Nate sat quietly, turning his head and staring out the window. “You know, I was thinking you were right. Probably best we don’t mention this to Tyler. Us, I mean.”

      Her eyebrow shot up as she peered over her cup. “What caused that change?”

      “Well, who knows how things will go?”

      Erika cocked her head. “Something you want to tell me?”

      He shook his head and pulled a face.

      “Hasn’t got anything to do with Helen, has it?”

      He laughed. “Come on. Enough with that. Look, I just think Tyler has enough on his plate with his mother and all.”

      “Mother?”

      Nate closed his eyes. He realized he’d let the cat out of the bag. Tyler had confided in him and gave him strict instructions not to tell anyone, not until he had figured out if it was truly her. Some part of him still couldn’t believe it.

      Nate tried to backtrack. “Did I say mother? I meant father.”

      Erika narrowed her gaze.

      “You’re giving me one of those looks, aren’t you?”

      “Yep. You’re not a good liar, Nate. Come on, what’s the story?” He sighed and brought her up to speed, telling her not to say anything. For a few seconds she sat there with a shocked look on her face. “Holy cow. His mother is Morning Star?”

      “I don’t think that’s the bit that surprised him.”

      “Well of course not but still. Damn, I thought my family was messed up.”

      “Look, don’t say anything. It’s not really any of our business. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Because I can’t be trusted?”

      “No. Of course not. I just…” he trailed off. “I’m gonna step out and give you some time to dress. I’ll swing back in five minutes, okay?”

      She never stopped giving him that look. Now he was paranoid. What did it mean? Was she pissed? Annoyed? Was he gonna get the silent treatment for the next few days? He was beginning to think his relationship with her wasn’t worth all the drama. Nate stepped out and closed the door behind him. In the corridor nurses were going about their duties. He saw Helen attending to one elderly person in another room. She smiled, and he gave a short wave before heading down to the lower level. Officer Rutland was manning the front desk with a new security guy. There seemed to be a new face every few days. He was making his way down the hallway towards him when he heard a commotion. It was out of view, around the corner at the far end, but by the look on Rutland’s face, and his hands going up, he knew it was trouble. Nate pulled a Glock that Tyler had given him from his waistband and then backed up. Rutland turned his head towards the corridor where Nate was the only one coming down and he shook his head as if to indicate to get out of there. Nate took the hint and darted into the stairwell. There he stood with the door partially open, peering out. It didn’t take long to see who was causing the commotion. A sudden influx of soldiers bearing arms came into view. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Nate didn’t hesitate. He darted up the stairs taking them two at a time. He burst into Erika’s room just as she was finished getting dressed and was picking up Nate’s backpack and sliding her arms through it. “Get your shoes. We gotta get out of here.”

      “What?”

      “Armed soldiers. Let’s go.”

      “What the hell? Slow down a minute, Nate. Are we talking US military?”

      “If it is, they are taking this hospital by force.”

      “What?”

      He rushed to the window and looked out, his mouth going dry by the second. Down below were numerous military armored vehicles. “They don’t look like ours.”

      “Foreign?”

      “Erika. Enough questions. We need to shift ass.”

      They dashed out of the room, turned right and were about to head to the far end of the hospital, to a window that opened out to a ledge and a delivery truck far below that had been there since the power grid went down, when soldiers emerged from the stairwell. Erika grabbed Nate and pulled him back inside. Yelling followed by gunfire erupted in the corridor as someone tried to protest. Thinking quickly, Erika rushed to the window and opened it. A huge gust of wind blew in taking Nate’s breath away. Paperwork left on the side table blew into the air, some sheets went out the window falling like confetti. Nate looked out and shook his head. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      “Yeah, choose another way out and not fall to our deaths.”

      Erika glanced over her shoulder at the sound of approaching soldiers.

      “Decide now.”

      Nate gritted his teeth and growled as he climbed out and swallowed his fear. He hated heights. Unlike some other windows in the hospital, there was no second level jutting out that they could jump down to. Instead, they climbed out and balanced precariously on a thin concrete ledge. He carefully shuffled across to a space between windows. Erika was behind him. She slid the window back into place using the tip of her boot before moving towards him. Wind blew Nate’s jacket around and nearly forced them off the edge. He stared out across the town, not daring to look down. The only thing preventing him from becoming one with the pavement below was the tips of his fingers and the balls of his feet. “I’m starting to think you’re bad luck,” he said to her.

      “Ditto,” she replied.

      He wasn’t sure how long they remained outside that window but it seemed like forever. His fingers were cramping up and he was beginning to think he couldn’t hold on any longer when Erika told him to shift her way. They inched their way around the brick and mortar building, slow and steady, until they managed to make it to a thick pipe that went up to the roof. Erika scaled it first like a monkey with him on her tail. As soon as he was over the lip, Nate crashed against the roof, looking up into the sky and breathing heavily.

      “Why do these things keep happening? I’m beginning to think this town is cursed.”

      Erika wasn’t listening. She was up and moving at a crouch towards the edge of the building that overlooked the parking lot. Nate rolled and scrambled to his feet, joining her a few seconds later.

      “That sure as hell isn’t the National Guard,” she muttered.

      “No shit.”

      Without another word she hurried across to the north side, removing Nate’s backpack as she went. Inside she pulled a set of binoculars out and when she made it to the edge she scoped out the landscape. North Valley Hospital was quite the distance from the heart of Whitefish but with high-powered binoculars at least a portion of the south end could be seen. “What the hell?” She handed them to Nate, and he took a look. He observed tan military vehicles on the streets, foot soldiers running alongside them and from what he could tell people being dragged from their homes.

      They crouched there for the better part of ten minutes scoping out the situation. Beyond the obvious concern for safety, seeing soldiers force civilians to roll stalled vehicles across the main roads into the town as though they were preparing to block all access was troubling. It meant they planned on staying. “We’ve got to get out of here. Warn Andy and the others.”

      “Maybe they already know,” Erika said. She continued looking through the binos.

      “Look, we can’t stay on this roof. Who knows how long it will take before they come up to search, or set up some kind of observation lookout?” Nate said looking off towards a steel doorway. The roof of the hospital was massive, and from the moment he’d got up there he’d already spotted two entry points. It wasn’t a matter of if soldiers would come up, it was only when. Erika bit down on her lower lip and nodded in agreement.

      “Then again, chances are they won’t come up immediately. They’ll be occupied with clearing each of the rooms. We should stay here until it gets dark then make our way out,” Nate said. Erika nodded but had nothing to add to it. It wasn’t like they had many options. “And of all the times this could happen. I’m famished.”

      Erika reached into his bag and pulled out an apple.

      “You took that?”

      “They gave it to me. You want it or not?”

      He didn’t hesitate. While Nate tucked into it, Erika made her way to all sides of the building to get a better lay of the land and determine the best way out once night fell. They might have blocked off the roads but the woodland to the east was a clear shot.
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      “How long do we intend to keep up this façade?” Jude asked, rolling over and watching Dianna’s naked body glide out from under the sheets. In her early fifties she still looked every bit as good as when he first met her. She crossed the log cabin in the heart of O’Brien Mountain settlement and slipped into a robe. She twisted her dark hair and pushed in a wooden hairpin to hold it in place. After folding the ties in the front, she tapped out a cigarette and lit the end, before shaking the match.

      “You worry too much,” she replied, blowing smoke in the air and returning to the bed. She tossed the pack of smokes on Jude’s chest and lay beside him.

      “People are asking questions. They’re beginning to doubt.”

      “That’s because you failed to keep control of the originals at Camp Olney.”

      “Your son.” He paused and swallowed. “I mean, our son, turned them against me.”

      “Oh please. You give Tyler way too much credit. It was your shortcomings, your inability to lead that brought us to this point.”

      “Inability? Forty people followed me out.”

      “And how many were left behind?”

      He didn’t reply. It was far more. He hated the way she could get under his skin and yet mesmerize him all at once. He’d never met another woman that could dig the knife in with one hand and caress his cheek with the other. She was a master manipulator, and yet if it wasn’t for that talent, they wouldn’t have formed Camp O’Brien, or had such an impact on the county. More importantly, her work behind the scenes, many years ago, had paved the way for the situation they were now in. He could still recall the night she dropped the idea on him. It was absurd, lofty, impossible even, but not for her. She had proven herself more resourceful than any man could, including Andy. Oh, he knew how to survive, and could talk the big game, but the truth was he didn’t have the balls to make the hard choices, or the wherewithal to create the connections that would change the future. Not many could walk away from their family for the sake of a revolution. Andy had underestimated Dianna, treated her as less than him, and for a time squashed her natural instincts, but not him. Jude saw potential. He saw another side to her. She was a natural born leader, spoke multiple languages and had an irresistible charm. Though easily perceived as cold, calculating and even cruel, she could change her demeanor on a dime, and make someone fall for her and think she was the warmest and gentlest person alive. She was a chameleon, a master of her own world, and those she came across if given the chance. Hell, he had to wonder at times if perhaps she was playing him too. “Don’t you want to see them?”

      “I will, in time. For now we need to stay on track.”

      “On track? The train has derailed, Dianna. We are a stone’s throw away from losing control of what remains. This whole incident has changed the dynamics.”

      “It’s changed nothing. We simply adapt, adjust and overcome.”

      He scoffed and shook his head. “What will you do when they find out?”

      “They won’t.”

      “But if they do?”

      Dianna glanced at him. “I will handle it. For now—”

      The door burst open and Thomas entered. He glanced at them, glared at Jude and apologized for not knocking before turning to leave.

      “What is it, Thomas?” Dianna asked, rolling her eyes.

      With his hand still on the door Thomas stepped back in. “Something is happening. Olney’s scouts have retreated.”

      “And?”

      “We’ve been under their eye for the past four weeks. Don’t you find that a little strange?”

      “So? Send out a group. Find out what’s happening. Why are we even having this conversation?”

      “That’s… not all.”

      She waited for him to share more but he seemed a little apprehensive to speak, as if hoping Jude would step out and give them privacy but he wasn’t going anywhere. Dianna glanced at Jude, smiled and then beckoned Thomas into a separate room where they could speak privately.

      Jude’s relationship with Thomas was rocky at best. For the longest time, Thomas had been Dianna’s right-hand man, responsible for the settlement. Upon learning of the incident at Camp Olney, he’d already been quick to make it clear that when Dianna wasn’t around, he was the one calling the shots, not Jude. He was a power whore, given to the thought that one day Dianna would show some sign of affection towards him, but her heart was elsewhere. It always had been. For as long as he had known her, she was never one for settling. Distracted and unsatisfied summed her up. She was the kind of woman that only told a person what she wanted them to know. Mysterious, even in covering up her faked death, some might have assumed he knew the truth, but he was under the impression she had died until a week after the funeral. It was as if she didn’t trust him. Maybe she didn’t. If he had known what she was planning he probably would have questioned her mental state, talked her out of it, made her think about her kids. Perhaps that’s why she didn’t tell him.

      Ultimately, she planned it all. The false diagnosis from the doctors. Acting in absurd ways in order to convince Andy. And eventually the final hours, medics arriving and her disappearance. That was where Thomas came into the picture. A close friend and confidant from her previous line of work, he was key to the coverup. A man that clearly would have given his own life for just a drop of Dianna’s attention. Jude had warned her that she was toying with his heart. That it wouldn’t end well. Even admirers had their limits. Clearly, he expected her to return some form of affection but she never gave it, and she never would. He was nothing more than a dog on a leash. She’d even laughed behind his back and said, “You don’t keep a dog, and bark yourself.” The truth was her sights had always been set on overseeing the masses. And Andy, Jude, and Thomas were just stepping-stones towards that. While initially she was drawn to Andy because she saw his influence, she soon realized his limitations. He wanted nothing more than to raise a family, teach and hold seminars about survival — not her, she wanted more. More visibility. More glory. More adoration. Like a modern-day Cleopatra. She didn’t want the scraps from the table, or to live in the shadow of any man. Corey’s birth was a mistake according to her, an unplanned pregnancy and Tyler, well he was just another stumbling block in her way.

      Given the right connections within government, Jude could have seen her rising through the ranks in an attempt to have a hand in the leading of the country. Unable to do that, she sought other means, which had brought them to this situation. How she’d pulled it off was a mystery not even he could extract from her. Who she’d contacted and what she’d offered was unknown. Jude was just along for the ride, like everyone else. But that was enough for him. Just being in her sphere was more than enough. Oh, he’d had women throw themselves at him but that always came off as desperate. Dianna never threw herself at him. Although Andy believed he’d gone behind his back and seduced his wife, it was the other way around. He knew sleeping with her was wrong. He knew that it would destroy his friendship with Andy but that all went by the wayside when she got under his skin.

      Jude got up from the bed and crossed the room to pour some coffee. He could hear Thomas talking with her in the next room. Their voices were muffled with Thomas’ getting louder by the second. It wasn’t long before the door swung open and he marched out, his face sour.

      “Just do as I say,” Dianna said following behind him.

      He exited but not before glaring one more time at Jude. He could feel the resentment dripping off him. He pressed her regarding what he wanted but she wouldn’t give a clear answer, all she would say was Thomas was struggling.

      “You can only push them so hard, Dianna. If I have learned anything from Camp Olney, it is that trust cannot be demanded, it’s earned and that’s the difference between Andy and myself. He’s earned it.”

      She scoffed. “You know the problem with you, Jude, is you are too self-depreciating. Self-loathing is not attractive,” she said, brushing past him and collecting her things.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “I have work to do.”

      “This work of yours that’s always drawing you away. When are you going to share it with me?”

      “In time. In time.”

      “That’s what you keep saying,” he said leaning against a table. “Meanwhile I have to hold down the fort without you when you should be standing beside me, governing these people together.” He grabbed her by the arm before she left. “I need you, Dianna.”

      She smiled and tapped the front of his chest with her index finger. “That’s the difference between you and me. I don’t.” Without saying another word she walked out, self-assured and confident, her face once again hidden by the hood. Had he not been utterly spellbound by her, he had a good mind to pull the hood back and end her ridiculous reign of mystery. But he didn’t. The door closed, and he stood there feeling less of a man, and more like a puppet in her wild game.
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      Ferris slept for the better part of the day monitored by the camp’s two doctors. Andy had remained by his bedside, eager to know who had stabbed him and taken Hudgens’ life. With the camp on high alert, there was little more to be done than wait. Andy flipped through some old blueprints Edison had drawn up, improvements to the camp that he’d developed a while back. It would make the place safer, and make travel between the forest, nearby towns and the camp easier by way of tunnels. It was the reason Andy had recruited him in the first place. He was an innovator, someone who could take ideas and bring them to life. He saw opportunities when others only complained about problems. It was never a matter of if something could be done, only how. And if he initially couldn’t figure it out, he would eventually find a way.

      Edison had proposed to create two tunnels, one from Andy’s dome fissuring out to the forest, and if that held up, then creating one more that would get them closer to the town of Whitefish. Construction of longer tunnels than the typical escape hatch that the domes had would have been a hell of a lot easier when there was electricity but they were constrained by budget back then. Now, the way he saw it, it was only a matter of time and they had plenty of that. Andy thumbed some paper and wasn’t looking at Ferris when he woke out of his pain haze, his eyelids fluttering.

      “Water,” Ferris croaked out.

      Andy glanced his way, tossed the paper down and quickly crossed the room to get him a cup of water. When he returned, he brought it to his lips, and Ferris gulped it down, some of it trickling out the corner of his mouth. “Slow down,” Andy said, removing it and setting the cup on a table beside his bed. “Nurse,” he yelled. Quickly, Petra, one of the nurses, came in with the doc and checked his vitals. They said they would return later with more pain medication. Once they were gone, Andy leaned forward in his seat waiting for Ferris to speak.

      “What happened?”

      He swallowed hard and looked around. “Militia. Some group has swarmed the town,” he said before taking another large breath. Every time he spoke, he winced in pain. Andy told him to take it slow. “One of them was an escaped inmate from Gabriel’s original group. He brought them here. He must have been keeping tabs on the town for a time after he escaped that night at the hospital. He knows about the camp. Here I mean.”

      “You tell them?” Corey asked, appearing in the doorway. Andy glanced at him as he entered.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Chief Bruce did.”

      “That bastard,” Andy said, balling his hands. “Why they ever put him in that position is beyond me.”

      “He did it to protect the council,” Ferris said. “They were going to execute all of us.”

      “Oh, well that makes it all better,” Corey replied, crossing his arms and leaning back against the wall. “So why did he send you?”

      “Because of Bill Pope.”

      “Who?”

      “The one that escaped from the hospital. He was the one who brought them here.”

      “He did? Or you did?” Corey asked.

      “Corey,” Andy piped up.

      “Ah, I’m just saying. Pope could have been dead had Ferris and his men done their job.”

      Andy raised a finger and then tapped Ferris on the arm. “Rest up. I’ll be back shortly.” He got up, crossed the room, took a hold of Corey’s arm and forcefully led him out, a good distance from the medical area.

      “Get off me.”

      Andy held his forearm tightly as he pulled him around into one of the small alleys between the grassy domes. “This is not the time for you to start an argument.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Yeah, well don’t. Okay. If you can’t be around the man without picking apart everything he says or does, then maybe you should find something else to do. Right now he is the only source of information for what is happening, and what might happen. You want to screw that up?”

      “He might be the only source. But that only matters if what he’s telling us is true. And I for one don’t believe a single thing that comes out of his mouth. For all we know, this might be just some elaborate trap.”

      Andy released his grip on his arm and scoffed. “A trap? You think he stabbed himself? Oh son, I raised you better than that. Don’t be stupid.”

      “People go to great lengths to protect themselves. What’s to say that he didn’t strike up some bargain with Jude and his group? You know, some kind of immunity if he drew us away to Whitefish? Think about it. Divided we are weaker.”

      “Our scouts have had Jude under surveillance for a month. They would have seen Ferris enter the camp,” Andy said.

      “C’mon dad, you know there are many ways into that camp.”

      Andy narrowed his eyes. He understood where he was going with this and it would have been easy to suspect Ferris of going behind their backs to secure his own safety but call it a gut instinct, he didn’t think this was some elaborate ploy to draw them out. He knew Jude better than that.

      Corey shook his head. “All I’m saying is that we shouldn’t buy everything anyone tells us until we can confirm it ourselves.” He turned to walk away.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To confirm it. I’m taking Tyler with me.”

      “Corey.”

      He didn’t answer but kept on walking. A few people in the camp noticed the commotion between them. Andy smiled and gave a nod, not wanting to give them a reason for concern but perhaps it was too late. The last thing he needed was the camp losing confidence in him. Andy sighed and returned to speak with Ferris.
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      It was utterly humiliating. Chief Bruce and the rest of the city council were thrown into the same holding cells used for those who’d committed crimes in the city. He might not have cared had there been a window or adequate space but it was a temporary holding facility for those who weren’t bonded out, or released on their own recognizance. More often than not, those arrested were transported to Flathead County Detention Center, and he knew that place was no longer being manned since the blackout. He was sharing a cell with three others, and with one bed and one steel toilet, the smell was atrocious. He sat in the corner of the room looking despondently at the slop they’d given them. He couldn’t tell if it was a meat smoothie, or something they’d scooped out of the sewers. It reeked. His stomach grumbled as he picked at it with a spoon. Across from him, Tully Warren sat with his head in his hands trying to get some shut-eye; to the left, Arthur Thompson tapped his finger against his leg looking into space. However, it was Greg Macleod that had him worried. He’d been pacing for hours, mumbling under his breath and every so often slamming his fist against the door and demanding to be let out.

      “Sit down, Greg,” Bruce said. “You’ll only incite them.”

      “Incite. I would rather be dead than stuck in here and treated like a common criminal.” He proceeded to bang the door again. “You know we have rights. I have rights!”

      Bruce was about to get up and make him sit down when the door unlocked. Two soldiers entered. “Who’s making all the noise?”

      “Me. I want out of here. You can’t do this to us. I am a city council member. I have a right to…”

      Before he finished, they grabbed him and dragged him out. Bruce rose to his feet to protest but after having the barrel of a gun shoved in his face, he backed off. As the door closed behind them, they heard the sound of Greg being viciously beaten with batons. His cries for mercy were soon silenced with a final thud before what sounded like his feet dragging across the floor as they no doubt removed his broken body.

      Stupid, stupid, why couldn’t you keep your mouth shut? Bruce thought.

      Tully looked at Bruce and grimaced. No words were exchanged. There was no telling if they would ever see Greg again or if the same fate awaited them. For hours he’d been racking his brain on how to escape but even if they could get out, how would they get past Hopkins’ men? There were too many.

      Minutes turned into hours and when someone finally spoke it was Tully.

      “Why did you tell them about the camp?”

      Bruce looked at him and noticed Tully was running his finger over his wedding ring.

      “Because for all the differences I’ve had with Andy Ford, I know if anyone can help, it would be him.”

      “But you’ve essentially put a target on their backs.”

      Bruce snorted and shook his head. “No, I just saved them. You see, if I hadn’t said anything, eventually he, Corey or some of the others from the camp would have made their way in, and they would be in the same predicament as we are. Now what use is that to us? At least this way, they will get the heads-up and perhaps, just maybe they’ll figure out a way to help.”

      “Help. Right.”

      “There are more than enough of them,” Bruce said.

      “That’s not what I heard the last time I spoke with Andy.”

      Bruce frowned, slightly confused. In the past month he had to admit, he hadn’t seen much of Andy. He had visited the town only once, and that was brief.

      “He said that a large chunk of the camp went elsewhere. They have maybe sixty or seventy people,” Tully said.

      “And from what I saw, there was more militia than that out there,” Arthur added.

      Bruce studied both of them. He could see where this was heading.

      “If I said nothing, he would have killed all of us,” Bruce said.

      “Then why are we still alive?”

      “Leverage,” Bruce replied to Arthur. “You always need an ace in your back pocket. Anyone with a lick of sense knows that no matter how many men they have behind them, they would want something they could use in a bind. That’s us.”

      “An exchange?” Tully asked.

      He shrugged.

      “But is he aware of Andy Ford’s dislike for this town?”

      “No, and we intend to keep it that way.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      “What if it’s not an exchange? What if…”

      Bruce rose to his feet and placed a hand on Tully’s shoulder. “Don’t even go there. We are getting out of this. Okay? We didn’t come this far to fall now.” He sighed and was about to share another idea with them both when the door unlocked and the same two soldiers appeared. Bruce noticed blood on their fatigues. “You. Let’s go!” the largest one said.

      Bruce pointed to himself. “Me?”

      “Yeah,” he grabbed him and hauled him out. This was it. As soon as the door closed, they would inflict the same punishment on him as Greg. Years of policing Whitefish and he was about to die in his own station.

      “Look, guys, we can talk about this.”

      “Just keep moving.”

      He frowned, noticing they were more intent on him heading down the hallway. Nervous but glad to not be on the tail end of a baton, he did as he was instructed. They led him up the stairs and towards his office at the far corner of the department. In the main office, where his officers would usually be working, militia members were drinking beer and putting their feet up on desks. Someone had smashed each of the computer screens and tossed a computer so hard against the drywall that it had left behind a large bowl-shaped indent.

      Within minutes he was presented before Hopkins who was sitting in his leather chair behind Bruce’s desk, and from the looks of it, drinking his bourbon. He was hunched over a plate of fish and rice. The cutlery scraped against the plate as he ate in a sloppy manner.

      “Thank you, guys. That will be all.”

      The door closed behind him.

      Hopkins jabbed his butter knife towards the seat.

      “Sit.”

      Bruce knew better than to go against his wishes. He slumped down and sat there for a second watching him shovel food into his trap. He looked behind him and out the window to try and get a better view of what was taking place outside. His concern was for the community. Even after the blackout that hadn’t changed. It was ingrained in him to protect and uphold the law.

      “How long have you been chief?”

      “A long time,” Bruce replied.

      He nodded slowly, eyeing Bruce as he took a swig of his drink.

      “You know, I admire what you did today. I get it. I really do. Going to bat for your community. That’s the sign of a good leader.” He finished his food and then reached into the drawer beside him and pulled out a box of cigars. “You want one?”

      “No. I’m good.”

      Hopkins shrugged. “I could use a person like you. We’re going to be here a while and I certainly could make things go smoothly, if you know what I mean.”

      “What do you want?” Bruce asked, trying to cut to the chase. “I mean, if it’s just resources, you can find those in any number of towns throughout the country. Why here? Why now?”

      “Why not?” he shot back. “Why do anything? I choose to. This is a very different country now. I know there are folks out there that believe Canada or Europe will come to our aid but do you honestly think that’s going to happen without a war?” Bruce frowned, confused by his reply, so Hopkins continued. “There are those in this country who have been desperate for change. I’m not talking about a new president, a better health care system or reduced debt. I’m speaking about freedom. Real freedom. None of this crap they pretend we have. We have been nothing but puppets on a string singing an anthem that lost its roots a long time ago.” He took a cigar and cut the end off and proceeded to turn it as he scorched the end. His face disappeared behind a huge plume of gray smoke. Hopkins waved smoke out of his face and leaned forward. “No. This is an opportunity for a clean slate. Right now the power of this nation is back in the hands of the people. The question is, which people?” He paused. “Do you know there are over one thousand hate groups active in America? You can be damned sure they are seeing the opportunity. No transportation. No communication. No government to deal with. The question, is who will rise up first and take control?”

      “Is that what this is about? Control?”

      He laughed as he sat back in his seat. “You say it as if you’re surprised. As if it’s new. It’s always been about control. Even before the blackout. It’s just there were laws in place to govern who controlled the masses.”

      He eyed him with a smirk on his face as if he was relishing his newfound position of power.

      “Where is Greg?” Bruce asked.

      “Who?”

      “You know full well.”

      He took another puff, glanced at the cigar. “Greg is fine. He’ll come around just like you all will. For some it will take a little more convincing but we are more than ready to do that. The question is, are you on board or do you need to join Greg?”

      Bruce chuckled. “So that’s how you intend to take control. Harming others. You know, that only gets you so far. Fear, I mean. People might fall in line but they won’t forget and when you think they have your back, it will be too late.”

      “Is that a threat?” Hopkins asked.

      “I have seen many people take positions of power and use fear as way to control others. It doesn’t work in the long run. It’s a short-term game. That’s all I’m saying.”

      He nodded.

      “You know, you didn’t have to kill Hudgens.”

      Hopkins laughed. “Please. The man was one step away from someone doing it. I’m surprised he wasn’t already dead.” He paused and studied Bruce. “I will listen to ideas but there are some things I will not tolerate. Come, let me show you something.” He turned and walked to the window leaving a gun on the table. Bruce knew that this was some test. He got up from his chair and followed him. “Take a look. What do you see?”

      Bruce looked away from the gun. He knew going for it would be useless. Even if it was loaded, how would it benefit to kill him? His men would charge in and shoot him before he managed to escape. And the town, it would still be in the same situation, except there would be a new face taking over Hopkins’ position. Bruce gazed out. “What am I looking at?”

      “Oh, you probably need these.” Hopkins handed him the binos and pointed.

      He squinted. Then he saw numerous military trucks rolling in, along with flatbeds with huge amounts of corrugated steel sheets on the back of them. “What the hell is that?”

      “The beginnings of something great.”

      He returned to the table and pulled out a large map of Whitefish. Bruce looked over his shoulder, taking it all in. A line was drawn in red around sections of the streets. “These areas will be blocked off. Vehicles will go here, here and here, and over here. Steel walls will be erected where you see the red lines.”

      “You’re going to enclose the town?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Why?”

      He smiled. “Like I told you, a war is coming. And we must be ready. You’re fortunate that we picked your little town to put down roots. It has great access to the national forests for hunting, the lakes for fishing and of course, most importantly — people.” He took a deep breath and stepped back observing it as if trying to determine where else he would make changes.

      “But…”

      “Like I said, you can either be on board or join Greg. The decision is with you but I know that, given the right amount of time, you will come around to seeing the bigger picture.”

      “You’re insane.”

      He laughed. “I should think so. I would doubt any man living in this country who says he isn’t.”

      Bruce looked at the map again. “That’s going to take a tremendous amount of manpower and building material. Where are you getting all this from?”

      “Vehicle hoods, and home fences. The rest, we’ve gathered over time, from different towns. Originally our eyes were set on Helena but after Pope told us about the picturesque town of Whitefish and all it had to offer, well, I just couldn’t pass it up without at least coming and taking a look.” He grinned. “Now while Officer Ferris passes on the message, we’ll take care of business here in town. My men are already assigning the good folks of this town a job to do. I figure we should have this place locked down within a matter of days, at least with the cooperation of the people.”

      “That’s where I come in, isn’t it?”

      “Bingo. You see, I really don’t want to have to start killing people. We need them. Now it requires telling the folks here a different story. One which paints us as the cavalry, and you as their great and glorious leader. Now, again, that’s one way of doing it. The other is we force them, and we shoot you and the rest of the council members for no longer being useful. I’m not a brain scientist but I know what I would choose. So? What’s it going to be, chief?”

      Chief Bruce’s heart sank. He knew he had no other choice than to play his game. He only hoped that Ferris got the message to Andy, and he would come to the aid of Whitefish.
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      Fiery torches formed a bright orange glow over Whitefish. From the distance it looked as if the entire town was ablaze. Minutes earlier, Corey and Tyler had been traveling south by horse, staying off the main roads and cutting through the forest parallel to Highway 93. To avoid any roadblocks they went east by way of Beaver Lake Road and dismounted on the hilly landscape of Good Medicine Drive. Approaching an abandoned home set back on a rise, Tyler tied off the horses while Corey used a ladder to climb to the roof of the two-story home. Tyler had noticed how quiet his brother was on the way there. Any attempt at conversation was cut short.

      On the roof, Tyler took a seat beside him on the ridge. Corey peered through binoculars. He handed the binos over without saying what he’d seen. “Go on. Take a look,” he said gesturing.

      “You okay, Corey?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Tyler brought up the binoculars and his eyes narrowed. “What the hell?”

      “Seems Ferris was telling the truth,” Corey replied. “That sure as hell isn’t the U.S. Army.”

      Tyler panned the binoculars taking in the full scope of what he was seeing. They were erecting corrugated steel panels. Usually it required posts in between to hold them steady but instead of going to all that trouble they were using stalled vehicles. Residents in the town were being forced to push vehicles into place, then corrugated steel was wedged in between like the filling in a sandwich. By the looks of it they were doing this at every road into the town, including the smaller ones that fissured off from neighborhoods. “A makeshift wall?” he muttered.

      While observing, Corey got on the radio to Bennington and Holden who were on the northeast side of the lake, not far from Whitefish Mountain Resort. Gibby and Markowitz had stayed behind to offer additional protection to the camp just in case Jude had seen them leave.

      “Bennington, you got a SITREP?” Corey asked.

      “Just coming up on the resort. Give us five minutes.”

      Corey nodded. “Roger that.”

      He sighed and tapped his finger against his chin.

      “Erika and Nate are down there,” Tyler said.

      Corey looked his way. “What?”

      “Nate. Erika.”

      He frowned and in a quiet voice said, “Right.”

      “What is the matter with you?”

      “I’m just tired. Really tired.” He ran a hand over his stubble.

      Tyler hadn’t seen his brother like this. He knew that losing Ella, and the baby had hit him hard but it was like he was somewhere else. Distracted. Certainly not functioning at his best.

      “You know you don’t have to be out here. We can handle this.”

      “Handle it?” He snorted. “Jude, maybe. Militia? Nope. These guys train for these kinds of events. They aren’t just low-level criminals, or opportunists seeking to make their mark. Many if not all of them are probably ex-military.”

      “And?”

      “And so maybe this is it,” Corey replied picking at the roof’s shingles.

      Tyler frowned. “What are you saying?”

      “Sometimes situations are out of our control, Tyler. We can’t save everyone.”

      “Are we talking about the community or Ella?”

      Corey shot him a glare. The very mention of her name seemed to incite him. He looked as if he was about to say something when Bennington came over the radio. “We got movement down there. Seems these guys must think we’re Mexican as they’re building a wall by the looks of it, over.”

      Corey brought the radio up to his lips. “Same here, over.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Head back,” Corey said to Tyler’s surprise.

      “Roger that.”

      “Head back?” Tyler immediately got on his case. “What about Nate, Erika?”

      “There’s not much we can do for them,” he said while cautiously climbing down. “They’re on their own.”

      “Like hell they are.”

      Tyler followed him down. As soon as their boots were on the ground, Corey made his way back to the horses. “I’m not leaving them there. We did that once and…”

      “They fared well. I think you underestimate your friends. As it stands, we need to update the camp so they can determine what to do. We are here for observation only. We have observed, now we leave.”

      “You can leave. I’m not.”

      Corey mounted his horse. “What do you think you can do, Tyler? Huh? You go charging in there, you are liable to get yourself and others killed.”

      “They haven’t sealed off the entire place. There is still time.”

      “That’s right. There is. Time for us to plan, strategize and put it to a vote.”

      “To a vote? This is not a voting matter,” Tyler said pointing towards the town. “People are going to die if we don’t help.”

      Corey wrapped the reins around his hand and patted the horse to keep it calm. “And how do you intend to do that?”

      “I’ll figure that out once I’m inside.”

      “Don’t be stupid. Mount up, let’s go.” His horse trotted forward a short distance before he stopped and looked back. “You hear me? Get on the damn horse, Tyler, and let’s go.”

      “I’m going in to help.”

      “No you’re not. Now do as I say.”

      “We’re not kids anymore, Corey. You want to avoid this, go ahead. But don’t tell me what to do.” Tyler mounted his horse and trotted off heading for a section of the town on the west side that still appeared to be open.

      He heard his brother turn his horse and gallop up alongside him. In an instant he reached over and grabbed the reins. “We’re not going that way.”

      “You aren’t. I am,” Tyler shot back before trying to pry his hands loose.

      A tugging match ensued until Corey released his grip. “You want to get yourself killed. Go ahead!” He turned his horse away and Tyler watched him ride off. He waited there for a minute or two, contemplating his words. He didn’t have a death wish but he sure as hell wasn’t going to wait. Time was against them and by the looks of it, they’d have the streets sealed off in a matter of twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Any attempt to breach the town after that would only be that much harder.

      Then again, what if he couldn’t find Nate? What if he was captured by the militia group? He looked back and could see his brother disappearing into the night. He cast one more glance towards the town. “Damn it!” Tyler yanked on the reins and charged after his brother, deciding to listen to him. His mind turned to Nate and Erika. I hope you guys are okay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Swallowed by darkness, Nate and Erika shivered. A hard wind blew against them and even though the lip of the roof’s edge provided some cover they weren’t shielded from the cold. Below, engines roared and yelling ensued. Over the hours since their near capture, more military units had rolled in with flatbed trailers. In the back were what appeared to be residents. Nate watched with curiosity as soldiers forced them out the back of the trailers and directed them to roll out vehicles from the lot and position them with corrugated steel panels in between.

      Erika frowned. “It’s gonna take a lot more steel than that if their plan is to seal this town in.”

      “I don’t think that’s the game plan,” Nate said. “More than likely they are closing in specific areas.”

      Erika bumped his leg. “I’m not sticking around to find out. C’mon, let’s move.”

      They’d noticed that soldiers performed a routine perimeter check every fifteen minutes. Staying low, they crossed the roof and made it to an area that allowed them to drop down to the second level. From there they would make their way over to the edge and drop onto the top of a truck and be away before soldiers came around. As they were moving away from the main building, Nate glanced back and noticed a number of staff in a room. They were under the watchful eye of two soldiers.

      “Nate. Let’s go.”

      “Hold up. That’s Helen in there.”

      “We don’t have time for this. They’ll be back around the west side soon.”

      Ignoring Erika, he approached the window, making sure to stay out of view. He snuck a peek inside and scanned the faces. Doctors, nurses, Helen. His eyes widened. Erika hurried over and tugged on his arm. “Nate, we don’t have time for this.”

      He nodded, realizing there was nothing they could do but just as he was about to follow, he noticed one of the soldiers enter the room and escort Helen out. The others remained.

      “Nate.”

      “Hold up.”

      He moved along to the next window where the door was open to the corridor. A quick flash of the soldier and Helen as they passed by. He continued on for several rooms until he spotted her. All the while Erika was trying to get his attention. Why had they separated her from the group? She’d been assigned to Erika’s room. Perhaps they’d gone through the chart that listed the names of patients and discovered that Erika was no longer there. Helen leaned against a table, her arms crossed, while a soldier watched over her. A few minutes passed before another one came in with a chart in his hand. He tossed it on the table beside her and said something. Helen shrugged as if to suggest she had no idea. The soldier smiled, turned to his pal behind him and instructed him to leave. He stepped out and as soon as the door was closed, the soldier removed his tactical belt. He laid it down and got close to Helen. She backed up, but he grabbed her by the back of the neck and forced a kiss on her.

      “Nate,” Erika said without seeing what was going on. One glance at Helen and Nate knew they couldn’t just walk but on the other hand, any sound would raise an alarm and then the window of opportunity would close.

      Erika soon changed her mind when she saw the situation.

      He pointed. “There’s a guard outside the door.”

      “I’ll handle him,” Erika said.

      Nate reached up and tried the window. At first, he thought it was locked as it didn’t move but as he gave it a shove, it shifted over. The soldier turned their way, and he dropped down, his heartbeat slamming hard against his chest. He fully expected him to raise the alarm or come to the window but he didn’t, he continued mauling Helen. Her cries for him to get off worked to Nate’s advantage. Nate shifted the window ever so slightly and managed to get it to the point where he could slide into the room. Helen saw him enter as she was looking over the soldier’s shoulders while he was forcefully kissing her neck and trying to get her scrubs off. Nate put a finger up to his lips while extracting the knife from a sheath at his hip. Not far behind him was Erika.

      “Get off. Get off me.”

      “Oh don’t play hard to get. You’ll enjoy this just as much as I will.”

      Nate didn’t hesitate. He tiptoed his way around and jammed the knife under the man’s arm, up into his rib cage. He gasped as Nate extracted it and then slit his throat. He caught the soldier before he hit the ground. Not making a sound he reached for Helen’s hand and led her back to the window. Just as he was assisting her to escape, the other soldier walked in. His eyes locked with Nate’s, his hand went for his gun and that was when Erika used the weapon she’d taken from the dead soldier and fired a round. The soldier dropped, his body holding the door open.

      “Go. Go!” Erika yelled.

      Nate helped Helen out and looked back just in time to see Erika drag the soldier’s body into the room and lock the door behind her. She bolted it shut and both of them exited the room and darted across to the far side of the building. They hadn’t made it halfway when they heard yelling.

      Helen was the first over the edge. Nate held her hand and lowered her before releasing. Helen dropped onto the top of the truck and Erika was next. She didn’t bother to hang and drop, she simply catapulted herself over and landed on top with all the prowess of a cat. Just as Nate was about to go, a red flare soared into the air. That’s when he heard yelling behind him. Nate turned to see a soldier climbing out of the window while another was dashing towards them. Shit. He dropped and as he landed, he felt his ankle twist. Nate let out a yell and grasped it. Erika came to his aid, but he waved her off. “Get her out of here. They’re coming. I’ll be fine.”

      Erika took him at his word and helped Helen get down. The last he saw was them running into the darkness. Nate knew he wasn’t going to be able to outrun these soldiers, so he did the next best thing and slid off the truck and got beneath it. He waited there, laying in the darkness, not making a sound.

      He heard the sound of boots landing hard on the roof of the delivery truck, then metal slapping as someone ran to the far end and launched off.

      “You see them?”

      “Nothing.”

      His pal jumped off the side. Nate turned his head and could see his boots within spitting distance. He held his breath and tried to remain calm as the soldier walked past and continued on. However, he didn’t go far. He soon returned to the truck and opened the door and looked in. Nate knew if he didn’t move there was a chance he’d be discovered. Unable to move because the soldier was less than five feet away, he slipped his hand down and reached for his Glock. All it would take would be to bend down and he would see him. Slowly, Nate extracted his firearm and waited for the inevitable.

      The other soldier returned a few minutes later.

      “No luck.”

      Then there was a large bang not far away.

      “That way!” the soldier bellowed as they took off to the north side.

      Panicked, Nate waited until he couldn’t hear them before deciding to slip out. No sooner had he emerged from beneath the truck than a hand grasped his face and pulled him back into the shadows. It was Erika.

      “Shit, Erika. You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Close call.” She beckoned for him to follow her to the west side. They took cover behind a large dumpster and waited no more than ten seconds before darting out across a small field into the woods.
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      The atmosphere that night was tense as the members of Camp Olney gathered around the fire. Andy had called a meeting to discuss the situation. It was only a matter of time before the militia showed up on their doorstep and when they did, it would be an all-out war.

      “Settle down. Please,” Andy said, lifting both arms. Shadows from the fire danced on faces. “There is no point panicking. This place was designed for exactly this kind of situation.”

      Questions erupted, a flurry of concerns.

      “Are we going to help them?”

      “Do you think Jude put them up to this?”

      “Does anyone have an accurate head count on how many there are?”

      “Why don’t we just enter the domes and wait it out?”

      Everyone wanted answers. Tyler sat on a rock looking across at Andy, he didn’t envy his position. Even though there were ten founding members who made the hard decisions, nine now that Jude was gone, it couldn’t have been easy. There would always be those who would want to do the opposite, if only for the sake of being a pain in the ass. Out the corner of his eye he caught Allie staring at him from across the way. As soon as he met her gaze, she turned away. He had to admit he’d been a little hard on her but in two months he’d grown fond of her, and after what happened to his brother’s fiancée, he didn’t want to get close to anyone, as there was no telling who would survive. He didn’t think he could handle losing someone he cared for.  He’d already seen how it had damaged Corey. Besides, his mind had been a whirlwind of activity since learning that his mother was not only alive but behind the raids, and that Jude had known all this time.

      He was of two minds as to what to do. He wasn’t dodging the issue, he planned to tell them but they had enough on their plate as it was and as long as Jude and Camp O’Brien kept their distance, maybe it didn’t matter. Any mother that would walk out on her kids wasn’t much of a mother, he thought. Still, curiosity had got the better of him and every day since seeing her, he’d gone out in the evening and observed the comings and goings of Camp O’Brien, as well as taking a trip out to the fire lookout, in the grand hope of meeting her. Tyler glanced at his wristwatch. He could tell this was going to go on long into the night. Too many questions. Too many opinions. This was the first time they had experienced any real threat. Jude’s group lingered on the outskirts but they were monitoring them and no one had attacked. With Ferris laid up in bed and Hudgens underneath the earth, they now had to take drastic new measures to ensure everyone’s safety.

      Once everyone had settled, Andy spoke. “Please understand that your safety is of the utmost importance to us. If push comes to shove, we will retreat into the domes. There is enough food and supplies to carry each of us for at least a year, however, as someone mentioned, there are family members still in Whitefish. Terri-Lynne’s mother is there, Jake Browning’s grandfather, Keith Olsen’s sister, and that’s just to name a few. Then of course there is the commitment we made to the town to help and support them in whatever way we could. Still, I am a realist and if it comes down to them or us, I will seal the doors on the domes.” He sighed. “In the meantime, we will monitor the situation as it unfolds. Security has been doubled on the walls. No one is to leave the camp. In the event of an attack, you know what to do.” He stepped to one side and gestured to Edison to bring them up to speed on what Ferris had told them, along with the recent situation report from Corey.

      Tyler glanced at his watch for a second time, then peeled off into the darkness. He returned to his dome and collected his backpack, making sure to fill it with some additional items for the evening.

      “Planning a trip?” Allie asked. He glanced over his shoulder to find her leaning against the doorway. He resumed stuffing a few extra pieces of clothing in his bag as the temperature dropped at night. “You know, if Andy finds out…”

      “You going to tell him?” Tyler asked, shrugging the bag onto his back.

      “Depends. Where are you heading?”

      “Probably best I don’t tell you,” he said turning off the light that was powered by solar. As he stepped out into the night, he glanced off towards where everyone was still gathered. They were still debating the best approach to take. With so many things to consider and Andy’s need to be in control, he figured they’d be lucky to be done by the time he returned.

      “Look, about earlier,” Allie said.

      Tyler waved her off. “Just forget it.”

      “I… I didn’t want things to become awkward between us.”

      “And they haven’t. It’s fine. I have to go.”

      As he walked off, she said, “You’re going to see her, aren’t you? Your mother?”

      Tyler turned still walking backwards. He shrugged.

      “Well if you’re going, I’m going with you.”

      “Uh, no. I’m going alone.”

      She caught up with him. “Unless you want me to raise the alarm, I’m going with you. Someone needs to watch your back.”

      “Like I can’t do that?”

      He would have fought her on the decision but he was already running late. Over the past month he’d been monitoring the days and times Jude would meet with her. He’d noticed on a particular day of the week, she would arrive early, at least thirty minutes early at the fire lookout. He planned to take advantage of that and confront her.

      Allie gathered her bow and a bag, and while everyone was busy swapping ideas, they slipped out, concealed by darkness. They knew they couldn’t get a horse out of the stables, but when Allie was having issues with Jude, her father had created a stable of her own where she kept her horse, less than half a mile from camp. They trudged through the forest talking as they went.

      “What will you say to her?”

      “I haven’t really given it much thought.”

      “Come on, you had a month to think it over.”

      “Sure. Things pop into my head but then I question whether or not it’s worth asking.”

      “Like?”

      Tyler’s brow furrowed. “Look, I really don’t want to get into it. This day has bothered me enough as it is. Nate and Erika are stuck in Whitefish and who knows how long it’s going to take for Andy to decide whether we should do anything about the town. Knowing him, he’ll request to batten down the hatches and hole up until trouble comes knocking.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “Running from trouble never solves it. It only delays the inevitable. If we run from this, we’ll do the same with the next group. And believe me, there will be another group.”

      They trudged through the thick woodland until they arrived at the mini stable that was covered. It was full of hay, and it was set up so that a nearby stream’s water passed through underneath the outer structure and over a trough creating one continuous flow of water that the horse could drink from. While Allie got the horse, Tyler scanned the perimeter. “You know, having this horse out here isn’t smart. Anyone could take it.”

      “But no one has.”

      “And what if something happens to you? Who will deal with the horse?”

      She guided the horse out. “I never took you for an animal lover.”

      He rolled his eyes and mounted the horse. Allie got on the back and put her arms around his waist and they took off heading west. It was a long journey that would take close to three hours by car if traveling on Highway 93 to Highway 37, but they were able to shave an hour and a half off that time by cutting through the Kootenai National Forest.

      After concealing the horse in the forest, they walked the remainder of the way.

      A quick look through the binoculars and he saw her in the A-frame lookout. She was alone, and would be for the next twenty minutes. It had taken them a little longer than he thought and he was now of two minds as to whether he should risk it. Jude would be along soon and he was the last person he wanted to encounter, especially after what he’d done to Maddox.

      “Well? Are you going?” Allie asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Just give me a minute.” He paced, questions going through his mind. This was it. The opportunity he’d always wanted but now it was here he wasn’t sure he could go through with it.

      “Time’s ticking, Tyler.”

      He glanced at his watch, nodded and told her to keep an eye out. If Jude arrived sooner, she would unload two rounds to alert him. Feeling sick to his stomach he bounded down the steep incline and made his way into the open space where the lookout was centered. Keeping his rifle low, he hurried to the ladder and began to climb. Three times he nearly turned back but something drove him on. When he made it to the top, he took a deep breath before approaching the door. He turned the knob and opened it. His mother’s back was turned, and she was drinking a glass of wine, and had a book in hand.

      “You’re early,” she said. When she turned her jaw dropped ever so slightly.

      Tyler stood in the doorway staring at her.

      “Hello, Mother,” he said, walking in and closing the door behind him.

      “Tyler?” Dianna rose from her seat and slowly opened her arms. “You’ve grown so much.” He backed up, raising a hand as she came forward.

      “I don’t have a lot of time so let’s skip the bullshit, shall we?”

      She looked pained by his response. Dianna folded her arms and her demeanor changed as she dipped her chin. “I guess you want to know why?”

      “Want? Deserve is a better word, don’t you think?”

      There was a momentary pause.

      “Do Andy and Corey know?”

      Tyler snorted. “I guess I should ask you that,” he said. “Seems to me I’m the last to know anything around here. Including Jude, and a little matter of him being my biological father.” He paused gauging her reaction. There was nothing. No expression of guilt. “Yeah, that was quite an eye opener. But this… this takes it to a whole new level.”

      “Have you told them?” She asked again.

      He wouldn’t answer that, instead he glanced at his watch then asked her, “Just tell me why? That’s all I want to know.”

      Dianna brought a hand to her face and squeezed the bridge of her nose. “There is a lot you don’t know about me, Tyler.” She sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand. I know I haven’t lived up to your expectation or anyone’s of what a mother should be. In truth, I should have never been one but…”

      “Well, don’t worry, sweetheart, you weren’t one.”

      The look on her face said it all. Like a knife being stuck into her heart, the harsh reality was now setting in. Oh she might have been able to avoid the pain and guilt associated with walking out of their lives, and not seeing them on a daily basis would have helped, but he sure as hell wasn’t gonna let her sleep tonight without those words ringing in her head. “Tyler.” She tried to approach him and lift a hand to his face but he backed up.

      “Don’t. Just don’t,” he said pointing a finger at her. He didn’t want her touching him. Hell, he didn’t want to be around her but he was tired of the lies and just wanted truth. Dianna nodded as if understanding how much pain she’d caused. “Tell me the truth,” Tyler demanded.

      She turned her back and looked out an open window as if incapable of looking him in the eye. Or was it to cover her own inner anguish?

      “Long before I met Andy or Jude, I worked for the government. There had been talks on the table for a long time about the state of the nation. This…” She breathed in deeply lifting her hands as if to indicate it. “All of this wasn’t the work of a foreign country. I know fingers are being pointed at Russia, China or North Korea. But the truth is…we did this to ourselves.”

      Tyler frowned. “What?”

      She turned, a look of confidence on her face.

      “The U.S. government caused the blackout. Well, that’s not entirely true. A specific group of people within the government were behind it. Enemies of the state. The same people responsible for atrocities that were attributed to terrorism. The Northeast Blackout in 2003, that was a test on a small scale. Different but still a test. Of course people believe it was caused by a series of tree branches touching power lines but that’s not the whole story. That was just a cover to see how people would deal with one aspect of losing power. There was much more at play behind the scenes. Preparations were being made for something greater.” She picked up her drink and took a sip.

      “A blackout? But this was an EMP. All the signs are there.”

      She nodded, nursing her drink. “You’re right.”

      “So the USA. You’re suggesting they did this to themselves?”

      “Like I said, not exactly.” She gave an exasperated sigh. “It’s too complicated to explain. There are those that exist that would rather see the demise of this country and what it stands for, and there are people in positions of power that wanted to reset and rebuild the nation. This was the outcome.”

      Tyler squinted. “Well, thank you for that beautiful update,” he said in a sarcastic tone. “Not that it exactly helps unless of course you’re telling me your nefarious co-workers are looking to restore power in the near future? Are they?” She didn’t reply, so he continued, “Anyway what has any of this got to do with you walking away from two kids? Huh? What mother would allow young children to feel such pain? Never mind how this affected Andy. Which I might add was part of the reason why he was such an asshole. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you? Oh no, you were too intent on filling you own selfish needs to be with Jude.”

      “That wasn’t why I did it.”

      “Who cares. The question is, how do you live with yourself?”

      She took a few steps forward, trying to bridge the gap. “Tyler, what I did was for the good of you both. I can’t give you all the reasons why but—”

      He shook his head. “Don’t you dare tell me that. You don’t get to justify it. That’s the kind of bullshit Andy said after he inflicted his punishing regime of training on us.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “Did you know about that? No, you wouldn’t. You should have been there to stop it. To stop him. But then again, he had his reasons, didn’t he?”

      She swallowed a mouthful of her wine and was about to reply when two gunshots rang out. Tyler turned his head towards the window and saw the glow of a vehicle’s headlights bouncing up the gravel road. Within minutes it would be at the foot of the lookout.

      “That’s my cue to leave.”

      “Tyler.”

      “I’d say it was nice meeting you, Mother, but that wouldn’t exactly be true.” He reached for the handle and swung it open. Before he left, he turned and cast a glance over his shoulder. “You should know that the militia have moved into Whitefish. It’s only a matter of time before they make their way north to us. They already know about our camp. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re familiar with yours.” He scoffed. “Hell, who knows, maybe they work for you.”

      With that said he walked out and descended quickly, all the while keeping his eyes on the approaching headlights. When he made it to the bottom, he looked up and saw Dianna peering over. No further parting words were exchanged, just a glare. Without wasting another second, he took off before Jude arrived.
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      Rage welled inside Wyatt Hopkins as he looked over the bloody corpses. He told his guys to bag ’em up and they would give them a proper burial later that day. At the very least they deserved that. Until now, he’d only lost one man since the blackout, and that was due to an accident. But this, this was an act of war. His eyes scanned the room, and he ambled over to a window and looked at a partial bloody handprint on a pane of glass.

      Nelson Riker, one of his closest friends, held a clipboard as he approached. “From what Harrison says, Stephens pulled aside a nurse that had been attending to a woman by the name of Erika Lyons. She was unaccounted for even though she was meant to be discharged.”

      “This nurse. Where is she?”

      “Gone.”

      He took the clipboard and scanned it. “Seems she had some help. The question is from who?” Hopkins dropped the clipboard, shifted the window back and climbed out into the bright morning light. It was still early, just after six when he got the news. An orange band of sunshine stretched across the horizon, making him squint as he stepped onto the roof and followed the droplets of blood. He held his carbine at the ready, surveying the landscape, wondering if they were still in the vicinity. Riker followed him as he made his way across to the far side of the building to where they’d escaped.

      “Didn’t anyone see them leave?” he asked in frustration.

      “No.”

      He pointed west. “Chances are they went into the forest. It’s the closest to here.” He paused. “I want them found. And Riker, double the efforts to erect the walls.”

      “We already have the community doing it.”

      “All of them?”

      There was a pause. “As many as we can handle. We’re fortunate they haven’t retaliated.”

      He squinted into the distance. “We have the chief to thank for that.”

      Riker frowned. “I’m not sure I would trust him.”

      Hopkins rested one leg on the lip of the building and gazed down at the delivery truck. He could see indents in the metal roof where someone had dropped on top of it. He imagined he’d encounter a few bumps along the way, but if he didn’t get on top of this, it wouldn’t take long for some kind of resistance to form. An idea came to him. As Riker turned to walk away, he yelled over his shoulder. “One last thing, Riker. I want to speak with the chief. Bring him out to the front of City Hall.”

      Riker gave a nod and disappeared inside while Hopkins remained there for a few minutes longer looking north towards the town of Whitefish. He’d been itching for an event like this to happen. They all had. Months prior to the blackout he’d attended an invite-only gathering with a number of anti-government militia leaders from around the country to discuss the future, and what it would take to change the nation. There, he was privy to a number of revolutionary ideas, some more radical than others but most violent and dangerous. Of course he’d heard rumors swirling that a group of militia sympathizers in high-up positions of government were in talks about squeezing the trigger on a big event that would level the playing field but he thought it was just that — talk, nothing more. On the day the lights went out, he knew it was them.

      No corners had been cut in their decision. They knew what they were doing and how it would impact the nation and bring the government to its knees. He’d recalled Roger Cambridge, a close friend and leader from the 3 percenters, telling him that a day was coming when militia groups from all over the country would have the opportunity to change the future.

      This was that time, and he fully intended to make it count. No one, especially those that opposed his view, would stop him.
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      Chief Bruce awoke with a pain shooting through his hip, and the smell of shit lingering in the air. With only one bed in the cell, and Arthur being the oldest of them, they’d let him sleep on it. He was lucky to have got two hours’ sleep that night. His dreams had been tormented by the image of Hudgens’ face lying in his food.

      “It’s after seven,” Tully said.

      Bruce turned and saw him staring with his pants bunched up around his ankles. Tully was squatting on the toilet taking a crap. The smell was atrocious. It didn’t help that there was no running water, so they now had to wait for someone to show up to throw a bucket of water down it to get it to flush. “I don’t know what they put in that soup but it’s gone through me like the Mississippi River.” Bruce diverted his eyes as Tully wiped his ass, then waved his hand around. Like that was going to help. Bruce reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief to cover the lower half of his face.

      “My back is killing me,” Tully said placing one hand on it and stretching out. He gave Arthur a kick. “Hey! Get up. My turn to use that bed.”

      Arthur groaned and pawed at his eyes. As soon as he caught wind of Tully’s treat, he went into full gag mode. “Man, couldn’t you have held it?”

      “Like you did yesterday?” he said in a sarcastic tone. Tully banged on the door a few times. “Hey. We need some water in here to flush the toilet.” Then he sat on the edge of the bed as Arthur got up and stretched his neck from side to side. “They brought breakfast yet?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the toilet,” Tully said before smiling. “Help yourself.”

      Arthur tossed him the bird.

      “What did he want last night?” Arthur asked Bruce. They’d been on his case since he’d returned but it wasn’t exactly something he wanted to share. Becoming an ally of Hopkins would have marred all the good work he’d done over the years, and yet on the other hand he knew that if he didn’t play by his rules, he would likely end up dead.

      “It wasn’t anything.”

      “No? You were gone long enough and I don’t see any bruising on you,” Arthur said. “Haven’t seen Greg either. So why don’t you just tell us.”

      Bruce adjusted himself and worked out the kinks in his back before replying. “He wants to piggyback off the trust I have with the community. Use me as a tool for convincing them, if and when he needs me.”

      “And you told him where to go, right?” Tully asked, looking his way.

      Bruce shrugged. “I didn’t give him a response.”

      “But if push comes to shove, you’re not going to help him, are you?”

      When he didn’t reply quickly enough, Arthur threw his hands in the air. “Geesh. Whatever happened to standing your ground?”

      “Listen, the only reason you are alive right now is because I spoke up. I don’t think you’re in a position to tell me what to do.”

      “You were selected by us.”

      “And?” Bruce shot back.

      “I’m just saying. When all this is over—”

      Bruce got up and waved him off. “Oh please. Shut the hell up. If you think this is going to be resolved, you are mistaken. I’ve seen what they’re doing out there. Erecting walls. Putting the community to work like slaves. No one is getting out of this alive unless we work with them.”

      Tully came to Arthur’s defense. “They murdered Hudgens.”

      “And they’ll murder you if you don’t keep your trap shut!” Bruce was beginning to get tired of listening to his crap. He approached the door and banged a few more times on it, yelling for them to bring in some water. The smell was getting worse. “For now we need to play this by their rules. If we’re lucky, we’ll stay alive long enough to see a way out.”

      “And the Fords? You think what you said will help?” Tully asked.

      “The Fords. Oh please.” Arthur snorted. “They won’t come. He hates this town, always has. This has given him a reason to walk away.”

      Bruce glared at Arthur. He’d always been annoying. When the council had to vote on any issue, he was always the last one to put his two cents in and at times had caused massive delays by holding off. “We didn’t have any other option. It was that or he would have killed us.”

      “You don’t know that,” Arthur said. “For all we know, this might all just be scare tactics. Nothing more than a means of controlling the masses.”

      “You want to test that theory?” Bruce asked.

      He looked as if he was going to say something when the locks on the door shifted. The door widened and two soldiers instructed them all to head out.

      “Finally. Someone is listening. Maybe what you said helped,” Arthur muttered. He was the first out the door. One of the soldiers shoved him and Tully protested.

      “Where are we going?” Bruce asked.

      “Just shut up and keep walking.”

      They were led out of the police department and loaded into the back of a utility truck where they were joined by the rest of the council members and volunteers. Chatter revolved around their treatment, and concern for what was happening. Bruce stayed quiet as they drove north up Baker Avenue. They hung a right onto 93 and were brought to City Hall. As they got closer, soldiers waiting outside guided the truck past a huge number of locals. There were too many to count; gathered together, it was like they were waiting for some speech to be given. Armed militia kept them in check, using barriers and cattle prods. Hauled out the back, the chief and the others were led up to the front steps where Hopkins was waiting for them. He was talking with another soldier when he noticed them. “Chief Bruce. It seems we have a situation. Last night two of my men were killed by someone in this town. Now, I like to consider myself a fair man so I’m going to give you the chance to speak to those in your community that refuse to build.” He paused. “That’s right, the people behind us are some of those that didn’t take to the message you gave. Now I’m going out on a limb here and assuming it’s one of them as everyone else has been working through the night erecting fences under the watchful eye of our men.” He stopped for a second. “So. Now these people need a little incentive and I plan to give it. Find out who did it, or I will take matters into my own hands.” He handed him a megaphone and gestured for him to step forward and speak.

      “But it might not have been anyone.”

      “There was a woman. Erika Lyons. You familiar with that name?”

      He’d heard of her through Corey and Ferris. He knew of her association. Shit. Was she behind it? He thought it best to tell the truth. “I’ve heard the name.”

      “You see her out there?”

      Bruce looked out, scanning an ocean of faces. “No idea.”

      “Then I will leave this with you. Go ahead.”

      The chief swallowed hard as he stepped forward and looked at the people. There were many faces he recognized. Good folk. Hard working. They didn’t deserve this. He coughed to clear his throat, and the megaphone let out a squeal. He adjusted the volume and spoke into it. “You all know who I am. There was a situation last night that ended two men’s lives. If you know anything about this, I would ask you come forward now before this ends badly.” He paused for a second. “Erika Lyons. If you can hear me, come forward.”

      There was a long pause as they waited to see if anyone would respond. No one moved. Bruce turned to Hopkins. “Try again,” he said.

      A second time, the chief appealed to the community, imploring them to take ownership. He knew there was no chance in hell that anyone would come forward and admit to murder. “Erika Lyons. Can you hear me?” This time Bruce bellowed even louder, hoping she would hear. He wasn’t foolish. He knew this would only end one way, and that was in bloodshed.

      When again no one responded, Hopkins took the megaphone from him and shook his head before speaking to the crowd. “Two of you killed my men and if you won’t come forward, I have no other option than to kill two of you.”

      Gasps spread. Some of the crowd protested.

      Bruce pleaded with Hopkins “Don’t do this. Give me time. I will find them.”

      “We will find them. Time has run out.”

      With that said, Hopkins turned and with a nod of his head two of his men standing behind the line of city council members raised their guns and fired into the back of their heads. Arthur was one of them. His body slumped forward. He didn’t even see it coming. The other was a woman called Patricia. Loud cries filled the air. Several people in the crowd pushed forward and were met with rifles to the face.

      Another gunshot echoed and silence fell over the crowd.

      Hopkins held the megaphone to his mouth. “Return to work,” he said. Without another word spoken, he turned and walked away leaving them in shock.
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      Two blocks away Erika crouched in disbelief on the corner of the Swift Creek Café. She’d watched the sickening execution play out. A heavy weight of guilt now rested on her shoulders, the thought that she could have done something tormented her. The way she saw it, two people were dead because of her inaction. While she couldn’t accept that, Nate could.

      “You know as well as I do, he would have killed you,” he said.

      She wasn’t sure what burned her more, the fact that he was right, or that they were still in Whitefish. After leaving the hospital and fleeing into the surrounding woodland, they could have easily escaped had it not been for Helen, and her dire need to get her parents out. Oh she understood it, as the same fear had driven her from Vegas to her parents’ home. But in hindsight, she now knew it was a bad move. That was why Erika tried to change Helen’s mind and make it clear that if they didn’t leave now, there was a good chance they’d be caught, but she wouldn’t listen. It didn’t help that Nate sided with her. Though she should have figured he would, the way Helen had been eyeing him ever since they’d saved her spoke volumes. She was smitten. Who wouldn’t be? Seconds away from a sexual assault and Nate saved the day.

      That split-second decision to stay would cost them dearly.

      Unable to reach Helen’s parents’ home in the north end because of the militia on the roads, they’d holed up in an RV park just north of the hospital for most of the night. Rotating in shifts, she’d been the last to sleep.

      Erika had awoke to the clatter of corrugated steel being erected, the same noise of metal and voices she’d heard most of the night. It reminded her that the window of opportunity to escape was closing with each passing hour. One look outside that morning and it was finally clear what they were doing. This wasn’t some ludicrous attempt at building a full wall around the city. That would have taken thousands upon thousands of panels. Instead they were making it harder for people to enter or exit by enclosing only a small portion, leaving only a few entry points that would need to be patrolled. Previously, the town had done something similar in the way of roadblocks at four major intersections but that was to monitor refugees coming in from other towns, and to ensure that vehicles didn’t leave hauling away valuable supplies. People could still walk in or out, or view other areas. But maybe not now. The militia were taking a different approach. Enclosing a small area of the town didn’t require one continuous wall, it just needed a reduction in the number of through roads. Fewer escape points, fewer areas to monitor. Thousands of stalled vehicles lined the roads, and the driveways inside Whitefish, and that was just within the town limits. They didn’t have to go far to find more clogging up the main veins into town. This provided more than enough.

      Erika had spent the first hour of the morning watching citizens from the town roll vehicles into position, while some slotted steel panels into place and others overturned vehicles. It was only when they scaled a few of the buildings in the area could they understand what it looked like. The entire town was beginning to look more like a maze with steel panels and vehicles blocking roads and walkways.

      “Look, Helen how much farther is your parents’ home?” Nate asked.

      “It’s in Happy Haven just north of Denver Street.”

      “Denver Street?” Erika spat. “We’re lucky to have made it this far without being caught. You said it was in the downtown area.”

      “Yeah. Just north of it.”

      Erika rolled her eyes.

      “Stop worrying, they don’t know what we look like,” Nate said peering over the wall at the road. Everywhere they turned, militia was spread out, an armed guard on most of the street corners.

      “It doesn’t matter. They catch sight of us not helping, they’ll either put us to work or take us in. And now it’s light, we don’t stand a chance of getting by anyone.”

      “So we kill a few,” Nate replied without missing a beat.

      Erika frowned. “Are you serious?”

      He nodded.

      “Nate. What we did last night was a fluke. And we had good reason. It could have easily gone south on us. And let’s not forget we were up against one person who didn’t see us coming.”

      “So? We make sure we don’t get seen.”

      She brought a hand up to her forehead. “Did a few of your brain cells die from a lack of sleep last night? It’s daylight. There are hundreds of them out there.”

      “And even more locals,” he replied, turning and peering over the lip of the roof. Nate pointed. “They’re erecting fences down by the bridge. We head down there, slip out into the group. Join them. Get involved and when the opportunity arises, move from one group to another. We’re just there to help.”

      “You’re killing me here, Nate. That is…”

      “Smart thinking,” Helen replied.

      Erika frowned.

      Nate pulled a face. “Yeah, I thought so,” he added.

      “That was definitely not what I was thinking,” Erika added. “You think they’re just going to let you wander the town from one group to the next?”

      “Yeah. They need these fences up as fast as possible. They don’t give a shit who’s doing it, only that you’re doing it. They’re not expecting any of these people to run, or carry weapons. They’ve probably already been frisked.”

      “I’m surprised they’re not protesting.”

      “You don’t bite the hand that feeds you. Besides, they’ve probably been fed some line about these walls will make it easier to protect the town. So?”

      Erika shook her head. “You know what…how about we put a pin in that idea for now?”

      “Look, you said yourself. The longer we take to do this, the less chance of us getting out. We need to move now.”

      “I’m not doing that,” Erika said. “All it takes is for one person to recognize me and it’s over.”

      “Who the hell even knows you? We spent the first few weeks stuck in Andy’s place, then we were held hostage by psychobilly’s sister and then you’ve been in the hospital.”

      “Would you stop calling her that!”

      “It’s true. She was one mad fucker.”

      Erika groaned. “Look, I don’t want to risk it.”

      “Says the one who urged me out of a two-story window and had me hold on for dear life as wind nearly blew me off.”

      “That was different. We had no other choice.”

      Nate lifted a hand. “Fine. Whatever.” He got up and walked away leaving Erika sitting near Helen. Helen had sat there listening to them like some sweet innocent girl. She was nice enough but if they hadn’t gone back for her, they wouldn’t be in this situation. Several minutes went by before anyone spoke again.

      “I’m sorry,” Helen said. “I know you wanted to leave.”

      “Whatever.”

      “No. I don’t want to hold you two up. I shouldn’t have even asked.”

      “Well you did,” Erika said not looking at her. “And here we are.” She picked a piece of the roof away and tossed it a few feet.

      They remained on the roof for a good ten minutes before Erika buckled to Nate’s idea. It was that or hold out until night and by then there was a chance they might be found. At least if they were on the ground they had an excuse.

      “Finally, you came to your senses,” Nate said.

      Erika pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at him. “First things first, we need to get Miss Florence Nightingale out of those scrubs. Those are a clear giveaway.”

      “We made it this far.”

      “Nate. Come on.”

      “Okay. Okay. Any ideas?”

      “We double back, hit one of those homes over there,” she said pointing out a house across the street. “We leave her here and return with the clothes.”

      “We’re not leaving her here,” Nate said.

      “We made it here in the early hours. Right now the town is buzzing. She can’t be seen. If you want to stay here, then by all means but I’m going down.” Erika crossed over to the black metal fire escape. She could see Nate contemplating what to do. He looked at her then back at Helen. Decisions, decisions, Erika thought with a smile on her face. Finally he told Helen they would be back with some clothes and he caught up with Erika. As soon as they hit the ground, they cautiously waited for a truck full of militia to go by before darting out, crossing the street and going around the back of a two-story, aluminum-sided white home. There was a black Jeep parked out front, and an angry-looking Rottweiler in the neighbor’s yard. As soon as it caught sight of them it charged the chain-link fence and started barking up a storm. Growling, attempting to chew through the metal, it caught the attention of a soldier within earshot. Erika grabbed Nate and pulled him back behind a wall just as they were about to go around. They dropped down behind some oversized garbage cans and a mountain of black bags. Trash had become a massive issue since the blackout. No trucks came by to pick it up and while the city had instructed the townsfolk to create fire pits in their backyard and burn trash, not everyone did. “Oh God, what the hell is this?” Nate said lifting his hand which was now gloved in some brown wet substance. One of the bags had been chewed open by animals and the contents were scattered all over the driveway.

      Erika put a finger to her lips as she saw the soldier approach. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder but as he got closer, he removed it and panned the area before taking one look at the dog and shooting it. “Shut the hell up,” he said afterward as if anyone could hear him. He strolled away without looking back, cold and callous. And yet at the same time he’d done them a favor. The dog would have only drawn attention. As soon as the soldier was out of sight, Erika jumped up and double-timed it around the back with Nate following. They hopped over a hip-high fence and made their way to the back door. A quick test of the handle and it opened. Erika held the door open as Nate went inside.

      Once in, they stood there listening for activity.

      Nothing.

      Erika brushed past Nate and motioned with two fingers for him to clear the lower rooms while she went up and searched for clothes. He gave a nod, and she quietly scaled the stairs to the second floor. The bathroom door was open at the end of the hall. The house stunk of rotten food, garbage, piss and shit. If they didn’t die from a bullet, the chances were a lack of sanitation would kill them. At least that’s what Andy said. Erika held a Glock in her hand as she used her foot to ease open a door. The two guest rooms were empty. Nothing in the closets. She went on toward the main bedroom and her mind went back to the day they’d searched Corey’s home. Fear crept over her, expecting someone to jump out and take them hostage again. Although she’d lived through the incident with Denise, it had affected her deeply. She’d come a long way since managing a hotel in Vegas and rubbing shoulders with the rich. If her mother could see her now, she would have gone ballistic.

      Erika entered the large main bedroom which had a four-poster bed. The duvet cover was on the floor. She crouched and peered beneath the bed to make sure no one was there and then made her way to the closet. “Perfect,” she said looking inside. It wasn’t full but the owner must have had one too many outfits and had only packed the essentials when they left. She snagged up a pair of jeans, a T-shirt and sweater and laid them out on the bed, then snorted. They were massive, at least twice the size of Helen. It would have to do. She approached the window and looked for militia. Those that weren’t stationed at the corners of buildings were patrolling the streets or riding in military vehicles. Erika was just about to leave the room when she heard a thud. It came from above. Her eyes lifted. There wasn’t a third floor to the house, so it had to be coming from the attic. She brought up the gun, her pulse speeding up. Erika left the clothes and made her way down the hallway to the top of the stairs and in a low voice called out to Nate.

      “Nate. You there?”

      While she waited, she scanned the ceiling. That’s when she noticed small black holes. Moving down the hallway she looked into the bathroom and noticed another. They were small, but it was clear someone had drilled them from above. Making her way back to the stairs, she called to Nate again. This time he heard her.

      He emerged from the living room.

      “What is it?”

      Erika gestured with a head nod to the ceiling. Nate climbed the stairs and beckoned her out. “Let’s go.”

      She nodded and went to get the clothes from the room. However, this time when she entered the room the door slammed shut behind her. Before she had a chance to turn, a heavy guy took her to the floor, keeping one hand on her wrist to prevent her from shooting. “Nate!”
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately Nate was in a fight for his own life. No sooner had the door slammed shut than he went for it. Someone blindsided him from one of the guest rooms, knocking him back into a wall. He twisted in their grip and fired a knee into his attacker’s gut and shoved them back. That was when he got a look at him. He was in his early forties, dark circles around his eyes, pale and sick looking. He wore a white muscle shirt, and his gut protruded over his belt. He jabbed the knife out, slashing the air in front of him. All the while he could hear a commotion in the room to his right. He knew Erika was in the heat of battle.

      A section of ceiling farther down the hall shifted and a tall, stringy fella appeared. His cheeks were sunken, and from the marks up his arms it was clear he was a druggie. Shit. It all made sense now. As he’d cleared the rooms in the lower half of the house, he’d seen dirty needles in the sink, and some leftover white powder on the table. They’d walked into a crack house.

      “I would put that down if I was you,” the string bean guy said.

      “Stay back,” Nate replied, backing up.

      “Can’t do that. You want your friend to survive, I would do as I say.”

      “She can handle herself,” Nate replied.

      “Quinn.”

      The heavyset fella charged him. Nate shot to the side while jabbing forward with his knife. The guy went straight into it. The blade sank into his bulbous gut and Nate followed through with a right hook to the face. String bean cursed and raced towards him, screaming like a banshee. Nate kicked the fat guy off the blade, back into his pal, and then leaped over. As he landed on top of the stringy guy, a flap that led to the attic opened, and someone shouted. He couldn’t turn to see who it was but he knew if he didn’t act fast, he would die. He didn’t hesitate in driving the knife through the man’s rib cage, he twisted just in time to see another guy drop into view holding a baseball bat. “You have got to be kidding,” he said. In a frenzied attack, the bat-wielding maniac brought the bat down in bone-crashing fashion only to have Nate shift string bean into its deadly path. The bat cracked the back of his head wide open, blood streamed down dripping onto Nate as he kicked him off. Scrambling, his hand now gloved in blood, he ducked and weaved as the insane man swung the bat, slashing the air. It smashed into the drywall missing him by inches. Nate took that split-second window of opportunity to lunge forward and take him down. They crashed into the bannister and toppled over the top. It all happened so quick. His knife sinking in, the floor zooming up to meet them. Their bodies crashed onto the hard floor; his attacker taking the full impact. Even though his body had protected him from breaking bones, Nate was still winded. Out of breath, he rolled off and took a second to catch his breath.

      He heard Erika scream. It wasn’t fear but pain. Gritting his teeth he hauled himself up, holding an arm around his waist. His rib cage ached badly. “I’m coming. I’m coming,” he said making his way to the top. Nate charged towards the door, shouldering it with everything he had. His body burst through. Inside he found her on the bed, her jeans being pulled down by one guy, while another sat on her chest holding her arms down. A quick second to comprehend it and he snatched the closest thing to him, a lamp, and tossed it at the one guy while tackling the other. While wrestling with the muscular guy who was twice his size, he saw Erika leap on the other guy’s back like a monkey. Spinning around, their bodies slammed into the wall as he tried to get her off but she was clawing at his face. Meanwhile, Nate found himself below his attacker. The guy headbutted him hard, bursting his nose. Nate saw stars and darkness for a second before he felt the blow of fists. One after the other; raining down on him, a mixture of spit and blood dripping on his face as he pummeled. Nate was seconds from passing out when he saw Erika over the man’s shoulder. She looped cord from the lamp around his attacker’s neck and yanked it back, pulling him off. Nate rolled to his side spitting blood. He was now looking under the bed where he could see the body of the other man, his face caved in by some heavy weight. He wanted to get up so badly to help her but his face was covered in blood and he could barely breathe.

      Seconds turned into minutes.

      From below the bed he could see Erika holding the cord for dear life as the muscle-bound freak raked at his neck trying to pry it loose. Nate knew if he succeeded, Erika wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Sure enough, he must have hooked a finger below the cord as within seconds it came loose and he managed to pull away. Erika knew full well what was coming. She turned, scrambling across the floor to get the weight but it was too late. The hulking man plowed into her; knocking her down. He latched onto her leg and dragged her back until he was able to get a hold of her behind the collar and throw her onto the bed. “I’m not finished with you yet.” So blinded by rage and his desire to fulfill his needs, he’d forgotten that Nate was on the floor, still alive.

      Erika’s screams filled the air as the heavyset guy pounced on her and slapped her a few times. Nate heard her top rip, and that was when he tried to pull himself up. Beaten, exhausted and his eyes swollen, he didn’t have the energy to get up but he dug deep and clawed at the bedsheet.

      The guy saw him and reached over and cracked him on the jaw with a fist that felt like granite. Down he went. His head bounced off the wooden floor.

      That was when he saw it.

      Off to his right was the bloody knife just beneath the bed. Breathing hard he reached, scraping the floor with his fingernails. All the while, Erika was fighting to keep the man at bay. Scooping it up, he slid back until he was at the end of the bed. Out of sight; he rose. Not wasting another second, he pounced on the man, one arm around his neck and the other jabbing the knife into his rib cage — once, twice, and so on until he lost count. He only stopped when the man slumped over on top of Erika.

      Panting, out of breath, he looked over the man’s shoulder at Erika then passed out.
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      It had been over 10 years since Andy had taken him and his brother camping. Under any other conditions he might have welcomed the trip but the timing struck him as insane. At first, Tyler declined when Corey shook him awake in the early hours of the morning and told him to pack a bag with enough to last the next twenty-four hours. He protested and pushed him away. But when Corey persisted and said it was important, he gave in.

      Besides Edison and those guarding the walls, no one else saw them leave as orange stretched across the sky and darkness gave way to daylight. Now had he known where Andy was taking them, he would have turned around but he didn’t learn until they were ten minutes from the location. Perhaps it was for the best. The place brought back painful memories he preferred to forget. They were heading northwest to Upper Whitefish Lake, a secluded spot surrounded by beautiful mountains with a small campground on the edge of pristine waters. The location was a favorite among locals. Tents, trailers and cars were common to the area.

      On the ride up, little was shared as to the reason for the trip, only that it would all make sense when they arrived. Whenever Andy said that, what followed was never good. He couldn’t help but think about the multiple times he’d suffered at his hands.

      The gentle rhythm of the hooves lulled Tyler into an absent stare as his mind wandered back through time.

      December.

      How could he forget?

      The lake had frozen over.

      Andy had brought him and Corey out there when he was the ripe age of eleven, telling them very little other than to bring their fishing rods and tackle. He’d assumed they were going to spend some quality time, do some ice fishing and listen to their father’s wild stories of growing up with Lou. But that wasn’t in the cards.

      Upon arriving that day, a long time ago, they erected two tents and Corey was put in charge of lighting a fire. While he did that, Andy took Tyler out on the lake and told him that if he wanted to eat tonight, he’d need to catch enough fish for all three of them. Seemed simple enough. Years of fishing, he’d become good at figuring out how to reel in fish both in and out of season. When they made it out on the ice, a good distance from shore, Andy unfolded a chair and took a seat. He then put Tyler in charge of cutting a hole in the ice. All the while Tyler kept looking back at the camp wondering when Corey would join them. Once he’d created the hole, Andy told him to make it larger. Confused, he’d asked why when all they’d need was enough space to drop their lines. His question was met by a stern look, to which Tyler backed off and did as he said. Once the hole was to his liking, he asked Tyler what kind of bait he planned on using. Seeing his opportunity to impress his old man, he reeled off a list of tips that he’d learned. Figuring Andy would say well done and let him be the first to try and catch one, he was taken aback when Andy laughed in his face. “But what if you don’t have bait? Hell, what if you don’t have a line?”

      “What?”

      Andy leaned forward in his chair and cast a glance towards Corey. “I said, what if you don’t have a means to catch the fish?”

      Puzzled, Tyler frowned. “Then…well…”

      Andy gave him the same look he had the day he’d taken them out in the boat.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s right, you don’t. But I do. Get in the water.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “But it’s freezing!”

      “Mind over matter.”

      “Dad. Maybe we should…”

      He turned towards the shore, hoping Corey was on his way out but he was still there building a fire. That’s when it dawned on him. No sooner had he turned his head than he felt a push. Losing his footing, Tyler slipped on the ice and fell into the water. It was like being stung by a million bees all at once. The sharp edge of frigid waters took his breath and the sudden blackness of the deep swallowed him. When he came up, his hands connected with ice and panic overtook him. Through the murky waters he could see Andy above the ice looking down but doing nothing to help him. His chest began to hurt as water flooded in, filling his lungs. Frantically, Tyler clawed and struck the ice with his fist but it failed to break. At some point he passed out. When he awoke, he was at the shore, choking and coughing up water with a soaking wet Corey leaning over him. Meanwhile Andy was seated by the fire warming his hands. While he assumed his father had attempted to kill him, Corey was quick to come to his defense by telling him it was a test, nothing more. Andy was testing Corey. Tyler didn’t buy it. He saw the look of glee on his face. It was like one big joke to him.

      “We’re nearly there,” Andy said over his shoulder, snapping Tyler back into the present moment. Although there were a few abandoned vehicles in the campground, the location was empty and silent. Only the sound of water lapping up against large boulders, and horses’ hooves against gravel could be heard. A flock of birds broke from a cluster of trees and soared overhead, startling Corey. After dismounting and tying the horses to a tree, Andy wandered down to the water’s edge and looked out, coughing a few times. He’d been doing that a lot lately. Tyler stood behind Corey trying to understand what was so important.

      “He okay?” Tyler asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Corey replied as he made his way over and placed a hand on Andy’s back. Tyler glanced off to the location he remembered from when he was a kid. It was like reliving the nightmare over again.

      “Why did you bring us out here, Andy?” Tyler asked walking up behind him.

      He turned and looked at him with a pained expression. “Let’s make some breakfast and I’ll explain.”

      Tyler went off to collect some dry wood with Corey. They kept him in their sights at all times as Andy took a seat and glanced out across the water.

      “Why didn’t you tell me we were coming here?” Tyler asked as he bent over and began filling his arms with twigs and short tree branches.

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t go.”

      “And that would have been a bad thing?” he asked.

      “He’s sick, Tyler.”

      Tyler laughed. “I could have told you that many years ago.”

      “No, I mean it. Really sick.”

      Both of them looked his way and noticed him coughing. He’d always had a cough, Tyler had notched that up to smoking, but now it was far worse. It was a deep hack. He’d often bring out a dark handkerchief and cough into it. Corey reached into his pocket and pulled out a bloodstained hanky. “I found this last night.”

      “It’s his?”

      “Yeah. Seems he has cancer. I confronted him and he told me. Seems he’s been hiding it for a while.”

      Tyler’s eyes widened and then he shook his head. “You sure about that?”

      Corey frowned at him as Tyler continued picking up branches. “You think he would lie?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Corey nodded. “I admit, he should have told you sooner but he eventually got around to it.”

      He was referring to the revelation about Jude being his father.

      “Oh yeah, he eventually got around to it. I’m not talking about that.”

      Corey stopped collecting wood. “Then what? Because I don’t want you…”

      “Mom’s alive,” Tyler spat the words out without looking at him. There was a long pause and then Tyler turned. “She’s alive.”

      “What?”

      “Yep. Exactly. Seems Andy’s been holding back a lot more than you think.”

      “But…”

      “She’s Morning Star, Corey. I saw her. I spoke with her.”

      Corey’s brow knit together. “What? You did? When?” He got all theatrical and dropped the tree branches and took a hold of Tyler by the arm. “How long?”

      “Have I known? A month.”

      Corey narrowed his eyes and jabbed his finger at the ground. “You’ve known for a month and never told me?” He ran a hand over his mouth and turned around shaking his head. “Is this some kind of joke? How can you be sure?”

      “You think I would make this shit up? Yes, I’m sure.”

      He shook his head and looked over at Andy. “No. No, it’s impossible. You must have spoken to someone who looked like her.”

      “Unless our mother had a twin sister. I doubt it very much.”

      Corey crouched. He was breathing fast. He began taking deep breaths while picking up loose stones and rolling them around in his hand. “Morning Star?” He paused for a second or two. “Tell me everything.”

      Tyler spent the next few minutes bringing him up to speed. “Jude knew. I saw his reaction. He wasn’t surprised to see her.”

      “She’s been alive all this time and never once been to see us?”

      “Yeah. Between Andy and Jude, we really lucked out,” he said sarcastically.

      Corey looked towards Andy. “You think he knew?”

      Tyler shrugged and pulled a face. “I don’t know. It’s just a guess. If he was left out of the loop, it wouldn’t exactly be a surprise. You gonna tell him?”

      “He deserves to know, don’t you think?”

      Tyler never replied to that. He didn’t think about what Andy deserved, at least in terms of anything good. The man had been a thorn in his side for as long as he could remember.  Tyler shifted the topic back to Andy’s cancer. “I don’t get it. He could have told me this at the camp. Why here?”

      “You don’t remember, do you? You were too young.”

      “For what?”

      “This place.”

      “Oh I remember this place, Corey.”

      “Not that. Before then.”

      “We never came here.”

      “We did, with mom. You were just a toddler. But I remember. I remember them together.” He smiled. “It’s probably the only memory I have of anything good.” He dipped his chin. “For now let’s keep this between us.”

      “What happened to ‘he deserves to know’?”

      “He will but now is not the time.”

      “Then when is?”

      “Give him a chance to say what he wants. Hear him out.”

      They gathered up what wood they could find and dumped it in the fire pit. Corey circled back for some more while Tyler lit the fire and set up a pot to make some coffee.

      “Reminiscing?” Tyler asked as he poked the fire.

      “Huh?” Andy replied looking back at him. “Ah, yeah, I guess. I have some fond memories of this place.”

      “Can’t say I have,” Tyler muttered.

      Golden sparks floated in the air as he stabbed the fire.

      “Tyler. I know you and I haven’t seen eye to eye, and…” he trailed off. “I was hard on you as a kid.”

      “Please. You’re about twenty years too late for that little speech,” Tyler said rising from a crouched position. He cast a glance back at Corey. “I know about your illness.” He paused looking at him. “Yeah. Corey told me.” He scoffed. “Fate has a wicked sense of humor, doesn’t it?”

      Andy frowned.

      “Look, you might have got the sympathy of Corey, and who knows, maybe you had some epiphany from God himself now that you’re staring at death’s door, but know this, to me, you will always be an asshole. It would take you another lifetime to make up for the shit you put me through. So, if you’re expecting me to shed a tear, don’t hold your breath.” Tyler scoffed. “Hold your breath? Wow, I can’t help but see the irony in that after what happened out here. But then again, you’ve probably forgotten that, haven’t you? Explained it away in your mind as another one of your rules of survival. Well you know what. I survived. I survived you. You didn’t break me.”

      It felt like a load had lifted off his shoulders telling him that.

      He had a good mind to drop the whole “mom’s alive” on him but he withheld. It would only give him reason to get angry or seek sympathy and he was done dealing with his mood swings. In some ways, he expected Andy to come back at him with some witty remark about how he’d made Tyler strong, or some other off-the-cuff comment to try and maximize himself, and minimize Tyler, but he never did. He just nodded slowly and turned and looked back out at the water.

      “You’re right. I…”

      He was at a loss for words. For the first time in over nine years, the great Andy Ford didn’t know what to say. Right then Corey returned with an armful of branches. He dumped them on the fire and smoke billowed in the air. “What are you two talking about?” he asked, his eyes bouncing between them.

      “Oh you know, just reminiscing about the good ol’ days,” Tyler said. “Isn’t that right, Andy?”

      Andy stayed quiet. Over the next thirty minutes Corey prepared some breakfast, a simple array of beans, jerky and fruit. Once their bellies were full, they sat in the peace and quiet, listening to the water gently lap up against the shore, hearing birds chirp and the wind rustle the trees. Each of them relished the quiet, aware that it would be short-lived. When Andy was ready to talk, he turned the conversation to the situation at hand.

      “I’ve never asked either of you for advice, but this is one situation that I never expected to be in,” he said.

      “Are you serious?” Tyler asked.

      He turned toward him. “Of course I prepare for the unexpected. Different events, scenarios, and outcomes but it’s one thing to do it with your family in mind, another when more lives are at risk.”

      “You’re referring to Whitefish?”

      “No. Camp Olney. Those people are some of the closest friends I have ever had. I realize in walking away I made a big mistake. The fact they welcomed me back, and stood beside me when dealing with Jude, speaks volumes of their integrity as people, and friends. My life. It’s drawing to an end.” He glanced at Tyler before coughing again into his handkerchief. “I can deal with that. But others. Losing them. I…” He took a deep breath.

      Corey leaned forward. “Tell us what you want?”

      “I want peace but it’s not going to happen. A war is coming whether we take action or do nothing. I…”

      “Spit it out,” Tyler said.

      “I’ve made mistakes. With you two. More so with you, Tyler. And, um, I’m not asking for forgiveness, as it’s a little too late for that. Right now I can’t change the past but I can do something about the future. I want to save them but I don’t know how.”

      For the first time, both Corey and Tyler were stunned. This was a man who always had an answer for any situation. He didn’t back down nor was there much that scared him. They’d always seen him as this strong, resilient ship, even if misguided. That was why they knew he wasn’t saying he didn’t know how to save them, as it was a simple matter of weighing options and taking the one with the least amount of risk. He was hesitant. Hesitant to lead. Reluctant to make a decision that could be a mistake.

      “Wasn’t it you who said the risk of a wrong decision is preferable to the terror of indecision?” Corey asked.

      “That was a quote from someone else,” Andy replied. “I don’t have a problem making a decision, I have a problem living with the outcome of it,” he said.

      “Do you think we stand a chance?” Tyler asked.

      “If there were more of us. Yeah, but…” He gazed out across the water.

      “What if there were?” Tyler added.

      “What?”

      Tyler stepped forward. “More of us… many more.”

      “Who? What did you have in mind?”
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      The water was freezing. Erika splashed a bucket of water on Nate’s face to bring him back to the land of the living. She then gave him a couple of slaps. “Hey. Come on now. Wake up.” Nate bolted upright, gasping for air. The world around him came spinning into view along with a flood of memories. Entering the home. His attackers. Bleeding. Then passing out. “You okay?”

      Nate rolled over onto his side, coughing and spluttering. Across the floor he saw the two dead men, and another two farther down the corridor. “You think you could have used something other than water?”

      She rose from her crouched position beside him.

      “We need to leave. There was another guy in the attic. He escaped before I could reach him.”

      “Ah well don’t worry about him, I’m sure he won’t be coming back.”

      She was now standing at the window, holding down one of the blinds and gazing out. “He might not but the militia will. Shit!” She hurried away from the window. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “What?”

      “He went straight to them. Three of them are coming this way now.”

      Nate scrambled to his feet, and they bounded out of the room and down the stairs. They were about to head out the back when they heard one of the soldiers. Nate grabbed Erika and pushed her into a room and closed the door. They quickly crossed the room and lifted up a window just as the soldiers entered the home. Their boots echoed on the wooden floor, getting louder. Erika was out first, Nate next. They hurried away from the house. No sooner had they got a few feet away than they heard a guy yelling.

      “There they are. Hey. Stop!”

      Nate cast a glance over his shoulder before directing Erika to hop over the chain-link fence and seek cover in the rear yard. The fence was at least chest high so as soon as they were over, they dropped to a crouch and hurried to the back of the house. Erika tried the door but it was locked. Hearing the sound of men approaching, Nate eyed the swimming pool. It was covered by a large blue pool tarp. Nate lifted a portion of it and gestured for her to get in.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Do we have any other choice?”

      There was no time to argue. Erika slipped beneath and sunk into the cool water. Seconds after, Nate joined her, bringing the tarp down. He was sure they were made when he heard the soldiers’ voices. “They’re over there.”

      Bobbing in the water with only their eyes and nose above the surface, Nate felt Erika grip his hand. Seconds turned into minutes and they could hear two of them above the tarp talking about how they hadn’t seen them, and perhaps the guy was sending them on a wild goose chase.

      “He’s a crackhead. Did you see his arms? Or the state of that home?”

      “We were told to follow every lead.”

      “Well I think we’re wasting our time with this freak.”

      Their voices got quieter as they jogged off into the distance. “You head that way.” Even though Nate was sure they were gone, they waited for at least twenty minutes in that pool before he snuck a peek. He looked back at Erika.

      “They’re gone.”

      Soaking wet, they crawled out of the pool looking like two wet river rats.

      “I left the clothes in the house.”

      “What?” Nate asked.

      “The clothes. In the rush I forgot them.”

      “We just went through all that for nothing?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I inconvenience you while I was fighting for my life?”

      He blew out his cheeks, and they hurried around the house and across the street, making their way back to the café. Within minutes they were on the roof, and Helen helped them back over. “What happened to you?”

      “Don’t ask. We don’t have your clothes. And now, we need some for ourselves,” Nate added.

      “I told you it was a bad mistake taking her,” Erika said, no longer able to hide her frustration. She sank down, a look of defeat on her face, her clothes torn by that crackhead.

      Helen pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and began dabbing the wounds on Nate’s face. “You need to get this looked at it. It’s bad.”

      “You should have seen the other guy,” he replied.

      “Look, I hate to be a buzzkill on your sweet reunion,” Erika said. “But we’ve got to move. They’ll see the water trail.”

      She thumbed over her shoulder and Helen peered over. “She’s right.”

      “Shit!” Nate said hammer fisting the roof of the café.

      “Let’s wait until it’s dark,” Helen said.

      Nate shook his head. “No, we need to keep moving.”

      “Then maybe you two should go on without me. I feel bad holding you up.” She glanced at Erika. Nate knew she was only saying it because of Erika’s comments. He got up and felt a shot of pain go through him from head to toe. He staggered a little and Helen caught him as he lost his balance. “You need to rest,” she said.

      “I’ll go,” Erika said. “Just stay here.”

      “Erika. No.”

      She glanced at him before going over the edge and climbing down to the stairwell.
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      The odds were stacked against her but she didn’t think she could endure any more of Helen’s nauseating puppy eyes. She would rather be captured. Making her way to the ground, she glanced up for a second to see Nate looking over. “Be careful,” he said. Oh, no, he wouldn’t send Helen out to go find clothes. Not her. Nope. Erika shook her head as she darted across the parking lot, behind Glacier Bank, and then raced over to the next block of buildings. She’d seen a sign for a clothing company by the name of Chill Clothing, that operated out of the building two blocks down. Erika figured there shouldn’t be anyone inside and the chances of finding something for all of them were high. Militia were posted on all the main corners throughout Whitefish. Crouching and darting between stalled vehicles, she made it across to the back of a building and scaled up the fire escape that led to a window above the store to the left of it. A quick glance around and she took the end of the Glock and used it to crack the glass, then unlocked the window and slipped in before anyone could spot her.

      Inside she crouched on the floor, staying quiet and listening for anyone. It was a fancy apartment, expensive furniture, the kind of stuff her mother would have bought. Now it was all going to waste. It was silent. After having experienced the same thing in the crack house, she pressed forward slowly. Crossing through the upper floors of the building, out the window and down onto a one-story building which led to the clothing store, Erika moved in, her Glock at the ready. Andy had given both Nate and her a crash course in clearing a house to make sure they were safe when they went out scavenging. She wouldn’t have minded if she had backup but this was the first time she’d gone out alone. Her pulse sped up as she rounded a corner from the living area into the small hall. Stopping for a second, she listened. Still nothing. She figured the occupants were probably out working under the thumb of the militia. Erika spotted the window that would lead out to the roof of the clothing store. She made a beeline for it. Just as she holstered her weapon and proceeded to unlock the window, a dark figure shot out from her right. She didn’t even register who it was until she felt an arm around her throat and began to choke. Clawing at her attacker, she pushed back causing both of them to land hard on the floor. She could see darkness creeping in at the corner of her eyes. Any second now she’d pass out and then it was game over.

      Using her nails, she dug into her attacker’s leg and they let out a scream. The grip around her throat released enough that she was able to lunge forward away from them. In one smooth motion she pulled her gun and turned to shoot her attacker when she recognized him. It was Danny, the same guy that had come to Nate’s aid, the same one she’d been introduced to in the hospital before he was discharged.

      “Danny?”

      “Damn,” he yelled as he gripped his leg. “You need to cut your nails.”

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “I should ask you the same thing. My mother owns this store. What’s your excuse?”

      “Trying to find clothes before you nearly choked me out.”

      “The only thing you’ll find in here is cosmetic injections like Botox. Where’s Nate?”

      “Two blocks down, on top of the café.”

      He coughed and leaned back against the wall. “What’s it like out there?”

      “Pure hell.”

      “Looks like it. You been running a marathon?”

      “Swimming,” she replied.

      “Oh, good for you. I’ve been stuck in here hiding away from those assholes out there,” he said shuffling across the floor and peering out the window.

      “Where are your parents?”

      “Out there. They told me to wait but I get the feeling they aren’t coming back.”

      “Probably not,” Erika replied as she rose to her feet. Danny scanned her body. “You mind?” she asked.

      “Oh I was just wondering if you were my mother’s size. It might save you from breaking your neck trying to get into that store.” He got up and led the way into his parents’ bedroom. It was a simple room, tidy, white, the kind of bedroom that might have been seen in a home décor magazine. White fluffy pillows, accented by patterned ones, high-end furniture.

      “Your mother has a taste for the finer things in life.”

      “That she does,” he said pushing open a door that led into a walk-in closet. “Here we go. Knock yourself out.”

      “Thanks.”

      He stood there leaning against the door.

      “You think I could get some privacy?”

      He smirked. “Oh. Right. Yeah, sure.”

      He backed out and closed the door behind him. On either side of the room were clothes on hangers, and then on the floor, more than fifty pairs of shoes. Erika snagged out a few items and held them up to her body to check on sizing before stripping down and sliding into a figure-hugging long-sleeved top, and a pair of jeans. The jeans were a little on the tight side but they were dry and warm and right now that was all she cared about. She slipped out of her water-soaked boots and tossed her socks. She was just in the middle of trying out a pair of sneakers when Danny knocked on the door.

      “Yeah?”

      “You hungry?”

      “Famished.”

      “I’ll get you something.”

      As she tucked a few items in a bag for Helen, she spotted a gun case. It was locked. Scooping it up she took it out and laid it on the bed. Danny returned with a plate of jerky. It was the staple diet of survivors, that plus fruit and veggies.

      “You got the code for this?”

      “Nope. My parents are a little high strung when it comes to things like weapons. Besides, you look like you already have one.”

      “Yeah, except it probably functions better as a water pistol now,” she said.

      Danny frowned then chuckled. “Oh, right, yeah.” He sniffed hard. “However, I do know where they store the bullets. If you can get into the case, feel free to have it.”

      “What about you? You got any weapons?”

      “Hell yeah. Not guns but I’ve got some gnarly shit. Come, I’ll show you.”

      He headed out of the room and she followed, munching down jerky like a starved animal. Danny’s bedroom was typical for a teenager. A desk with a computer tucked in the corner. On the wall, a small flat-screen TV. Drapes were pulled closed giving the room a depressing appearance. Posters of bands, movies and young women lined the walls. There was a bass guitar at the foot of his bed, and an empty box of pizza sticking out from under a pile of dirty clothes. It reeked like armpits. Danny opened his closet and reached inside. He pulled out a bowie knife. “My parents don’t know I have it. I use it for hunting mostly but after the shit I’ve been through in this town, I’m taking this.” He went back into the closet and came out with a five-foot pole with a blade on either end. It had been wrapped with black masking tape. He spun it around a few times. “This is my latest invention.”

      “Ah. Let’s hope you never have to use it.”

      Again, he disappeared inside and this time he came out with a large tube. He popped the end off and pulled out a rifle. “I got this from a buddy of mine. It’s registered to his grandfather but after he passed away, he gave it to me. Said he had enough guns.”

      “And let me guess. Your parents don’t know about that.”

      “Hell no. But I get a feeling they’ll be pleased I did.” He slung the strap over his shoulder and then collected some bullets.

      “You know this isn’t a video game.”

      “Didn’t say it was. Look, if you’re worried about me, I can handle myself. The question is, why’s Nate on a roof?”

      She told him and he nodded. “Makes sense. So you need to get over to her parents’ home. You gonna wait until dark?”

      “Seems so. It’s either that or follow through with Nate’s asinine idea and now that his face is busted up, I have a feeling it would draw too much attention.”

      “Then it’s settled. We’ll get them later. You guys can hole up here until tonight. I’ll get you over there. I know this town like the back of my hand.” He walked over to the window and peered out. “These chumps picked the wrong town to roll into.”

      “And how do you propose to do that?” Erika asked, curious.

      He laughed. “Leave that to me. Remember the shit I got Nate out of before. Yep, I’m a pro at this end of the world stuff, darlin’.”

      “Oh yeah, a real professional,” she said sarcastically, glancing at the weapons he’d laid out on the bed. He was a teenage boy with a wild imagination, nothing more.

      “Now the only question left is how do we kill some time until tonight?”

      He winked at her and she waved his advance off and walked out of the room chuckling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      The trip down memory lane ended abruptly the moment Tyler shared his idea. “Out of the question,” Andy shot back. “You want us to align ourselves with the enemy?”

      “He’s not the enemy we’re fighting. If he wanted to attack, he would have done it by now. A month has gone by since the incident. I know we’ve been expecting them to start a war but there hasn’t been any retaliation.”

      “Corey, you want to explain to your brother why this is a dumb idea? Because I’m done. We’re packing up and heading back.” Andy got up from his seat and kicked loose stones out into the lake before walking off down the path with a beer in hand.

      “He has a point, Tyler.”

      “I get it. He doesn’t trust them, I don’t either but you tell me how this ends? We  could retreat into the domes, which isn’t a bad idea when you’re up against average people but military, they’ll find a way in, or a way to get us out. So that leaves us with either running or fighting, and we sure as hell can’t win against that many unless we have backup. Together. We can do it.”

      Corey smiled and wrapped a hand around Tyler’s neck. “Brother. Brother. Walk with me,” he said. They took a stroll along the edge of the lake. Tyler could see Andy in the distance. “You go charging into Camp O’Brien, he will take you captive and anyone else you bring. What then? Not only will we have to deal with the militia, but we’ll have to negotiate and I get the feeling Jude isn’t going to do that unless it ends with our heads on a stick.”

      Tyler shook his head. “He won’t touch me.”

      “You. Maybe not. But that’s not to say Maddox, Thomas or one of the others might. Have you forgotten? We killed some of their members. I don’t care how you cut it. They are just itching to get back at us. It’s just a matter of time but it’s coming and the worst thing we can do is to expose ourselves to them. No, I’m with Andy on this.”

      “But what if it worked?”

      He chuckled. “You just don’t give up, do you?” Corey smiled and ruffled his hair like he used to when he was a kid. “I think that’s why you survived all these years under him. You’re stubborn.”

      “As are you,” Tyler replied.

      “True.” He snorted. “Look, I chatted last night with him about entering the domes. We can outlast them. Let Jude deal with this. You said yourself it was only a matter of time before the militia came across their camp. Let them be the ones to tackle this problem.”

      Tyler frowned. “That’s the thing, Corey. I can’t.”

      Corey stopped walking and looked at him. “Because he’s your father?”

      “That’s not all, it’s—”

      “Mom?”

      Tyler nodded slowly. “She’s in the thick of it with him. If he goes down, so does she.”

      Corey shook his head. “So now you care?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t need to, it’s obvious.”

      They continued walking. Water covered the small pebbles on the beach. Tyler picked one up and skipped it across the surface. It bounced four times before sinking. “Part of me wants to hate her, you know, but I think I’ve used up all the hate I have with Andy,” Tyler said, glancing at him before throwing out another stone.

      “I hear you, brother.” He patted him on the back and breathed in deeply. There was a long pause as both of them chewed over the future ahead. It was full of so much uncertainty. And with trust at an all-time low across the board, he could understand why Andy was double-minded about making a decision. So much hung in the balance.

      “Whatever decision he makes, I’m not going into the domes,” Tyler said. “Nate and Erika are in the town and I was not there for them last time. I won’t stand by and do nothing.”

      “Give me time to talk to him. Perhaps I can get him to see sense.”

      “Maybe it’s not you that he needs to hear from.”

      “Jude?” Corey asked.

      Tyler nodded.

      Corey snorted. “There’s no way on God’s green earth he will listen to him or her. Not after what they put him through. He fell to pieces, and there’s a chance he will again when he finds out. It’s best we hold off for now.” Corey looked back. “He’s not ready.”

      “None of us were ready.”

      Corey removed his baseball cap and wiped his forehead. “When you go tonight, I want you to take Markowitz, Bennington, Gibby and Holden with you. They’ll cover your ass if you run into trouble.”

      “But you said you didn’t…”

      “You’re going to do it whether I like it or not so I might as well make sure you’re covered. Okay?”

      Tyler smiled. His brother knew him too well. “So you agree.”

      Corey opened his mouth then closed it. He put his foot up on a boulder and leaned forward on his thigh, gazing out across the lake. Sun glistened off the small waves making it seem even more alive. “I don’t think he will help but I think we have to hedge our bets.” He looked over at his father. “He won’t like it but he’ll understand.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” Tyler replied pulling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lighting one.

      “When did you take up smoking?”

      “Recently.”

      Corey came over to him and grabbed it out of his hand and tossed it away. “Well, don’t. I already have enough people in the grave. I need you to stick around.” Tyler nodded, took out the pack and tossed it. It was boredom more than anything. He’d smoked a few times as a kid and a couple of times when he went out with women in Vegas but that was it. “Give me a hand loading up the horses.”

      “What about Andy? He knows I’m gonna go out there.”

      “Leave that to me. When we get back, I’ll find Markowitz and the others and bring them up to speed. I’m sure they’re just itching to get out there, anyway.”

      Upon returning to camp that afternoon, Tyler talked over his plan with the four men and prepared to head out. They would take his father’s green utility vehicle. It was fast so they could easily outrun horses and if push came to shove, it handled perfectly off-road. As they loaded up the back with a bag of ammo, rifles and night vision goggles, Allie approached. “Thought you weren’t coming back until tomorrow.”

      He heaved some sleeping bags into the back. “Change of plans.”

      Her eyes washed over the items in the rear and those chatting nearby. “You hitting up Whitefish?”

      “Nope,” he said throwing on a bulletproof vest and tactical helmet. Bennington was all about the gear. He and Markowitz had apparently retrieved a number of items from Andy’s cabin before the place was raided. Andy believed it was raiders but with militia in the area it could have very well been them.

      “You’re not going to Camp O’Brien, are you?”

      When he didn’t respond she continued, “It’s too dangerous. They’ll kill you; you must know that.”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “Then I’ll come with you.”

      “No. Not this time.”

      “Please. Like you’re going to stop me.”

      The other four guys looked over as she raised her voice. Tyler took her by the wrist and led her into the dome he was sharing with his brother. Corey was in a meeting with Andy and the original founding members. The decision on what they would do would come down to a vote.

      As soon as Tyler had her out of earshot, he pressed her up against the wall. “Listen to me. What I have to do now, I have to do it alone.”

      “Oh really. So the other four guys are…?” She probed for an answer. Their bodies got closer.

      “That was Corey’s call not mine. The first chance I get I’m…”

      “Gonna shake them? Man, Tyler, you are too predictable. I’m going with you.”

      She tried to brush by him but he grabbed her and pushed her against the wall.

      “Can’t you just listen? I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      His hand came up the side of her face and the tension that had been building between them for weeks erupted in a passionate kiss. Her body was so warm and soft against his that he almost forgot to breathe. It had been a long time since he’d been this close to anyone with feelings this strong. It was strange but at the same time felt incredible as if the world around him had ceased to exist and only that moment mattered.

      As he pulled back, she held on tight, slipping her hands around him. A momentary thought of whether it was right, right to be there, to allow himself to get involved with her soon faded as her arms pulled him in tight, and he felt her ribs pressing into him. He instinctively tightened his grip on her hips, pulling her into his embrace. He tucked his face into her neck and took a deep breath as he inhaled the scent of her skin. With every passing second all the anger, resentment and hate for his past disappeared. All the turbulence was quieted as she enveloped him. He could have stayed, lost in the embrace but then he realized what she was doing. Tyler pulled back, taking a deep breath.

      “You okay?” she asked softly.

      “I can’t do this,” he said closing his eyes. “I mean, not right now. I need to stay focused and…” He swallowed hard. He lifted a hand and exited the dome, running a hand through his ruffled dark hair.

      As he came out, Bennington was leaning against the truck with a toothpick in his mouth. “Your shirt is untucked,” he said before chuckling.

      Tyler’s cheeks flushed as he jumped into the truck. “Let’s go.”

      “Hold your horses, young gun. Markowitz has gone to speak with your brother.”

      As he said that, Allie came out of the dome. He glanced at her in the side mirror and she looked at him briefly before hurrying away. The last thing he wanted to do was upset her, reject her or make her think that he wasn’t into her because he was, more than he could put into words. But it was one distraction too many.

      Once Markowitz reemerged, Corey called for the gates to open. He stopped the vehicle before it went out. “You look after him, you hear me.”

      Bennington laughed. “Trust me. Your kid brother is more likely to look after Markowitz.”

      “Screw you, Bennington,” Markowitz shot back.

      They laughed and Holden honked the horn before heading out. A quick glance in the side mirror and Tyler saw Allie. He just hoped she wouldn’t follow. They drove north on 93 and went south on 37 crossing west towards O’Brien Mountain. It was a good three-hour journey by car. They could have reduced that by half had they gone by horse and cut through but Corey was adamant that he didn’t want them getting stuck in the middle of the Kootenai National Forest. The journey would take them through various towns like Stryker, Fortine, Eureka and Rexford. With so little resources being offered by the communities, most of the locals over the past month had abandoned their homes and moved to Whitefish or Kalispell. Rumors of FEMA camps being opened across the United States had finally reached their neck of the woods but so had news that some had been overrun. It was hard to know what was true as their focus had been on ensuring Jude didn’t attack. Tyler wasn’t an idiot, he knew there was a chance his idea could go south but he had an ace in his back pocket, something he figured would help. Whether it would work was to be seen.

      The sun was beginning to wane by the time they made it to the town of Eureka, Montana, just north of O’Brien Mountain. Its glow slowly retreated behind the pines and rocky terrain. Hundreds of acres of forest hedging them in on either side of the road gave way to the town limits. Burned-out buildings and structures reduced to rubble were dotted throughout the landscape.

      “Haven’t been up this way in a while. Seems they took one hell of a beating too,” Tyler said. Holden drove the vehicle while Tyler rode shotgun up front. The others were crammed into the back.

      Markowitz leaned forward and tapped Tyler on the shoulder. “Your brother seems to think that this is a big mistake. Why are you so confident you can get through to this man after what you just put him through?”

      “Because blood is thicker than water,” Tyler replied.

      Markowitz didn’t look too convinced. He looked as if he was about to reply when Holden eased off the gas.

      “What’s up?” Bennington asked from the back.

      “We got movement up ahead.”
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      He swerved behind a stalled vehicle and killed the engine. All of them got ready with their weapons. Bennington leaned forward to get a better look. He brought a pair of binoculars up to his eyes. “Seems we have a roadblock.”

      “Raiders?” Tyler asked.

      “Hard to tell. But there are at least eight of them.”

      “Is there another route?” Markowitz asked.

      “Nope,” Tyler said. “Unless we double back and abandon the truck. The only way through is… through them.”

      “What about militia?” Gibby asked.

      “It doesn’t look like it. They look like run-of-the-mill folk. Probably locals protecting the town. We have a couple of options, roll on up and see what the deal is or wait it out and see if they move on.”

      “Are they armed?”

      “Seems so. AR-15s. A couple of horses. They’ve rolled vehicles into place so the only way around is…” he adjusted the zoom on the binoculars. “Well, it appears there is no way around.”

      “Can I?” Tyler asked reaching for the binoculars. He wanted to see if he recognized any of the men. If they were from Jude’s camp, perhaps he could speak with them and avoid a confrontation. A quick scan and he realized he hadn’t seen them before. “We have to go through. No way around this. It’s up to you,” Tyler said to Holden.

      Markowitz patted Holden’s shoulder, “Drive up, slowly.” He then turned. “Bennington.”

      “I’m already on it,” he replied. “I have my crosshair on one.”

      Bennington leaned forward. He had the barrel of his rifle perched on the seat shoulder.

      Holden veered the truck out, and they made their way down. As soon as the men saw them, they brought up their weapons but didn’t engage. “Let me talk to them,” Tyler said. “Ease off the gas.” They stopped about fifty yards from the roadblock and Tyler opened the truck door.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Gibby said.

      Tyler didn’t step out from behind the door but kept it wide open just in case they decided to fire.

      “Hey there!” Tyler put up a hand. “You want to move the vehicles? We need to go through.”

      A staunch-looking fella with a fierce beard, baseball cap and sunglasses inched forward between the cars. He kept his rifle trained on him. “Where are you coming from?”

      “Olney.”

      The men looked at one another and words were exchanged.

      “What business have you got this way?”

      “Heading to see friends of ours over at O’Brien Mountain.”

      Tyler figured if he dropped the location, perhaps they would know who he was referring to and if they had any kind of agreement in place, they might go easy on them.

      “What you got on you?” the guy asked.

      “Just the basics.”

      “Can’t let you through without an exchange of either food or supplies. So what will it be?”

      Tyler snorted. He dipped his head down into the vehicle. “Bennington, dig into that bag behind you. Grab me out the box of jerky.”

      “We’re not handing that over. That’s for this evening. That’s for all of us.”

      “Jerky or a gunfight. What do you prefer?”

      “Both,” he shot back.

      “Bennington.”

      “All right. All right,” he said unzipping the bag and retrieving the plastic container. He handed it to Tyler, and he held it up. “How’s beef jerky sound?”

      “What else you got?”

      Great, that wasn’t going to cut it. However, he was determined to avoid conflict. They would suffer enough of that later and at some point, he knew it would get to this, exchanging goods and bartering would be the new way moving forward. Hell, he guessed they might have done the same had they been in Whitefish.

      “Bennington,” Tyler said, snapping his fingers.

      “Oh, hell no. That’s it.”

      He cast him a sideways glance. “Don’t you have those smokes?”

      “They’re mine.”

      “You can get more. There’s a storehouse full of them back at camp.”

      He groaned and pulled out the long box and reluctantly handed it over. Tyler waved the box in the air. “Smokes. Marlboro.”

      “Toss them over here.”

      Tyler gave the throw his best shot, hurling the elongated box of smokes as far as he could. Another guy stepped out from behind a building and shot into view. He scurried across like a tennis ball boy, scooped it up and darted out of view.

      “Thanks. Now get the hell out of here before I put a bullet in you.”

      Tyler shook his head. There was always one that had to ruin it for those that might have genuinely wanted to do an exchange. He slipped back into the vehicle and tuned out Bennington chewing him out. “Holden. Back out.”

      Holden didn’t hesitate, they started backing up. In the distance they could see the men laughing. The truck spun around into an alley and Holden brought it back out onto the road and started heading out of town.

      “That’s it? We’re leaving it like that?” Markowitz said.

      Tyler didn’t reply, his thoughts were still spinning. He had no intention of leaving it like that but the last thing he wanted was any of them getting injured. “Holden, when we round this bend, pull into the gas station.”

      “You want to fill up?” he asked jokingly. Two months into the blackout and finding gas would have been a miracle but that wasn’t why Tyler wanted him to pull off. As soon as the vehicle came to a halt, he hopped out and slung his rifle around his back. “Bennington, you think you can work your magic again?”

      A grin formed on his face. “You’re damn right.”

      “About time,” Markowitz said, getting out and adjusting his baseball cap.

      “Just be sure to get my smokes back.”

      They all exited the vehicle and made their way back down the street using the back of the stores as cover. Bennington scaled up a fire escape that would give him a clear shot of the guys who were positioned at the intersection of 4th Street and Dewey. They were yakking and laughing when they came into view. Markowitz and Gibby had taken the east side of the town while Holden and Tyler handled the west. It was hard to tell if there could be more of them. He assumed there would. All they needed to do was take out these guys, move the vehicles out of the way and then bring their ride up. Within minutes they would be through Eureka and it would be nothing but smooth sailing from there on out.

      “You in position?” Tyler asked Bennington.

      “Just give me the word and I’ll paint this town red.”

      “Focus on any that try to escape. Leave the rest to us.”

      “Oh c’mon.”

      Holden chuckled to himself. “You’ll get used to him. He’s a little trigger happy.”

      “As long as he hits the mark,” Tyler said.

      “He never fails.”

      “I know, he likes to keep telling me.”

      As they got closer, Tyler crouched behind a burned-out SUV. “Markowitz. You good?”

      “Perfect,” he replied. “You sure these guys are not from Jude’s camp?”

      “If they are, they were given plenty of opportunity to avoid this.”

      Tyler brought up his rifle and brought the scope to his eye. As he scanned the faces one more time, he saw one of the guys turn abruptly as if someone was calling his name. Tyler panned his rifle to the right and that’s when he saw Maddox. “Shit. Hold your fire!”

      “Oh c’mon! What is it now?” Bennington said.

      “Jude’s son. The others must be new to their group.”

      He peered through the scope again and saw the guy pointing towards the road they’d come in on. Maddox looked pissed. He shoved the guy and stuck a finger in his face. Tyler couldn’t hear what he was saying but he was clearly disturbed about their decision. “I’m sure they didn’t have this in place twenty-four hours ago. Scouts said they hadn’t left the camp.”

      “Well something has stirred the nest,” Holden said.

      Tyler thought back to what he’d told his mother. Was it possible she’d passed that info on to Jude? Had they already learned about the militia and were taking steps to secure their camp? The militia would have driven in and perhaps this would have given them just enough time to get the rest of the camp to safety.

      “I need to go and speak with him.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Holden muttered. “Jude is one thing but Maddox? Don’t you remember he tried to kill you? Or what you did to him?”

      Tyler glanced at him for a second before peering through the scope again.

      “We need to get through. We can’t kill them or it will defeat the whole point of our visit today. This is the only way forward.”

      “Well we could go back, cut through the forest.”

      “Nah, chances are they’ve got scouts in the forest,” Tyler muttered. “They know about the militia. This is just preparation.” He looked lost in thought as Holden patted him on the back.

      “I’m not feeling this, kid. I say we pull out, reassess and go from there.”

      “Reassess? The militia could be on our doorstep as we speak. No, I’m doing this. Look. I told Corey I wanted to do this alone but he wouldn’t listen. If you’re not up for this I won’t hold it over your head.”

      “Look, let me go speak with Markowitz.”

      “All right.”

      “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “I’ll be right here,” Tyler replied.

      As soon as Holden was out of view, Tyler removed his weapons and darted out of his position, making his way towards the roadblock. It didn’t take them long to see him. Rifles rose and yelling ensued. “Put your weapon on the ground,” one guy bellowed.

      “I’m unarmed,” he said raising his top and turning so they could see he didn’t have any guns. He proceeded to put up his hands and walk towards them. It was a massive risk. Life threatening but someone had to take it.
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      Bennington was stunned. He saw it all play out through the gun scope. Not realizing that Holden was on his way over to speak with Markowitz, he got on the radio. “Holden. You there? Holden. Come in.”

      A reply came back fast. “What is it?”

      “You seeing this?”

      “What?”

      “Tyler. He’s heading for the roadblock.”

      “Shit. I told him to wait.”

      “Yeah, that kid tends to go to the beat of his own drum.”

      It didn’t take long for Holden to climb the fire escape to the roof and make his way over to Bennington. He brought a hand to his forehead. “Oh you have got to be kidding me. He’ll get himself killed.”

      “I would say the same thing but he has a smart head on his shoulders.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Holden, if it wasn’t for him, chances are Andy wouldn’t be heading up Camp Olney by now.”

      “I think there were a few more chess pieces at play.”

      Holden groaned and looked through his set of binos.
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      A heavily bearded guy put his meaty paw on Tyler’s jacket and pulled him behind the cars. The others kept a close eye on the road. “Where are your friends?”

      There was no point in him lying. They wouldn’t buy it.

      “Out there. No doubt they have a crosshair on your forehead.”

      His eyes widened for a second before his brow creased. He shoved him against a vehicle and told one of the others to go and get Maddox. “You made a big mistake coming back here.”

      “Couldn’t help it. You took the only smokes we had. Which reminds me. Can I get one?”

      The guy narrowed his gaze and looked as if he was about to backhand him when Maddox called out, “Enough!” Tyler looked off to his left and saw him heading over. Maddox wore jeans, a thick sweater and a loose-fitting sandy jacket. His hair had grown since he’d last seen him, and the wounds to his face had healed barring a few scars.

      “Tyler Ford.”

      “Brother,” Tyler muttered knowing it would get under his skin.

      “Release him,” Maddox said with a wave of his hand. Tyler’s brow went up. “Follow me.”

      He led him a block down the street to a bar where several more guys were standing outside with their weapons on the ready. “You been given guard duties?” Tyler asked.

      “Something like that.”

      Inside the bar, it was poorly lit with a few candles. They flickered in the breeze of two open doors, one at the front and the other near the back. Inside, around eight people were sitting at tables drinking from open bottles. “Take a seat. You want a drink?”

      He scoffed. “You’re offering me a drink? What’s it got in it, poison?”

      Maddox laughed. “No. I know. You probably figured I would want to put a bullet in your head. Well, you can relax. Of course I did for the first few weeks after what happened but then, well…”

      “She spoke with you.”

      Maddox glanced at him as he took a bottle of bourbon and poured him a glass. “She said you two talked.”

      “Briefly.”

      He slid the glass in front of him and then came around with the bottle and took a seat on one of the stools. “Yeah, a lot has changed in a month, and some things haven’t. I was put in charge of securing the north side. Since you gave us the heads-up though, we’ve been on high alert ever since. Seems my father thinks an attack is imminent.”

      Tyler nodded and took a drink. “Same.”

      Maddox looked at the bar’s mirror. “You know, you gave me one hell of a beating out in those woods. Not sure I will ever lose these scars.” He brought a hand up to his face and ran his fingers over them.

      Tyler turned his face and pointed to his own. “I think I might have a few myself.”

      Maddox chuckled. “What a crazy life, eh?”

      “You’re telling me.”

      Maddox breathed in deeply then exhaled. “You could have killed me or taken me hostage that day but you never. Why?”

      “It would have only extended the fight between both camps and quite frankly I think we have enough to deal with as it is.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Tyler downed the remainder of his drink and Maddox offered him another. He put a hand on top. “Gotta stay clear-minded.”

      “You want to see him, don’t you?”

      Tyler nodded. “We need his help.”
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      “We gotta stop meeting like this,” Danny said to Nate after Erika returned with them. Danny called it fate. He said his mother believed in all that kind of stuff. That there were no coincidences. Nate was beginning to think that maybe there was something to it. If it hadn’t been for Tyler and Erika, he would have been buried alive beneath rubble in Vegas. They spent most of the afternoon holed up in Danny’s parents’ store waiting for the sun to go down before attempting to make the final stretch of the trip to Helen’s parents’ home. A hot meal and some warm clothes and Nate’s spirits were lifted.

      “So what’s your great plan?” Nate asked. “Erika said you had an idea.”

      “That I do. My old man has a dirt bike out back. I figure I can draw these soldiers away. Give you enough time to slip through.”

      Nate’s brow furrowed. “You’re joking, right?”

      He shrugged and popped an almond into his mouth. “No. Why not? I’ve done it once already.”

      Erika looked at Nate with a similar concerned expression.

      “These guys are amateurs and certainly terrible at giving chase. I took them on a run through the back streets, barely three hours before you came along. Not once did they fire at me. That’s gotta tell you something.”

      “They’re a lousy shot?” Helen added.

      He chuckled. “No, they want the bike. If they shoot me, I’ll lose control, come off the bike and it will be wrecked. Which means the only way they can prevent that is to block me, get me to slow down, and like I said, I know these streets like the back of my hand. Actually, interesting story. My old man let me use that bike to learn how to ride. A few years later I got into the habit of pulling wheelies. So… I’m speeding down 93, and I pull this incredible wheelie and blow past a parked cruiser. The blue and red lights come on, the siren’s squeal. Honestly, it was magic.”

      “And then they got you,” Nate said.

      “Hell no. You think I was gonna slow for them? Let’s just say me and the cops aren’t exactly on the same page when it comes to the rules of the road, if you catch my drift.” He winked at Nate. “No, I lost the cops somewhere on the west side. I only did it once but like I said, I’m a professional when it comes to these things.”

      Erika chortled. “Yeah, real professional.”

      “Look, Danny. I can’t let you do that,” Nate said. “If they get you, who knows what they’ll do.” Erika nodded in agreement. “However, I’m fairly skilled in the art of dodging the cops myself.”

      Erika rolled her eyes. “Oh God, Nate. Don’t encourage him.”

      “You are?” Danny leaned forward, his interest piqued.

      “He used to steal phones and bags off people in Vegas,” Erika said. “In fact he took mine. That’s somewhat how we met.”

      “Hey! You got it back,” Nate added.

      “The bag. Not the phone.”

      “Not much use to you now,” he said, a smile forming.

      Erika just shook her head and walked out of the room.

      “Huh. So you ride?” Danny said.

      “Yeah, and that’s why I think it’s probably best I take the bike.”

      “Man, I would love to see that; however, my old man would kill me if I handed over his baby to a stranger.”

      “Stranger? We nearly died together,” Nate said, a smirk appearing. “We’re practically blood brothers.”

      Danny laughed and got up and went over to the window. “Listen, it’s getting dark out. There are four soldiers posted at the corners of Central Avenue and Baker Avenue. If I distract them, you can run up the middle between these two buildings,” he said pointing between Whitefish City Hall and the Bulldog Card Room. “However when you come out the other end on Casey South, you’re going to see two more soldiers — one by the Tree of Life tattoo parlor and the other by the Great Northern Bar and Grill. I will try to swing back around onto 1st Street to draw their attention away but I can’t guarantee it. There’s no telling what’s gonna happen.”

      “Which way do you plan to go?”

      “Ah, I’ll pull a wheelie down 2nd Street heading west. That should get their attention.”

      Nate shook his head. “You know you don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s fine. I’ve been cooped up inside here long enough. Time I got some fresh air.”

      Nate nodded and patted him on the back. He crossed the room and went to speak with Erika. Helen was getting some shut-eye. She’d been on the tail end of a night shift the day they’d escaped from the hospital and despite holing up in the RV park she hadn’t managed to get any sleep. The exhaustion had now hit her like a wall. Erika was seated at a round table drinking tea when he walked into the kitchen. He filled up a glass with water from a bottle and chugged it down. “We’re all set for this evening. You okay?” he asked leaning back against the counter.

      “I know you like her,” Erika said.

      “Who?”

      Erika glanced at him and raised an eyebrow.

      “Helen?” Nate asked. “I hardly know her.”

      “I’ve seen the way you look when she gives you those eyes.”

      “Oh, come on, Erika. You jealous now?”

      “Of course not. I’m just saying. I understand your reasoning for doing this.”

      He studied her face as she looked over her cup at him. “That’s not why I’m doing this.”

      “You don’t have to justify it. It’s okay.”

      Nate pushed away from the counter and pulled up a seat at the table. He placed a hand on hers and gave it a squeeze. “Why did we bother to help you when you wanted to swing by your parents’ place?”

      “I would have said it was because you were being nice but now, I’m not sure.”

      Nate scoffed. “I’m not your ex, Erika. If he was a jerk to you, that’s on him. I might not have had a moral compass when I was living in Vegas and trying to earn a living but when it comes to you and me, I know where my loyalties lie. I don’t have any feelings for her. I’m doing this because it’s the right thing to do. How she feels about me is her business. Besides, I thought you didn’t really care how things went between us.”

      She chuckled. “What, just because I said I don’t want to move in with you?”

      “Seemed clear to me.”

      “Oh man. You insecure much? I like you, Nate. Really. I do. But with everything that is happening right now, it’s just not the time. I don’t know what I feel. Some days I wonder whether I can get through one more day of this.” She sighed and set her cup down. “I just think it’s better that we stick with the others. There is strength in numbers.” She cast a glance towards Danny. “He’s a good kid. A little crazy but good. Just as you want to help Helen, I want to make sure he’s okay.”

      “He’ll land on his feet. Look how long he’s lasted,” Nate replied waving her off. “Besides, he has a family. I don’t think he wants to lose them.”

      “Does he?”

      Nate frowned.

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we don’t know what his situation is. Just as you didn’t really know what was going on in that girl’s head that tried to kill you. People say a lot to protect themselves. You included. Remember what you told us about your mother being alive and…”

      “I got it,” Nate said closing his eyes and feeling the pain of loss all over again. When he opened them, he looked at Danny sitting on the window ledge looking out.

      Erika continued. “And if his mother and father are alive, chances are they won’t come back here and put their son’s life in jeopardy. Which means we might be the only family he has right now.”

      Nate shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “So what do you want us to do — take him with us?” He paused waiting for a response. “Because unless he distracts them, we aren’t getting through. It’s like playing Frogger out there, but instead of vehicles we’re dodging soldiers. We need a distraction.”

      She nodded and brought a hand up to her lips. She stared back at him and smiled. He gave her hand another squeeze. Erika got up and walked through into the living room and over to Danny. She pulled back the curtain and looked out. “That guy is about your size,” she said turning back to Nate, “and he’s wearing a scarf around the lower half of his face.”

      “You aren’t suggesting I…”

      “It’s getting darker.” She smiled. “We use the bike. Danny distracts those three, when the fourth runs by here, we take him out and pull him in. Strip him and you take his place, leading us across and up the alley. Under escort we just walk straight by everyone. You can say you’re taking us to the north side where they’re building the fence.”

      Danny smiled. “Genius. It could work.”

      “It could get us killed,” Nate said.

      “Won’t know unless we try,” Erika said. “I got faith in you.”

      He laughed. “Yeah. You would say that now.”

      Nate walked over to see for himself. It was risky. Really risky but whenever had he not put his life on the line since this shit storm had started? “We’ll only have a small window of opportunity. And that’s if he even runs this way.”

      Erika glanced out again. “If not him, we grab the third guy.”

      “And get spotted by the fourth? Don’t be stupid,” Nate said.

      She took offense to that and walked off, scowling.

      “Erika. C’mon!”

      “No, you seem to have this all figured out.”

      “Geesh,” Nate looked at Danny who was smiling and popping almonds in his mouth like he was watching a Saturday matinee play out. The next hour was spent going over the plan in fine detail. Danny sketched on a large sheet of paper the route he would take to shake these guys and then get back to the store. By the time they had hashed it out and considered the potential flaws it was dark outside. Helen was still sleeping, so Erika went in to wake her and bring her up to speed.

      Nate went down with Danny to make sure he had everything he needed.

      “Remember. Stick to the plan. Don’t be foolish. Get your ass back here ASAP. We don’t have long.”

      “You worry too much,” he said putting on a helmet and waiting for the all-clear to roll out the dirt bike. It was a 1970 Kawasaki G31 Centurion 100 that had once been owned by his grandfather. They’d had it restored and now it looked in top shape. “One hell of a bike.”

      “We’re ready,” Erika said from the window.

      Nate patted Danny on the arm. “This is it, my friend. Remember…”

      “I know. Stick to the plan.”

      He quietly guided the bike away from the store as they didn’t want to alert nearby soldiers to where it had been started. Danny cut through an alley behind the Firebrand Hotel and out onto Central Avenue. He would have to ride it north, take the first left and hammer it down 93 drawing the men away. Before Nate went inside, he waited until he heard the guttural roar of the engine and then dashed in, taking out his knife. He got ready near the front door of the store. Erika moved into position with a Glock in hand. If worse came to worst, they would shoot the guy but he was hoping to use the knife.

      It couldn’t have been more than twenty seconds before they saw the glow of the bike’s headlight and then the bike zip by. “Are they following?” Nate shouted up to Helen who was on the second floor looking out the window.

      “Yep. Here they come!”

      His heart sped up. Nate stared at Erika who was positioned to get a better view of the soldiers running west. She held a hand up and would drop it the moment the last soldier passed the store. One hand on the doorknob, the other on the knife, he felt like an Olympic runner at the starting line.

      In his head he was counting the seconds.

      Eight.

      Six.

      Four.

      He didn’t reach one. Erika’s arm dropped, and he yanked the door open and burst out. He emerged within a split second after the man passed the door. It all occurred in a flash. Him wrapping one arm around the guy’s neck and ramming the knife up into his rib cage. He didn’t look back to see if there were any more coming. Nate dragged him in. He was still alive. His scream muffled by Nate’s arm.

      Nate yanked the knife out and plowed it into him multiple times until he had butted him into the store. There he dropped him and slit his throat. It may have been overkill but he wanted to be sure.

      “Anyone else coming?” he asked as he waited for the soldier to take his last breath.

      “Nope. That was it,” Erika said.

      As he choked on blood, Nate began stripping him. All the while the soldier looked at him; his eyes glassy, a look of shock. As much as Nate tried not to look, he couldn’t help it, and when he did, he didn’t see a soldier but a human being, someone caught up in the wrong group. He saw himself. It could have very well been him.

      “Helen,” Erika yelled. He heard her boots pounding down the steps as she came down. “You got the bags?”

      “Yeah,” she said with one slung over her left arm and another over the right. Erika took one and Nate stripped off. Both of the women watched as he got down to his underwear. He glanced at them and might have cracked a joke but he was in no mood.

      He glanced down and saw the guy was now dead.

      Within a minute he had most of the gear on. His hand touched blood, and he looked at the man again. Since the blackout he’d killed his fair share of people to protect himself but for some strange reason, this was affecting him in a bad way.

      Erika shot to the back of the store to wait for Danny while Helen and Nate dragged the soldier into another room. They didn’t want the militia to look inside and see his body and then seek out the owners, just in case Danny didn’t make it back.

      “Nate,” Helen said.

      “What?” he asked as they dumped his body and closed the door.

      “I appreciate all you’re doing for me.”

      “It’s fine—”

      Before he could get another word out, she pressed herself against him and kissed him. He pushed her back and turned and went out just as Erika came back in. She looked at them both and he could have sworn she knew what happened.
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      Eyes burned holes in the back of their heads as Tyler and crew arrived in Camp O’Brien on the back of ATVs. They’d taken the utility truck as far as they could before hopping on the back of the off-road beasts and rolling through the mountainous region hedged in by acres of forest. Curious onlookers came out to gawk, some stood with their arms crossed and scowled, but most were ready with weapons. Tyler swallowed hard, wondering if this was a big mistake. The disdain for them was obvious. The goal to speak with Jude was lofty, some might have called it insane, but there was only so much they could handle as a community. At the very least he hoped he could help them see the benefit of joining together to fight a threat that was far more dangerous than either one of the camps were to each other. Maybe then they could reunite permanently.

      Reunite, he thought. Yeah, as if.

      There were only a few weeks left of summer. With winter just around the corner, and no idea if the power would come back on, they were all facing a new challenge that would only be that much harder if they didn’t settle their differences. Back at camp he and Corey had talked at great lengths about what the future might look like if the power grid didn’t return and they remained at odds with Camp O’Brien. It wasn’t pretty. Most nights they’d get on a ham radio and listen for pockets of survivors and what was being done by government. Mostly static came back. As far as he was concerned the country was alone until Canada, the UK and other nations stepped up to assist. By then it might be too late. He couldn’t help but think it already was.

      Until then all he could do was try. Andy, and Jude were far too proud to bridge the gap, so someone had to do it. The trouble was he was relying on blood being thicker than water and Dianna had already shown she cared very little for blood, and as for Jude, he wasn’t sure where he stood or what kind of father he could have been given the chance. It seemed everyone was flawed in some form or another. Survival had driven each of them to do horrendous things and justify them later.

      Considering Jude’s involvement with the raiders, it left him second guessing what hope existed. For a short period of three weeks he thought Andy had painted Jude in a bad light simply out of long-seated jealousy and bitterness, but with the power grid down it had made each of them abhorrent in their own way.

      Tyler glanced over to the ATV closest to him and saw Bennington. He looked over his shoulder and saw the others. Corey’s pals were probably the only ones he could trust. To have them by his side even though the odds were stacked against them put his mind at ease.

      Up ahead the crowd thinned out as it separated to allow Jude and Thomas through. Either side of them were armed security, all of them ready to die for these men. Loyalty was a strange thing. They shifted forward holding rifles and shotguns. Jude put up a hand. “Ease off.”

      “Ease off? These are the same men that killed some of ours,” Thomas said, digging up the past as soon as he could. Jude had disagreed with him back then but that was when he was still heading up Camp Olney. Tyler was interested to see what kind of power shift was at play.

      “That’s my son. Put your weapons down.”

      Maddox climbed off the ATV and walked over to Jude and whispered in his ear. He nodded and approached Tyler. “Been a while. How are you?”

      He knew Jude was referring to his meeting with his mother. She no doubt informed him the moment he’d arrived minutes after.

      “Confused. Conflicted. Concerned. Yeah, that about sums it up.”

      Jude looked over the others. “Andy send you out?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Just curious. With all the scouts you’d been sending our way I figured an attack was imminent.”

      “Likewise,” Tyler replied. “No, you’ll be pleased to know this has nothing to do with the past and everything to do with the future. Our future. Your future. All these people here.” He raised his voice and stood up on the ATV thinking it would be better to gain their respect than to take the conversation into a private tent where no one would be privy to it. That led to lies, secrets and deception and there had already been enough of that.

      “A war is coming!” Tyler said. “And not from us either. I don’t know all your reasons for being here, or your association with Camp Olney in the past but I know that we have one thing in common.” He paused. “Survival. We have all done terrible things in the name of survival. We have followed rules, broken them and created our own. We have killed, stolen, and had to live with that on our conscience every night.”

      “I think this conversation would be better suited for…”

      “Let him finish,” Jude said cutting off Thomas. He sneered, a look of disgust. “Continue,” Jude said beckoning Tyler to finish.

      “At one time we were not against each other, we lived among each other, neighbors, family, friends, co-workers. All residents of Whitefish, and Flathead County. A new threat has raised its head and is set to take everything, even that which you took.”

      “Did Andy Ford put you up to this?” someone yelled.

      More jeers followed.

      “Andy doesn’t even know I’m here.”

      Silence went over the camp.

      “Militia have moved in and already killed the mayor. They have sent a warning and we expect more violence. Now we can hunker down, ride this out and maybe survive but you…” He looked around. “There are no secure bunkers; concrete that will protect you from an attack. And as many of you as there are, there are far more of them. All of them are trained to kill and they won’t hesitate. Now I know both camps have had their disagreements and lost people. Logically, there is no reason to align. I know what you’re thinking. It’s a trap. That we want vengeance but vengeance is a two-edged sword. Believe me on that. No one wins. But together we stand a chance.”

      “And if we fail?” someone asked.

      Tyler smiled. “If we fail, we fail together.”

      “How can we trust you?” a woman in the crowd asked.

      “Yeah,” someone else called out.

      Tyler looked out and saw Thomas slip away. His eyes washed over the crowd and he saw Thomas talking to a man before he dashed off. In the pit of his stomach he could tell something was about to happen. He glanced at Markowitz. The other guys had already seen it too. Their fingers were hovering near their rifle’s triggers. He knew if shit went south, they would die fighting.

      Tyler replied. “You can’t. I can give you my word but trust is earned, and that applies to both sides and that begins by telling the truth,” he said glancing at his father Jude. Jude dipped his chin, a look of embarrassment, maybe? “What I’m telling you here today is the truth. This is unlike anything you or we have faced before. I’m not going to cherry coat it. People will die. But, if we plan ahead and have the element of surprise, maybe, just maybe…”

      “Don’t believe a single word he says!” Thomas said, reappearing as he pushed his way through the crowd holding in his hand a bloody rag. “Seems to me the element of surprise he’s talking about is distracting us here while Andy Ford’s people kill one of ours.” He stopped and turned, holding a white bandanna covered in blood. “This belongs to Brent Langdon. He’s now dead!”

      The sound of guns being cocked could be heard all around them as weapons were drawn. Bennington and the other three lifted theirs, refusing to put them down.

      “What? We didn’t do anything. Maddox will vouch for us.”

      Tyler turned searching the crowd for Maddox but couldn’t see him.

      “Is it true?” someone yelled.

      Jude looked confused. Tyler tried to appeal to what little he knew of his good nature. “Jude. Think about it. Why would we walk into the lion’s den if our goal was to kill someone from your group? That would be like dousing ourselves in gasoline and tossing the match. As for Andy. You know him better than anyone else. He wouldn’t allow us to be here if he knew because in his eyes, it shows weakness.”

      Jude nodded but Thomas had riled the crowd up and all they wanted now was justice. “It’s true!” Maddox’s voice rose. The crowd parted and Maddox and another man brought in a dead guy on a stretcher. His one arm hung off the side, his throat had been slit. Tyler gawked. He thought Maddox would take his side, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. They lowered the stretcher and Maddox pointed. “It was your men. You’re responsible!”

      “What? No!”

      “Put down your weapons!” Jude yelled. “Listen to me.”

      “You’re not in charge!” Thomas yelled.

      A commotion ensued as people from the camp pulled Tyler off the ATV.

      Just as he thought they were about to get beaten and killed a gun went off.

      Everyone dropped their shoulders and gazed around expecting to see someone dead but the crowd began to part and through the midst of them a figure emerged wearing a long coat and hood. Tyler’s lip curled.

      “That’s right, he’s not in charge. But I am!”

      The stranger pulled back the hood to reveal his mother’s face. Gasps spread among the knot of people as they knew who it was. One by one they dropped to a knee, their rifles beside them, like she was some god in their midst. What kind of control did she have over them? It was one thing to provide the needs of people but to have such an impact on them that they would kneel… Not even Tyler could comprehend that.

      “Morning Star,” the crowd said

      “You no longer need to refer to me by that name,” she said turning and observing them all. “My name is Dianna, and this is my son,” she said pointing to Tyler. Immediately those who had hold of him released their grip. He shrugged and smoothed out his coat. “Let the others go.”

      “But Dianna, they killed—”

      “As have we,” she said in a loud voice, cutting him off. “However, in this case I know this isn’t true, is it, Maddox?” she said turning and looking at him. He melted back into the crowd, a look of shame and guilt on his face. Clearly, he or Thomas had been behind it. She beckoned him forward with two fingers. “Now, you tell me the truth.”

      Maddox dipped his chin.

      “Tell me the truth!” she bellowed with such authority that even Tyler was impressed. Maddox reluctantly pointed toward Thomas.

      Thomas scowled and took a few steps back. “Me? It wasn’t me. Dianna. He’s lying. Maddox. Tell her the truth.” Thomas stabbed his finger at Maddox. “He did this. I didn’t do this.”

      Tyler’s eyes darted between them. It was hard to know but after all the shit that Maddox had pulled, there was no chance in hell he could trust him. He was convinced Maddox would have thrown his own mother under the bus if push came to shove.

      “Take him,” Dianna said without giving Thomas another look.

      “Please. Dianna. You know me. I didn’t kill him.”

      Several armed men stepped forward and pulled Thomas out of the group, leading him off to a cabin that was no doubt used to imprison the unruly. Some in the crowd objected, protesting that it wasn’t right. They were treated in a similar manner and removed quickly before they riled up the others. Tyler stood in the midst of angry people, his eyes bouncing off faces, unsure of what would happen next.

      “Until we get to the bottom of this, put them in cells.”

      “What?” Bennington said.

      Tyler tried to come to their aid but was quickly held back as guards disarmed and dragged away Corey’s buddies. Tyler was the only one that remained. As soon as they were gone, Dianna asked a guard to lead Tyler to a cabin farther up on a rise. He was pushed forward; strong-armed up an incline towards the cabin. Jude followed closely behind. Once inside, Dianna dismissed the guard and the door closed, leaving him alone with his mother and father. “Well, isn’t this an interesting turn of events,” Tyler said, scowling.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Dianna said.

      “Oh, did I ruin your reign of terror or are you just pissed that I forced you to reveal your face? I guess those weekly masquerade balls just won’t be the same, now will they?”

      She narrowed her eyes, and he was sure he caught a flicker of a smile.

      “We didn’t kill Brent,” Tyler said.

      “I know you didn’t. Thomas has been overstepping the line for some time now.” She gazed at Jude as if he already knew. “I’ve been meaning to speak to him but…” she breathed in deeply. “It took a lot of guts to come here. Is it true, Andy doesn’t know?”

      “Please. If he knew where we were heading, I would have been put on lockdown.”

      “How is he?”

      “Ah you know, just a bag of joy. But you should know that he has a little issue. Yeah. The big C.”

      Dianna stopped walking and looked at Jude. Tyler tried to gauge their reaction.

      “Yeah, it seems like you might not have that problem after all. You know, the one where you’re only in charge of one camp. Though I will admit it might be a hard sell getting them to take Jude back. No offense, Dad, but I think you stepped on a few too many toes.” He paused. “I think I may have even seen your face on a few of the firing ranges.” Tyler chuckled.

      “You think this is a game?” Jude asked.

      “I think you don’t have long to decide what you’re going to do. If we have any chance of overcoming this threat, we have to work together, work smart, and act now before it’s too late. Once they roll up here, it will turn into a bloodbath.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me first?” Dianna asked crossing to the window and looking out. “We could have avoided all of this.”

      “Shit happens. Clean it up. We’re not responsible for your people,” Tyler said.

      “Our people? You were out there talking about uniting. Working together and yet you still refer to them as our people?” Jude asked.

      “Bother you much, does it?” Tyler said sarcastically. “Maybe you should have used this,” he tapped the side of his head, “before deciding to create a separate group that would raid towns.”

      “We had our reasons.”

      “And they involved killing people. Right. Got it. Glad we cleared that up,” Tyler added. The tension could be felt in the room. It was palpable. “So… what’s it gonna be?”
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      Hopkins sucked on a cigarette. He inhaled deeply, letting the nicotine hit his system and keep him alert, then left it in the corner of his mouth. Gray smoke spiraled up into his eye causing him to squint as he glanced down at his watch. After Ferris never returned, he figured the asshole had gone back on his word so they decided to scope out the place. Perched high on a rocky bluff overlooking Camp Olney he’d watched the comings and goings, intrigued by the settlement. Not only had they created a self-sufficient community but they had one hell of a way to protect themselves. Domed concrete bunkers, a heavily guarded fence with barbed wire, wood and steel reinforcements, guard houses and a catwalk for security to scope out the land. Something that caught his eye was how the gate was protected. They had steel pipes that had been sawn off at the end and filed down to look like the tip of a fountain pen. Multiple spikes were sticking out of the gate to deter anyone thinking of charging the gate. They also looked as if they were in the middle of constructing a moat around the entire settlement. Now that was crazy but clever. There were multiple layers of protection and that was only what he could see. What else was in place? He scanned the landscape with a pair of binoculars.

      He turned to his second in command, Nathaniel Foster.

      “That’s some medieval shit right there. What do you make of it? Can we breach it?” Nathaniel had tackled all manner of challenging obstacles from armored vehicles to supply centers with heavy security. While each one brought its own set of challenges, Nathaniel was an expert at figuring out the weak link. There was always a weak link, some area that had been overlooked.

      “I need some time but you know me, I’ll find a way in,” Nathaniel replied, jotting down what he had seen so far and outlining a map. Sometimes he never used the ideas he came up with but he had to rotate through a few before deciding.

      “We don’t have time.” Hopkins glanced at his watch and patted him on the shoulder. “You have ten minutes.”

      Nathaniel rose to his knees from a prone position. “Wyatt, you can’t rush these kinds of things.”

      “Surprise me,” he said as he walked off into the tree line towards thirty of his men who were preparing themselves for the first wave of attacks. The rest were back in Whitefish, monitoring and controlling the masses. Hopkins wasn’t stupid, he knew it would probably take more than one attack before they breached the walls but he needed to test them, prod the wasps’ nest and see what they were made of. A lot could be learned from an attack and retreat. His men were talking up a storm, checking their rifles and shooting the breeze when he approached.

      “Remember. We’re just testing them. If you can take out a few in the process, great but this is a short five-minute burst and then we’ll retreat and go from there.” He turned to Davis. “You got the RPG?”

      Davis was a burly man, tattoos covering half of his body. “Ready when you are.”

      Matthews was in charge of the GAU-19/B Gatling gun, a powerful weapon that was often used on air, land and sea platforms. With a rate of fire of 1,300 shots per minute, the .50 caliber beast could make easy work against area suppression and point targets.

      “Right, let’s move out. Once we get close enough, you got the gate, Davis. Matthews, focus your efforts at the guards on the walls, and in the guard towers. Turn that wood into Swiss cheese. The rest of you know what to do.” They would attack from the south and west side, in an L-shape to avoid friendly fire. The goal was to surprise them. Shake ’em up. Hopkins was eager to see what would happen.

      His crew moved down through the valley using the forest as camouflage. Their gear blended in, making them barely noticeable to the human eye. They figured it would be enough. It wasn’t. They hadn’t made it within two hundred yards when an eruption of gunfire lanced away from the camp, slamming into the trees and dirt. A smile formed on Hopkins’ face as he pressed his back against a tree. Within seconds he saw two of his men taken out.

      Over the staccato, he bellowed, “Davis!”

      “I got it.”

      He saw him hurrying through the forest to get closer before he dropped to a knee and unleashed an RPG at the gate. A whoosh was heard and then an explosion, and the sound of wood hitting the ground. “Matthews!”

      He barely shouted his name when the gun echoed its steady beat of rounds.

      Under the cover of the Gatling gun the rest of his men unleashed fury.

      “Now we’re talking!”
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        * * *

      

      Corey had been having an argument with his father about Tyler when the first shots rang out. It had caught him off guard. Startled, he glanced up at the fence to see those stationed along the catwalk firing to the south and west. Both he and his father leaped into action. There was no need to direct people to where they had to go. They ran through drills several times a week that prepared them for this. Young mothers scooped up children who were playing and double-timed it into the domes. The elderly were already inside, and the few that had stepped out disappeared into the protection of concrete and steel. Corey raced towards a ladder to go up and see. He’d only made it halfway up when three of their own fell, riddled with bullets. A slew of gunfire echoed. Gripping the ladder tight he bellowed up, “Put up the shields!”

      All around the top perimeter of the wall was iron and reinforced steel that was used as an additional layer of protection against rounds piercing the wood. There were handles that could be gripped and pulled to bring up a section of steel, essentially making the top of the fence look like a castle from the outside with rows of metal teeth. It provided shelter that was unparalleled against attacks. As soon as the merlons were in place, the sound of rounds pinging off metal echoed. He made it to the top in time to see Jake Bomart pull the pin on a grenade and hurl it over. Down below he saw his father helping a crew of four men push into place two vehicles behind the gate. Apparently in years gone by they’d rammed the front of the gate to test it out and found it unbreachable. It was all a matter of how one vehicle slid into the other like a small hand going inside a glove and providing stability. Layering up had been a big part of the creation of the camp itself, from wood to concrete to steel to dirt, it all worked together to help them survive.

      The onslaught of gunfire from both sides continued for several minutes until it ceased. When it was over, Corey peered through a slit and saw that the militia were gone.

      “That was it?” Vern Halliday asked.

      “No. That was just the beginning. They’re testing us.”

      He hurried down the ladder to where his father was stationed by the main gates. He ran past multiple bodies on the ground. A few others had been injured. He was looking out through a slit in the steel. “They’ve pulled back. Two sides were hit. We’ve sustained a fair amount of damage,” Corey said.

      “This is why your brother shouldn’t have gone!” he said whirling around and brushing past him heading for the main center where the original members would meet.

      “No, this is why he went,” Corey replied, falling in step with him. “What we just dealt with was just a taste of their firepower. If they had brought all of their men, chances are we would be dead.”

      Andy scoffed before coughing into his bloody handkerchief. “You have little confidence in this place. I prepared. They never did.”

      “Listen to yourself. You’re not a god!”

      Andy stopped walking and looked at him. “No, I’m not but I know a thing or two about how to survive.”

      “This goes far beyond. We are dealing with a community. We need more help.”

      “We will cope.” Andy took off leaving Corey standing in the middle of the settlement staring at the dead.
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel half-listened to Hopkins on the way back to Whitefish. His thoughts were with the men they’d just lost. He turned his head and looked at the zipped-up military body bags. They were good guys. Friends of his. People he’d known for years, long before Hopkins came along with his wild ideas and vision to build a militia that would challenge the status quo. Nathaniel shot him a sideways glance as he drove. He admired Hopkins’ spirit to improve the lives of his men but he often questioned his methods. Months earlier, he thought they had it made in Helena, Montana, a city that was devastated by the blackout. Recruitment was on the increase, training a breeze and with each new member they managed to expand their grip over the city. Then that asshole Pope came along. His ties to Hopkins’ father, and his wild story of escaping prison derailed their objective in the city. They were on the verge of establishing a force to be reckoned with and then this happened. He’d fought Hopkins on the decision. As a longtime friend, he respected him but there were times he wanted to draw a line in the sand and say enough was enough.

      “We lost two good men today,” he said, cutting off Hopkins from his spiel.

      “And yet we gained some very valuable intel.”

      Nathaniel frowned. “At the cost of two lives.”

      Hopkins lit a cigarette. He sucked deeply on the end and it glowed a deep orange. He snapped shut the lighter and glanced at Nathaniel.

      “You have a problem? Because if you do, speak up.”

      “We had it made in Helena, Wyatt. But here… This could all just be retribution for his pals.”

      “They weren’t his pals. They were inmates.”

      “Family is family,” he shot back. “You said that yourself.”

      Hopkins chuckled as he took another drag on his cigarette and put his muddy boot on the dashboard. “When the government comes knocking and they will, where do you think they’ll hit first?” He waited. “Cities. They’ll go to the cities first, and more specifically the capital of each state. Helena had a crosshair on it. Yes. We gained a lot of good people and we were having a blast doing it but it wouldn’t have lasted, Nathaniel. Eventually the government would show up and—”

      “But you said…”

      “I know what I said,” Hopkins cut him off in an angry tone. He didn’t like anyone to speak freely, especially those closest to him. He loved yes-men, people who would agree with whatever he said. He showed one side to them and another to those closest. “Plans change, Nathaniel. People in small towns are of a different caliber. They’re tough. They know how to fight, hunt and survive. Aren’t those the kind of people you want at your side? Because let’s face it, for every ten men we recruited in the city, only one or two had any kind of skill set. The rest were newbies.” He brought the window down and blew smoke out. “I want to shorten the learning curve. Besides, the forest around here is plentiful. There is more than enough wild game to get us through the winter, and if Pope is right, there is a storehouse of resources, supplies and ammo that would last us years, and believe me when I say it will take the government years before they can turn the tide on what has happened. This country is crippled. And you forget FEMA camps.”

      “They exist.”

      “Sure they do but not up here. That’s why I like this place.”

      “You sure it’s not because of your old man and the Montana Freemen?”

      “Maybe. My old man was as tough as nails. He would have carved out something of his own up here had the government not moved in and thrown his ass in jail. That man didn’t deserve to die in a cell. He was fighting for liberty, and everything that the government has taken from us. No. I’m staking my claim. Putting down roots and Whitefish is as good a town as any other.”

      “But how many must die before we return?”

      “Return? I’m not returning. Didn’t you just hear what I said?”

      Nathaniel sighed and accelerated trying to get back to town as soon as possible. He was beginning to resent being in his company. It was one thing to fight for a piece of the pie but another to be greedy and want it all, and he knew Hopkins wouldn’t be satisfied with Whitefish. What then? Bloodshed was on the horizon and he was already counting down the days to when he found himself in one of those body bags.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Camp Olney, Corey assisted in the burial of those that had fallen. He watched family members cry over their loved ones’ bodies and helped bury them in a small plot of land that had been assigned as a graveyard. Hammering in a cross at the head of a grave brought home the reality of the situation. Before the month was out, many more would find their way into the earth, becoming nothing more than prayer on the lips of those left behind. As he walked away, leaving the families to mourn, he couldn’t help but wonder how Tyler was getting on. Had they managed to get through to them? Were they on their way back? And how would his father take the news about Dianna? On one hand he wanted to tell him but with cancer spreading through his body he started to think that perhaps going to the grave without knowing would be kinder.

      He crossed the settlement as a group went out to assess the external damage and another highly skilled security group scouted out the surrounding forest for further threats. “Shit,” Corey said wiping his brow with his arm. “That will take some time to rebuild.”

      “No, no it won’t,” Andy said. “Unlike Jude, I used the times of peace to cut down enough trees, strip them and size them for an event like this. I figured he would attack and so,” he gestured to the east where men and women were hauling out large cut trees from the forest. “We will work around the clock to get this moat finished. I want to ensure that nothing gets through those gates. We will reinforce every area inside the campground and double our efforts to improve this camp.”

      “How’s Edison coming along with the tunnels?”

      “Working like a Mexican drug smuggler.” Andy chuckled. “At least once those are completed, we’ll have a way out of the camp if the domes are breached.”

      “They’d have a hard time getting through those vault-style doors.”

      “They would but nothing is impossible,” Andy said, sizing up the walls. “Come on, give me a hand.” Behind all the wood were sheets of metal taken from car hoods. With so many stalled cars on the roads, it was the easiest place to find supplies. The hoods had been flattened out and welded together. It was a tapestry of every make and model pressed up against the log fence. Had it not been for those, it was very possible they would have buried more.
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      Danny had survived his close brush with death. He’d even given them the bird at one point after pulling a wheelie. Even Evel Knievel would have been proud of that daredevil stunt. In some ways it was exhilarating. The look on the faces of those assholes as he weaved in and out of alleys, revving the Kawasaki’s engine and zipping past them knowing full well they wouldn’t shoot. At least that was what he believed until several rounds slammed into concrete nearby. That was when he opted to lose them, dumping the bike among a cluster of trees, a few streets away in a secluded spot. Before he fled on foot, he took with him a couple of parts from the bike in case anyone found it and tried to take it. At least this way they would have to hunt down some critical components to get it started.

      As soon as he left the bike, he pulled out a baseball cap and put it on, tore off his coat and threw it away and pushed on a pair of sunglasses. It wasn’t exactly the best cover, but they were looking for a specific profile, a kid in a red jacket on a dirt bike with a helmet on.

      He caught up with the other three and scared the shit out of them by leaping out of a side alley. Erika took it the worst. She went off on him, calling him all manner of names. Telling him that she could have shot him, and that… Well, before she could finish, they found themselves having to duck into another alley to avoid a Humvee that rolled by. Even though Nate was dressed as one of the militia, they still had to avoid contact.

      The four of them had managed to make it to the back of the Tree of Life Tattoo parlor before they were spotted. A soldier, obviously responding to the alert of a dangerous rider on the roads, was jogging south on Spokane Avenue when he glanced their way.

      “Hey! Hold up.” The soldier’s hand lifted.

      “Shit. Don’t look his way. Keep moving,” Nate said under his breath as he held an M4 to the back of them while leading them up the alley behind the Craggy Range Bar & Grill. At the rear was a fenced patio for those who wanted to eat and drink outside. It had a dozen tables, chairs and an open bar enclosed by dark wood trellises and covered by a shade arbor. Danny knew if they could just sidle up behind that, they would have enough cover from the buildings either side just in case the situation got out of control. Nate was carrying his grandfather’s rifle over his left shoulder and had the M4 pointed at them. Erika was packing a Glock but had been told not to go for it no matter what happened. It was a thinly veiled attempt at looking as if Nate was escorting locals or prisoners through town. They were about to find out if it would work.

      It didn’t take the soldier long to cross the parking lot which contained no more than six cars and trucks. Not far from them was a large 18-wheel trailer unhooked from the front end of a truck. It was being used as advertising space for companies in town.

      Danny was counting every step he took. Five more and you’ll be at the rear of the bar. Nope. They weren’t going to make it. “Sanders? Is that you?”

      Danny’s heart sank. Of course they would have known each other and certainly would have been able to recognize a new face. Nate kept his head low, slightly turned towards the west as the soldier approached from the east. Danny’s hand slid down to the bowie knife tucked into the front of his waistband. His sweater was over the top to cover it. Using his left hand he unclipped it.

      The soldier grabbed hold of Nate. “Sanders. What’s up with you?”

      As soon as he saw Nate’s face, he took a few steps back. “You’re not Sanders. Who the hell are you? And what are you doing with these people?”

      Expecting to use his knife, he pulled up his top and gripped it. Erika saw him and shook her head.

      Nate replied, “What do you think it looks like? They tried to escape. I’m bringing them back to continue building the north wall.”

      The soldier didn’t look convinced. “You new?”

      “Around here, no, but I’ve got seven years of military experience and so I was offered the position. Who the hell are you?” Nate posed, turning the conversation away from him. It was smart, Danny thought.

      “Didn’t you hear the radio about some guy on a bike?”

      “I lost mine chasing these assholes.”

      The soldier glanced at them. “You need any assistance?”

      Danny couldn’t believe it. Either this guy was dumb or new himself as he was falling for Nate’s little spiel, hook, line and sinker. He released his grip on the knife and covered it with his top.

      “No, I’m good. You should get going.”

      The soldier nodded but still looked skeptical. Sure enough, as they began walking away Danny heard him get on the radio. “Hey Gary, we take on a new recruit?”

      “A few. Why?”

      “Got a guy escorting four civvies over by the Craggy Range Bar.”

      “What’s his name?”

      Keep walking. Keep walking, Danny thought. Then the guy hollered, “Hey. I didn’t get your name.” Nate turned and mumbled something as he approached him.

      “What?”

      “I said it’s…” Before he finished what he was saying, Nate jammed a knife into the soldier’s gut, once, twice, three times and let his body slump against his shoulder. The radio dropped. Nate turned. “A little help?”

      Danny hurried over and began dragging his body to the back of the bar. Erika opened the gate that led into the patio and they put the man’s body into a chair, covered his face with his beret and slipped back out into the alley.

      Had that been the only challenge they would face on the way to Helen’s parents, it wouldn’t have been too bad, but Danny knew the town was riddled with more militia and now with another soldier out of action, they’d soon become the hunted.

      A short distance away, the sound of the soldier’s superior came over the radio. “Janson. You there? Janson!”
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        * * *

      

      “You want me to do what?” Jude asked staring back at Tyler in shock. Tyler knew it wasn’t going to be easy. He had figured if they survived the initial meeting without being killed, he still had to get through Jude’s reluctance. The only saving grace was knowing that his mother might understand and side with him. It was a long shot but worth a try. He’d spent the past half hour trying to convince both of them that uniting was the only way to win.

      “All you have to do is swallow some humble pie,” Tyler said. “Hell, I did it returning to Whitefish. I think you can.”

      “I won’t do it. I would rather die than give that man any help,” Jude replied.

      Tyler scowled. “This isn’t about helping him. It’s about helping you, and those people out there. The longer you stay here at this camp, the greater the chance they will discover it and attack.”

      “If they do, they better kill us as we’ll—”

      “Put up one hell of a fight? Yeah, yeah. Yada, yada,” Tyler said. “All that macho bullshit isn’t going to get you anywhere except two feet under, pushing up daisies. You are as bad as him.”

      Jude couldn’t believe it. “I’m nothing like him.”

      “No, you’re worse,” Tyler replied.

      That got a chuckle out of his mother. Jude glared at her.

      “Oh, come on, Jude, he’s right. You and Andy are like two peas in a pod. Why do you think I was even interested in you?”

      That got his attention.

      Jude shook his head. “He took everything from me.”

      “And he believes you took everything from him,” Tyler replied. “So it seems you’re even.”

      “We’ll never be even,” Jude replied crossing the cabin and looking out. Both of them looked antsy, as if expecting to be attacked at any minute. He poured himself another stiff drink, two fingers of bourbon, and set the bottle on the counter. He tossed it back, draining the cup in one go. Gripping the counter with both hands he looked out.

      “Then you’ll probably die,” Tyler said. He thought he would use some reverse psychology. “I hope you achieved everything you wanted in life. Take care,” Tyler said heading towards the door. He had placed his hand on the knob when Dianna told him to wait. Tyler looked back and saw her walk over to Jude and place a hand on his shoulder.

      “This could be exactly what we need. If you show up at Camp Olney on behalf of this settlement, it has the potential to change the hearts and minds of those who probably think you’re against them.”

      “I am. They turned their back on me.”

      “They were never with you,” Tyler said. “You just assumed they would give their loyalty to you when Andy was the one that brought them into a better place. Now he’s back they are doing what they wanted to do all along.”

      “What, follow him?” Jude asked.

      Tyler chuckled and shook his head. “You see, that’s your problem. You see this from only one angle. It’s about followers. How many he has. Who he has. But this isn’t about you or him, it’s about Whitefish. It’s about the people out there who deserve a chance to live.”

      “By waging war against the militia?” Jude asked.

      “By attacking before we are attacked,” Tyler said. “Right now we have the element of surprise. They don’t know how many people they are up against. We use that to our advantage. We can attack, draw them out and ambush them if we have the support of Camp O’Brien, but if we are left to defend ourselves alone, we won’t win. Because by ourselves we are outnumbered both in people and firepower. But together, we stand a chance of running these assholes back to whatever rock they crawled out from under.” He paused. “And then maybe, just maybe, after that we can lay aside our differences and work together towards a common cause.”

      Jude stared at him. “Which is?”

      “Thriving, not just surviving.”

      Dianna observed Tyler from across the cabin. She hadn’t taken her eyes off him as he spoke. It made him feel uneasy. She was a hard woman to gauge and from her involvement with the raiders he was unsure if she wasn’t planning her own coup, one that didn’t involve either settlement.

      Jude took a deep breath and looked at Dianna. “I’m getting too old for this. What do you think?”

      “I think my son has grown into a fine man. I just wish I’d been there to see it.”

      Tyler wanted to drop a sarcastic remark but refrained, realizing there was too much at stake. They’d already pissed off enough people. “I say go with him. Take a few of ours and speak with Andy. I’ll wait here and ensure things don’t get out of control.”

      Jude nodded, then shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. What happens if he throws it back in my face?”

      “It will be the last time,” Dianna said.

      “And if he decides to imprison me?”

      “He won’t,” Tyler said. “Corey and I will have your back.”

      “Will you?” he asked. He looked out the window. “It’s hard to believe that at one time Andy and I used to hunt in these woods. Camp out and look up at the stars, dreaming of what the future would look like. I never imagined we would be at odds.”

      “I never imagined I would see my mother,” Tyler said. “So I guess we’re all a little shocked at how things turned out. But now it’s not about how things got derailed but only how we choose to move forward.”

      Jude walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder. He smiled and looked as he if wanted to say something important but instead he nodded. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Bennington and the others were released to the disgust of Thomas who spat at Jude as he passed his cell. Jude didn’t react. He simply wiped his face and glanced at him as Thomas ranted.

      “You’ve poisoned her mind. Before you came along, we had this town. We had this county in the palm of our hand. Then you got in there. I should have known this would end badly. When I get out of here, I’m going to do what I should have done all along — kill you.”

      Jude got close to the bars and smiled as he continued wiping his face. “Then I guess it’s good you’ll be staying in there.” He turned and walked out as Thomas cursed him.

      Outside, as they climbed onto ATVs, Maddox emerged from an RV. “Father. Father! Where are you going?”

      “Stay with your mother. Protect this camp. I’ll return soon.”

      “You’re going with them? But what if it’s a trap?”

      “Speak with your mother. There is much more than my life at stake.”

      With that said, the ATVs growled to life and Tyler caught Maddox staring at him. There had always been a tangible dislike between them, but in that moment, it felt even more real. They tore out of the camp, leaving a cloud of dirt and grit in their wake.
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        * * *

      

      Maddox was enraged. He berated himself inwardly. I should have killed him in Eureka. But he wanted to make him look bad in front of his father. He wanted Tyler to suffer humiliation for what he’d done to him. Ever since that day outside of the camp, his father hadn’t looked at him the same way. It was as if Tyler had emasculated him and now his father no longer saw him as a man.

      Maddox stood there watching them ride off into the distance. He kicked some loose stones out of the dirt and looked up towards the cabin on the rise where his mother was. He didn’t want to speak to her. She would only try to get him to see it from her point of view and he didn’t agree with her or his father. They had changed. Got weaker. He glanced at the cell block and strolled over. He twisted the lock and pushed inside. As soon as the door opened Thomas started. “Oh, come to gloat, have we? Well you’re a little too late. Your father has already done it.”

      Maddox entered. “I don’t care what he’s done.”

      “Oh, really? Sounds like you have a chip on your shoulder.”

      He stepped inside and kept his distance. Thomas leaned against the bars, gripping them tightly. “You know there is another way this all ends, right?”

      “How?”

      “Let me out and I’ll explain.”

      “No.”

      Thomas laughed. “Smart kid. Look, I don’t hold what you did against you. You protected yourself. I admire that. I would have done the same,” he said. “But you know as I do that as long as the Fords are alive, you are always going to take a backseat. Do you want that?”

      Maddox dipped his chin then looked at him.

      Thomas continued, “No, I didn’t think so. Do you want to kill them?”

      “More than you know.”

      “I can help you. But I can’t do it from behind bars.” He tried shaking them but they wouldn’t budge. Maddox took the keys off a nail in the wall and closed the door before walking over to the jail cell. He hesitated for a second, then inserted the key into the cell lock.
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      Scouts were essential to their survival. Hopkins had avoided countless ambushes in the city of Helena by posting men around their base. He liked to think of it like an onion. They operated at the core, then had different layers that expanded out, performing different duties. Mostly it was staying ahead of the curve. A scout’s job was simple. First they were to provide intel via radio on potential threats heading their way so they could cut the head off the snake before it had a chance to bite. Second, they were to survey for new supply centers, and changes in delivery routes. City officials were smart and after numerous attacks they would change up vans, routes and teams to protect their resources. Third, they were to provide protection to the inner layers. It had worked effectively and now that they were in Flathead County it wasn’t any different. To those inside Whitefish, it would look like all of his men were in town, but that was what he wanted them to see. Before entering the town perimeter he’d sent scouts up to ten miles out to observe and assess. There were two scouts for each direction to the north, northeast, east, southeast, south, southwest, west and northwest. Sixteen soldiers would cover those locations ten miles out, another eight would cover five miles out, and another eight two miles out. Every forty-eight hours they would rotate shifts to prevent burnout and provide variation. It had worked effectively and allowed them to stay on top of anyone trying to escape as well as those looking to infiltrate their group. In years gone by when they were operating out of a small camp and performing training exercises, they would have used cellular capable trail cameras to feed back a livestream but that was before the power grid went out. It also had its disadvantages; cameras could catch people approaching but by then their group could be boxed in. With the layered onion approach, those attacking wouldn’t know until it was too late.

      They’d only been back in Whitefish a few hours when Hopkins got word of a lone man heading their way on horseback. The radio crackled.

      “Hopkins, we got a situation. An armed guy on horseback is heading towards the roadblock on 93. How do you want us to proceed?”

      “You notified Keith?”

      “Yep.”

      “Let him handle it. Unless he attacks, don’t kill him. Once you find out what he wants, get back in touch. Over,” Hopkins replied before setting the radio down. He turned to Calvin Baxter, his third in command, and asked him what the update was on finding those responsible for the death of his two men.

      “Nothing so far. However, earlier today we had an incident in the downtown. A rider on a dirt bike took our men on a crazy chase through the streets.”

      “You get him?”

      He dipped his chin and Hopkins shook his head. “How many hours have our men done target practice?”

      “They were new guys.”

      “Typical,” he said. That was the downside to recruiting in Helena. So many of the recruits were office workers, just run-of-the-mill folks who had barely held a gun let alone shot one. But with the power grid down he couldn’t be picky. They were another set of eyes and it was all about numbers. The more men and women he had operating under him, the greater the odds were in their favor. “Well, what’s the update then?”

      Baxter grimaced. “Two more of our men have gone missing, presumed dead.”

      Hopkins nearly spat out his coffee as he shot upright in his chair.

      “Tell me you have got better news than this?”

      “The last guy — Janson. He was in communication with Gary when the line went dead. He said one of our guys was escorting four civvies over by Craggy Range Bar.”

      “Well, have you checked it out?”

      “We have guys heading over there now.”

      Hopkins nodded as he rose. “I want to know who was escorting them. Find these people and Baxter — don’t let me down.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      Hopkins exited his office and stepped into the corridor where Nathaniel was chatting with another soldier. They both shot him a glance. Hopkins adjusted his ballistic vest and motioned for Nathaniel to follow him.

      “We’ll talk later,” Hopkins heard him say as Nathaniel jogged to catch up with him.

      “What was that about?”

      “Oh, he was just updating me on the roadblocks.”

      “You know, Nathaniel, I’ve known you a long time. I’d like to think that you’d have my back if push came to shove. Do you have my back?”

      He frowned, looking confused. “Do I even need to answer that?”

      Hopkins shot him a sideways glance. “I’m not a stupid man. Do you take me for someone who is stupid?”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “Of course not.”

      “So do you have something to share with me?”

      “No. Why? What is this all about?”

      Hopkins sighed. “It would greatly sadden me if it came to my attention that you were going behind my back to try and get the men to side with you on the way things are being run around here.”

      “Wyatt. C’mon. You know I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I’m sure those closest to Julius Caesar said the same thing before they knifed him to death.” He stopped walking and faced him. “I consider myself a reasonable man. I might have my own ideas about the way things should be done but I’m open to discussing alternatives. However, what I cannot stomach is people who say nothing but then sneak around behind my back and question my decisions.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?” He took a few more steps forward, closing the gap between them. “You see, rumor has it that you’ve been speaking with the men. Now I don’t want to believe that’s true but after our most recent discussions, I’m beginning to wonder where your loyalties lie.”

      “With you, Wyatt. You know that.”

      Hopkins studied his face looking for a crack in the façade. He knew not everyone would buy into his worldview. It would have been insane to think so but he was of the mindset that if someone didn’t like it, they knew where the door was. He wouldn’t hold it against them, nor would he harm them. That wasn’t his way. Even in recruiting new members, they were always forthright with them, laying out what would be required, who they would have to answer to and what was expected of them. Of course he could understand if someone was asked to do something they didn’t expect to do, but set the expectation at the start of the relationship and they couldn’t turn around and say you never said that.

      Hopkins placed a hand on Nathaniel’s ballistic vest and tapped his chest. “That’s good to know. Remember, you can always come to me about anything. You know that, don’t you?” He touched the side of Nathaniel’s face, stroking it with his knuckles as someone might with their lover. Hopkins had a taste for women and men. He didn’t hide it and yet Nathaniel was one guy he hadn’t put a move on.

      He was just about to get a response when Keith’s voice came over the radio. “Hopkins. Come in. Over.”

      He eyed Nathaniel through narrowed eyes before lifting his radio to his lips.

      “Go ahead. Over.”

      “You need to hear what this guy has to say. How soon can you get out to the blockade?”

      “I’ll be there in five.”

      And just like that he turned and headed off in a hasty manner leaving Nathaniel speechless. Hopkins hurried out into the parking lot, calling to a few men to join him in a Humvee. He slipped into the passenger side and had Darius, one of his guys, drive him out to the blockade. The Humvee tore out of the parking lot, tires squealing. Most of the streets were now clear after locals and his men had rolled vehicles farther out to be used as part of the wall. He admired what they’d managed to build in such a short time. It was beginning to feel like home. As the Humvee rolled past homes, some locals looked on. He had to wonder at times what they thought. He knew the dangers of entering a town and putting the people to work but until he executed two city officials, they were under the belief that they were the U.S. military. Chief Bruce had been very helpful in that regard. Under the threat of death the chief had been taken around the town and had announced to groups that they were there to help. He wasn’t lying, just slightly bending the truth.

      “Sir, you want to fill me in?” Darius asked.

      “Not at the moment,” he said lighting a cigarette. The Humvee roared down the road. They bounced in their seats slightly as the tires struck a few potholes.

      “Darius. You’ve been with us a while. Let me ask you something.”

      “Sure.”

      “You happy?”

      “Happy?”

      “You know, content with the situation?”

      It took him a few seconds to answer. “Yeah. I get to eat three times a day. I have tons of men watching my back. And I don’t have to clock in and out. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Hopkins chuckled. That was what he liked. Simplicity. Someone who understood the benefits of running with his group. And there were benefits. In precarious times such as the blackout, it was better to be among a large group of armed individuals than a lone wolf flying solo. It was better to be among the ranks than vying for a position of leadership.

      They rounded another corner onto 93 and continued on to the roadblock. Gary Barringer and his crew were behind pickup trucks with their rifles shouldered. The roadblock they used was a mishmash of stalled vehicles rolled across, concrete blocks and yellow striped A-frame traffic barriers. Several were inside trucks catching a few winks while the others carried the load. It wasn’t a hard job or dangerous even because backup was literally within earshot. That was the value of having many recruits. They could spread them throughout the town but at the same time have them watching over each other. Unable to stand by and let others do the grunt work, Hopkins would often join his guys, taking a shift or two. It boosted morale. It ensured that his guys didn’t think he placed himself above them. The real reason, however, was self-preservation. The talk he’d given Nathaniel was critical. All it took was one person to get under the skin of another and like a weed it would spread and eventually take over.

      Darius parked the Humvee alongside a black 4 x 4 Ford truck and killed the engine. Hopkins pushed out of the vehicle and made his way over to Keith who was perched on the back of a lowered tailgate, alongside a stranger. As soon as Keith saw him, he got up and met him before he reached the truck.

      “So, who is he?”

      Keith thumbed over his shoulder.

      “He says he’s from a camp near O’Brien Mountain. A large settlement that was an offshoot of Camp Olney.”

      “Camp Olney?”

      Hopkins peered around Keith’s hulking shoulders.

      “Says he has information that would be very valuable to you. He also wants to join.”

      “Huh. Interesting. Well, introduce me,” he said as they strolled over to the rear of the truck. Immediately he noticed the stranger’s blind eye and bald head. For someone who was two months into the blackout, he also looked unusually healthy. That was something he’d noticed over the past few weeks. Those who were hungry looked gaunt in the face. Many of the locals did. A lack of nutrition. A lack of what was easy to get when the power was up.

      “Hello. Welcome to Whitefish. And who might you be?” Hopkins asked before sucking on his cigarette and blowing smoke towards the stranger.

      “My name is Thomas Smith. I was heading up a group three hours north of Olney. Our camp has a number of resources, supplies and ammo that may be of interest to you.”

      “Huh. Well that’s good to hear. Strange though. My man here says you have a connection to Camp Olney. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. It’s a long story but the man who used to head it up was removed from his position. He came over to our group but…” he trailed off.

      “But?”

      Thomas scanned faces and swallowed hard. Hopkins had a sense that he might not be telling him the whole truth. “Things have changed. When I heard that militia had moved into Whitefish, I wanted to have our group meet with yours and share resources. But Jude. The man from Olney wouldn’t have it. Neither would the people. You see, they see you as a threat and their intention wasn’t to share but to take what you have. A surprise attack, I believe they said.” He paused for a second as if trying to gauge Hopkins’ reaction. He never gave one. “I didn’t agree with it. Clearly, from what I’ve seen here today, you know what you’re doing. I figured it was best I came and informed you of their plans.”

      Hopkins smiled. “Um. Well I appreciate that. That’s mighty noble of you. Though I imagine you won’t be able to return to your group because of this.”

      “I have no intention of doing that. I want to join. Follow you.”

      “Follow? He wants to follow, Keith. What do you think of that?”

      “I think we’ve got room.”

      Thomas smiled and scratched the side of his nose.

      “So where is this group of yours?” Hopkins asked.

      “I can take you there.”

      “No. I wouldn’t dream of it. You’ve done enough. Keith, get this man a pen and paper. I’ll have him give us directions.” He turned back to Thomas. “So you say you have resources? Food? Ammo?”

      “All of it. Of course not as much as Camp Olney but I figure when you’re done with this camp you could move on to the next.”

      With a smile on his face, Hopkins answered. “Yeah.”

      Keith returned with paper and pen and handed them to him. Thomas quickly went to work scribbling down the main roads and highlighting what areas were forest and the towns in the area before marking with an X the location of the settlement. He also marked out where scouting groups were and the best way to ambush them if that was what he had in mind. All the while, Hopkins observed him.

      “Tell me something. What did these people do to you?”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I mean, to have access to all those supplies. Makes a man wonder why someone would give that up?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Reasons. Right.” Hopkins nodded as he lifted the map and folded it and placed it in his pocket. “And what of Camp Olney? What can you tell me about that place?”

      “Andy Ford runs it. He has two sons. There are upwards of a hundred and fifty people inside, maybe more. It’s a hard place to breach. Even if you could get in, they would probably retreat to the domes.”

      “Domes?”

      He’d seen them but wanted more information.

      “Shelters beneath the ground. Reinforced steel and concrete.”

      “Huh. Innovative. I like that. I could use that. Hell, I could see that being our central operations for this area.” He paused and looked at Thomas. “You have been inside?”

      “No, but Jude has, so have some others at our settlement.”

      “So you can’t exactly help.”

      “Help? Well. I’ve just helped you. I gave you the location of Camp O’Brien.”

      “That you have,” he said pursing his lips. “But you see there is something that bothers me about this.”

      “What?”

      “A man that would easily turn against his own group is liable to do the same again. Loyalty means everything here. Doesn’t it, Keith?”

      “That it does.”

      Thomas swallowed and slipped off the tailgate. “Please. I’m extremely useful. I have combat experience. I…”

      Before he could get out another word, Hopkins gestured to Darius, and he pulled his Glock and fired it into the back of Thomas’ head. His body slumped forward, near Hopkins’ boots. Hopkins crouched down and spoke to his dead body. “You have nothing I don’t already have, but thank you for the intel.”
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      Happy Haven? The irony. Erika didn’t feel happy one damn bit. They were sticking their necks out on the line for what? A reunion of strangers? Some woman that had been nothing but a thorn in their side since the hospital? It made no sense at all but who was she to rock the boat? She knew if she tried to oppose it, Nate would just bring up her trip to her parents’ home and then it would start an argument and she was already teetering on losing her temper. Prior to landing herself in the hospital she’d enjoyed her moments with Nate. It was an escape from the mundane, a distraction from the harsh reality. But that’s all it was, at least that’s what she thought. Every time he would mention moving in together, it would annoy her. Couldn’t he just be satisfied with sex? Most of the guys she’d dated prior to him were. As long as they got that, they were content but Nate? Nah; he wanted more and she really didn’t feel she could give that. That was why she kept changing the subject. But that was before Helen had come along. There was something about his interactions with her that riled her up. It wasn’t like she and Nate were an item; more like friends with benefits. Yet she felt jealous. There was no other way of putting it. She didn’t think she would but she did. Here was some stranger moving in on her guy. She snorted as she crossed the railroad tracks. My guy? Was that even true? She glanced over at Nate who was scanning his surroundings, then sighed.

      “Okay, next one. Let’s go,” Nate said beckoning them over to the next line of  tanker cars. There were a couple of ways to get over to the north side of Whitefish. The most direct route would have been over the Baker Avenue bridge that arched over the railroad tracks, but that had been blocked by the militia and a roadblock had been set up. The other was to go west on Second Street, take a left on Edgewood and enter the area that way but that would have added hours to their trip. Instead, they opted to climb down to the railroad tracks and dart across. It wasn’t easy as there was more space that was exposed than covered. Steel freight cars along with tankers lined the tracks. They hid themselves between the cars and would wait for Nate to give the all-clear and then dart across one line of cars to the next. It was a slow process that relied on timing as all it would take was a glance from one of the militia up on the bridge and they would be made. All three of them had made it across but Helen was hesitant.

      Crouching inside a freight car, Nate waved her again to move but she wouldn’t.

      “Oh this girl is gonna get us killed,” Erika said.

      Nate flashed her a stern look. “She’s not used to this.”

      “And we are?” Erika shot back before shaking her head. Danny just looked like he was amused by the whole thing. Then again, he always looked as if everything was one big joke.

      “Look, just wait here. I’ll get her.” Nate was about to jump out of the train car when Erika grabbed his arm. “No. If she so badly wants to reach her parents’ house and has so little regard for our lives, she needs to do this by herself.”

      Nate looked up towards the bridge. He cursed under his breath. Holding a hand up to let Helen know to stay put, he observed the comings and goings of the militia before beckoning her for a third time. Again, she didn’t move. Erika scoffed. Then Helen darted out. “See, she just needed…” Before Nate could finish, Helen tripped on the tracks and landed face first on the hard stones. He didn’t hesitate but hopped out and dashed across the tracks.

      Erika gripped the door of the train car and lifted her eyes to the bridge. “Come on. Come on!” she muttered. Nate managed to reach Helen and help her to her feet. A surge of hope flooded Erika but was soon extinguished by a soldier who’d crossed to the edge of the bridge to dump something over. As he dropped whatever he had in his hand, he squinted. She couldn’t hear what he said but his reaction was clear enough. He turned fast and disappeared, returning a moment later with three other soldiers. One of them brought a radio to his mouth while the other two lifted rifles. Erika did the only thing she could and tried to provide cover for them. She raised the Glock and squeezed off two rounds. Rounds chipped the concrete bridge. The soldiers returned fire, causing them to reel back and seek cover.

      “Hurry!” Danny bellowed.

      Nate had his arm around Helen’s waist while she gripped his shoulder. The lower half of her face was covered in blood from the face plant. An eruption of gunfire tore up the ground near them, forcing them back the other way. Danny and Erika returned fire. But there was only so much a Glock and an aged rifle could do.

      Zigzagging their way across the railroad tracks they eventually made it to the freight car. Danny dragged Helen into the car while Nate climbed up. He was nearly in the door when a bullet struck him, spinning him to the ground.

      “Nate!” Erika yelled as she went after him.

      Danny returned fire to cover her while she dragged him between train cars and out of view. “Damn it. Damn it!” Nate yelled, grimacing in pain as he clutched his arm. His fingers were gloved in blood and it didn’t seem to be slowing.

      “I told you this was a bad idea.”

      “You want to save reaming me out for later?” he shot back. “We need to keep moving.”

      He was right. It wouldn’t take the militia long to get down from the bridge. Nate got up and on the other side of the car they joined Helen and Danny. As soon as Helen saw he was bleeding she reached to help but Erika slapped her hand away, holding on to Nate with the other arm. “You’ve done enough!”

      “Erika,” Nate said coming to Helen’s defense.

      “No. We wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for her.”

      There was no time for an argument or to hash out other options, there was only one way out and that was pushing on across the exposed area of land and getting into the thick tree line that bordered Edgewood Road. Rounds lanced away from the bridge kicking up stones as they bolted out and made it to the woodland.

      No time was wasted. They kept moving across Edgewood Road and into the front yard of one of the homes in Happy Haven. Tensions were running high as they hurried down the side of a home, across the backyard, over a fence and through the next yard. All the while Erika knew the militia would be heading their way.

      “We should split up,” Danny said. “They’re looking for four people.”

      “It’s not happening,” Erika said. “Where is this damn house?” she yelled, referring to Helen’s parents’ home.

      “North a few streets. It’s called Copperwood Court.”

      Every word that came out of her mouth got on Erika’s nerves. They hurried across Waverly Place, around the back of Big Mountain Apartments, and darted across Colorado Avenue into the small cul-de-sac. It was a suburban neighborhood, a cluster of ten homes. A few kids were playing outside on their bicycles as they raced by heading for her parents’ home. Upon reaching the door, Helen banged on it. “Mom. Dad.”

      There was no answer.

      They made their way around the back and fortunately the sliding doors were unlocked. Erika breathed a sigh of relief when they entered the warm home. Just to be off the streets took a weight off her shoulders. She sat Nate down at a large round table in the dining room and began searching the house for water.

      “I’ll get some bandages,” Helen said.

      As much as Erika wanted to be the one to help him, she knew Helen was more skilled in that department and she’d only be getting in the way and slowing her down. While Helen attended to Nate, she made her way to the front of the home and closed the curtains. Nervous that they’d been spotted, she stood by the window, pushing back a portion of the blinds to see if militia were coming. In the kitchen she heard Danny ask if there was any food. Helen told him she had no idea as it wasn’t her home. She’d moved out many years ago and had an apartment in the south end near her work.

      Erika scanned the living room. It was a modest home. Nothing outrageously expensive. A few IKEA armchairs, a cream sofa, a bookcase in the corner and a fireplace at the center of the room with an area rug on the floor. She strolled over to the counter and picked up a photo frame with a picture of Helen and her parents. She set it back down and ran her fingers over the spines of books. It was mostly old literature, some classics —  Moby Dick, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, A Christmas Carol and other timeless favorites.

      She opened a door that led into a garage. There was a BMW parked in there and some yard tools like a hoe, rake, lawn mower, and a shelf full of various items as well as a gasoline can.

      Making her way out into the kitchen, she stopped and leaned against the doorway observing Helen’s interaction with Nate. She’d taken off his jacket and was wrapping his arm. Nate looked at Erika and they exchanged a glance that made it clear they would talk later about what had transpired. “I’m not hurting you, am I?” Helen asked.

      “No, I’m good.” Nate glanced at Erika again. It was like he could sense her eyes boring into him.

      “So I guess coming here was a bust,” Erika said in a sarcastic tone while looking around.

      “Not exactly,” Danny said. “They’ve got Twinkies!”

      His hands were full of Twinkies. He dumped the packets on the counter and proceeded to unwrap and devour two like he hadn’t eaten in days. “Oh, sweet mother of Abraham and Joseph, now that is divine,” he muttered with his mouth full. “You want some?”

      “I’ll pass. Thanks,” Erika replied. “Anything to drink?”

      She opened a pantry and bent down sifting through packets of dried food. Then she spotted a gallon of bottled water shoved to the back. She reached in and pulled it out, tearing the top off and chugging it back before splashing some over her head.

      “Geesh, Erika. Seriously?” Nate said.

      “You thirsty?”

      She was now crouched in a puddle of water. She screwed the top back on and slid it over to Danny who looked like he was choking. “Seems your parents did well. I haven’t seen a pantry closet this stocked since the lights were on.”

      “My mother buys in bulk.”

      “She’s a prepper?” Nate asked.

      “No. A couponer.”

      He chuckled, so did she. Erika noticed them share a moment. She rolled her eyes and let out a fake laugh. “Oh so hilarious.”

      “Yeah, she has a whole folder full of coupons. My father is always trying to point out that there is just the two of them now but old habits die hard, I guess.”

      “You have a big family?” Nate asked.

      “Five of us. Four brothers and myself.”

      “Please tell me they don’t live in Whitefish, because I really don’t want to keep playing musical houses,” Erika said, thinking she was going to take them on another dangerous trip.

      “Musical houses?” Danny said. Then the penny dropped, and he understood what she was getting at. “Oh, right. Good one.” He started laughing, and that caused him to choke on the food he had in his mouth.

      “No, they live in Kalispell.”

      Helen got up and crossed to the sink to pour away a bowl of bloodstained water. “You should be good. Fortunately it just took a chunk out of your arm,” she said. Helen looked at Erika as she walked back over. The animosity between the two of them was tangible.

      “Your parents have probably been put to work as slaves,” Danny said. “Militia came knocking at our place. I hid in the attic. I don’t expect they’ll be back here anytime soon. So what’s the plan?” he said, then stuffed another Twinkie in his mouth.

      Nate gestured for him to toss over a packet. “There is no plan. For now we stay here. Tomorrow morning we’ll see about heading further north.”

      “You’ll be doing that without me,” Helen said. “I’m staying.”

      “Staying?” Nate said in a confused manner.

      “Yeah, you heard her,” Erika said, overjoyed to hear that update.

      “I want to be here when my parents get back.”

      “But it’s too dangerous.”

      She pursed her lips then said, “I’ve put you all through enough as it is. I don’t want to be responsible for…”

      “Getting us injured? A little late for that,” Erika said. “A few inches to the right and Nate wouldn’t have been here.”

      “Erika. Would you mind?” Nate said.

      She huffed and walked out, heading back into the living room. Danny followed her leaving Nate and Helen to chat. “You don’t like her, do you?” Danny said.

      “It’s that obvious?” Erika replied, knowing full well it was. It was not like she hid it.

      Danny sank into a recliner chair and put his feet up. He filled his mouth with more food. “Could have been you,” he said.

      “Yeah, whatever.” Erika looked out the window and noticed there were a number of young mothers hurrying out to scoop up their kids. She squinted and tried to see what was happening but the bottleneck of the road disappeared out of view behind houses. She released the drapes and looked back at Danny.

      “What about you? You coming with us?”

      “Hell yeah. I love my parents but screw that, I’m not staying in psychoville. Besides, Nate was telling me that the settlement you’re a part of has everything. Sounds sweet.”

      “Wouldn’t know, we haven’t been there yet.”

      “But he said…”

      “He’s passing on information. For all we know they might have been taken over by the militia. I haven’t seen Tyler in weeks.”

      “Tyler?”

      She smiled at the mention of his name. Now there was a guy she had mixed feelings about. Hell, if it wasn’t for him, she wouldn’t be alive but then on the other hand, she wouldn’t be here. She wasn’t too sure whether that was a good thing or not. What she did know was he was a good person at heart. Her mind wandered, thinking of Bailey. She missed that damn dog. It was her only family. At least, closest. Without that dog she felt a little lost. A tear formed in her eye and then she wiped it away.

      Right then just as she was about to take another look outside, she heard a voice come over a megaphone.

      “Put your weapons down and come out with your hands up.”

      Danny froze. Erika peered out and saw a Humvee, and at least eight militia soldiers.
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      Corey was there to meet them as Holden drove the truck into Eureka. Tyler glanced over at Jude. Having already voiced his reservations about the meeting, he’d agreed on one condition, that they met in the small town of Eureka. He felt like it gave him some sense of control over the situation just in case it went south. In addition, he said that if Andy was truly for uniting the two settlements, then it was upon him to meet them halfway. That would at least give him a sense of his true intentions.

      A utility truck was parked outside the old bar and Corey was stationed there with five armed Camp Olney members. Holden eased off the gas and killed the engine. They all got out and made their way over.

      “Where’s Andy?” Jude asked immediately.

      Corey thumbed over his shoulder. “Inside having a beer.”

      A few tense moments ensued as they surveyed the empty street before entering. Before going in Corey took hold of Tyler’s arm. “Be aware, he’s pissed.”

      “I expected him to be,” Tyler replied, leading the way. Andy was seated at the bar with a bottle in one hand, and the other clutching his bloody rag. He cast a sideways glance and turned on his stool.

      “Jude Lawson.”

      “Andy.”

      “Get you a beer?”

      “Sure.”

      Tyler took a seat and tried to gauge Andy’s reaction as he went around and got a bottle. “Nice place you’ve set up here. Kind of figured you would take over a few towns,” Andy said.

      “We have no need for the town. Our scouts were using it.”

      “It seems so,” he said raising two types of beer. “Which one?”

      Jude pointed to a Budweiser. Andy took the top off and slid it down the bar. “And you?” he asked Tyler.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      Andy eyed Tyler “Bit of a brazen move.”

      “We didn’t have many options,” Tyler replied.

      “Oh we always have options, Tyler. After all I taught you, you should know that.”

      Tyler narrowed his eyes. “You mean your options?”

      “Mine, someone else’s,” he said as he came back around the bar. “They would have probably been better than this.” Andy retook his seat and looked at Jude in the mirror. “So how did Tyler convince you?”

      “He didn’t.”

      “Let me guess, it was Maddox?” He swigged his drink then continued. “Hold on, actually, it was the group. Right? I mean since you’re such a leader for the ages.”

      Jude glanced at Tyler and he knew what was coming. He should have figured Jude would be the one to deliver the news. “It was Dianna.”

      Andy let out a chuckle. “Huh. Right. She visited you in a dream. I get it. Speaking from the dead. Oh, I love that.” He took another swig finding it amusing. “How was she?”

      Tyler swallowed knowing this was about to go in a whole other direction.

      “Dianna is alive, Andy.”

      “Of course she is. Alive in our hearts. Let’s drink to that, shall we.” He held up his beer waiting for Jude to raise his but he didn’t. He stared back at him with a deadpan expression. It was only then that Andy set his beer down and looked at Tyler as if to determine if Jude was telling the truth or playing some sick game.

      “Tyler?”

      Tyler sighed. “It’s true. She’s alive.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Nope,” Jude said.

      Andy shook his head. “Why are you doing this?”

      Tyler chimed in, “He’s telling the truth, Andy. You wanted to know who Morning Star was. Now you do.”

      Andy turned on his stool, his left arm resting on the bar, the other against his thigh.

      “Dianna is Morning Star?” He let out a laugh. “Oh please. Come on. You expect me to buy that?” He paused for a second. “She was sick. I saw her casket. We buried her.”

      “You buried someone, but it wasn’t Dianna. And as for the illness, she didn’t suffer with what you think she had. She planned it and before you turn and point the finger at me, I didn’t know either. I was left in the dark just as much as you.”

      “And yet you expect me to believe she came to you instead of me?”

      Andy was speechless which was very rare. He drained the rest of his beer in one go and got up and went around to retrieve another. Halfway around he began coughing, some blood splattered against the bar and he braced himself. Jude got up to help but Andy waved him off. “Leave me alone.” He got another beer and took a large swig.

      Jude continued. “She had her reasons. You were one of them.”

      “Oh yeah? Go ahead. Rub it in, why don’t you?”

      “I’m not here to gloat, Andy. I’m here to talk about Whitefish. I’m here to discuss uniting.”

      He burst out laughing. “Uniting. Oh that is fresh! And here I was thinking you were just here to dig the knife in a little deeper.” Andy stopped at the end of the bar and gripped Tyler’s shoulder. “Come on now, a joke is a joke. I get it. You and I haven’t seen eye to eye but this…”

      “I’m afraid it’s all true,” Tyler said.

      “How long have you known?”

      “He never told me, if that’s what you’re asking?” Tyler replied.

      “How long!” Andy bellowed gripping his shoulder tighter.

      “A month.”

      Andy stumbled back, his eyes scanning the floor like a man losing his mind. “I get it. This is your way of getting back at me.” He began shaking his head. “No. No. This is a lie. Just another one of your games,” he said stabbing his finger at Jude then swiping two empty bottles off the bar. They smashed on the floor. “I’m not doing this. I’m not…”

      “Andy,” Jude said.

      “Fuck off,” he replied. “I shouldn’t have come.”

      He stumbled outside; Tyler glanced at Jude then followed after him.

      “We’re leaving now,” he said to Corey with a gesture towards the truck.

      “What?”

      Tyler shook his head at Corey as Andy got in the passenger side.

      “Corey. Now!” Andy yelled.

      When Corey didn’t move, Andy got out and charged over to him gesturing with his hand. “Fine. Give me the damn keys.”

      “No.”

      Andy scowled. “What did you say?”

      “You heard him,” Tyler replied crossing the sidewalk towards them. “You do this every time things get hard, or don’t go your way. You turn your back. Well you’re not doing it this time. Old man, this isn’t about you. It isn’t about Jude. It isn’t even about Dianna. It’s about Whitefish. It’s a community that we could help if you will just stop being a bitch and spewing at the mouth for one…”

      Before Tyler could finish, Andy lashed out and slapped him across the face. Jude, who had made his way out, instinctively reacted by running forward to intervene but Tyler put his hand up to stop him. “No!” He turned back to Andy. “Did that feel good? Huh? You want to do that again? Go on. Go on. I dare you.” Andy was gritting his teeth. His hand was trembling. Corey also wanted to step in but Tyler wouldn’t let him. He shoved him back. Father or not, this had been a long time coming. Breathing heavily, Tyler looked at him as he wiped blood from the side of his lip. “Does it burn you, Andy, that Dianna chose my father over you?”

      Andy lashed out again but this time Tyler caught his wrist, charged forward and knocked him off balance, causing him to hit the sidewalk hard. Tyler brought his hand down in one quick motion around his neck. “You’re getting slow, old man. Now you listen up, you stubborn sonofabitch! If you want to walk, you can walk. But you are not going to put all the lives of Camp Olney at risk. Now you can either come back in and talk about this or go your own separate way, but you know what…? Dying by yourself can be very lonely.”

      They stared at each other for what felt like an eternity before Tyler released his grip on Andy and rose to his feet. Corey gawked at him. He knew Tyler would have never had the balls to do that when he was younger, but so much had changed since he’d left home. He’d become his own man. Found the confidence that Andy had beaten down. Tyler turned to his brother. “The keys.”

      Corey tossed them. Tyler placed them in Andy’s hand and closed his fingers tightly around them. “You want control? There you go. But if you’re not going to help, don’t ever come back, or return to Olney.” With that said, he motioned to Corey and the others to head in, leaving Andy outside to make his final decision.
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      When the sky had turned an inky black and only a few stars were visible, Hopkins dismounted from his horse, over a hundred miles north of Whitefish. A light rain wet his face as he watched eighty of his men get into position on the outer perimeter of O’Brien Mountain. Two-man mortar teams moved into place to the east and south. He didn’t have to worry about the west or north as those areas were hedged in by mountains. He couldn’t wait to see the M224 once again in action. It fired sixty-millimeter shells and could easily take out large areas of the settlement. He’d considered rolling in and swarming it with his entire crew but in light of what Thomas had shared, it was clear they wouldn’t be as easy to control as Whitefish. Peering through his high-powered night vision binoculars he scanned the terrain and observed those in the camp. The attack would be swift and then they would retreat into the night, like ghosts.

      He turned to one of his men who was adjusting his ballistic vest and helmet.

      “You ready for this, soldier?”

      “I was born for it.”

      Hopkins smiled and got on the radio to Nathaniel who was positioned a few miles away in the forest to the east with forty men. “On my cue, we’ll have the mortar team shake these assholes up, then move in.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Everything good, Nathaniel?”

      “Fine. Over.”

      “You still got my back?”

      “Wyatt. You know I have. Though don’t you think we are taking some risks here?”

      “We have enough men back in the town to watch over people.”

      “And what if we lose some tonight?”

      “For God’s sake, Nathaniel, I’ve already discussed this. There is a cost to advancing. Every war has its casualties. And we are in the thick of a war for this country. Just like before, we are shaking them up. Seeing what they’re made of. But from what I can see so far, they are ripe pickings. Hardly any defenses, and those scouts they had in the forest were easy to pick off thanks to Thomas’ sketch. By the morning we will have our hands on more supplies and I’m sure you’ll want a cut of that, am I right?”

      No word came over the radio so Hopkins repeated, “Am I right?”

      “Yes, Wyatt.”

      “Good. Now let’s give ’em heck!”

      Two loud booms sounded throughout the valley as mortars came crashing down in the heart of the settlement. “Hold!” Hopkins said as he watched the camp dwellers emerge from tents, cabins and RVs frantically running. “Send in more mortars.”

      Another few booms shook the ground and Hopkins smiled as he watched shells explode and decimate everything in their path. Those in the camp would run one way only to be cut off by another explosion. A plume of thick smoke billowed above the camp before Hopkins bellowed over the radio, “Roll in!”

      Hopkins pushed down his night vision goggles, snapped the reins and gave the horse a kick. He charged forward, M4 in hand, with many of his men riding along with him. Through the familiar green hue of the NVGs he watched others jog forward out of the tree line, their muzzles lighting up the night as they opened fire on anyone carrying a weapon. They didn’t stand a chance. It was like watching frantic chickens with their heads lopped off. It was a pity to have to wipe out so many, as he could have put them to work in the town, but he was more intent on collecting what they had than forming a deal. Men around him fanned out in combat intervals. The rain soaked his face as he picked up speed, keeping the horse steady with one hand and opening fire with the other. He saw all ages among the camp. Women, children, most had been trained to fire a gun. His men didn’t hesitate. Casualties occurred no matter what age. It was their life or his.

      From specific positions, two of his men unleashed a flurry of gunfire from Gatling guns at those trying to escape to the west and north. Hopkins watched in awe as round after round cut them down making short work of them. It was like taking candy from a kid. Whoever had designed this place hadn’t put much thought into security.

      However not all of them were easy to take down.

      A large number had taken up cover behind RVs.

      Return fire came swiftly, muzzles flashing in the night causing several of his men to fall on the battlefield. Hopkins yanked a grenade from his vest and pulled the pin before hurling it towards the RVs. Loud bangs dominated the valley as grenades exploded sending life-threatening shrapnel in every direction. Horses reared up on their hind legs, fear overtaking some, rounds cutting into others. It was the closest thing they could have got to civil war. A round pinged off his armor, and he reacted by roving his barrel and unleashing three-round bursts. Bullets punched through RV metal, tore through tents like butter and shattered cabin windows.

      One of his guys carrying a flame thrower dismounted from a horse and forged ahead, releasing a burst of fire that set anything in its path ablaze. Men, women and children screamed as lives were cut short, and families destroyed. His men showed no mercy.

      Hopkins slowed the horse and swung his leg over to get off. He raced for the cover of an RV and took up a position alongside four of his men. Bullets whizzed over his head. He unloaded more rounds peppering tents to make sure those in the camp taking cover wouldn’t be a threat.

      A young mother ran out to grab her child and he saw her cut down. She hit the ground and her child fell forward on his face. Another shot ended the kid’s life. Hopkins felt nothing. They were just another mouth to feed.

      The firefight continued for another ten minutes before there were no more threats. Slowly but surely the staccato of gunfire faded leaving only the sound of the trees rustling in the wind. The odd gunshot could be heard as his men came across survivors still clinging to life.

      Hopkins ordered his men to gather up what supplies they could and begin to haul it away using the horses or by hand. Any heavier items would be hauled on the backs of ATVs they found in the camp. Shouldering his rifle he scanned the camp searching for movement. The dead were everywhere.
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      They were officially screwed. Trapped and outnumbered. Militia had boxed them from the front and rear. Nate peered out the second-floor window at the four guys crouching in the high brush and partially covered by a cluster of trees. He hurried to the front and saw the other four. “Shit. Shit. Shit!” he bellowed. His heart rate sped up as he tried to come up with some way to escape.

      “It was those bastard kids,” Danny said. “I knew we should have shot them.”

      “Seriously?” Erika said looking his way.

      “Of course not… but no, seriously, I think we should have iced them.” He roared with laughter.

      “You think this is a game, kid?” Nate said charging past him and down the stairs. Helen was in the kitchen on the floor with her arms wrapped around her knees. At first, instincts to survive took over and so they locked the doors and barricaded them with anything heavy they could find, but it was clear that wasn’t the answer. Nate glanced at Helen before he rushed to the front of the house. Erika followed Nate into the living room. She didn’t say anything, but he knew what she was going to say. “Don’t,” he said before she could open her mouth.

      “What? I didn’t say anything.”

      Nate fingered back the drapes and narrowed his eyes. “Look, this might be it. End of the road.”

      “No. We are not going out like this. Not now.”

      “It was gonna happen one way or the other, Erika. Whether it be by them or someone else. The fact is we’ve dodged the bullet one too many times.”

      “Do you even know what you’re suggesting? They will kill us. There will be no trial. You saw what they did to those council members.” She took a breath. “If I’m going out, I’m doing it on my terms.”

      Nate looked at her and he could see the hard exterior beginning to unravel. Nate walked over and wrapped his arms around her and pulled Erika in tight. They exchanged no words for a few minutes, just held on to each other. When he released her, he asked how many rounds she had. Erika checked while he called out to Danny to check his ammo. One by one they told him. It wasn’t much. Enough to take out eight guys, for sure, but that was if they didn’t waste many.

      “They’ve probably already called for backup,” Danny said.

      Nate nodded and paced. There had to be a way out of this.

      He was about to walk over to the window and take another look when he heard the rear door open. “Helen?” He hurried to the hallway that led into the kitchen and saw the back door wide open. Nate rushed into the kitchen. On the table was a note. He hurried to the door just in time to catch a final glance of her as she raised her hands and was taken down by two militia covering the back.

      “Helen!”

      Upon seeing him they ordered him to drop his weapon, but he wouldn’t. Instead he dropped, kicked the back door closed and hollered for Danny and Erika. Before they made it into the kitchen, rounds speared the windows sending glass over Nate. Erika and Danny returned fire to push them back. The attack was short but brutal and when it was over, glass, drywall dust, and debris were everywhere.

      “Damn it!” Nate said, still in the same position, crouched down, his back against the lower kitchen cabinet. He hammered the floor with his fist. Erika reached up and grabbed the note off the table and looked at it before scrunching it up and tossing it to Nate. Inside her message was brief.

      Nate,

      This is on me. You guys don’t deserve this.

      I’ll try to reason with them. Maybe they’ll understand.

      Helen

      Furious, he smashed his fist against the cabinet, causing a crack in the wood.

      “Why? What the hell would go through her head to think that would work?” Nate said running a hand over his head. Before the others could reply, Nate rushed into the living room and peered out. Danny joined him looking out the other side. There he saw Helen being dragged towards the Humvee. She glanced over her shoulder. His heart ached. All he could do was watch. Though they were unable to hear the conversation, it was clear the soldiers weren’t in any mood to listen. A tall hulk of a man stepped in front of her and raised a finger before backhanding her across the face then giving his men instructions to put her in the Humvee. He then spoke with another guy in a truck who turned on a large spotlight and shined it at the house. Nate squinted and pulled back. Then instructions followed. “You have five minutes to exit the house or we are coming in.”

      The megaphone squealed as he passed it off to one of his men and got into the Humvee that Helen was in. Nate dipped his head and sighed. “It’s over.”

      “Over?” Danny said. “Like hell it is. Those bastards killed my parents.”

      Nate looked at him. “Hold on a minute. You told us that they took them by force.”

      “That’s right. My father put up a fight, and they shot him. My mother came to his aid and as they tried to pull her away, she went ballistic, and so…” He paused as if reliving it again in his mind. “… they killed her too.”

      Erika overheard the conversation as she made her way into the room.

      “But you were laughing earlier. Making light of situations.”

      Danny looked at her and shrugged. Nate understood it. Everyone had their way of dealing with intense grief. Some would retreat into a shell and say nothing, others would sob uncontrollably, then there were the few that would use humor to get through the hard stuff. Nate looked at Erika and was at a loss for words. He was all for going out in a blaze of glory but in all honesty, he didn’t want to die. Not here. Not like this. Then again if it was going to happen, at least he could go out on his own terms.

      “I say we take out as many of those assholes as we can before they break their way in here,” Danny said, reloading his rifle as he spoke. Nate nodded slowly then got up and hurried into the kitchen. Five minutes wasn’t long. If it ended here, he was going to make it as hard as hell for them.

      “What are you doing, Nate?”

      “Empty those bottles of beer.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it.”

      Erika hurried to help him empty out beer from bottles. He then disappeared into the garage attached to the house and returned minutes later with a red gasoline can and a can of oil. “That was full?”

      “No. I had to siphon some from their car,” he said as he went about filling up the bottles with gasoline and oil. “Danny! I need some sheets off the beds. Hurry!”

      He glanced at them, pausing for a second before he bolted upstairs and returned seconds later with a sheet. He and Erika began tearing it and tucking strands into the tops of the bottles. As they finished creating homemade Molotov cocktails, Nate discussed the idea he had.

      “Are you kidding me?” Erika asked. “We could die too.”

      “News flash, Erika. We’re not getting out of this alive.”

      “But…”

      “You have a better idea? As this is the only way I can see us dropping their numbers. They’re not stupid. They’ll keep their distance otherwise.”

      She mumbled under her breath.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I said, it’s not gonna work.”

      “Well then, let’s just go out and give ourselves up, shall we?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Of course you did. Come on. Let’s do it!” Nate was frustrated with the way Erika had been and her constant pushing of Helen. He had begun to blame her in his mind. If she hadn’t made Helen think she was the problem, maybe she wouldn’t be out there. Nate grabbed her arm and tried to lead her to the front door. “C’mon. Let’s get it over and done with.”

      “Nate, get off!”

      “No, you think there is no other way out. So let’s just end it now.”

      She tugged at him and then Danny intervened getting between the two of them. “Would you both stop it? Shit! I’m not dying with you two assholes acting like this. If we go out, let’s go out with some self-respect.”

      Nate released his grip, and she sneered.

      Danny began pulling away items from the door to clear a passage for the militia. The rear was already clear. After doing that he said, “Erika, you go up.” He headed into the kitchen and scooped up a few of the Molotov cocktails and handed them to her. “Remember what Nate said.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She scowled at Nate and disappeared up the stairs.

      As Nate and Danny got into position, concealed behind furniture, Danny called over to him. “It’s not her fault, you know. Erika, I mean. She has a right to be pissed.”

      “Whatever, man.” Nate’s focus was on the front door, Danny’s on the rear.

      “You know they’ll probably kill her for this.”

      “We’re all dead anyway,” Nate replied in a defeated tone. In his mind they had already escaped death numerous times. It was only a matter of time before it all led up to this. He thought about his mother and how much he missed her. At least he would see her again. Life had been hard, a struggle since losing her. Trying to get through each day had been tough until he came across Erika and Tyler. It hadn’t been a walk in the park since then but in the short time he’d known them he’d experienced a sense of family, connection and purpose.

      Right then over the megaphone the militia guy spoke again. He gave them one last chance. Danny replied loudly, “Fuck you, weekend warrior!”

      “Weekend warrior? These guys live for this shit,” Nate replied, a smile forming.

      They heard the sound of boots approaching and both of them prepared for the worst. One hand on a Molotov, the other ready with a lighter. Staring at a glass cabinet, Nate saw the first and second guys’ reflection as they entered the front door, muzzles panning. A flame burst to life from his lighter and he lit the strand of material hanging from the bottle.

      Before hurling it over the sofa he was crouched behind, he heard the sound of glass shattering outside and a whoosh of flames. Erika had done her job, cutting off their path from the outside. She’d been instructed to wait until they entered before dropping the bottles in front of the doors. Nate saw the men whirl around, startled by the eruption of flames, and that was when he tossed his bottle over at them.

      Gasoline and oil splashed against the tiled floor and up their legs, flames bursting to life and catching them on fire. Nate lunged out from the sofa, but staying on the floor opened fire with a rapid succession of rounds. The two men didn’t stand a chance.

      At the same time at the rear of the house, those entering suffered the same fate, except Danny didn’t manage to put one of them out of his misery. The soldier stumbled out into the backyard, collapsing on the ground with flames consuming his pant leg. He rolled trying to put the flames out but it was no use, the oil and gasoline had soaked into his gear. Erika was the one to put him out of his misery from the second-floor window.

      What followed was an eruption of gunfire as the remaining four over by the Humvee and truck retaliated. What remained of windows was shattered, debris flew across the room. Danny hurled another Molotov out though it fell short.

      Rounds lanced away from behind the Humvee, tearing through the house. All they could do was lay on the floor and wait for it to end. Meanwhile Nate watched as flames licked up the walls near the front of the house.

      “Erika. Erika! Let’s go!” he bellowed.

      She hurried down to join them. They were about to rush out the rear door when they heard the militia over the megaphone. “You just screwed over the wrong person. Now she’s gonna die.”

      Nate turned back towards the house.

      “Nate. There’s nothing we can do,” Erika said. “This is our only chance.”

      He shook his head, unable to leave her. He couldn’t help but feel that he was partly to blame. Making his way around the side of the home, he had got to the corner of the front of the house when he saw Helen dragged out of the Humvee. She squirmed in the grasp of the oversized soldier. He brought a handgun up to her head, gritted his teeth and bellowed something but Nate couldn’t hear it over the noise of flames tearing through the house. Dark smoke billowed out.

      “No!” Nate yelled, but it was too late.

      Crack.

      The gun erupted and Helen dropped.

      Nate swung the M4 around the corner and opened fire. The soldiers ducked, taking cover behind their vehicles as rounds punched through the windshield of one of their trucks. A couple of rounds hit the tires causing them to deflate. He kept firing until he ran out of rounds. He tossed the magazine and palmed another one in just as he heard more gunfire. He thought they were returning fire, but that wasn’t it.

      All four of the militia came under fire.

      Nate couldn’t see clearly because of the smoke but he soon realized the soldiers were being fired upon from behind.

      It was over in seconds. The final four were dead. Not wishing to be mistaken as one of them, he removed his helmet and upper fatigue and tossed them. He did a quick scan of the trees framing the neighborhood, and the homes behind, and that’s when he saw a group of men and women emerge. They weren’t dressed in fatigues or anything that would make him think they were part of a gang or resistance. They were ordinary folks, suburban homeowners who’d witnessed the whole thing play out.

      Erika and Danny came up behind him and looked on in shock. All three of them wandered out to the road to meet those fighting back.
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      As daylight pushed back the darkness, Jude, and Andy had finally reached an agreement. Though the previous evening had been one full of dissension and trouble, Andy had returned, willing to listen and discuss how the two settlements could work together for the good of Whitefish. Plans were shared, ideas shot down, and though it seemed almost impossible to imagine, Tyler and his brother bore witness to a handshake.

      In some ways if Tyler wasn’t mistaken, the two looked grateful.

      Eager to see Dianna, and inform the community of Camp O’Brien, they returned that morning with Jude, their hearts encouraged and full of hope. That soon faded as they caught the smell of thick smoke then saw billowing black clouds rising above the mountains. As the ATVs came over the hilly landscape and reached the top of a crest that looked down at the camp, eyes widened. Devastation. Complete and utter devastation. Tents burned to the ground. RVs turned over and cabins nothing more than charred remains. There amid it all were bodies, everywhere. Jude took off a high rate of speed down the narrow trail, followed by the rest of them.

      The engines roared as they tore into the camp and soaked in the sight of the aftermath. Oblivious to anything or anyone, Jude leapt off his ATV and hurried to a cabin that was still intact. He burst through the door calling out to Dianna, Sara, his daughters, and Maddox.

      It was Corey that spotted Maddox, a few feet from an RV. He looked as if he had scrambled to escape to the west when he was cut down from behind.

      “Jude!”

      Jude emerged, his eyes flitted over and then he raced towards him. Falling to his knees beside his son he scooped his arms around him and wept loudly. “Maddox. My son!” Tyler looked on unable to grasp the level of brutality. People were not just shot, they were mutilated. Most had wounds to the front or back of the head as if their attackers had gone around to make sure they were dead. Some had been disemboweled, others had their ears or noses cut off. Blood ran away from bodies creating in one area a mini stream that had now dried in the morning sun.

      Andy scanned the faces, going from one to the next. Tyler knew who he was looking for. He assisted, calling out Dianna’s name; hoping, praying even that she would be alive if only for the sake of his father, and Andy.

      Almost ten minutes later, Tyler found her lying on her back, four wounds to the chest and her throat slit. No tears fell from his eyes as they had already fallen many years ago. Tyler turned towards Andy and Corey who were still searching a short distance away. At first he didn’t want to tell them as he knew it would destroy them. He considered covering her face, perhaps pulling one of the other dead over her and letting them believe she’d escaped, but after all they’d been through, he couldn’t do it.

      “She’s over here,” he shouted.

      Both looked his way then hurried, Andy reaching him first, eager to see if all he’d been told was true. He came to a halt, looming over her body, his eyes filled with shock and awe. Jude fell down beside her, his arms pulling her in close, crying in the crook of her neck. He rocked back and forth like a disturbed mental patient. Tyler took a few steps back and felt the reassuring hand of his brother on his shoulder. He beckoned him away without saying a word, leaving Andy and Jude in their grief.

      Corey had instructed Bennington, Holden, Gibby, Markowitz, and the men that had gone with Jude to spread out and take up defensive positions further up just in case those who had attacked were still nearby.

      Smoke drifted across the sky above them as Corey wrapped his arm around Tyler’s shoulder and led him out of earshot of their fathers. Their boots crunched over dirt and gravel as they walked back to the ATVs. Tyler took a seat on one while Corey put his foot up and wiped a hand across his brow. Corey cast a nervous glance over his shoulder.

      “What is it?” Tyler asked.

      “Expect a blowback from this.”

      “What? Why?” Tyler asked.

      Corey looked back at him. “Think about it. No one is alive to tell us what happened. Jude will think our camp did this.” Tyler groaned. There was a strong possibility in his grief he would want to point the finger and with the history that the two camps had, who wouldn’t at least wonder. Tyler looked around. Surely there had to be at least one person alive. He looked back at his brother.

      “Why didn’t you walk over and look at her?” He was referring to their mother. Corey had yet to see her since he had discovered that she was still alive.

      “Because in my mind she was buried a long time ago.” Corey looked up towards where her body lay and then dipped his chin. “Perhaps this is for the best.”

      Tyler frowned. “How?”

      “She was nothing but a thorn in the side of both of them.”

      “But she was still our mother.”

      Corey snorted. “Yeah and not a good one.” He pushed away from the ATV. “Once they’ve had a few minutes with her, tell them we need to go. Camp Olney is now at risk.”

      “Why can’t you do it?” Tyler asked but he didn’t get a response. Corey didn’t want to get close and see their mother. His reaction to her was to be expected. Tyler’s emotions weren’t that far off.  Corey wandered off in Bennington’s direction, casting the odd glance at the dead as he went. Tyler remained where he was for a few more minutes, his eyes drifting to Maddox. Had he played a hand in all of this? He could never read the guy, and yet somewhere underneath all those lies was someone like himself who just wanted to be accepted. Tyler let out a lungful of air and watched the two men unload their grief in their own way. Andy stood aloof, shaking his head, unable to believe it. Jude looked truly heartbroken. How could one woman have that much power over two men? And did either one really know her? Now they would never know.
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      Jude used his forearm to wipe away the tears before rising. He glanced at Andy who still hadn’t taken his eyes off her. He looked out across the camp and shook his head. This was his fault. He shouldn’t have left the camp so unprotected.

      “Jude. Jude!” Perry, one of his guys, yelled up to him. “Quick, Sheila is alive.”

      He broke into a sprint nearly losing his footing as he came down the hilly landscape. Sheila had been one of four in charge of overseeing cooking in the camp. Upon reaching her he fell to his knees and gripped her hand. She was barely clinging to life. There were multiple rounds in her body and her skin was a pasty white.

      “Who did this?”

      She struggled to get words out. He brought his ear down to her lips expecting to hear her say Camp Olney but that wasn’t what she muttered. “Soldiers.”

      He kept hold of her hand for another five minutes before she took her last breath. Kneeling there he was aware of someone nearby. He turned to find Tyler watching him.

      “There was nothing you could have done,” Tyler said.

      “I shouldn’t have left them. I should have had Andy come here.”

      “That wouldn’t have happened. You know that.”

      “Stupid. Stupid,” he said closing his eyes and pounding the earth with a closed fist.

      “We can still turn this around.”

      “Turn it around? I’ve lost my son, Sara and my daughters. I lost the only woman I really ever loved. Turn this around?” He chuckled. “No. It’s over. There aren’t enough of us. Maybe if they’d been alive…”

      There was a long pause as he glanced back at Sheila and apologized. He’d been involved in the creation of the camp. They’d trusted him. And he wasn’t there when they needed him the most.

      “So what? We run?” Tyler asked. “We bury our heads in the earth and hope they don’t use mortars to get us out?” He shook his head and looked around. “No. We can still do this. The odds are against us but there are good people in Whitefish. People who will fight. We just need to set the example, lead the way.”

      Jude chuckled. “Lead the way. Listen to yourself. Andy was right. It’s not our responsibility.”

      “What just because you chose to not live there? Because you don’t know every single person?”

      “Because we can’t win!” Jude bellowed.

      Silence followed.

      Tyler nodded slowly. “No. Maybe we can’t. Maybe it would be better to walk away. Leave now and hope to God that they don’t follow. Hope to God that we don’t encounter another group like this.” He paused and ran a hand around the back of his neck. “Maybe that would be easier.” He nodded. “Or…we fight back. Perhaps we’ll die, but we sure as hell won’t have to live with the guilt of not having tried.”

      Tyler turned and walked away leaving Jude contemplating what he said. There was so much in his past that he felt guilty for: Relationships that had gone sour, bridges he’d burned, and people he’d turned his back on. It was easy to do but so much harder to live with. Jude looked across the hilly terrain towards Andy who was now kneeling beside Dianna, holding her hand. They’d both lost so much.

      He turned his head at the sound of his men finding a few more people clinging to life farther up the hill. He owed it to these people. He owed it to Dianna, to Maddox, to Tyler and… He looked back over at Andy and let out an exasperated sigh. He owed it to his once closest friend.

      Corey strolled over. “We’re leaving. Heading back to camp. We need to make sure…”

      “I get it. Give me a minute, and I’ll go.”

      “You’re coming? Tyler said that—”

      “I changed my mind. Tell him, I will do it,” Jude said, his eyes towards the dead. “Their blood is on my hands.”
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      It was a morbid display of contempt. A complete lack of respect for him, for his men, and for all they represented. This wouldn’t go unpunished. Hopkins gritted his teeth and balled his fists as he looked up at eight of his men hanging from nooses. They’d been strung up to lampposts, their clothes stripped. Some were showing signs of burns, the rest bullet wounds. They were found on the north side, a clear message to him that they would continue killing until he left. But he had no intention of leaving.

      “Cut ’em down,” he said in an angry tone to one of his men. “I don’t want people seeing this.” He scanned the homes nearby.

      Thompson bellowed for some of the soldiers to get up there and get them down. Hopkins charged off. He couldn’t believe that this could happen under his watch. How had they managed to do this? Who was responsible? He could feel his control over the town slipping through his fingers. If he didn’t do something fast his own men would start to think he wasn’t strong, and that he couldn’t lead. He needed to speak with Chief Bruce. He was holding back. There was something he wasn’t telling him about this town. Hopkins got in a Jeep and tore away heading back to the police station. His mind was running amok with worry. Exhausted emotionally and physically after the previous night’s raid, this was the last thing he needed on his plate.

      He drove recklessly through the streets of Whitefish, determined to get to the bottom of this. As he got closer, he saw his second in command giving instructions to soldiers at one of the roadblocks. He swerved the Jeep nearby. “Nathaniel. Get in.”

      “But I’ve…”

      “Get in!”

      He jogged over and climbed in. Hopkins peeled away.

      “Ten of our men are dead. Two from earlier, eight today. Another two are missing. And all of this has happened within the town. If we don’t find who is behind this and stop it now, they might inspire the people of this town to fight back.”

      “We have it under control.”

      Hopkins slammed the brake on and twisted in his seat. “You have nothing under control! I gave you a simple task to find who killed our men at the hospital.”

      “You told Baxter.”

      “Yes, and I told you as well. So please tell me, what the hell have you been doing?”

      Nathaniel scowled. “What you asked.”

      Hopkins slammed his fist against the steering wheel and ground the accelerator to the floor, forcing Nathaniel back into his seat. Nathaniel continued. “You know how many things I’m juggling right now? You want to blame this on me, go ahead, but I told you we were putting ourselves at risk by heading up to that camp. Dividing our group wasn’t smart. And coming here was foolish. At least back in Helena, we knew the area, we had more people.”

      Hopkins refused to get into an argument. There was much about what Nathaniel said that was right. Helena had been a city torn apart by the blackout. Riots, looting, killing, it had been one big mosh pit of people struggling to make it out alive and right there in the heart of it all was them. The only way to handle this was to get the people’s attention and that meant putting civilian lives on the line. When they arrived at the station, Hopkins double-timed it inside with Nathaniel in his shadow. He hurried down to the cell block and had one of his soldiers unlock the door. Once it was open, he stepped inside and looked at Chief Bruce laid back on the bed.

      “Wyatt Hopkins. What brings you into my humble abode?” Bruce swung his legs off the bed. He had this arrogant look on his face as if he still thought wearing that uniform carried weight.

      Hopkins narrowed his gaze. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Telling you?”

      “Don’t bullshit me. More of my men are dead.”

      Bruce had this glib expression. “How unfortunate. My condolences.”

      “Who is behind this?”

      “How the hell would I know? I’ve been locked up in here.”

      Hopkins jabbed his finger at him. “There are consequences for this.”

      Bruce raised an eyebrow. “Obviously.”

      “You know what that means?”

      “You’ve decided to leave?” Bruce asked, a smirk appearing.

      Hopkins lashed out, unable to control his anger. He backhanded the chief across the face. He grabbed him and threw him up against the wall and began to lay into him, throwing a jab into his stomach multiple times until he dropped to the floor. “Oh no, I’m not going anywhere. This is just the beginning.” He loomed over him breathing heavily. “No, this means more of the good people of Whitefish are about to die and this time, you’ll be the one to squeeze the trigger.”
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      The people of Camp Olney huddled together as he and Jude stood side by side preparing to address them. Most were confused, others curious. From the moment they’d entered the gates, murmurs spread throughout the crowd. Young, old, and even children came out to hear what they had to say.

      Andy raised a hand to settle the chatter. He felt a bead of sweat roll down his temple as he summoned what strength he had left to deal with the matter at hand. All he wanted to do was disappear, leave all the crowds behind and go off and be alone with his thoughts, but that wasn’t to be.

      “Settle down. I know you have your questions and we will answer them but before we get to that you are probably wondering why Jude is here.” He looked to his left and Jude stepped forward to take over.

      He paused for a second and dipped his chin before looking up. “There are many of you that don’t want me here. I understand. Believe me, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important. Last night the settlement at Camp O’Brien was attacked and massacred. No one survived.” He let his words sink in before continuing. “I was with Andy last night discussing a plan to help Whitefish when this happened. We are the only survivors,” he said motioning to himself and the four men that went with him. “The same militia that attacked here is responsible. We believe there is a strong chance they will return. With mortars and more firepower than we can deal with, unless we strike first.”

      “Strike first?” a woman in the crowd said. “But we have kids. Elderly people.”

      Andy stepped in. “And they will be protected. You have my word. What Jude is trying to say is that we have weighed the options before us and our best hope is to attack them before they come for us.”

      Everyone in the crowd began talking, almost two hundred voices resounding.

      “Listen, please,” Andy said over the noise. “Believe me when I say that I am not for putting any lives at risk, however unless we fight, there will be no Camp Olney.”

      “But we can just retreat into the domes,” someone yelled.

      “Yeah, we have more than enough food and water to last us a year,” another person said. “Isn’t that why you built this place? To survive every situation?”

      Andy glanced at Jude and he answered those questions. “Hide. We can do that. But for how long? These domes were built to survive a nuclear fallout, a chemical attack, and general threats. They can withstand a lot but the militia have mortars, they have high-powered weaponry. In the hands of someone who is determined, there is a good chance they could force their way in.”

      “What about the tunnels?” Edison asked.

      “Tunnels?” Jude looked confused.

      Andy stepped forward. “We had plans for tunnels to extend out beyond the camp.”

      “Huh. Always the innovator, Andy.”

      “It was Edison’s idea.”

      Edison smiled, grateful for the recognition. Andy informed him they didn’t have time to complete the tunnels. This matter had to be dealt with fast.

      He nodded and Andy returned to addressing the crowd when someone shouted, “How many are we up against?”

      “We’re not exactly sure but from the reconnaissance our scouts have been able to gauge that we are dealing with at least two hundred, maybe slightly less.”

      “Two hundred?” a woman cried out as she looked around. “But not all of us can fight. We have young ones, elderly.”

      “I know,” Andy said. “Those of you who can will be given instructions, grouped with others. The rest of you will go into the domes and the camp will be on lockdown until we return.”

      “And what if you don’t return?” the same woman asked. Others nodded, and murmurs spread over the group. Andy walked out among them and placed a hand on various people’s shoulders. He smiled and they waited for him to speak. He understood their fear but he also realized what was at stake.

      “I won’t cherry coat this. There will be those that won’t return. What we do this evening, we do for the survival of all. Not just this camp. But the town, the community, the state at large.” He looked over to Tyler. Tyler had made him think about his choices. He was right. For so long he’d focused on his own survival, and those closest to him, and had placed very little emphasis on the community at large, but what were they without community? “Fighting back and defending what is ours starts with us. With small towns saying no to raiders,” he glanced at Jude, who looked guilty and lowered his head, “and militia, and anyone who tries to come and steal what we have worked to build. If they want what is ours, they have to be as willing to die for it as we are to defend it.”

      He looked around at the many faces, those he knew and many that he was still getting to know. Andy knew he didn’t have long before cancer spread throughout his body. He also knew he had done many things wrong in his life and that if ever there was a time to turn things around, it was now. “Look around you,” he said. “Every single person that is here is your brother, your sister, your mother, your father, your child, your uncle, your aunt, your friend and your co-worker. Blood might be thicker than water but we are joined together by our humanity, our commonalities, not our differences. The road forward will only work when we are ready to lay down our life for the one beside us. I know that now.” He looked towards Tyler and smiled. “If we die this evening protecting Whitefish, then so be it. You can prepare, build and have the greatest rules for survival…” he trailed off. “But unless you are prepared to defend those you created them for, they mean very little.”

      He gave a strained smile and slipped through the crowd towards the working Jeeps, trucks and horses that had been gathered. One by one, men and women followed him, and began the final preparations for battle.
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      Many hours after they had been saved from near death, Nate felt a surge of confidence and hope. He took a slug of water then poured some over his head to cool himself down. A shot of pain went through his shoulder as he lowered it. His arm was sore, but it didn’t hurt nearly as bad as his heart. Witnessing the execution of Helen had angered him beyond anything he’d ever felt.

      She was innocent, incapable of harming anyone. She’d given her life to helping those suffering from all manner of afflictions but to them it meant nothing. They used her like a pawn. But he wasn’t the only one to witness it. Neighbors had watched it play out and seen how callous they were with one of Whitefish’s own. And just like him, it had lit a fire in their bellies, and made them even more determined to ensure the militia paid dearly. After clearing the road of the dead, and hiding the Humvee and truck, Nate, and the others were now holed up inside a home one street over waiting for additional support from those who had also suffered and lost family under the militia’s tyranny.

      The home was owned by a man named Mike Benson, a hard-working mechanic who didn’t put up with a lot of bullshit. Unbeknownst to anyone, he’d already been preparing to gather together a large group of locals who were willing to fight back against the town’s intruders. His entire home had been turned into a command center. They were monitoring the frequency the militia were broadcasting on using a radio taken from a soldier they’d killed. Armed men were on the roof scoping out incoming threats and potential situations.

      Seated in the living room, Danny chewed on an apple with his feet up on the coffee table. Erika stood by the window, nervously looking out and gnawing on her nails while Nate listened to Mike chatting with other civilians on a ham radio just inside his garage.

      He wore a baseball cap on back to front, a dark blue plaid shirt, light-colored blue jeans and steel-toe work boots. He had a cigarette in hand and would puff on it and tap his fingers against the table as he talked.

      “Yeah, we took out four of them.”

      He paused in his conversation.

      “No, they’re here.”

      Another pause.

      “I appreciate that, man. As soon as you can get here.”

      The conversation ended and Mike leaned back in his chair and blew smoke out before casting a glance towards Nate. “You guys have some real balls,” he said. “I like that.” He got up and made his way in. “Not many people around here are willing to stand up to these assholes.” He sat down across from Nate and glanced at Erika. “But these bastards need to know they can’t come into this town and kill and order us around like we’re scum.”

      “I appreciate your help. The guy you were chatting with on the radio. Is he like you?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “He’s running an operation just north of here on Aspen Court. We figure if we can take back small sections of the town, we stand a chance of running them out. As long as they don’t know what’s happening, they will be none the wiser.”

      “You’re not worried about anyone betraying you?” Nate asked.

      Mike laughed. “I would be lying to say no, but there is no point me worrying about what I can’t control.”

      Nate nodded.

      “No. Those who know are on board. We can’t go on like this. It’s gonna be a slow process but eventually they will get the message and leave.”

      Nate got up and stretched his legs out. “I wish that was true.”

      Mike frowned. “It’s working so far.”

      “So far,” Nate replied. “Once they catch wind of those eight, you can be damn sure they won’t sit by idly and do nothing. There will be repercussions. More people are going to die unless we do something about it. And then those you think have got your back might turn. Believe me. It could happen.”

      Erika looked over with an expression of concern. Danny stopped chewing.

      “So what do you suggest?” Mike asked.

      Nate looked in the kitchen and then walked into the corridor and glanced up the stairs. “How many are with you?”

      “Twelve here, another nine with a buddy of mine, and fourteen more three streets over.”

      “You mind if I use the ham radio?”

      He motioned with a hand gesture. “Go ahead.”

      While they were staying with Andy, he’d taken them through a crash course on survival in the first few weeks. Tyler found the whole thing amusing but they didn’t. They got to experience just a smidgen of what Tyler had to go through growing up. However, if they were going to stay in Andy’s home, he didn’t want to be watching their back, wiping their ass, as he called it. So he’d taken them through gun training, using a ham radio, basic CPR, finding and purifying water, starting a fire without a lighter, navigating with a compass and map, building a wilderness shelter, acquiring food, and basic medical skills. Nate couldn’t remember half of it but then he’d never been a good student. But the ham radio, that stuck. He knew the frequency that Camp Olney was broadcasting out of as Tyler had told him after visiting the hospital. Slipping into the chair, he turned it on and went through the process Andy had taught him. The sound of static dominated. Nate brought the microphone up to his lips and pressed the button.

      “Alpha Whiskey Seven Zulu, this is Uniform Tango Four X-ray, this is Uniform Tango Four X-ray, this is Uniform Tango Four X-ray, over.”

      There was no response. He tried again. Again nothing.

      “Try later,” Mike said.

      Nate ignored him and tried again. Five times he went through the process and was just about to give up when a young kid’s voice came over the speaker. “Uniform Tango Four X-ray from Alpha Whiskey Seven Zulu, thanks for your call, over.”

      Nate smiled. Hope rose inside him even as his shoulder burned. The conversation was brief but when it was done, he sat there with a broad smile on his face.

      “So?” Mike asked.

      “Help is coming. Or for the militia, hell is coming.”

      He got up and walked back into the living room. “Camp Olney is preparing to attack.”

      “Who?” Mike asked. Nate brought him up to speed. When he was finished, Mike got up and hurried into the garage to update his buddy Charlie. They listened as he enthusiastically told them to prepare for war. Charlie on the other hand seemed a little caught off guard.

      “Mike. We’re not ready.”

      “Get ready. We do this tonight.”

      After getting off the ham radio he darted past them and shouted up to those on the second floor.

      Mike whistled and a large Alsatian dog appeared from outside with a harness on. Mike scribbled something on a piece of paper and tucked it into the harness then held the dog’s head in his hands and told him where to go. The dog turned and shot out the back door.

      “What the hell?” Nate said.

      “For those we can’t communicate with via ham, we use the dog.”

      “Smart thinking.”

      “Yep, dogs aren’t being stopped on the streets.” He hurried into the kitchen and asked for an update from the guys on the radio. “Any news on the eight?”

      “They’ve found them,” said a guy with buzzed hair and a large red birthmark down the side of his face. “And they sounded pissed.”

      “Good. Everything is going to plan.” He moved past them and opened a pantry closet door. The inside had been gutted and the whole thing had been turned into a gun rack and used for ammo storage. Mike reached in and began throwing out tactical vests. “Gear up, boys, it’s time we party.” Mike turned around holding an armful of fireworks.

      “What do you plan to do with those?” Danny asked.

      “Oh, you’ll see.” He grinned like a kid as he came out and the rest of his men who had been monitoring the radios got into vests and collected AR-15s, hunting rifles and M4s.

      They were about to go to war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler squinted through the green hue of night vision goggles as he plunged the knife into the neck of the unsuspecting soldier with one hand while the other covered his mouth. Allie took out his companion from a distance with her bow. Discovering them wasn’t luck or even skill, but the loss of one of their own that had alerted them to the presence of militia scouts. Though tragic, the death wouldn’t be in vain. It made sense that the militia wouldn’t all be within the town limits but would disperse soldiers around the perimeter to alert them to a potential attack. With this newfound intelligence they were able to tweak their plan, and they began to seek out and kill those on the northern and western outskirts of Whitefish. It meant leaving the horses and trucks farther back and sending out scouts with night vision goggles on, but with Tyler, Corey, Andy and Jude’s experience it didn’t take long to determine what vantage points would work best for them. The mission from there was simple. Circle around and kill them as quietly as possible. Over the comms, one after the other they reported their victories.

      “Another two down,” Bennington said.

      “Two more for us,” Corey added. It was a slow and arduous process and there was still a high probability they would overlook an area, or unseen militia scouts would alert the rest of the town, but that was the risk they had to take if they were to get near enough to take back the town.

      With close to a hundred and sixty people prepared to fight, they divided themselves into two groups of eighty with Tyler and Andy coming in from the west on 93 and Corey and Jude heading south down Lakeshore Drive from the north. It would be a three-prong attack when including Nate’s group. After learning about those in town who helped Nate and Erika, Tyler had got back in touch with Nate before leaving to tell him what they had in mind. They were to come up from behind them and provide support. It was a dangerous task, more so for Nate as they were stuck in the heart of it, but if they were to breach the town, they would need some assistance.

      Tyler centered the binoculars on the western roadblock. He could see soldiers milling around oblivious to the coming attack. With a radio in hand and the frequency given to Nate, they were waiting to hear that he was in position before Andy unleashed an RPG at the roadblock. That was just one of the perks of running a military surplus store, Andy said, as he prepared to unleash hell.

      Five minutes passed without any communication. Andy was starting to get impatient. “Where the hell is he?”

      “He’ll be here.”

      Andy tapped his watch. “He’s late.”

      “The town is swarming with soldiers, Andy. Cut him some slack.” Tyler expected to hear some snappy comeback but Andy refrained, instead he went over the plan again with the other seventy-eight men and women crouching in the tree line with rifles in hand. Tyler could only imagine how scared they were. He wished it hadn’t come down to this but it was what they had to do. Once they breached the western side they would spread out, staying in groups of no less than two and taking out as many of the militia as possible. They knew once that RPG made contact and exploded, all hell would break loose but hopefully by then Corey and Jude would be coming down from the north and cause the militia’s efforts to be divided, which in turn might even the odds of survival.

      “Nate, come in,” Tyler said. “What’s holding things up?”

      There was a moment of silence then he replied. “We’ve got a problem. It looks like they are about to execute another group of civilians outside City Hall.”

      City Hall was at the heart of the downtown on the same street they were about to access from the west. As much as Tyler wanted to wait, they couldn’t delay their attack any further. With or without Nate’s help they were about to move in.
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        * * *

      

      Hopkins dragged each of the civilians in front of the chief and threw them down like bags of trash. He had a look of glee in his eye as he looked out at the crowd that had gathered. There were close to four hundred civilians under the watchful eye of armed militia, mostly those that had assisted in the building of the walls around the northern and eastern side of town — those who were easily controlled and fearful for their lives, those who hadn’t shown any resistance. As soon as the line of men and women were on their knees, Hopkins brought up a megaphone to his lips and bellowed over the speaker. “Ten of my men are dead because of your chief,” he said pointing to Bruce. “He refuses to tell us who is behind it and for that reason, more of you will die. Take this as a warning. Follow the rules and you will live, break them and you will see how far I will go.”

      He was blaming Bruce but he had no idea who was behind the killings, still that didn’t matter. That wasn’t the point of his theatrical display. This was a power move, another way to manipulate the masses by striking fear into them. Also, it was easier to pass blame and execute more civilians than face the fact that he had bitten off more than he could chew. It seemed crazy to think that their town wouldn’t oppose the militia but that was partly his fault. Had he not followed Hopkins’ orders and put out word that the militia were hired guns from the government, there to help the town, maybe more of the town would have fought back. But it was too late now. Even though Whitefish at one time had a population of seven thousand, that had greatly dwindled in the first month of the blackout. Many abandoned homes, fled the town to be with family, others went further afield in the hope of finding towns unaffected by the power outage. That had cut the population by about half. The following month saw it reduced even further as hardship and hunger took over and locals who wouldn’t hunt went in search of food and help from other townships. All in all, it meant that Hopkins’ group of two hundred soldiers were able to control those that remained using only a fraction of the town. They didn’t need to strike fear into the hearts of everyone, or get everyone on board. It only took a few. However, he obviously hadn’t anticipated groups of civilians rising up and fighting back.

      Hopkins beckoned Bruce forward with a wave before he placed in his grip a loaded Glock. No sooner had he done that than the chief heard a gun cock behind him and felt cold steel pressed against his head. One of Hopkins’ men had been given instructions that if the chief didn’t execute each of the civilians at point-blank range, he would die. It was the ultimate form of control. Handing a loaded gun to your enemy and having them do your dirty work. The urge to turn and fire it at Hopkins was overwhelming but the gun behind his head was a constant reminder that it would only end badly for him. Hopkins stood in front of Bruce and smiled. “Blood for blood. This will continue until you tell me who killed my men. Last chance.”

      “I don’t know. I’m just the chief. You’ve pissed a lot of people off. It could be anyone,” he said. “But that’s not what this is about, is it, Hopkins?” Bruce let a smile dance on his lips. If he was going to be forced to kill, he sure as hell wasn’t going to let him get away with it without making him feel like shit. “It’s about you. You’re losing control, aren’t you, Hopkins?”

      “Shut up and do it.”

      “This town is slipping through your fingers. Isn’t it?”

      Hopkins gritted his teeth and got so close that Bruce could smell stale cigarettes on his breath. “You better squeeze the trigger or he will,” he said gesturing with a nod of the head to his man standing behind Bruce.

      “You’re a piece of shit,” Bruce said.

      As he lifted the gun to the head of the first civilian, gasps and cries spread among the crowd. “No. No!” Yelling ensued but not even that deterred Hopkins.

      “Do it!”

      The chief thought about a number of things in those final seconds. With his finger trembling on the trigger, he closed his eyes preparing to squeeze when an epic explosion followed by fire and billowing smoke caught their attention. Farther down the street to the west the roadblock was under attack. Fire had engulfed stalled vehicles, and gunfire erupted. Hopkins got on the megaphone and began yelling for his men to get down there and provide support but no sooner had they began to sprint west than their passage was blocked as skyrocket fireworks came at them from multiple angles. Rounds peppered men, taking them down one after the other. It was hard to tell where they were coming from except that it didn’t cease for even a moment. In the chaos, and sudden eruption of gunfire, soldiers ducked and civilians ran for cover. Chief Bruce saw his moment, he turned to shoot Hopkins but he was no longer there. “Damn it!” Gritting his teeth he turned and instead fired three rounds at the soldier who had been behind him but was now distracted and taking cover nearby.

      That was when he saw those responsible. The chief looked up and saw men and women on top of buildings, firing down upon soldiers. Grenades were hurled sending shrapnel tearing through bodies. Bruce ran backwards and took cover behind a truck and fired upon every soldier that came into his line of sight. A surge of confidence ignited as he witnessed the town fighting back. Driven back by an onslaught of gunfire from the west, and seeking cover from those firing from above, the soldiers retreated east. Chief Bruce watched as one after the other, soldiers fell. Like a tide pushing back against the shore, a wave of armed civilians flooded the streets to engage with the enemy. Windows were shattered, concrete peppered and vehicles lanced with rounds. Then the chief caught sight of Hopkins darting in between vehicles with four men covering him.

      Determined to make sure he didn’t escape, the chief took off after him.
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        * * *

      

      From the north, Corey and Jude charged forward with seventy-eight men and women cutting off soldiers as they tried to retreat to the north or east. They had come down Wisconsin Avenue killing any soldier that crossed their path. Wisconsin cut through Happy Haven and merged into Baker Avenue. They pushed forward across the bridge that arched over the train tracks. That was where they encountered a second roadblock. Hopkins’ men didn’t stand a chance. It was a tidal wave of armed people firing upon them, moving forward and hurling grenades. Although many of Camp Olney’s people were cut down, more of the militia were killed. Forced back by the enraged crowd that was gaining mass as civilians came out and joined in, they had no choice but to back up, straight onto Second Street that cut through the downtown.

      The battle was fierce, and without mercy.

      Both sides suffered casualties but as time wore on the fight for Whitefish gained ground. “Keep moving!” Corey bellowed as he leaped over the front of a burnt-out car that was being used in the roadblock, then dropped to a knee to unload more rounds.

      More explosions shook the ground.

      The militia were using mortars. Corey spotted a two-man team that had set up on a rooftop and were pummeling those on the ground with back-to-back shells. He watched as two women disappeared in a cloud of smoke when an explosion tore apart asphalt and ended their lives. “Bennington!” he bellowed over the radio. Bennington, who was a fair distance from him, looked over. Corey pointed to the two guys on the roof. Bennington glanced up then slid across the top of a truck, got into position and took one of them out. Attempts to get the second one failed as he ducked behind the lip of the building’s roof wall. Protected and unseen he continued to unload shells.

      Zigzagging his way through the debris and the fallen, Corey hopped up onto a truck, bounded over another and leaped onto a fire escape with all the ease of someone good at parkour. He scaled up and only paused when he reached the top to peer over. Sure enough, there he was, crouching like a coward and preparing to load in another shell. Feet still on the fire escape, he aimed and shot the guy in the back of the head. His body collapsed in a heap. Seeing an opportunity to turn the enemy’s weapon on them, he clambered over and hurried to the mortar. A quick adjustment in the direction of the M224 mortar tube and he was in business.

      A smile formed as the first explosion took out four men taking cover behind a truck. The assholes didn’t even know what hit them. From there he used it to cut off the escape of others and drive them back into the heat of fire.

      “Corey!” a familiar voice called out. He turned to see Nate and Erika on an adjacent roof with multiple civilians. Nate gave a salute and returned to the battle.

      It was only when he looked in that direction could he see the new threat coming from the south. Hopkins must have called in backup as trucks and Humvees were making their way north from the south. Corey immediately got on the radio and alerted the others before shifting the mortar to the south side of the building in preparation to bombard the trucks.
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      Breaching the west side was a breeze. The suddenness of the attack had caught the soldiers by surprise as two RPGs streaked towards their line of defense, exploding in a brilliant display of color. Shrapnel and debris soared in the air, cutting through soldiers like a hot knife through butter. The first attack softened their defenses, the second blasted a gaping hole in the wall of cars and steel, creating an opening to storm the town. The look of grit and determination on the faces of those attacking was a testament to their strength. Driving back the soldiers with rounds from multiple directions, Tyler drove a Jeep straight through the new opening in the wall of abandoned vehicles. The sides of the vehicle clashed against steel, and sparks erupted as it tore through, plowing down injured soldiers.

      Although they were making progress, it didn’t come without loss. Tyler saw muzzle flashes light up the night and heard the bark of a Gatling gun before witnessing seven of their own bite the dust. It would have been more had not someone hurled a grenade to take out the shooter.

      As soon as they were over the river, Tyler swerved the vehicle and took up a position behind it to engage with the enemy. The eruption of fireworks and gunfire from above lifted the spirits of Tyler and those with him as they realized they weren’t alone. He couldn’t imagine what must have gone through the minds of the soldiers as they were pinned down on both sides. At one point, all Tyler could see were soldiers dropping like flies. He knew they were getting the better of them but for how long?

      Running at a crouch between stalled vehicles and the corners of buildings, Tyler pressed forward to support the others. He focused on watching the backs of Camp Olney’s finest as they powered ahead, resilient and fearless.

      Tyler did a quick scan with the scope of his gun, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Everywhere he turned was smoke, fire, the dead and injured. Many were seeking cover behind abandoned cars, others fleeing. Then he saw the chief heading for Hopkins and his men. “Andy!” he yelled to him then motioned with two fingers to the building they were heading for. He nodded and both of them took off to back him up. Making their way up the street was a feat in and of itself. Bullets punched holes in car doors and peppered walls. There were times when they couldn’t tell if someone emerging from smoke was a soldier or civilian because many of the locals were wearing tactical vests and camo gear.

      As they rounded onto Baker Avenue, Corey came over the radio.

      “We got company coming up from the south.”

      “Roger that,” Tyler said before updating the rest of their crew and telling them to be ready. In the meantime he and Andy hurried south and witnessed the chief take out two of Hopkins’ guys. Hopkins and two more guys returned fire before ducking into the local Catholic church. Andy called out to the chief but his voice was lost in the wind. The chief disappeared inside the building. By the time they made it to the church they could hear the echo of gunfire coming from inside.

      Tyler pulled back the door and Andy went in first.

      Inside they heard another round then a man cry out in agony.

      Not using any words but just hand signals, Andy guided Tyler along the corridor to the sanctuary. They peered in and saw the silhouette of wooden pews leading up to a small stage where there was a pulpit and a massive cross on the wall. Large windows let in light from the moon, making it feel more ominous.

      “It’s over, Hopkins!” they heard the chief yell out.

      No response was given. Tyler pulled back the door and slipped in followed by Andy. They separated; he went to the left, Andy to the right. Moving at a crouch Tyler kept his head down and made his way down a pew. The odor of old wood, used Bibles and mold made it smell like a damp cellar. Tyler peered over the seats and spotted the chief dart out then open fire to his left. More rounds were returned, tearing up the wood and forcing Tyler to the floor. On the cold carpet he could hear boots moving but couldn’t tell who was who. It was so damn dark in there it was almost impossible to figure out where his father, the chief or Hopkins’ men were.

      Then an eruption of gunfire made him shift ass as wood above his head splintered and rained down on him. He brought his gun up and fired in that direction before diving into a room just off the sanctuary. He put his back to the wall and tried to catch his breath. The boom of a shotgun echoed and glass shattered. Tyler moved again, shouldering his rifle and panning it as he hurried down and made it to a second door. As he took a peek, he spotted one of the soldiers heading towards Andy. Tyler stuck the barrel out the door, squeezed and two rounds punched through the back of the soldier. He crumpled to the ground.

      A sudden flash from a muzzle at the front of the sanctuary forced him back into the room as bullets lanced through the door nearly hitting his shoulder. He crouched down, sweating as fear gripped him. Tyler moved quickly remembering what Andy used to teach him about never staying in the same spot. Another blast of rounds echoed loudly from within the sanctuary, then he heard Hopkins.

      “You just won’t die, will you?”

      Tyler took off running towards the door, he swung it open and dived into a roll that got him behind the cover of a pew. A shot lanced into the seat behind him and he kept moving at a crouch under automatic gunfire. Whoever was shooting at him stopped and was reloading. He heard them pull the magazine. Taking a chance he popped up and scanned the room, then fired two rounds hitting one soldier in the chest and another in the gut. The man spun and landed hard.

      Out the corner of his eye he’d seen another soldier off to his left looming over a body near the pulpit. Figuring it was Andy on the floor, he shot a three-round blast but the individual dived, though he was certain one of the rounds struck him.

      “Andy!” Tyler yelled.

      “Still here,” he replied from off to his right.

      “Chief.”

      “He’s gone around. Tyler. He’s…”

      Distracted by more movement off to his right he didn’t see Hopkins coming in from his left. A round fired and caught Tyler in the back of the shoulder. His body collapsed falling on his rifle in the tight space of the pews. Struggling to get to his feet he turned his head to see Hopkins approach. No words were exchanged; he simply lifted his barrel ready to fire again.

      However, this time two things happened in unison. A figure darted into view sailing over the top of the pews, and then multiple rounds were fired. When the sound of gunfire ended, Tyler was still alive. He twisted and squinted in the darkness, seeing Hopkins still alive farther down the pew. He was clawing his way out. Then his eyes went to the figure slumped over the pew — it was Andy.

      As he got up and scrambled to him, the chief came into view. He brought up his handgun and fired at Hopkins who was struggling. His body slumped and the chief fired again, two more times.

      “Andy. Andy!” Tyler clawed at his top, pulling him around until he had him laid on the pew. Andy had this glassy look in his eyes. He was still alive but barely. A quick check of his body and he saw two rounds in his chest. Blood trickled out the side of his mouth as he tried to get words out.

      “Don’t speak. Just hold on. Just hold on.”

      As he tried to help him, Andy beckoned him with a hand to come closer, pulling his ear down to his mouth. Then he coughed and spoke.

      Andy Ford’s final words took him by surprise.
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        * * *

      

      With no response from Hopkins for over an hour, and facing a losing battle, Nathaniel did the one thing in his power to save those remaining. He brought the radio up to his lips. “This is Nathaniel. Hopkins is down. I repeat. Hopkins is down. Pull out.” He knew the response would be met with protest as most were loyal to Hopkins. Many assumed he was still alive. Nathaniel knew otherwise. Hopkins might have been terrible at many things but communication was not one of them. It was the lifeblood of his operation. The way Nathaniel saw it, there was no way in hell Hopkins would have allowed him to make that radio broadcast and leave unless he was lying in a ditch injured and without his radio, or dead. He believed it was the latter.

      Still, even with their numbers dropping and clearly losing the fight, some refused to leave. He wasn’t going to plead with them. They were grown ass men and he sure as hell wasn’t responsible for their choices. Unfortunately, many had succumbed to the stupidity of Hopkins and the belief that they were untouchable. It would be their downfall. But not for him. No, he’d warned Hopkins about waltzing into unknown territory but he wouldn’t listen and now he’d paid the ultimate price.

      Taking roughly thirty men with him, he left the rest to fight as he departed the town of Whitefish from the south before the tide of locals swept over them. Not all of them bought into Hopkins’ bullshit. Many were like him; they just wanted to live in peace, and in a free country. Reaching the outer limits of the town, Nathaniel glanced in the rearview mirror and looked at the smoke and fire. Though he had no idea when the power grid would come on, seeing the fight within the common man gave him hope. Nathaniel scoffed. “Long live America,” he said before crushing the accelerator to the floor and vanishing into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One month later

      

      

      A cold autumn breeze blew against his skin, chilling Tyler to the bone. He pulled at the thick collar of his navy-blue pea coat as he stood at the foot of the grave, staring at the final resting place of Andy Ford. For a brief moment his eyes drifted to his mother’s tombstone. He let out a heavy sigh, crouched and brushed away crisp brown leaves that had fallen from an oak tree nearby. He fished into his pocket and removed a small white marble dove that his mother had given him; it corresponded to the tattoo of a dove between his finger and thumb. Tyler set it down on the gravestone and took a step back. The sound of gravel crunching beneath tires caught his attention. He cast a glance over his shoulder in time to see a Jeep winding its way around the narrow road in Whitefish Cemetery. The engine shut off, and when the doors opened, Nate, Erika, Bailey, and Allie stepped out. Corey muttered something to them and they hopped back in while he hurried over rubbing his hands together to stay warm.

      “Holy cow, it’s cold. Jude said you would be here.”

      Tyler gave a nod but was focused on the two graves side by side. Once Corey sidled up to him, he looked down at the mounds, the dead flowers and the array of cards inside plastic sleeves.

      Corey gave a pained expression.

      Tyler said nothing.

      “You kept yours?” Corey asked, gesturing to the dove.

      “It was the only thing I had to remember her by. Why? You lose yours?”

      “Oh yeah. You know with moving and so forth,” Corey replied. “You leaving it here?”

      “Figured it was time to put the past behind me.”

      Corey bent down and picked it up, then placed it back in his hand. “All we’ve got are the memories. It’s not much, Tyler, but it’s something worth holding onto.” Tyler hesitated for a second before smiling and tucking it back into his pocket.

      “It wasn’t all bad, was it?” Tyler asked.

      “No, there were some good times.”

      The only thing he could really remember about his mother was her love of doves. She’d bought an ornament for the Christmas tree. It was two doves wound together with ribbon. Before vanishing from their lives she’d given one to him and the other to Corey. He’d kept it with him all these years, a keepsake of what felt pure. Later, both of them had a dove and the number three tattooed between their first finger and thumb, which represented their mother and Andy’s first rule. It was called the rule of three; the first rule Andy had taught them. It became a mantra and the foundation upon all that followed. Corey tapped that tattoo on his own hand. “You can survive for 3 minutes without air, 3 hours without shelter, 3 days without water and 3 weeks without food,” Corey muttered before chuckling. “I’m sure I recite that in my sleep.”

      “Me too,” Tyler said, smiling as he rubbed his thumb across his own tattoo.

      “I never told you what happened that night,” Tyler said.

      “It’s fine. I don’t need to know the details.”

      “No, you do,” Tyler replied looking at him. There was a long pause before he spoke. “He took a bullet for me, Corey. Saved my life.” Corey’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Tyler had wanted to tell him but between trying to heal up and the shock of all that transpired he’d just closed up. “And… uh, you know the craziest thing he said before he died?”

      Corey stared at him.

      “‘Sorry, Tyler. For everything. I’m proud of you.’” Tyler scoffed. “Can you believe that? All these years and it took him until he was at death’s door to apologize and tell me he was proud of me.” Tyler shook his head in disbelief. Even now the words hadn’t really sunk in. Corey looked at a loss for what to say.

      Both of them stared at the old man’s grave.

      “I don’t think I will ever understand that man,” Tyler said.

      “No, I don’t think we will,” Corey replied. “Some people just find it hard to say what they feel, Tyler. I figure that was just his way. Hers too.” He breathed in deeply and looked out across the rows of tombstones marching away into the distance.

      “Listen,” he thumbed over his shoulder. “Bennington and the boys are putting together a little shindig for the town tonight in honor of those that fell. Wondered if you would join us?”

      Tyler had distanced himself from everyone for a few weeks while he recuperated and wrestled with the aftermath. It wasn’t that he was depressed but unable to express what he felt. “I…” He squeezed his eyes shut trying to quiet the mental chatter.

      “Tyler, I lost people too. Good people. People I loved. I get it. But don’t forget, you still have family. You have me, you have them,” he said thumbing over his shoulder. Tyler looked towards the Jeep and Nate gave him a salute before smiling.

      “I know. I… just…”

      “Can’t come to terms with what he did?” Corey asked.

      Tyler nodded and grimaced. “I don’t know how to take it, Corey. Like why? He spent his every waking hour making my life a misery and then for some unknown reason, steps in front of a bullet for me? It just doesn’t make sense. It broke one of his most important rules to survive — that we are to think of our own safety first.” He shook his head.

      “Maybe it doesn’t need to make sense. Maybe there is no meaning. Maybe he wanted to break a rule. Maybe it was not even about you but about him, about what he felt he had to do.”

      There was a pause as he contemplated his words.

      “Guilt, you mean?”

      “Possibly. I’m sure that was there.” Corey placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it. “Look, don’t overthink it, brother. Just be grateful you’re alive.”

      “But that’s it. I shouldn’t be alive.”

      “But you are,” Corey said in a more affirming manner. “He was on his way out. And you know him. He wouldn’t have wanted to suffer and lose his dignity. God forbid he would have needed to ask for help.”

      Both of them chuckled. “Yeah I guess so,” Tyler said.

      Silence stretched between them before Corey continued. “He wanted you to survive. He always wanted us to survive. What better way to demonstrate it than to lay down his own life?” He tugged on Tyler’s shoulder. “C’mon. It’s getting cold out here. You’ll freeze your nuts off.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Tyler said. Corey wandered back to the Jeep. Tyler looked out across the small town of Whitefish, considering his words and the last actions of Andy Ford. A cold wind nipped at his ears, spindly trees shed their skin, a reminder that change was on the horizon. Winter was coming, carrying with it new hardships. Although the fight for Whitefish had been won, the battle for survival still waged on. After witnessing the strength of the community under the most severe pressure, a spark of hope stirred within, a quiet confidence that whatever trials might befall them, or dangers emerge, Whitefish would take it all in stride. For the greatest gift Andy Ford had taught him in death was that it wasn’t the stringent rules he’d learned as a child that increased the odds of survival, but the choice to break them in order to protect, defend and save another.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING

        If you enjoyed that series, try Days of Panic or Phobia

        Please take a second now to leave a review. Even a few words is really appreciated. Thanks kindly, Jack.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Plea

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Rules of Engagement: Survival Rules Series Book 4. If you enjoyed the book, I would really appreciate it if you would consider leaving a review. Without reviews, an author’s books are virtually invisible on the retail sites. It also lets me know what you liked. It also motivates me to write more books. You can leave a review by visiting the book’s page. I would greatly appreciate it. It only takes a couple of seconds.

      Thank you — Jack Hunt
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      Thank you for buying Rules of Engagement: Survival Rules Series Book 4, published by Direct Response Publishing.

      Click here to receive special offers, bonus content, and news about new Jack Hunt’s books. Sign up for the newsletter.
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