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        “Fear is a Reaction. Courage is a Decision.” – Sir Winston Churchill

      

      

      

      The middle-aged man was adjusting the radio on the older model truck, a white Ram from the days when they were still made by Dodge. He and the morning country station DJs played a game every day. He hoped they would play country music, but they would fill the airwaves with synthesized pop music. They would also pass time with silly games and lovelorn phone-calls which always drove him to the AM stations. The fifty-two-year-old was in the middle of tuning in his favorite political talk show when he heard the siren.

      He was waiting in the first spot at a red light at the east end of a major overpass. Three different flows of traffic shared the three-hundred-foot-long bridge, one direction at a time. The eastbound and westbound flows of local Highway 808 stopped at their respective ends when the southbound traffic from State Highway 5 needed to transition to that road. He was waiting patiently for his turn to go west across the bridge to the highway’s southbound on-ramp. He turned the volume knob down and rolled down his driver’s window. Coming off the highway, maybe? he thought. He scanned his windows and mirrors but couldn’t see anything. The flow of traffic from the west was just starting its turn, half headed for the north-bound on-ramp and half headed east. More drivers that think they’re more important than ambulances, he thought cynically.

      Definitely from the north, he surmised as the noise grew in intensity. Suddenly an older white passenger van flew into view on the other end of the overpass as it exited the off-ramp from the north. It was trying and failing to make a desperate, much too fast left turn. The old van slid sideways, plowing its right side into an Acura and shoving that car into a Chevy pick-up. Oooohhh, CRAP!

      Much earlier in life the man had spent twelve years in the Marines before a severe back injury had forced him out. He had plenty of trauma-care training. He was unbuckled and reaching for the handle when a white Washington State Patrol SUV came sliding into view, stopping about 170 feet in front of his truck. He saw the trooper get out and draw his pistol. He could hear orders being barked as the trooper exited the protection of his car door to approach the van.

      The man finished getting out of his truck, drawing his pistol from its holster on his right hip. As fate would have it, he happened to be the manager and lead instructor at the largest gun-club on Washington State’s Slaughter Peninsula. He was always armed, usually with a concealed 9mm Glock 19. He kept his position behind his truck door as he scanned the action ahead of him. He knew to stay put and let the cops do their job lest he be perceived as a threat. He could hear more sirens in the distance. His objective in that moment was to protect his fellow drivers if things went sideways.

      He watched in horror as the tinted glass from the van’s rear driver side window exploded in noise. KA-KROWWW! The trooper dropped where he stood, ambushed by an unseen enemy. The man observing had been a firearms instructor for most of his life and a former Marine since he was thirty. Like many people who train in the martial arts, he’d made the decision to fight not at that moment but years earlier. He was a sheepdog, and sheepdogs were wired to protect the flock—or the other sheepdogs.

      Without thought, he left the safety of his truck door and started sprinting up the warm asphalt toward the action. He could see the trooper on all four limbs, trying to turn and drag himself toward his cruiser but unable to stand. A driver exited the grungy van wearing a tactical vest and balaclava-style hood. He went to the vehicle’s front to look at damage, too focused on figuring out the escape plan to notice the bystander running toward him.

      The man saw another tactically-clad scumbag come out from around the van holding an AK-47. Then two more. The last two had rifles slung onto their backs and were dragging very large duffle bags. The man’s mind couldn’t comprehend this as a real event. He felt like he was watching a movie. He saw the lead rifleman start to raise his AK at the retreating trooper’s back from a distance of four feet.

      The former Marine hit the brakes. At twenty-five yards, he couldn’t afford to miss. He had shot practical-shooting competitions for over twenty-five years. He’d probably nailed this shot 5,000 times, but none of those shots seemed to matter anymore. He tightened his grip while leveling the sites to his eyes. Prepping the trigger to the Glock’s well-known “breaking-point,” he focused on the front site and squeezed, letting the shot surprise him as it exploded. POP! Scumbag One’s head spewed blood from the near side as the 115-grain hollow-point bullet penetrated his right ear. POP! Just under one quarter of a second later the second round hit him in the right side of the pectoral area. It was too late. KA-KROWWW! Scumbag One just managed to get a shot off directly into the top of the trooper’s back, above the protective plate in his vest. The trooper went limp.

      The man started his combat glide, speed walking in a heel-toe-heel-toe fashion towards the van driver, trying to keep his muzzle from bouncing. Scumbag Two had frozen for a moment and was drawing his own pistol while trying to dive around the front of the van. POP-POP! The man knew he’d hit Scumbag Two in his back or butt with at least one shot but also knew that Two was still a threat. Remembering he was out in the open he sprinted once again for the trooper.

      By this time Scumbags Three and Four had dropped their bags and were splitting up. Three took cover behind the trooper’s engine block while Four raced for the cars piled-up west of the scene. POP-POP-POP! The Sheepdog threw three quick shots into the spot where the SUV’s hood and fender met, not really expecting to hit Three but hoping to keep his head down. He kept his gun in his right hand as he reached the trooper. He’s a big boy, the would-be hero realized. He wanted to drag him but knew instantly the trooper was too heavy. He flipped the trooper over and sat him up. There was blood squirting from the two pair of entry and exit wounds in his torso. Somewhere deep in his mind, the former Marine knew it was too late for the patrolman. Gotta keep moving!

      He squatted behind the trooper, wrapping his left arm around the man’s torso and standing as best as he could. He looked right just as Three was sticking his head over the cruiser’s fender. The man scrambled backwards and—POP!—squeezed off a rapid shot toward his right that missed left of Three. KA-KA-KA-KA-KROW! He kept driving his legs backwards as AK rounds started to fly past him. Dang it! He was trying his best to force himself to breathe as the reality that he was about to die in the next minute set in. His body was so fused with adrenaline that automatic breath control had abandoned him much earlier.

      He made it past the open car door unscathed. He set the trooper down behind the rear wheel. He squatted there and pulled his one spare mag out of its holder on his left hip. He performed a quick reload and slammed the partial magazine into his coat pocket. He kept scanning throughout the process, something that teaching for many years had allowed him to perfect.

      Staying crouched, he decided to go around the rear of the car. Three had started to come around his side of the rear at the same moment. POP! POP! He threw two quick shots into his adversary’s skull when it appeared behind a rifle barrel. He didn’t even look at the mess as he got to it and knelt. Damn it! he screamed in his head as the stress mounted.

      Four was actively trying to get into cars about twenty yards away, as screaming people panicked. Some drivers had the presence of mind to try backing up, but the unfortunate consequence was a further mess of smashed vehicles as other drivers were frozen in fear. The sirens were louder—he could tell from light reflections that the cavalry would be there in just a few moments. Fearing Four would shoot the lady who was refusing to open her door, he made the mistake of running out from behind his cover.

      Four had been scanning towards the Sheepdog every two seconds and caught the movement of him trying to advance. Four caught the man out in the open and opened fire as he turned in that direction. The former Marine raised his pistol, firing back. He felt the heat of the sun as a 7.62 millimeter round shattered his left leg about seven inches below the kneecap. He went down to his other knee, screaming in intense pain as he did. Four had been emboldened by this and had proceeded to make the same mistake. He came out to finish off the Sheepdog, who lined up his sites. POP! POP! POP! POP! He performed a “stitch-pattern,” hitting the scumbag in the center of his torso with the first shot. The next three shots each hit about two inches higher than the previous. Scumbag Four dropped his rifle and clutched at his chest. Blood loss caused him to pass out and fall forward a few seconds later.

      He looked left to reacquire Two but couldn’t see him. He must still be behind the van. The pain fought its way past the adrenaline, and suddenly it was the foremost thought in his mind. He looked down and was surprised by just how much blood there was. Wow. He was also surprised at his own nonchalant reaction. Dude must’ve gotten me right in the artery… Shock took over. Still sitting up on the unwounded knee, he rolled backwards and landed on his butt. Lightheadedness started to creep in. He set the Glock on the ground as instinct told him to put both hands on the gushing wound. Just need to lay down…

      From the lying position, the world around him started to get surreal. A shadowy figure loomed over him. His eyes were losing focus. He could hear screaming, sirens, and commotion all over the place. The noise seemed like it was being played through a body of water. Death? No. A deputy. Hey, I know you!

      Slaughter County Deputy Charlie Reeves was kneeling next to his friend, Phillip Edward Walker. Several other deputies and troopers had arrived as well, and they were continuing to clear the scene.

      “Hang in there, Phil!” Charlie grabbed his personal tourniquet from his gun belt and applied just below Phil’s left knee, trying to keep the life in his friend.

      “Cha-Charlie?” Phil asked as hypovolemic shock was setting in. “I… I guess I shoulda ducked, huh?” he asked, passing out.
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      The day that the world changed forever started like any normal, drizzly October day in the Pacific Northwest. Phil Walker, fifty-five, had just finished taking a water jug delivery at the West Sound Sportsmen’s Club, the gun club he managed. It was a Tuesday and typically gray. People who weren’t from the “Pacific North-Wet” thought it rained all the time. While it did rain heavily—and usually slammed everyone for a month or so once or twice per year—it was normally just an annoying drizzle. That’s how the day started, which was a welcome break from getting an inch per day like they had for the prior week. The cloud cover normally did a good job of keeping the temperature in the mid-forties to mid-fifties—cold for people from the south but fairly warm for anyone else.

      Phil had made the usual small talk with Tony, the delivery driver, who was swapping out the normal six jugs. Tony made deliveries every other Tuesday, usually arriving around nine in the morning. The gun range was his first stop on the day’s route. Its location in the western part of Slaughter County made it an ideal starting point, allowing Tony to continue north and east into the central county from his starting point in Bartlett.

      Phil liked Tony. Like himself, the big, jovial delivery driver was a veteran, though a Navy one, which the former Marine tried not to hold against him. Tony was always good for a joke and a smile. While Phil was not much of a comedian, his twelve years in the Corps had taught him the value of having comedians around. Morale was always better—as long as you could keep them working—and they were always smarter than they let on.

      The ginger-haired manager had just sat down at his desk. Dakota, his Australian cattle-dog, was snoozing behind the counter after her morning run chasing Canadian geese off the rifle range. He was starting to review the roster for the class he was teaching the coming weekend, “Rifle Tactics II.” He planned to double check the Range Officer schedule after that. Knowing weekday mornings were slow and he had a good vantage of incoming people, he was just about to drop his pants and pull off his prosthetic leg and pad to let his skin breathe for a bit.

      “Sorry, brother,” Tony chuckled as he entered the office. “I forgot to get your signature. You know, I am still waiting for Azul-Aqua to join the 21st century an’ upgrade from carbon-triplicate to e-tablets.”

      “Hmmm,” Phil surmised, signing the form. “You think that’ll happen soon?”

      “Prob’ly about the start of the 22nd century! Gotta run. Peace. See ya’ in two weeks.” Tony gathered his clipboard and headed out of the office.

      “Later.” Phil returned to schedules, contemplating switching to crutches for the day. Dakota sat up and just stared at him. “What,” he said. “You shouldn’t need to go piss or poop for a while yet.”

      About twenty seconds later—at 9:17 A.M.—the room came alive with shaking, as if a sci-fi creature were digging its way out of the earth under the office. Phil sat in disbelief for the first five or six seconds. What the…why the hell is my chair wobbling?

      Boxes of ammo started to fall off of shelves. THUMP! Other pieces of equipment and merchandise were rocking in their cases and cabinets as if they were in the front row of a rock concert. The spilling of fifty 45-caliber rounds out of a torn open box was the event that had finally spoken to Phil—Earthquake!

      He dragged himself under the desk. Dakota tried to beat him under there, and he held her close to comfort her whimpering, waiting until the rocking stopped. Fifty-eight seconds after it started, the thunderous shaking ceased. Phil waited a few seconds to make sure nothing else fell off the shelf over the office’s desk and peeked out. Glad I don’t have to put the leg back-on…

      He climbed out to see a day’s worth of clean-up. Well, dang. He remembered he had two customers and a range officer on the pistol line that morning. This sucks, he thought as he and Dakota headed out to go check on everyone.
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        * * *

      

      Down at Washington State Naval Shipyard in Bartlett, Phil’s son, Crane, was working steadily and generally enjoying life as a shipwright. WSNS was by far the largest employer in the county. The twenty-four-year-old was one of the shipyard’s newest journeyman mechanics, having just graduated from his apprenticeship. At 5’ 9” tall, Crane was a couple inches shorter than his dad. Unlike Phil’s auburn-red short hair, Crane’s hair was somewhat medium-length and more stylish, a browner shade of orange. People could always tell they were father and son, though, as they had the same muscular, stout build. Crane was well-liked by everyone, considered easygoing and hardworking by peers and supervisors alike.

      “I don’t know, man, the Rams have Jaxson Marson—their ‘D’ is looking pretty tough this year.” Crane was jawing football with Billy Soren as they finished a small modification to a scaffold under the aircraft-carrier USS Ronald Reagan. It was sitting in the only dry-dock on the west coast the Navy would trust to put it in—Dry-dock F. “I mean…I love the ‘Hawks, too. But they need to shore up their offensive line, just like every year.”

      “That statement is offensive,” Billy emphasized on purpose. “Two more. That should be it,” he yelled down to Tracy Hillard, the trades-helper assigned to work with Crane and Billy on this job. Yelling in the dry-docks usually didn’t indicate anger—it was a sign that production work was loud. Even when the immediate job site didn’t require earplugs, there was just a general hum in a full dry-dock that made passing information up and down a scaffold difficult. Throughout the 1,200-foot-long pit were machines for blasting paint, applying paint, welding, and moving material or workers. It all made a combined noise that tended to bounce off the hull and walls and funnel in on wherever a person was trying to speak. And there was a ton of work going on in this dock, trying to get another “bird-farm” back to the fleet.

      Tracy acknowledged the order with a thumbs up and started making her way 180-feet north to the closest rack that had the exact pipe they needed.

      “You say something just like that every week no matter who we’re playing,” Billy mused, adding himself to the Seahawks roster for the argument. “Sometimes I think you’re not a fan—you’re just screwing with me.”

      “That’s most likely true!” Crane replied gleefully, knowing it would annoy Billy.

      Crane liked working with Billy. He learned something new on almost every job. Scaffold-building comprised about ninety percent of what the shipwrights did on a day-to-day basis. The rest of their work usually involved other jobs using the scaffold and framing skill sets, such as installing guardrails, stairs, decks, and heavy equipment platforms. The vast majority of what they did was not to work on the ship itself but to make it safe for others to go to work. To a much smaller extent, they built the dock-settings and performed other jobs that required transits and levels. The shipwrights shared a camaraderie with each other similar to what cops, firefighters, and veterans do, a by-product of doing a job that can kill a person—a job in which co-workers must earn each other’s trust that the other won’t do something stupid and hurt them both. That camaraderie was the key difference between being a shipwright and doing most other jobs in the shipyard.

      The two friends continued to trade barbs. When Tracy tied the needed material to a rope and canvas bag they had hung from the scaffold, Billy pulled it up and handed the pieces to Crane one at a time. This was the senior mechanic’s prerogative—make the youngsters do the labor when his own fifty-something-year-old body was hurting. Crane and Billy were simply adding a small section outwards onto a larger existing scaffold. Small modifications were a common request, in this case a little higher and farther out towards one of the carrier’s shafting-struts. The propellers and shafts were all removed, getting resurfaced in the machine shop. The struts were large arms that helped keep the shafts straight between the points where they exited the ship and the propellers.

      Crane attached his fall protection gear to the framework above him and hopped out onto the small jut-out they had just built. The scaffold started wiggling, which was what scaffolds did when the ground under them turned into jelly. Like many others that day, it took Crane far longer than it should have to realize what was happening. Disbelief was born out of a series of thoughts in which the rational mind told a person a lie—that the thing that was happening to them was something other than what it actually was. When the scaffold Crane was working on started to shake, his first thought was to see what dummy had just bumped it with a forklift. It wasn’t until his feet were weightless and he was slamming into the leg straps of his safety harness that he realized something was way out of control.

      Gravity worked faster than reaction time—something the fall protection instructors had tried to warn him would happen. Crane only fell about two feet, thanks to the modern shock-absorbing systems built into the lanyard. The back of his legs slammed into the plank he had just been standing on, and since he had not yet turned their lock-tabs, the planks flipped back. They clattered to the dry-dock floor about fifteen feet below a short second later. He came to a stop, suspended against the outer side of the guardrails separating him and Billy.

      “What the HELL!” Crane yelled, glaring at Billy—not so much thinking that he’d done something but because the sudden adrenal dump needed a target.

      Billy had woken up to the truth. “Earthquake! We need to get outta here!” He had the presence of mind to hook up to the pipe above him when he clambered with one leg up and over the upper guardrail while standing on the lower one. He grabbed Crane by the front of the safety harness and spun him around so his partner could step onto the guardrails himself. Like hornets in a freshly-kicked nest, they climbed over, unhooked, and ran to the scaffold’s stairs. They flew down two flights, barely touching the steps, and found Tracy looking like a deer in headlights at the bottom.

      Billy had been through this once before, in 2001. “Run!” he yelled, as the trio joined the mass-Exodus of workers making their way to the nearest set of dry-dock stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the shipyard there were 18,000 other day-shift federal employees, contractors, and sailors going about their daily business. One of those was Captain Marie Darnell, the current Commanding Officer of WSNS and only the second female to hold that honor. The tall, slightly graying, blonde officer was fifty-one-years-old and possessed a stellar resume. The Navy had grown a lot regarding diversity over the course of her career, but like most senior positions in the military, this one was not a token spot. It was earned. With one hundred percent certainty, when the Navy planted a new CO in charge of a shipyard, that person had proven themselves many times over. Her integrity and intelligence were beyond reproach. Marie was proud of being promoted—not for pushing past glass ceilings but because she knew what it meant—"Big Navy” thought highly of her.

      Like any organization of this size, the shipyard was “metrics” driven. Metrics. Remember when we called them statistics? Marie thought. She was sitting in her Tuesday morning metrics review meeting with her department heads, comprised of two other captains, a handful of junior and mid-level officers, and several of the senior civilians. At this level, a shipyard CO’s ability to multitask was a must. Prior COs had set a precedence for scrolling through their smart phones during such meetings, occasionally chiming in with a question to prove they were listening. Marie didn’t do that—it wasn’t her style. Early in her career she learned that as a female she always had to make eye contact. She always had to be seen paying attention. She made it a point to notice people and to make sure they noticed her.

      “Wait. Wait—” she said, cutting off Nick Prince, the civilian head of the production resources department. When the CO interrupted, a person knew to shut up—even a GS-15. “Explain that. Last week, your capacity for the machine shop for next summer was about two percent higher.” Two percent didn’t sound like much, but when a major organization was forecasting their own ability to provide critical support, two percent was huge—especially for a trade that took years to become proficient at.

      This was the core of Marie’s job. Somebody had to be the person the Navy could hold accountable if the shipyard couldn’t fix their nuclear-powered carriers and submarines on time. The officers who promoted to Captain did so in part due to their ability to call malarky when they heard it. Marie refreshed her malarky-filter before meetings like this by reviewing the metrics from the week prior right before the meeting started. The former chemical engineer once worked for an oil company south of Houston before getting bored and going to Officer Candidate School. If there was one thing this strong Texan knew, it was bovine excrement.

      The civilian senior leader being scrutinized started to explain the difference. “Sorry, Captain. I should have addressed that differently. What I meant was—”

      He was interrupted by ceiling tiles dropping. It only took a second for the rest of the building to learn what the ceiling tiles knew—the earth was dancing. A subtle rumble was overlapped with the sound of a stack of chairs in the conference room closet slamming into the wall, as well as hardhats falling off hooks out in the hallway. Everyone instinctively crawled under the large, tan, solid wood conference table. Most were nervously mumbling to the people immediately to their left or right. Marie thought she even heard a couple of them laughing and joking. Funny how some people react to danger, she thought.

      The laughing stopped after a few seconds. This conference room was in the middle of the seventh floor of an eight-story, 800-foot-long building, the largest office building in the shipyard. Only the machine, wood, and ship-fitting shops were bigger. The height of the building increased what the people were feeling by a factor of nearly twice what those on the ground felt. Those hiding under the table began clutching onto its legs just to hold it in place. SLAM! THUD! More tiles were falling. The lights flickered and then went out. The daylight coming through the windows was enough for Marie to see the looks on people’s faces. They had morphed into concern. I wonder what my expression is. CLANG! The flagpole in the corner finally came off the desk it had been leaning against for the previous several seconds.

      When the shaking stopped everyone paused and looked around before venturing out into the open. “Is anyone hurt?” Marie asked as she got up. Hearing nothing urgent in the replies, she darted across the hall to her office and grabbed her coat, hardhat, and safety glasses. Back out in the hall the senior leaders had started to file out the building. “Follow me,” she ordered to Captain Trevor Flowers, her Operations Department head and most senior subordinate.

      The two captains made their way down the building’s center stairwell, joining a flow of foot traffic as several hundred engineers and administrators began their descent to safety. Protocol was to congregate out on Monsoor Avenue, the extremely wide main thoroughfare that ran east to west through the shipyard. Monsoor Avenue separated Building 855 from the dry-docks, piers, and most of the production shops.

      Once in the lobby, Marie found the lieutenant who was currently on watch as the Shipyard Duty Officer waiting just outside of the watch office. They ran to the gold, Chevy 2500 Quad-cab that served as the SDO’s duty-rig, hopped in, and started driving west.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dr. Stuart Schwartz looked at his watch. Again. Perhaps I’ve discovered a moment of time going backwards, he thought. Judging by the looks on the other passengers’ faces, they were having similar thoughts. Horizon Flight 64, the 8:50 A.M. daily-direct from SeaTac Airport to LAX, was running late. Like during most pre-flights, passengers were slowly creeping toward a silent gate agent as if being prodded by some invisible giant with an invisible broom. Like wild dogs, once people gained territory, they hated to give it up. When one passenger nudged themselves between another and the gate, the second person felt obliged to squeeze in by the trashcan. It was a small psychological jig that was danced in the minds of thousands of travelers every day. The doctor watched the procession with little amusement.

      Stuart was returning home from year three of what was turning into an annual venture to his parents’ retirement home in Sequim, Washington. The middle-aged doctor, one of the better plastic surgeons in Los Angeles, was near the front of the pack. He hadn’t flown anything but first-class in almost twenty years. He enjoyed this annual trek to see his overbearing Jewish mother only slightly more than he enjoyed his annual prostate check. “I still cannot fathom why you moved all the way up here,” he told them on every trip.

      He understood the appeal—it was a lovely small city in the “rain shadow” of the Olympic Mountains. Where the areas to the southeast and west were doused in huge volumes of rain most of the year, Sequim averaged only seventeen inches per year. Situated on the Strait of Juan De Fuca, the sea level temperatures were mild enough that snow was almost never an issue. The California heat was usually the reason older Californians transplanted up here, and it was no different for his parents. Washington State was very progressive. They loved Californians here, even Jewish ones. Still—it is different, in a Mayberry kind of way, Stuart felt.

      He looked at the girl near him, a pretty, petite Latina. She doesn’t look like a rich, daddy’s girl. I wonder what she’s doing up here in the front. Probably military. The airlines had been doing that for several years, letting the soldiers board with the people who pay an un-Godly amount for tickets. Stuart didn’t mind that. The army folks were always polite and didn’t fart around. When it was time to move, they were ready. People with kids, though. Ughh…

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Flight 64, thanks once again for your patience. The mechanics report that the minor issue is fixed, and the flight crew should open us up for boarding any minute now.”

      What a God-awful job, Stuart thought as the gate agent concluded her spiel. I bet I could rhinoplasty her nose in fifteen minutes and double the amount of dates she gets.

      The low rumbling sounded much like a jet at first. People began to look at each other, wondering if a 737 was about to come bursting through the wall. Those near the windows were craning their necks, looking for the culprit. Out in the main passageway between the gates an old replica of “The Spirit of St. Louis” came crashing down, part of the “History of Aviation” display that SeaTac Airport was hosting that year. The rumbling and shaking were augmented by other sounds, such as the rattling of the various roll-up security gates as they shook in their holders above the store fronts.

      A few people started to scream, which added to the confusion and chaos. The plane replica had landed on people. A few others had sprained ankles and bumped elbows. Stuart and the girl had both lunged to hold on to the load bearing column near them, as had a few other people. Some were trying to squeeze in under chairs. Parents were bunching up kids and turning themselves into human shields as pieces of tile and plaster fell in the gate areas. Almost instinctively, Stuart grabbed the girl’s arm so they could help hold one another to the column. The jarring was making it hard to stay in one spot. Her counter grip told Stuart that she was okay with the plan.

      When the rumbling stopped it was quiet for a second or two, except for a few distant wails echoing up the concourse. Then the screaming started.
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        Assessment.

      

      

      

      Quake + 1-Minute

      

      Sometime in the minute of 9:17 A.M. a magnitude 7.1 intraplate earthquake released its pent-up energy at a medium depth of twenty-four miles below the Tacoma Faultline in the Southern Puget Sound. It lasted fifty-eight terrifying seconds. For nearly one minute the rain-soaked ground went through a process known as liquefaction, in which saturated soil shakes and everything on it sinks as if in quick-sand. Over the course of recent history, industrialized nations have made vast improvements in engineering infrastructure to withstand earthquakes. For thirty-plus years, new construction had been held to a much higher standard regarding structural engineering. Buildings and highways built since then had been designed to flex and sway in the shaking as much as possible. However, engineers reminded people that nothing was liquefaction proof. The deepest nuclear-bomb-proof bunker would still sink and break if the ground underneath it turned to mush. The Pacific Northwest just got clobbered straight on the nose. The brunt was in the south and central Puget Sound areas, but it was felt by everyone for a hundred miles in every direction.
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        * * *

      

      Phil and Dakota went down to the pistol line to make sure his customers weren’t hurt. The pair of older gentlemen weren’t club members, but they were people Phil recognized as public patrons who came out two or three times per year to plink. They were using the pistol line under the watchful eye of Donald Kwiatkowsky, a double-retiree and the Lead Range Officer who normally worked Tuesdays and Fridays.

      Phil left the office and walked north-east down a set of stairs. The pistol line was towards the left set-up in a south–north shooting direction. It was under a seventy-foot-long covered patio—enclosed for weather and noise control on three sides. Communication with the rest of the range relied on the use of two-way radios or walking down in person to talk. In the excitement of the moment, Phil had left his radio sitting on the office counter-top.

      “You guys okay down here, Don?” Phil asked.

      “I think so! We were all just saying that we’re getting a little too old for roller coasters!”

      The others were talking quickly, too, and concurring that they were fine. Phil could hear the excitement in their voices. With Dakota glued to his intact right leg, he ran back out towards the path that leads up to the office. He crossed over it to the eastward-pointing rifle line, which had a similar set-up to the pistol line. He walked the 130-foot-wide line, looking at the roof structure for damage and then climbed up the path at the far end that led back to the driveway end of the parking area. It was then that he noticed Tony’s truck still idling in the lot. He hurried over.

      “You okay?”

      “Holy smokes…” was the only thing that the normally talkative Tony could muster.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Phil said, laughing slightly.

      “Um, yeah. Sorry, Phil.” Tony climbed out of the truck. “I’m fine, thanks. Holy schnikies! Whoooo!!! That was my first big earthquake!” He started to laugh as loudly as he talked.

      There he is. “Good to hear.”

      Phil continued his first scan of the three portable buildings—the office, the classroom, and the restroom. Nothing looked askew at first glance. He looked at the gate at the end of the driveway, which began at the Canal Vista Highway, the main artery to this part of the county. It was a sixteen-foot-wide, welded steel gate that swung up out of the way via chain-driven electric motor. The staff always left it in the up position during the day, but it was now lowered. It must’ve reset itself. “I’ll get the gate for you.”

      “Hold up,” Tony said, already walking to the roll-up doors on the driver’s side of the truck. He grabbed six more jugs of water and set them on the ground. “Here.”

      Phil looked puzzled.

      “Just in case,” Tony explained.

      Phil looked at the water, then back at Tony. He’s right. What am I doing? I have things to do. “Thanks, man. I’ll get that gate for you.”

      He used the manual-latch override since he wasn’t sure if the power was even on at the gate. Phil motioned for Tony to stop as he approached the gate.

      “Take care, Tony. If you run into any issues, come back out. I mean it. I live close by, so I’ll be here sooner or later.”

      “Right on, Phil. Thanks, man. I’ll be okay.” Tony waved as he drove out and turned left, back towards Bartlett.

      Phil was already sending texts. I hope these make it through. Phil knew that texting required a fraction of the bandwidth and power that voice calls used, and text messages were more likely to reach their intended recipient after a big disaster such as this.

      He’d been a widower for five years. Caroline died after a valiant fight with pancreatic cancer that had lasted most of two years. These texts were to his adult children. He sent one to Payton first, because she’s the girl and that’s what dads did. He knew Crane would be fine. He’d always been a resourceful kid. Barring some anomaly like a building collapse, he knew that Crane could handle any challenge the day threw at him. Payton was single, pregnant and had a daughter—a trifecta of issues to deal with on a day like this. Texts sent, he began the process of worrying about his family while he cleaned off his glasses. First, he would finish a quick tour of the range. Then he would get home as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Two-and-a-half minutes after getting into the duty truck, Captains Marie Darnell, Trevor Flowers, and the duty officer were walking into the EOC, or the Emergency Operations Center. It was actually located on the adjoining Navy base in the old four-story officer’s club and barracks. The old O-club had a fire in the early 1990s, and it had wiring issues ever since. In 2014, the Naval Base CO procured funding to tear down an old, unused supply center warehouse and build a new Officer’s Barracks. That facility opened in 2017, allowing the shipyard time to gut and rebuild the old barracks into a new multi-purpose facility. The other floors housed the Apprentice and Employee Development Programs, but the entire fourth floor was turned into a state-of-the-art EOC. The building’s height and position on top of a hill made it ideal for radio communications, both locally and with the bosses in the other Washington. It was also high enough to have a bird’s-eye view of the shipyard from the roof.

      There was only one other person there at the moment, that being the person on duty. The emergency planning department of the shipyard was staffed by a team of eight civilians. During nuclear refueling or defueling evolutions, which the shipyard was in the middle of performing on the submarine USS El Paso, the EOC was staffed around the clock. The duty was easy, mostly just being ready to monitor things and start the info-sharing processes if an unplanned event occurred. A small living area was provided, and the duty rotation gave the team a chance to earn a little overtime. Evolutions like this normally lasted about three months. The primary purpose was to contain emergencies related to the nuclear-power program, and natural disasters were often the trigger of the emergency during the practice drills. Those not on duty worked at their normal office inside the shipyard.

      “Anything yet?” Marie asked, greeting the duty EMCO, or Emergency Coordinator.

      “Just that there’s been some sort of crane accident at Dry-dock A,” he said worriedly. “Waiting for a report, ma’am, but I believe it was tied to the refueling crane.”

      This has the potential to be bad written all over it. “ETA on news?” Screw you, Murphy…

      “Three minutes.”

      “Move along, EMCO. What else?” she asked.

      “As you can see on the status board here, we still have power to most of the buildings, but the piers and dry-docks must have tripped themselves.”

      “Okay. Get me ‘NavSurf’ on the phone,” she ordered the duty officer, referring to her boss in Washington D.C. It was the fast way to say “Naval Shipyard Repair Facilities,” the designator for that branch of the Navy in charge of all the shipyards. Based out of Washington DC, NSRF was in charge of anything related to maintenance and repair of nuclear-powered vessels. “NavSurf” was the informal nickname for whichever admiral held that position, in this case Vice Admiral David Warburg.

      While the duty officer was getting a secure line dialed up, she addressed the EMCO. “Send Group Text One.” That was an order to every cellphone and email in the shipyard distribution system, announcing that all personnel were to perform an emergency “shelter-in-house” and muster. They would then send reports up their respective chains as quickly as possible. They were further directed to send partial reports within fifteen minutes, even if the musters weren’t complete.

      By the time the EMCO had complied with this request, several things were happening—the police and fire department radios were passing radio traffic that “wind-shield surveys” were commencing; various emergency managers and high-level department heads were strolling in; and both Captains’ cellphones were starting to blow up with texts.
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        * * *

      

      Payton Walker’s first reaction to the earthquake had been to try calling Savannah’s school. Savannah was only nine-years-old. She needs her mom, Payton told herself, knowing deep inside it was as much the opposite, if anything. On the first try the phone rang continuously with no answer. On the countless tries afterward—twelve? thirteen?— she only got the fast busy signal. Payton was starting to get pissed. She didn’t need this.

      Twenty weeks pregnant, Payton found herself single again, unexpectedly, about two weeks earlier. Is un-engaged even a word? She wasn’t surprised. They’d been drifting apart for months. Brenden wasn’t bad, he was just…indifferent. At first, he’d been open to the idea of adopting Savannah as his own, which was extremely endearing to Payton—God knows Savannah’s biological father has never tried to be a part of her life. He didn’t even want to live on the same side of the country. Brenden had taken a better paying job in Pierce County, installing fiber-optic cable along service routes, but the overtime and long commute meant less time together. That’s okay. Marriage is just a sham institution anyway. Brenden is decent, and he’ll still try his best to be involved, like he should be.

      Payton inherited more of her mother’s blonde hair and strong will than her brother did. Where Crane was easygoing and got along well with their dad, she and Phil had been in a frozen relationship for half of her life. It was really just the events in recent years that had started the “thaw.” First her mother’s illness and passing, followed by the shooting incident. Recently, it had become apparent since her break up with Brenden that her dad was trying to get the relationship going again.

      Brrrrt… [Phil: “Olive, text me back. If this reaches you, and you can’t reply, house first, then range. Let me know about Peaches. That’s an order, love you.”]

      Wow. Olive. That had been Phil’s nickname for Payton when she was a girl, based on her middle name, Olivia. Peaches was Savannah, of course. He must be worried. I hate to admit it, but no matter how big of an ass he is, I know he’ll always be there for me.

      Payton grabbed her phone and purse and made for the apartment door. I’ll reply later. Here’s hoping I can get to that school.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Crane was out of the dry-dock, the jet-engine-loud evacuation alarm was wailing to the familiar “hi-low” siren that the employees and surrounding community heard tested twice per day, year-round. Only instead of the normal ten-second burst, it was continuing for one minute, then two. Finally, it turned off. It’s way more ominous when it runs that long, Crane thought. The going had been slowed by the multitudes of people trying to evacuate all at once. Some people just couldn’t run up eight dozen stairs as fast as others.

      Crane had gotten a text from his dad around the time he arrived at the northeast corner of the area immediately outside the dry-dock. We’ll wait here for the foreman, just like during fire drills. He looked at his phone.

      [Phil: “Son, shoot me a quick word to say you’re alright. If you have time, send more than that. You know where I’ll be. Dad.”] Yep. The house or the range.

      [Crane: “G2go. Will send more L8R”.]

      The trio of shipwrights were now in the throng of things. Several hundred workers, sailors, and managers were already gathering en masse. There was no room for them in the designated area. They flooded every street and available space around all sides of Dry-dock F. Federal workers and contractors alike were scrambling, trying to work through each other and sort themselves into familiar groups. Sailors were responding in kind on the ship. Adding to the confusion was the fact that the two emergency diesel generators that weren’t locked out for repairs and maintenance had somehow managed to turn themselves on. Diesel exhaust was billowing out of its designated chutes, a sight not often seen when a carrier was in dry-dock.

      Across WSNS a very similar sight unfolded. Organized chaos was the best way to describe it, which was exactly how a member of the ship’s crew had once described a normal day at sea to Crane. The sailors seemed to be the least bothered by any of it.

      “C’mon,” Billy said, dragging his junior co-workers towards the designated smoking area closest to their locker room. “Geoff’ll know to find me here. He’s never gonna find us in this mess.”

      Billy lit up a generic low-tar cigarette and jump started his lungs with a little cough on the first drag. Running full speed out of Dry-dock F—ninety-eight stairs—was something he hadn’t done in a couple of decades.

      Over the course of the next several minutes, many of the shipwrights from the two crews working on this project had arrived at the smoke-shack. They were fist-bumping and hi-fiving like they’d just won the Super Bowl. Nervous energy, Crane thought. Everybody was hyper and cracking jokes, telling anyone that would listen their version of “living through it,” as if that person didn’t just live through it, too. He was witnessing the after-effects of adrenaline. Pretty soon, everyone’ll be ready for a nap.

      “What next?” Crane asked Billy.

      “Hrrumphh,” Billy exhorted, suddenly disgusted by the recollection of what had happened last time. “If it’s like 2001…you don’t wanna know.”
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        * * *

      

      Carmen Martinez finally broke her grip from the well-dressed, short balding man who had grabbed her and helped her stay clutched to the column for one-minute of hell. Within a quick moment, people were starting to show the signs of panic and turmoil. The big TV that hung on the wall behind the gate agent had fallen off. Someone is going to be pissed.

      Actual screams brought her attention back to the moment. Alarms were resonating, and the high ceilings in the terminal made the noise bounce around even worse. The power flickered, fighting for several seconds to stay on before finally giving up life. This triggered the emergency systems to activate, lighting up emergency exit signs and spot lights.

      The screaming got louder as people began rushing…the windows? Carmen pushed her way to the front of the pack—one of the perks of being 5’ 3” was maneuverability. She gasped in horror and forgot to breathe for several moments, not believing her eyes. Oh, my God…

      Alaska 2340, the daily hopper from San Francisco, was two seconds from touching down when the earthquake struck. Naturally, the pilots didn’t know something was wrong until too much speed had bled off for a fresh take-off to work. For several seconds the same confusion that struck most people that day had also stricken them. They couldn’t figure out why the brakes weren’t working. If they had lived through the crash, they might have learned that the massive buckling of the ground—while only causing minor cracks in the runway—had been throwing their plane up into the air. This happened thirty-nine times in just under a minute, which was more than enough time to lose a few thousand precious feet of runway. It had also blown out several tires. The high rate of speed, lack of tires, and lack of control from being jostled was too much for the pilots to handle. The tip of the right wing dug into the grass and runway lights, causing a domino effect of tragedy.

      The first people to look out the windows had witnessed Flight 2340 cartwheeling off the end of the runway. Carmen caught the huge fireball spreading south. It was eerie, almost like watching it unfold with a mute button. The “Whoompf” and rumbling of the explosion finally began to reverberate through the terminal’s windows about fifteen seconds after the earthquake stopped.

      The public-address system boomed. “Attention all patrons and employees of SeaTac Airport! This is Assistant Chief Kim Royce of the Port of Seattle Fire Department! I’m declaring a natural disaster and Mass Casualty Incident! All flight operations are suspended! Everyone stay put and await further instructions!” Carmen could hear the stress in her voice.

      The healthy and the walking-wounded we’re starting to react to the cries and pleas for help from the injured. Carmen rushed over to the airplane replica, where a group of men and women were trying to pick it up and get to people. This has to be a nightmare!
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        * * *

      

      Tony had changed his plans. He was going back to the office instead of continuing his route. He was rolling his big Ford F-650 back down the Canal Vista Highway toward Bartlett while simultaneously trying to call in to work. The cell was just kind of hovering in no-man’s land, continuously searching for signal. He glanced down at the truck’s CB radio. Frickin’ CB radio. Who’d a thunk? He wasn’t sure what he was doing, messing with channels and a knob called “squelch” that just played annoyingly loud static. He doubted anyone from work was going to be on the thing anyway.

      He decided to concentrate on the road and with good reason. Less than a mile south of the gun range was an S-curve. As he travelled through the second half, he had to hit the brakes. There was a big fir tree laying right across it. The tree had come off a high bank on the east side, running from left to right as Tony stared at it. He could see a couple of pick-ups and cars starting to build up on the other side of it. He switched on his flashers and got out.

      “I don’t suppose you have a lumberjack in your back pocket,” he called out across the tree, smiling.

      “Nope, no lumberjacks,” the woman replied, playing along. She turned around. “Hey!” she hollered to the rig behind her. “Got a saw?” The woman must’ve heard a reply, because she turned back toward Tony and shook her head no.

      Tony had been staring at the tree. He could smell the tree’s pleasant odor strongly at this range. “You know…maybe we could just drag this thing with my truck? I think the truck’s big enough.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’ll work alright!” The comment came from a man standing next to Tony that he hadn’t even seen come up to him.

      “Dad gummit! Don’t do that, brothuh!” Tony said, laughing. “You scared the hell outta me!”

      The man laughed. “Oh—sorry. But, you’re right. Come try to get some people behind us to back up while I cinch up my tow strap.”

      Tony followed the man back to his pick-up. Another vehicle was slowly coming to a stop at the obstruction. Tony went over to get the car to stop farther away while the stranger grabbed a tow strap from his cab. When the third car was stopped the man backed his truck up to give Tony’s rig as much room as possible.

      They went back to the front. Tony nosed forward and right to grab the tree as high up it as he could. He parked close into the branches. The man slowly stepped into the mess and wrapped a girth-hitch around the tree’s trunk using the middle of the tow strap. He moved over to Tony’s bumper with both ends and wrapped them both around the bumper and frame behind it, finally hooking the two ends together so the tow-strap was doubled up.

      After the man moved away from the fallen fir, Tony slowly backed his rig, angling back to the northbound side of the road. He didn’t get the tree completely off to the shoulder, but it was far enough. A small round of hoorays erupted from the other bystanders.

      “Not bad for a Ford!” the man joked. He and Tony shook hands and everyone headed back for their vehicles.

      Within a few minutes, people were able to start taking turns driving through the gap. Man, that’s nice, Tony thought, smiling. I love America—how people step up and help each other when the chips are down. His thoughts returned to semi-worry as he thought of his wife and children. He decided he’d skip checking in at work and go see Sheila as the big truck lumbered toward the south end of the county.
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        Taking Action.

      

      

      

      Quake + 1 Hour.

      

      Phil was home finally, a feat only possible due to his proximity to the club—about two miles. It also helped that he typically kept a hodge-podge of tools riding around under the bed cover of his newer model gray pick-up. The truck was a byproduct of his settlement with the state after the shooting incident on the highway. The criminals were members of an outlaw motorcycle club that distributed meth and had just knocked off the headquarters of a small time rival that had tried to quietly steal territory. Due to the egregiousness of the incident, the State of Washington had used asset forfeiture laws to take every cent they could. Phil hired his attorney friend, a fellow shooter from Mason County named George Donovan, to help him get a settlement.

      As Phil had turned left off of Canal Vista Highway and onto the dirt road that contained his and several neighbors’ driveways, he almost ran into a tree that had fallen. He hit the brakes and got out. The tool-pile in the bed varied from month to month, usually influenced by the variety of improvements and repairs needed at the club. He found a battery-powered reciprocating saw, but the battery and blade were toast. Ahh, the folding pruning saw. Why are you even in here? Field day, back in July. Okay. You’ll do just fine.

      Phil had gotten the thing at one of the big-chain hardware stores for something like fourteen dollars, but it worked well. The folding saw had a short blade, but a person could need stitches in a hurry if they weren’t careful where they placed their other hand. The little saw made quick work of the tree tops and select branches. I’ll bring the chainsaw down in a bit if my house is still standing. Phil drove past the cleared obstacle and made it the full quarter-mile to his driveway without issue.

      Phil lived north of the range on Medford Lane, a road that fed about fifteen properties. Most were about five acres in size. People out here in West Slaughter County tended to be more self-reliant than the more populated parts of the county. The windstorms that came rushing off the Pacific Ocean and around the Olympic Mountains typically pointed themselves up or down the Hood Canal. The canal was the other body of water that enveloped Slaughter County, turning it into a peninsula. It was a complex land mass that contained many sub-peninsulas and inlets of water around them. People out here lost power every year, at least partial days and at least a couple of times per winter. Even with some space between homes, Phil could always tell which neighbors owned generators within a few minutes of the power going out. Phil owned a dual-fuel generator that could run on both gasoline and propane, but he only lit it if the power was still out after one night.

      Dakota and Phil hopped out of the truck into the driveway. Dakota went to sniff her normal area of the woods and investigate the chicken coop, part of her normal patrol procedure. The first thing Phil did was look at his well-house, a small enclosed structure about six feet by six feet and just barely tall enough to stand in. Seems fine, might as well look inside. The pressure tank and iron-filter were still standing, thanks to the strapping he’d wrapped around each of them and screwed to the studs of the little structure. The pressure tank and pipes usually kept Phil’s house supplied with about thirty to forty gallons of water before he had to think about running the generator. The property’s power lines were buried, which meant he wasn’t worried about a tree taking them out.

      The familiar vibration-ring of Phil’s cellphone—he preferred the straight, old-school phone ring sound—surprised him. “HUH!” he actually said out loud to nobody but Dakota. “Hey, Fred.”

      “Hi, Phil, it’s Fred!”

      I know—I just said your name. “Ya’ don’t say. You caught me off guard, sir. How you doing? How’s Phyllis?”

      Fred O’Conner was the Lead Range Officer for Wednesdays and Saturdays. Like Don Kwiatkosky, Fred was a life member who had given thousands of hours of his time to the West Sound Sportsmen’s Club. The Lead Range Officers were women and men who Phil trusted to make the right decisions when he wasn’t there, and they generally ran the range lines and office, even when he was there. This freed him up to plan classes and work on projects. The number of subordinate range-safety officers—called ROs— on a given day varied from zero to ten. How many were there depended on factors like how busy those days of the week usually were, or if there were classes or events happening. The club membership was a strong and dedicated group.

      “We’re fine. All good here. Just kind of scary, that’s all. So…I tried calling the office, but nobody answered. Are you guys alright?”

      “Yeah, we’re good. We had a couple of public shooters, but they left as soon as they could. Don and I both left after we did a quick scout of the property.”

      “Good, good…Hey, listen, do you think we’ll be open tomorrow?”

      “I don’t see why not. Why? Do you want to take off? I’ll be there—take care of Phyllis. It’s okay.”

      “Yeah, I think I might. You know—my hip has been bothering me some, and the VA is taking their time. I just figured I might take another day off.”

      “Well, I appreciate the notice, Fred. Don’t sweat it,” Phil trailed off, pausing because he didn’t know how to say the rest. He had to cut off Fred as he was about to start the normal good-bye sequence. “Listen, Fred—I’m not sure how to phrase this, but…you know…be ready. The aftershocks are never as bad, but they can seem that way because the damage will compound. You know, just call if you need anything. Better yet, text. I know you hate typing on phones, but you actually got pretty lucky getting this call through.”

      “Alright, Phil, I hear ya’. I’ll talk to you in a few days. Bye.”

      “Later.”

      Phil went back to his checks. He did a full sweep outside the main house, feeding his chickens and inspecting his greenhouse along the way. His fall plantings were doing nicely. Shop looks fine. Just some stuff to pick up. He grabbed his chainsaw, bar oil, and mixed gas and placed them in the bed of the truck on the way back around the house. He finally opened the garage door—he wasn’t surprised by what he saw. Most every item that used to live on a shelf now resided on the garage floor. Luckily that mostly meant messes along the walls. Crane’s jeep looked fine. His son had spent a lot of his overtime money fixing up a midnight-blue, 1994 Jeep Wrangler. It was his baby. He kept it over here since he was renting a house in Bartlett with two high school friends and another shipyard worker. He and his roommates worked a lot, and he just didn’t trust that it would be safe there.

      Sitting in the back of the garage behind the Jeep was all of Phil’s hunting and camping equipment. He’d been spending evenings going through it all. He had been “blanked” during the previous month’s archery season and was looking forward to next week’s rifle hunt. The freezer was getting empty. One benefit of being the Range Master at the most popular rifle-line in the county was meeting a lot of cool people, playing with a lot of neat “toys,” and being invited on a lot of hunting trips.

      Whereas a lot of people had built themselves “bug-out bags,” Phil had built a bug-out “system,” and his camping gear was at the core of it. His pack wasn’t the typical, coyote-brown military-looking pack that so many people preferred in recent years. Rather, it was an ultra-lite backpacker’s rig—an expensive one. When people balked at learning how much he spent on it, he’d always tell them it was worth every penny. He’d taped up one too many broken straps in the Marines, and he knew that he got what he paid for. He also knew that ounces equaled pounds which equaled pain. He had a set-up that allowed him to camp in a hammock. It kept him warm, dry, and off the ground. He could start fires a dozen ways, filter water, and even make coffee—life giving liquid gold.

      His bug-out theory was that if he ever had to head for the Olympic Mountains—or better yet, Idaho—then that meant driving. And if he couldn’t drive, then he’d better be realistic about what he was carrying. While in pretty decent shape, he had definitely packed on a few pounds since the shooting. So many people build forty-pound packs without actually carrying them up and down hills. The rest of his system was for vehicle travel, operating under the theory that he wouldn’t be coming back home. It was stored in plastic boxes and brand-new, thirty-two-gallon cans. This made for durability and was rodent resistant. All of that gear was still out in the shop.

      Phil went into the first floor of his house from the garage entrance. He did a quick sniff test for propane. No weird smells means no leaks. Clock’s dark. No power still. Heading back into the garage, he went through the entire process to secure the breaker switches, start his generator, and get power going to the well-pump and select house circuits.

      He went back inside and went upstairs. His house was a split-level entry with the upstairs acting as the main floor. He double-checked the kitchen and furnace areas for gas leaks and then went into the bathroom. He opened the vanity below the sink and grabbed a box. Finally get to use this thing. He opened the box and pulled out a lump of plastic that unfolded into a “Water Bob.” It was a thirty-dollar plastic tank that lined the tub and held about a hundred gallons of water. It came with a cheap accordion pump to get the water back out. Lastly, Phil had a gravity-fed septic system, so he took the opportunity to take care of that business as well.

      Good time to check the phone. He was starting to get a little worried about Payton. She still hadn’t texted him back. Maybe I’ll get lucky… He tried calling, but he only heard the familiar fast-busy. Another text. [Phil: “O, 2nd request for update. Don’t make me come looking for you!”] Phil started thinking about getting stranded during aftershocks. I think I’d better throw some more stuff into the truck.
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        * * *

      

      Payton had managed to get to the school. She had to slow drive through a large pool of water in Sylvan. Probably a broken waterline, she thought. She and Savannah had an apartment on the west side of town, one of several units that sprang up in the 90s when the Navy bases started shipping lots of sailors to the area. Her path to her daughter’s school took her under one of the Highway 8 overpasses and through two small neighborhoods. Everything looked fairly normal, all things considered. Signs that people had started clearing an occasional fallen tree were evident. In her short drive it seemed to her that power lines had fared well. She remembered all the road construction for several summers, something about how they’re slowly burying the phone and fiber-optic lines.

      During the drive she had gotten a text from her neighbor, Jennifer, who normally watched Savannah while Payton was working. She learned that Jennifer and her kids were heading over to her parents’ house on Russell Island to check on them. She wouldn’t be available to babysit. Well, I guess Safeway will be short one swing-shift deli worker tonight…

      She was soon standing outside the front of the school with a growing group of parents. They could see the kids standing in groups out in the fenced-off field past the playground. “Why are you making our kids stand in the rain?” one mother asked loudly.

      Good question, Payton thought.

      More and more of the parents were starting to murmur similar thoughts. As new arrivals showed up the staffer who was keeping the group near the drop-off zone was becoming more boisterous. “Folks,” she said, “please stay here. Principal Sellar will be over to update everyone as soon as she can.”

      I should just walk over and find my daughter, Payton thought. What are they going to do—arrest me?

      Brrrt… Great. Another text from dad. She didn’t even read it when she replied: [Payton: “Waiting outside the school. About to go postal. Everyone fine. Will call tonight when the power comes back on.”] That should quiet him.

      About that time three more staffers, including Principal Sellar, approached the group. They had come over from a pop-up canopy that been spread over the back of an S.U.V.

      “Hi, everyone,” the short round principal began. “Let me start by saying your children are fine. Everyone evacuated safely, and all were accounted for.”

      “But why—"

      “Your children are standing in the field,” the principal spoke over the vocal mother, “because our maintenance staff have reported that the sprinkler system is flowing out of its over-flow port. That means the system is down. We were trying to get the school district’s engineer or the fire department to come out and check it, but multiple schools are reporting issues. The district head has initiated the emergency bus-schedule. I am releasing your children to you.”

      How very nice of you, Payton thought sarcastically.

      Principal Sellar continued. “We need to have you sign your kids out just like any other day, so bear with us a few more minutes while we set that up under that canopy over there.”

      Payton waited her turn, and another twenty minutes went by before she could hug and kiss her daughter. They held each other’s hands on the way back to the car, Payton carrying Savannah’s multi-colored unicorn-adorned backpack in her other hand.

      “Baby, Paw-paw said he’s thinking about you. I’m not going to work tonight. If you get your homework done, maybe we can go get ice cream.”
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        * * *

      

      Tony Manners was crawling through traffic in Port View, making his way to Sheila’s office. His wife was a medical assistant for a pediatrician in the south end of the county. Port View was the only city in this end of Slaughter County, with about 12,000 of the county’s 270,000 residents living in it. Bartlett was the county’s major city, but Port View was the county seat. The un-incorporated area all around Port View was quite populated as well. The south end of Slaughter County housed about forty-five percent of the total residents.

      Traffic was crawling because just about every major intersection had a cop controlling the flow. While power had remained on in the central and north parts of Slaughter County, the south end was completely de-energized. Occasionally everything came to a crawl when an emergency vehicle went flying through. This area already sucks for traffic, Tony thought. Now this.

      People complained about the traffic issues often, but they usually forgot to account for the geography. Being a peninsula with a lot of inlets and shore line, roads were often not “straight and square” like they were in more open communities. In fact, Tony had just driven through the one thoroughfare that connected the central and north areas of the county to the lower half of the peninsula. It went between Simpson Inlet and the Bartlett Watershed/Oro Mountain complex, and it was literally a choke point. People who lived south of that point had to deal with horrendous traffic almost daily.

      He was finally driving east and almost there. His wife’s office was near one of the bigger east to west thoroughfares in Port View. He arrived, and the big faithful Ford started creaking with the sounds of cooling off after he’d shut it down. He stretched a bit as he lumbered towards the office lobby. Tony was always more of an eater than he was an exerciser. He was a big man at 6’ 2” and about 350 pounds. The only thing bigger than Tony’s size was his heart. Almost everyone who met the friendly giant loved him immediately.

      Born to a large and loving Christian family in Virginia, Tony had gone to boot camp shortly after high school and served eight years in the supply department, attaining the rank of First-Class Petty Officer. After he discharged, he worked as a sub-contractor at the shipyard for several small contracts, but he decided he’d had enough of the Navy. However, he’d married a local so now he was stuck in Slaughter County. He had worked over in King County at a warehouse for a few years, but four years earlier he took the water delivery job to be closer to his family.

      Tony strolled in with his usual greeting, “What’s up, ladies! Big Papa’s in the house!” It was particularly funny because it always bothered Nick, the sole male receptionist. Tony didn’t care. He got a casual “Hey, Tony” from a few of the other staff. His wife made a bee-line from behind the counter when she saw him. She looked worried. Instead of the usual smooch, Tony just got a quick hug.

      “I’ve been trying to call the school and all I get is a busy signal,” Sheila told her husband.

      “Relax, babe. I’m sure the kids are fine. Schools are built tough!”

      “They’re on a field trip to Seattle today, remember?”

      Awww, snap! “Alright, alright, now calm down, baby. I’m sure the girls are fine. I was able to drive here from Canal Vista. Everything’s okay.” He was doing his best to show that he believed it. He had to because he knew he would have to be the one that held it together.

      There was a long pause. Her eyes drifted past his shoulder as she mulled his words over. “You’d better be right.”

      Tony knew that tone and was scared of it. “It’ll be fine, baby. They’re okay, I’m sure o’ it.” I’d better escape while I can. “I’m gonna run home real quick like, and then I’ll call the school. When everything turns out to be fine, I’m goin’ back to work. I drove right past ‘em to come here.”

      His wife gave him a wary eye as she pecked him on the lips and headed back to the correct side of the reception counter. She stopped and turned. “You’d better be right,” she repeated with extra emphasis as he headed out the door.

      Whew. No kiddin’, I’d better be right. Hell hath no fury… Tony fired the beast back up and made the normally five-minute drive to his house in twelve minutes. He backed in to his driveway, opened his garage door, and off-loaded sixteen five-gallon jugs of water. But—just in case I’m not right, he kept repeating in his mind.
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        * * *

      

      The shipyard’s Emergency Operations Center was abuzz with multiple conversations, most of them urgent. Marie had called for a senior manager’s meeting in the EOC’s larger conference room, to begin at 0930. There were about sixty people crammed into a room meant for forty. Her chair at the head of the table was available and waiting. Everyone knew who sat there. She strode in, hanging her uniform coat on the back of the chair. Most days she wore the same camo-uniform every sailor wore. Some days she would go to meetings or retirement parties out in the community, and on those days she wore her working khaki uniform with the ribbon rack under the left side collar. She was wearing that uniform, which had an odd way of adding to the urgency of the meeting. She sat down.

      “NERD, start your report with Dry-dock A, please.” Nobody was giggling. No greetings. No time for that. She wanted to hear from specific people in a specific order.

      The Nuclear Emergency Response Director, Jamison Thrall, stood up. “Captain, the crane accident at Dry-dock A did indeed involve the refueling team. They were in the process of raising a rod-cannister up after it had retrieved a spent fuel-rod when the earthquake hit. Those things weigh nearly four thousand pounds when loaded. It swung around like a giant weight and got caught on some of the ship’s structure and piping near the hull-cut. It overloaded the crane, which shut itself down following its own emergency procedures. Now we have a rod-container and crane stuck in an ominous position with unknown levels of damage to the rigging gear. This is unprecedented in even the most experienced team member’s careers.”

      “What about the ship and the facilities, Mr. Thrall?”

      “Ma’am, we’re going to have to inspect the dock-setting before we do anything. We’ll then need to measure list and trim and have the shipwrights take positional shots on the hull and the refueling complex. My guess is that things walked around a few inches.

      “Okay. What about spills?”

      “Ship’s force reports some unplanned water in the bilge. Right now, an isolation perimeter has been set up topside of the dock by the shipyard workers, awaiting the dock inspections to clear the way to re-enter the ship.

      “Mr. Thrall, do you have one of the encoded/encrypted radios?” the captain asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Find me anytime you have new information. Any time. Understood?”

      “Crystal clear, Captain.”

      “Dock Master,” she said. “Give me some good news.”

      Glenn Harper, the shipyard’s senior-manager of docks and piers, stood up. “Captain, I and my team have stopped by every dry-dock and personally directed the project managers to block off access to all dry-docks pending word from you or me.” He let that sit for a second and then continued. “The pier-side ships and barges are still being inspected. So far, we’re seeing that all the caissons have maintained a good seat-and-seal. Remember, E is already flooded and without caisson at this time.” He was referring to Dry-dock E, which was open to the inlet for several months. It’s caisson—essentially a ship designed to sink in a specific place and plug the dry-dock—was in a shipyard in Seattle being refurbished.

      “And the pump wells, Mr. Harper?”

      “I can speak to that, Captain.” Standing up with her hand half-raised was Lisa Carpenter, the superintendent of Shop 66, the collection of trades that specialized in providing power, air, water, and most other temporary services to the projects and piers. “Ma’am, the pump-wells checked in via the radios and sound-powered back-up systems. They report a series of pressure spikes and drops that have slowly stabilized. All systems are operational. The transition to back-up power went as smoothly as we can expect. It will take a full day of testing and monitoring to be sure, but we’re fairly confident there are no leaks in the dry-docks.”

      The average person looked at a dry-dock as nothing more complex than a concrete bowl with a metal plug. In reality, the dry-docks were built between seventy and a hundred and ten years earlier, mostly on fill material. There was a series of tunnels and pumps running below the shipyard that had to be continuously de-watered. This was imperative year-round anyway, but definitely in rainy season, which usually coincided with higher tides. If the pumps quit working, the docks would slowly fill with water, no matter how well the caisson sealed itself.

      “Thank you, Lisa,” Marie said. “I’m hearing from Public Works that the power-plant should be back up on normal power in an hour or two.

      The meeting continued for another forty-five minutes. Marie took in every piece of information she could. Representatives from the security and fire departments were there, too. Damage to most buildings was superficial. The Navy had spent a ton of money upgrading facilities for several years; however, for a place this big, it took time. Two building managers were reporting severe damage, and at more than an hour into the event, not every person had been accounted for. Lord, just let that be an administrative issue, Marie thought. No deaths.

      The local Slaughter County Department of Emergency Management was already asking for any news. They were extremely aware of the potential for hazardous things to drift from the shipyard into Bartlett in the form of a radioactive cloud. Nobody wants another Fukushima, people, just give me a minute to gather some information…

      She had learned that the backup power plant out on the base had lit off two of the three boilers without incident. The third was out of service for maintenance, but it was being brought back online as quickly as possible. As long as we don’t lose our natural gas lines from Olympic Power Administration, she worried to herself. She didn’t want to resort to coal, as they only had a few weeks’ supply of that stored.

      She ordered her Public Information Officer to release a statement to the local press and civic leaders to the effect that while there was some damage, initial reports showed no issues, yada, yada, yada. Her final decision of this meeting was to slowly release non-critical shipyard and contractor personnel by zone, so as to not flood Bartlett with too much traffic. People were already starting to slip out anyway.

      The meeting had finally broken, and people started to check status boards one final time before they went back down the hill to the shipyard. “EMCO,” she beckoned into the open, not immediately seeing him through the crowd.

      “Here, Ma’am,” he said as he scurried over from just inside the Comms Area.

      “Two things. First, send out a text and email instructing all building managers to implement the emergency power restriction plan. Secondly, have you heard from Captain Reese?” she asked, referring to the Commanding Officer of the attached Navy base.

      “Yes, Ma’am, he says he can support. He’d like to talk it over with you in person, but he’s already concurring.”

      “Good. Thank you. Call him back. Tell him to implement Phase One of the Emergency Sheltering Plan. Phase One only, at this time. Setting up the shelters would be a major event—no need to have him start until we’re positive we need to. Tell him I’ll be at his office in fifteen minutes.”

      John repeated the orders back to ensure he heard them correctly and then headed towards Comms to make it happen.

      “Oh, EMCO, one last thing. Notify the Critical Personnel Distribution List that we’re having a mandatory all-hands muster at 1130 hours in front of Building 855, right in the middle of Monsoor Avenue. Only critical watch-standers and the evaluation at Dry-dock A are exempt.”
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        This Isn’t Fun Anymore.

      

      

      

      Quake + 2 Hours.

      

      The line at the ATM was getting longer. I hope there’s still some cash left… Dr. Stuart Schwartz usually carried a minimum of $600 on him. In his line of work, he went to dinners and parties a lot, usually hosted by an actor or singer who wanted his art performed on them. That’s what he called it. Art. Cutting on people’s noses and jawlines in a way that improved their looks without changing their sound was risky. Not just any meat cutter became skilled at it. After his share of a $1,000 dinner provided by a potential client, he usually covered the tip.

      The power had come back on about twenty minutes into the event. Schwartz wasn’t sure if it was the actual utility or just generators, and he didn’t much care. This airport won’t be normal for a day or two at least. He needed to get to Portland or Spokane—anywhere with a runway that flies planes to LAX.

      He kept staring at his Mariner watch—bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet out of boredom, looking around. The wailing had slowed considerably. The authorities were performing triage by the book. Other than the obvious plane crash, Schwartz wasn’t quite sure if anyone had perished, but there had been a couple of decent traumas in the replica wreckage by his gate. That one guy was definitely concussed, but all the idiots kept worrying about his mangled forearm. The whole scene was almost enough to pique his interest in real medicine again. Almost.

      After twenty minutes, he was able to draw the maximum $600 from the machine. His money clip already had $280 in it. He hadn’t reloaded for the trip up because it was Sequim, Washington, not New York or San Francisco. Why the hell would I need all that cash where some redneck meth addict would just steal it anyway?

      He took his cash and stepped back to put it away. Yep, that line goes at least a hundred feet farther back than where it was when I jumped into it. I’d better get moving. His first thought was to get snacks and water and find someone who could sell him a bus ticket. Schwartz started to wander back out of Concourse B. Look at all the people waiting to be told what to do. Don’t they realize today is over? They’re not letting anyone use those runways until at least tomorrow. He was somewhat happy about their ignorance, though, because he would have a better chance at grabbing a hotel if it came to that. Schwartz stopped in an airport giftshop and bought several bottles of water and a few bags of bland granola-type mix. It didn’t escape him that many of the shelves were already running out of items.

      As if on cue, the airport PA system sparked to life. “Attention SeaTac Patrons. This is the Public Information Officer. All flights are cancelled for the rest of today.” This sparked a collective groan from several thousand people. “Please stay tuned to the local television and radio news reports for update, or you may contact your airline tomorrow morning at six AM Thank you for your patience and understanding.”

      Once the announcement was over, most people started to collect their carry-on items and move like a zombie hoard toward the entrance to the terminal. Several were voicing their complaints loudly. Nobody cared. They were all screwed. Schwartz did a slow two-step dance which he dubbed the “SeaTac Shuffle” for about a half hour. He eventually made his way up to the same car rental agency where he had checked in the late-model Lexus not five hours earlier. True to his suspicions, the system was down—Ahhh, yes, the “system.” That magical thing that breaks and screws us all—and the rental agency wouldn’t be renting anything until it was back up. Nobody could point out anyone who could sell him a bus ticket. Do I chance an Uber to the bus terminal? He deliberated his choices for several seconds. Hotel it is. He wandered out of SeaTac Airport, turning right onto International Blvd. under breaking clouds and a glimmer of hope that this would end soon.
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        * * *

      

      Crane noticed that the crowd was pretty big at the mustering-point but that not everybody was stopping there. An hour or so earlier, all shipwrights—and a few, other key trades—had been told by their supervisors and managers that they had two minutes to get into their locker rooms and grab their personal stuff. This had allowed most of them a chance to grab their lunches for a little energy break. When they learned of the “critical trades” muster coming at 1130, the rumors started, and like most rumors, there was a shred of truth at the core.

      In his mind, Crane ran over some of the possibilities being tossed around. Conscripted? Who uses THAT word anymore? Held back from leaving? Someone died? What’s a critical trade? Inspections? That last one made the most sense.

      After the earthquake, Billy had told him that after the last big earthquake nearly twenty years earlier, they had made key trades stay behind. They had to inspect things like brows, barges, dry-docks, and dock-settings while everyone else got to leave. Judging by the fact that nine out of every ten people Crane saw were walking right past the gathering, Billy was spot-on. He was still surveying the passersby and making small talk with a rigger-diver buddy of his when the Shipyard Duty Officer’s truck backed out of its parking spot under the parapet of Building 855 and slowly reversed towards the crowd. It happened so slowly that people were more curious than worried. The Chevy stopped about ten feet from the crowd, and the officer backing it up got out and just stood there waiting for someone. About two minutes later, Captain Darnell and several other leaders walked out of Building 855. She walked directly to the parked truck, dropped the tailgate, and climbed up, turning around to address the crowd. A junior officer who had followed her out of 855 handed her an electronic megaphone.

      “Wow. What a day…” There was a low murmur from the crowd. They all knew what was about to be said. Workers who felt like they were about to get the shaft didn’t generally put off a laughing, friendly vibe. “So, I’ll get right to it. We got lucky. We’ve learned that this earthquake was somewhere in the 7.0 category, maybe higher. Power is out almost everywhere. The various utility companies say there are a variety of causes, mostly trees falling on lines. Some fires, too. Some dams have shut themselves down, apparently—a form of tripping-off for self-preservation. Reports that a plane crashed as it was landing. Locally we haven’t heard of too many issues.”

      She continued. “The vast majority of reports mention minor damage—signs falling off buildings, things like that. The Hood Canal Bridge and the newer Tacoma-Narrows bridge are open. Roads are okay in most areas, but closer to the epicenter somewhere north of Tacoma there has been some road buckling. We’ve heard unverified rumors of a landslide in West Seattle. I emphasize ‘unverified.’ We’ve also heard that one of the legs of the Space Needle is showing serious structural damage. We’ve been rocked…rocked hard. There’s no denying that. But it could have been worse.

      “What I can’t emphasize enough, though, is that rumors don’t help anyone. Pass along information. Don’t pass along scuttlebutt. That being said, I will lay to rest the rumors you’ve been hearing. I do need to keep you here, and I can’t tell you for how long.”

      This caused an audible noise of irritation to rise from the crowd. Billy called it, Crane thought. He would’ve given the old graying shipwright his due credit, but Billy had posted himself over near the closest smoking area. When the collective groan subsided, the Captain continued.

      “Folks, I don’t make this decision lightly. I want you to know that. I get it. It sucks, sitting here, watching other people walk by to go check on their families. Believe me… I’m a sailor. I understand your sacrifice.” This statement eased the crowd’s irritation a bit. “We have a real issue here, and I need you. I need your help. Your community—your country—needs you today.” Dead silence from 1,600 people.

      She’s good, Cane thought. She just punched us right in the patriotic gut.

      The captain continued. “We need some of you to go back into the docks and inspect settings and platforms. We need the portal cranes inspected. We need the piers inspected. We need the Hammerhead crane inspected. We need to verify shore power and industrial power is intact—that the ships have the correct services getting to critical systems.” She paused for a moment to survey the workers. “I think you all get it. And I’m sorry. I hope to be able to send you home by the end of your regular shift, but we’ll stay and get it done as long as it takes. Swing-shift was instructed via the automated reporting system to take care of their families and only come in to work if they have the means to get here safely.

      “Here are some of our biggest concerns. For security reasons, there are some things I won’t say out here in the open. But I will tell you that we have some concerns at Dry-dock A that are being monitored. Some of you are probably wondering why your work team is considered critical. It is because of your training. If you’re not an engineer, or one of the rigging, scaffolding, and temp-service trades, then you’re most likely here because we need your nuclear training qualifications. We need you to help us evaluate a situation.”

      Crane started to tune her out. Once again, the grunts get screwed into staying while all the superfluous overhead get to leave. Figures. If they have a spill to clean up, why are they letting so many people go home? What about the rest of us? We have families to check on, too.

      Crane was worried. This place wasn’t just a job, it was his career—this town was his home. To Hell with earthquakes… It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
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        * * *

      

      Thud. The cell phone landed with a small plop on the couch cushion. Tony had just tossed it like a frisbee, annoyed that his multiple attempts to call the school had gone nowhere. He picked the paper he found on the fridge back up. The twins had gone to the Seattle Center. There were several museums, the mono-rail…What on Earth is the Museum of Pop Culture? Isn’t that still called the Experience Music Project? Hell, I wanna go see that… Tony shook it off.

      He got up off the couch, picked his phone back up, and paced over to the kitchen to get a glass of water. He grabbed a cup, and out of habit tried to get water from the little spout on the refrigerator door. Nothing. Fool—power’s still out. He filled his glass from the sink, wondering how long until that stopped working, too.

      Brrrrt…. [Sheila: “On the way home. Hear anything yet?”]

      [Tony: “Phones r still jacked. Itll b fine, baby”.]

      Yeppp…it’ll be fine…
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        Tahoma’s Hammer.

      

      

      

      Quake + 3 hours.

      

      Phil had spent most of the last hour photographing everything he could. Evidence, just in case, he thought. Earthquake insurance in this area was next to impossible. He had it once, about a dozen years earlier, but they must’ve had some number crunchers re-do the math. His earthquake rider was dropped without warning. He remembered that after disasters, FEMA was sometimes able to help people apply for federal aid. That’s what the photos were for.

      He had received a number of texts from various club members and in return had been inquiring about the welfare of some of the more elderly members he was concerned about. It was a large organization, but the most active five percent were very close personally. Phil decided he would throw some additional items into the truck and go check on a couple of families that lived nearby.

      I should check on Hope, he decided. Hope Brazik was a widow and long-term supporter of the club. Her husband, Thom, had been a member for over forty years when he passed away from lung cancer two years earlier. Phil had always looked up to Thom and adored Hope. They’d been married fifty-two years. Being a widower to cancer himself, he felt a sense of duty to check on her as often as he could, usually about twice per month. If Hope is doing okay, I’ll go see the Fishers and do a last check of the range.

      Phil added some cans of stew and soup to one of the cloth grocery bags that had practically become mandatory in Washington State. Anything soft, he thought, thinking about what would be easiest on her. He went out to the truck and placed the bag on the passenger side front seat. Walking around the rear of the truck, he peeked in and paused. He stared at the bed-cover, in his mind trying to play out what else he had in there. He turned, went to the garage and picked up his camping and hunting gear. He threw the gear onto the rear bench in the cab, on top of the normal “get home bag” that he already kept in there. He then marched around the house to the shop, where he put more tooling into a well-worn, black and red “Porter Cable” bag. Trying to decide what issues he could possibly run into, Phil added a battery and blades for the reciprocating saw. He also tossed in some wire, “gorilla” tape, and a variety of small hand tools. Lastly, he added his shop’s portable spotlight.

      Before closing the shop, he also took his four-ton come-along off the wall and set it outside. He secured the roll-up door, picked up the tools, and headed to the truck while calling for Dakota to join him.

      As he drove back down Medford Lane, he noticed that someone had already removed the rest of the tree from the roadway. He passed over a pile of woodchips and sawdust and turned right onto Canal Vista Highway. Just under eight-tenths of a mile south, he went through the round-a-bout and veered west instead of the usual south towards the club. Salal Road was one of the primary roads into the farthest western portion of the Slaughter Peninsula. He would need to drive the road’s five-mile length and turn once more to get to Hope’s place. Shortly after changing roads, Dakota started to whine.

      About eight seconds later, Phil experienced what it must be like to be the blunt end of a jack-hammer. His head began to slam repeatedly into the ceiling of his cab. He performed a death-grip on the steering wheel, which seemed to have come alive, wobbling back and forth as if both front wheels had just come loose. He hit the brakes. Dakota and the bag of food crashed onto the passenger side floor. The bouncing intensified.

      Phil barely saw “the wave.” The road ahead of him literally was doing a wave, and it was coming straight for him. His thoughts weren’t forming into words—there was no time. He just thought of Payton and Savannah. He decided later that it was a reflection of his desire to get past the strain in their relationship.

      Trees swayed hard in the wave, too, as if bowing to some royal party that had just walked by. Some of them sprang back to life while others just kept going. When the asphalt wave hit Phil’s truck, the front end lurched skyward and then dove into a valley of asphalt, all in the course of an eternal second. He had no control over the steering, and though he’d hit the brakes, the truck was still carrying its forward momentum. A second wave flipped the truck onto the shoulder of the wrong side of the road. It came to rest on its left side and continued to wobble, straddling the drainage ditch in a way that created a gap under Phil’s door.

      What felt like forever to Phil was actually three minutes and two seconds, and it made the first earthquake seem like a playground ride. The pause in the shaking only lasted long enough for him to open his eyes and look out his shattered driver’s door window, as cans of soup and stew spilled out into the ditch below. Then the shaking started again.
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        * * *

      

      Megathrust. This is the result when two tectonic plates—in this case the Pacific plate and the Juan de Fuca plate—finally release their friction lock on each other. Their overlap had become known by scientists and civilians as the Cascadia Subduction Zone. Evidence had pointed to a M9.0 about three hundred and fifty years earlier, with a frequency of every 300 to 500 years. They were due.

      Cascadia was a name that had come to symbolize the Pacific Northwest and was often associated with Washington State. In 2016, the federal and state governments conducted a region-wide exercise for three days, and they were glad they did. Agencies learned a lot about working with each other. Everyone learned just how devastated the entire region would be when the next subduction zone earthquake struck. Not IF, but WHEN… Perhaps the intraplate earthquake earlier that day was the final trigger to awaken the giant. Nobody would ever know, and it didn’t really matter. The chicken didn’t try to figure out the reasoning when its neck was being wrung off. It just knew it was about to die.

      At just over six hundred miles long and fifty miles off the coast, the Cascadia Subduction Zone ran roughly parallel to the continent from Northern California to Northern Vancouver Island, Canada. It was 12:29 P.M. when the heated edges of the two plates had finally given in to each other. In terms of geology, continental shift is normally measured in centimeters per decade or even per century. This was the moment that 197-miles of the zone decided to drop roughly fifty-one inches, taking just over three minutes to do it. The epicenter was due west of Grays Harbor, Washington. Shockwaves of energy with nowhere to go echoed out in every direction. The pebble had just hit the placid pond.

      Tsunamis are formed by the sudden crashing of water. When a shelf of land on the ocean floor drops, the water above does, too, causing the water on the “high side” of the fault to fall. A tsunami’s speed is proportional to its depth. Deep ocean tsunamis have been known to travel five hundred miles-per-hour. The coastal region between the zone and Washington State was a relatively flat shelf of about two hundred meters in depth. Tsunamis start faster than they finish. As they near the shore and shallowing depths, the front of the wave slows down while the back doesn’t.

      The wave crest this day had three minutes to form—it was over a mile deep from front to back. As the front slowed, the back started to pile up similarly to how cars pile up in a bad freeway accident. Once it neared the shore the water on the coast started to pull off shore, feeding the front of the wave. With shallowing depth, the mile-deep wave grew in height.

      Cascadia’s wave started at a relatively slow ninety miles-per-hour, travelling the fifty-mile distance in just over a half hour. The four-foot wave started drawing water off the coast when it was about six miles out. The boats and ships in the fishing and tourist towns of Aberdeen, Westport, Hoquiam, and Ocean Shores that had not cast off their piers after the earlier earthquake started to stretch their mooring lines as they sank to the mud below. Lines parted and cleats broke off piers. People stopped what they were doing to gawk. The fishing crews and the tourists were the ones left watching. Many people were fleeing towards the nearest tall buildings, while others just stopped to video. One enterprising couple who was on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary put a good-bye video to their kids onto the Cloud.

      When Cascadia’s Tsunami reached the coast, it was twenty-eight feet tall and travelling about twenty-five miles-per-hour. The wall of water hit the cliffs on the Washington Coast north of Grays Harbor with the energy of 10,000 freight trains. The cliffs had already started to sluff from three minutes of shaking. Coastal towns and villages were consumed by water as terrified people held on to their loved ones. The religious prayed and confessed. So did many of the non-religious. High ground east of the cliffs remained relatively safe. Any home above 90-feet in elevation was relatively spared, at least in the areas where the cliff stayed intact. Ironically, it was their proximity to the coastal cliffs that saved them. Most of the energy from the wave hitting such a steep slope was absorbed. The rest was pushed proportionately north and south.

      In the low lands, tsunami sirens had been sounding for several minutes, as if they were old air raid sirens in 1940 England. The giant wall was really the second of a one–two punch delivered by Cascadia. Many of the homes were better than sixty years old, far pre-dating modern construction requirements. Most of them had shaken right off their foundations in the opening moments. The wave only served to turn them into thousands of cubic yards of flotsam. Those that had taken high ground in buildings taller than three stories—and there weren’t many of those in the old logging and shipping towns—had managed to preserve their lives…if the building were new enough.

      The harbor cities trailed off into a valley that led east towards the south end of Puget Sound. The north side of the highway was relatively high ground while the south plateaued. The wave marched up this corridor about twenty-four miles, destroying the town of Montesano in the process. The wall of cars on the highway leading out of the coastal cities did nothing to slow the wave. Most of those cars turned into two-ton coffins, stranded in fields and forests. Across the entire coast from Astoria to Vancouver Island, a similar story played out.
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        * * *

      

      Across Western Washington and her neighbors to the north and south, the ground liquefied for three minutes. Even the newest buildings and highways, built with the best of modern engineering, were tested beyond their design limits. Waves of energy travelled west to east. People were frozen in place—literally. Fear aside, there was no way to walk or run and nowhere to go if they could. Everything was a target—no hallowed ground.

      In multiple locations across Puget Sound, bluffs and high points of land sloughed off into the water, causing mini-tsunamis. These wave-energies met each other in the middle of the Sound in multiple locations, turning the water into a frothy brown and gray bath of turmoil. Any ships, boats, and ferries that were still out on the water after the earlier quake had suddenly found themselves in a tempest of rough seas. Many sank.

      Roads buckled and turned into multi-layered asphalt shelves, especially where they were still the wettest, near the places that led to streams or other bodies of water. Many of the bridges collapsed. The older of two Tacoma Narrows Bridges—the famous “Galloping Gertie”—had lost most of its deck structure to the inlet below. It began to lean east, away from the other bridge.

      In Seattle, the relatively modern sports arenas held up well, which was a stroke of luck. The streets of Seattle turned into streams of glass as the skyscrapers lost most of their windows. Paper rained on the city for days, as the wind and rain continued to drive it out of offices up high. The glass rivers were pocked with holes where the ground and streets gave away—Seattle was built on fill material after all. Watermains broke, flooding streets with water and sewage, an event played out in every town and city. Older buildings crumbled where they stood, turning into piles of rubble. This, in turn, started fires fueled by natural gas lines. Modern buildings had been built directly on top of older buildings. The famous Seattle “Underground” existed no longer as fill and building materials compacted in the shaking.

      The famed Space Needle, once a marvel of modern engineering, let gravity have her as the northeast leg could no longer take the strain started by the first quake. People watching it fall described seeing it in slow motion, a phenomenon known as tachypsychia. The Needle was already starting to lean, bending rebar and spalling the concrete on the outside. As it started to go it looked like it was headed straight for the Museum of Pop Art. Gaining speed as it went, the Needle smashed through the monorail tracks to the south of the museum with the saucer coming to rest upright in the parking lot of the famed “Duck Ride” boats.

      The once famous Alaska Way Viaduct no longer existed. It had been replaced with a two-mile-long tunnel—famous for taking almost two years too long to complete. The new tunnel turned into a watery tomb despite being billed as “the safest place in Seattle for earthquakes.” The wet fill-earth around it jostled and gave way for three minutes leading to multiple cracks in the concrete tube. The dewatering pumps were already running at only fifty percent capacity to conserve back-up power. The tunnel—actually a series of tunnels wrapped up into one circular hole—finally split open, flooding the northbound lower deck first. The tunnel had just been re-opened to traffic, being the very first item that Seattle and State engineers checked on earlier in the day. They had to get people moving again.

      At SeaTac Airport, the small cracks in the runways and taxiways had become major crevices. Like most of the roads and highways around Western Washington, the tarmac area around the terminals was pockmarked with collapses and sink holes. Boeing’s runways suffered similar issues.

      The shipping ports of Seattle, Tacoma, and Everett fared no better. The continuous shaking and churning of the waters had slammed vessels against the piers they were moored at, cracking hulls and flooding the ships. They sank right at their berths, many of them catching fire from fuel leaks.

      Washington State was the nation’s leading exporter of hydroelectric power to other states, most notably California. Washington residents got seventy percent of their power from nearly thirty dams, the largest of which were on the Snake and Colombia Rivers.

      When Cascadia awoke the power distribution system was completely destroyed. Trees and mudslides had already started the damage after the first quake. Three minutes of ground liquefaction was more than the aging system could bear. Entire power stations sunk into the ground, ranging from inches to feet. High-voltage lines on 300-foot-tall towers fell. Dams took structural damage, many of them opting to release water through the spillways to save themselves. This panic-driven release flooded homes and towns for dozens of miles downstream. The entire Pacific Northwest had just re-entered the seventeenth century, electrically speaking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tahoma. This was the most well-known Native name for the volcano that Captain George Vancouver had named after Captain Peter Rainer in the 1790’s. At 14,410 feet, she could be seen from almost any point of elevation in the western half of the state on a cloudless summer day. One of only two North American volcanos placed on the Decade List—a list of deadly must-watch volcanos—she was quite beautiful, covered in large glaciers. As a stratovolcano, these glaciers were what concerned scientists the most. Tahoma could be capable of lava flows and debris flows, but it was the lahars that posed the greatest threat.

      Lahar was a word most people weren’t familiar with. Glacial ice would melt, sheering off trees and rock while mixing with earth. The ensuing mudflows would stream down the mountain, flowing like water, taking the path of least resistance.

      Immediately following Cascadia, two more earthquakes were triggered. The northern one struck along the middle of the Seattle Faultline, a M7.0 that was fifteen miles deep and lasted forty-six seconds. It was centered under the passage of Simpson Inlet between Bartlett and Russell Island, a mere mile from the Washington State Naval Shipyard and Bartlett Ferry Dock. The other quake was a M6.9, at a very shallow depth of six miles, lasting eighty-eight seconds. Tahoma listened.

      People within thirty miles of Tahoma knew something was different with this quake. It just smelled differently, emitting a noxious, metallic sulfur-like smell. The noise was different, too—deep and penetrating. The homes and buildings they were hiding in started to make horrible creaks and groans as if giving up the ghost in a massive fight to the death. Most of those older structures collapsed.

      The top of Tahoma shot skyward, sending rocks ranging in size from pebbles to cars up to 80,000 feet into the sky. The western and northern faces started to dissolve into lahars of snow, ice, mud, tree, and stone. The lahars travelled down the steepest slopes, picking up speed as they went. Some of the towns’ volcano alarms—those few that still worked—began to wail. If it weren’t so tragic, it would have been comical. No kidding, Sherlock, everyone who heard the alarms thought, when the wind-up sirens started to whine. The lahars filled the river and stream valleys below, which acted as big funnels. Towns like Ashford, Eatonville, Carbonado, and Elbe were covered in mere minutes—covered as if they had never existed. Greenwater—gone. Orting—gone.

      As the mud, trees, and rock crept quickly to the west and north, it continued to spread out of the river valleys. Lowland ports like Olympia and Tacoma were covered in up to four feet of mud. Highway I-5 was covered in a varying depth of mud from south of Yelm to Federal Way. Joint Base Lewis McChord and its priceless runways were covered in two feet of mud and another foot of ash, spared worse due to being on a slightly elevated plateau. Under that mud, the runways had been horribly cracked. At SeaTac Airport, the runways were split wide open—repairable, but only if the right equipment and material were brought in. It would have taken weeks in the best of times.

      Farther north, the Seattle Faultline epicenter rocked the Central and North Sound areas with similar results. The southern end of Russell Island dissolved into the epicenter in a massive landslide never before seen in scale. The landslide and epicenter both combined to cause an eighteen-inch tsunami—massive for an inlet. The only thing that kept the tsunami from growing taller was the extreme depth of the inlets and Puget Sound. The shores were very steep. However, water began to pull away from piers and docks, which were starting to crumble from the violent shaking. The tsunami wasn’t very tall, but it was wide and long. Feeding it caused large tidal swings.

      Jet fuel is relatively stable, which normally makes it ideal for large-volume storage. It has a relatively small explosive limit range, which to the average person means nothing. To a firefighter, it means that the vapors have to be between .6% and 4.7% of the airspace they’re in to be explosive. In general, if a person can smell the jet fuel, then it is too rich to explode, even with an open flame in the area. There is another property of fuels called the “auto-ignition” point. This is the temperature a fuel must reach in order to explode, even without the presence of an ignition source. For JP-8 jet fuel, that temperature is 410 degrees-Fahrenheit.

      East of Port View in Slaughter County, the military housed their largest fuel storage facility in the continental U.S. at the Manford Fuel Depot. The 990-foot-long pier had split into two major pieces, ripping open several large-bore fuel pipes in the process. About midway down the pier was a small building used for a variety of maintenance tasks and—ironically— firefighting gear storage. The breaker panel began to spark as the pier ripped open from under the facility. A flammable materials storage locker flipped over, spilling several cans of gasoline staged to run the firefighting pumps. The sparking and spilt-gasoline eventually combined to catch the little structure on fire.

      The little building’s fire continued to grow, warming up the jet-fuel pipes just outside. Those very pipes that were spilling their fuel onto Puget Sound in another location. They were well over 1,200 degrees in temperature when the vapor level inside them dipped below 4.7% due to the fuel being absent.

      The chain reaction was staggering…

      As if the ecological disaster wasn’t bad enough, the fire chased its way through the pipes to the transfer and pumping station at the head of the pier. It exploded in the first of over thirty fireballs that combined to look similar to the effects of a small, tactical nuclear weapon—sans the radiation.

      The shipyard’s 250-foot-tall Hammerhead Crane—the icon that often represents the entire peninsula in postcards and promotion videos—started to sink on its eastern pilings. At the Bartlett Ferry Dock, the tide suddenly lowered almost twenty feet as the water fed the mini-tsunami. The mooring lines that had been holding the ferries in place during terminal inspections stretched beyond their capability. The water rushed out to fill the void, caused by the splitting faultline and the variety of mudslides filling the Sound. The Captain of the ferry Kaleetan floored his engines, which are always running forward a bit to hold the ferry firmly to the pier. As the water rushed out, the aft end of the ferry sunk down into the muck below, forcing him to disengage his props.

      As the water began to rush back in towards the ferry terminal, the Kaleetan’s captain watched and waited. At about the time he thought his props were covered again he jammed the throttles into full-reverse. As the stern started to lift out of the muck, the propellers cavitated, shaking the end of the ship. Ultimately, the reverse thrust took enough strain off the front of the ship that the ship stabilized and rode out the ensuring wave action relatively unscathed.

      The captain of the Chimacum had tried a different approach. He had ordered the crew to stage themselves with axes by the mooring lines until the terminals had been deemed safe again. When the second earthquake struck, he had his crew cut the lines and began to back off the terminal. He had managed to get about  four hundred feet off the terminal, out over much deeper water, and his ship was still afloat.

      What had seemed like a solid plan to the captain and crew of the Chimacum suddenly felt like a horrible idea. Even though he had her in reverse-thrust, the lumbering ship was no match for the rushing tide. Knowing things were about to end badly, the captain ordered for a hard-to-starboard steer, hoping to avoid colliding with the pilings and Kaleetan to the port. It worked. The port forward bow plowed through the piling packs farthest to the north, and the wave drove the big ferry into the smaller passenger-only ferry that was already taking her own beating on the next pier. Both vessels eventually broke loose of the carnage and began smashing into the smaller private vessels and piers to the north at the Bartlett Marina.

      A similar tidal drop occurred at the Washington State Naval Shipyard, only to the lesser extent of twelve feet. Complicated by the fact that the area was already at low-tide, Navy-owned barges and vessels began to break free of their moorings. The shipyard employees had not yet fully inspected the outside of all the dry-dock’s caissons and seating surfaces. If they had, they might not have let people back into the docks quite yet.

      The dry-dock’s caissons were essentially vessels designed to sink into very specific spots and act like bathtub stoppers. They sat in a groove, and even if every drop of water were removed from the outside, they would stay put—in theory. They were essentially sitting in a big notch, and their seating surface was what could be called a rubber gasket. The caissons were filled with many thousands of gallons of seawater, essentially turning them into giant weights. The first earthquake had churned up rocks, logs, and other debris that had slowly collected in the inlet throughout the years. Concrete and granite had broken off the almost 100-year-old quay walls outside a few of the caissons during the first quake.

      When Cascadia fell and the ensuing intraplate earthquakes arose, the caissons were subjected to the same bouncing and shaking as everything else. The dry-docks were, too. Cracks and gouges had started to form. Caisson seats were broken, and water began to leak into the docks. Four-and-a-half total minutes of shaking might as well have been an eon as the churned-up rocks, logs, and broken pieces of granite and concrete found their way into some of the caisson seats.

      A large merchant marine vessel—staged at WSNS for transporting army troops from Tacoma to a war zone—broke off its mooring at Pier 5. The big vessel was largely automated, running on a crew of barely twenty people. The vessel’s master had not anticipated the second earthquake. Even with the backup diesels running for on-board power, there was no time to light boilers. Hoses and power cables snapped first, pulling out of their fittings and manifolds. Next to go were the mooring lines and bollards on the pier, which were not designed to contain a 60,000-ton vessel that had suddenly become dead weight. When the water came rushing back in, the vessel was aimed directly at the caisson of Dry-dock A. Every dry-dock was subject to incoming “torpedoes” made of boats, piers, rocks, and pieces of houses, but not so much as Dry-dock A’s caisson. The structure managed to hold up well, all things considered. The big ship smashed into the west end of it, at about twenty-eight feet in height, causing interior frames to buckle and bulkheads to rip at the welds. The entire upper third of the west side of the caisson was open to the air. Inspectors in the dry-dock, operating under the rally speech by their Commanding Officer, had not been able to flee during the shaking.

      Looks of sheer terror crossed their faces as they glanced up and saw daylight and a huge, listing ship where they shouldn’t be. As the tide started to creep into the new seam, it looked like a small, trickling fountain for a moment. This quickly evolved into a massive gush. Approximately fifty people started scrambling for the dry-dock stairs, screaming to anyone that they could. People above the dock were watching in horror, screaming and waving at those below. It was useless, as anyone who rode out Cascadia and Tahoma in a dry-dock knew to leave as fast as humanly possible. Amazingly, nobody had been caught in the ensuing torrent. But the Navy’s nuclear-powered nightmare had just taken a massive turn for the worse.
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      By the time Tahoma dropped its hammer on the Northwest, the clouds had started to thin for the afternoon. There was something to be said about the magnitude of trillions of cubic yards of earth shooting more than twice as high as jets fly. It created its own weather. Particles ionized, causing lightning and thunder. The particulates were attracted to water vapor in the atmosphere, which aided in the formation of dark clouds. The sight was ominous, as the sheer volume of it was enough to be seen through and above the thinning overcast layer. The plume slowly decreased, and by the next morning it had dissipated into a smaller column of steam.

      The autumn jet-stream over the Northwest travelled into lower British Columbia before turning south and crossing most of the United States in a south-easterly direction. It then banked left toward the middle-eastern seaboard somewhere over Georgia and South Carolina. Swipes of Tahoma ash were able to be sampled in the eastern states by the following afternoon. The ash took about two weeks to completely travel the globe.

      That was only the beginning of the trickle-down effects to the rest of the nation and world. Within moments, power surges shot through the national electric grid. Rolling blackouts started occurring in the entire western half of America. The sudden loss of hydro-generated electricity affected California the most. Power wasn’t the only utility affected.

      Microsoft was deeply impacted by the devastation, as were their supporting cloud servers. Power and server cooling-water had become non-existent within hours. The world’s leading creator of computer software quit issuing their hourly and daily security patches and software updates. Entire segments of cloud memory were suddenly inaccessible by individuals and corporations alike.

      Amazon’s Seattle HQ—literally several blocks of downtown Seattle—was reeling after sinking several feet into the soft fill the city was famously built-on. Fiber optic internet cables were crushed, which caused a domino effect of communications issues for the internet’s largest retailer and the rest of America.

      Death and destruction abounded. The hundreds of thousands who’d suffocated in the mud lahars was just a starting point. As bridges and overpasses collapsed, everybody was fair game—grandfathers, mothers, infants—nobody was safe. In areas where cars had begun to drive after the first earthquake, people drove right off the roads as they split open into crevasses. Signs and buildings collapsed, killing thousands instantly. Thousands more were trapped, condemned to die slowly of dehydration and trauma. Fires abounded as gas lines erupted. The hospitals that remained standing merely became large morgues as the critically wounded and sick started to die off. Over the next several days, everybody learned what death smells like. Nobody was exempt. It was everywhere.

      Locally, the nefarious effects of the combined disasters weren’t just limited to fallen buildings, bridges, and billboards—the sharpest of criminals were instantly aware of the golden opportunity. They began planning and cutting deals with each other for territory as they realized that there were people out there not ready to defend their goods and the cops would soon be out of the picture. Most people had scoffed at the modern preparedness movement—not ready to even walk home just a few miles let alone be ready to fight off armed attackers.

      Tahoma may have hammered the Northwest, but her blow was delivered to the entire country in ways people had not yet realized.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 1 Minute.

      

      Phil came to with Dakota barking and trying to lick his face. She was actually on the ground under his driver’s window, standing in the gap caused by his truck laying on its side at an off angle across the shoulder’s ditch. Phil knew he’d probably only had a momentary “red-out” from taking a beating on his head. His truck had wedged itself in such a way that it just rode out the remainder of quake by rocking, not bouncing. He reached out through the broken window and rubbed Dakota’s face. “It’s okay. Shh-shhh…” Calm down, girl.

      He braced his left arm against the cab’s frame and tried the seatbelt’s buckle. Click. He half expected his shift in body weight to rock the truck. Nothing. He shot a glance up at the passenger window, which looked intact. No need to break it if it isn’t broken yet, he thought. The windshield was spiderwebbed. He rocked back and forth, finally deciding the truck was fairly stable. The airbags had deployed. He used his pocket knife to cut them out of the way. Out the driver’s window he went, low crawling down the ditch until he came out near the rear quarter panel. He dragged himself over to the high side of the ditch and fell flat onto his back, sighing and closing his eyes for a moment. Dakota was still barking and pacing nervously around him. He threw his arm around her and pulled her to him. Just another moment or two.

      It was eerily silent. No breeze…no birds… Phil slowly sat up, testing his head for steadiness. Another moment built the confidence that he could stand… slowly. First—left knee to ground. Wait! Is the leg there? Yes. <Whew>. Right foot flat. Do a deep lunge-squat up, arms out for balance. Doing ok? Yup.

      He placed his hands on his head, doing a whole body check for bleeding. He found minor cuts on his left side scalp. Wait—where’s my glasses. He looked around for a bit, deciding they must still be in the truck.

      He checked Dakota—she seemed fine. It was this moment that he finally took in the scene around him. The truck lying in the ditch on its side almost seemed an afterthought. The asphalt was covered in cracks, some as wide as four inches, and there were trees down as far as he could look in any direction. The power lines on the other side of the road were down as were some of the poles that used to hold them. He looked west and saw the same all the way up to the curve he was steering towards five minutes earlier. He looked east. Well…dang. This is going to take a while.

      He did a walk-around scan of the vehicle. Fuel isn’t leaking… Then he noticed the left front wheel assembly at the bottom of the wreck. From this vantage point it appeared to have taken enough damage to be undrivable. Damn it! He stared at it for close to two minutes, thinking. Have to at least try, he thought sullenly.

      Phil perked up a small bit when he remembered that he had tooling riding around in his bed. There were things that he may be able to rig himself back onto the road with. He pried open the cover on his bed and a bunch of stuff fell into the ditch. He spent the next several minutes rigging up his one tow strap, his come-along, some rope, and eventually the truck’s jack. He utilized the standing trees as anchors and the fallen branches as dunnage to shore up the truck as he rigged it back onto all four tires.

      After an hour of effort, he had the truck upright once again. The left front wheel and tire assembly were leaning horribly outward and the fender was mangled around it. The stupid thing’ll fall off the instant I try to roll. Phil stared at it dejectedly for a minute and decided he needed to quit moping.

      He spent another thirty minutes cleaning up the variety of things that had fallen into the ditch and breaking down the tooling he’d set up. He performed a search for his glasses and found them in front of the brake pedal. One arm was completely broken. Well, now… He dug into his shooting bag in the back seat and pulled out his prescription shooting glasses. These’ll have to do until I find my back-ups at home…

      Phil packed up anything of value from the cab and put it under his locking bed cover. He put on his backpack and locked the bed-cover. He grabbed his chainsaw, pruning saw, and the ammo can that he kept in his truck to protect his emergency food from mice. Sorry, Hope. You’re going to have to wait a while, he thought as he and Dakota started to hike to his nearest resource—the gun range.
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        * * *

      

      For the second time that day, Crane Walker and Billy Soren sprinted out of Dry-dock F. This time it took them four minutes to even get started. They were paralyzed by the shaking, as if they’d just stepped onto the world’s largest amusement ride. There was definitely water coming into the dock from the caisson. Crane turned to get Billy to catch up, but the fifty-seven-year-old smoker just waved him away, as if to say, “Go, I’ll get there.”

      Like the other shipwrights and riggers who had been performing scaffold and dock inspections, Crane was sprinting north to report the flooding. The normal alarm panels for reporting fire or flooding issues were stationed down in the dry-dock and at strategic locations near the ship’s topside accesses. Crane wasn’t sure they’d be working anyhow. He ran at full-throttle until he found Max McPaul, one of the shipwright general foremen who had a radio. He was at the far north end of the area east of the dry-dock. As he approached the others, he could see terrified looks on their faces. Nobody was laughing this time.

      “Floo…floo…” Crane gasped.

      “Slow down, Walker,” Max urged with his hands up, only making partial eye contact. He was staring southeast, dazed.

      “Flooding! Flooding in the dock,” Crane half-yelled, still scared out of his mind and panting for breath.

      This snapped Max out of his daze. “What? What!! Where??” he demanded.

      “West end of the caisson, up high, like forty feet up,” Crane was able to compose himself enough to say. About this time Billy jogged up, wheezing.

      As Max began to call it in, Billy tugged on Crane’s coat sleeve, still out of breath.

      “What! What?” he asked his mentor. Billy just pointed east with the one hand that wasn’t bearing his bodyweight on a knee as he hunched over.

      Crane’s eyes traced Billy’s arm down to his finger and kept going. To the due east he could see black smoke filling the sky—close, probably in the nearby city of Port View. Farther south he could just make out a vertical column of gray ash and dark clouds growing towards the heavens.
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        * * *

      

      Payton and Savannah were both crying in the bathtub. They had managed to crawl into it during the shaking, hoping it would stop. Screaming had led to crying, as a pregnant mother tried to calm her daughter before they both died in Armageddon. Only the world didn’t end. Their twenty-five-year-old apartment building was still standing. They were still alive.

      It isn’t supposed to be like this, Payton thought. Why?

      “Ma…Mama,” Savannah managed to choke out before sobbing and gasping took hold of her again.

      “Shh -shhhh…” was the only thing Payton could think to say.

      Five minutes earlier, they had been cruising through the backpacks Paw-paw had built for them at some distant point in the past. They had been laughing at the fact that there were still pull-up diapers and toddler clothes in Savannah’s bag. Payton was half-mocking her dad for loading them up with flashlights, batteries, water filters, paracord, pocket knives, stainless steel water bottles, freeze-dried food, wipies, and all the other trinkets. They had been guessing to each other when the power might be coming back on so they could get pizza and ice cream.

      What a difference five minutes could make on someone’s sense of reality. They were now scared to death but still stuck in the normalcy bias that she would ride this out in her apartment.

      She had also been worried about Brenden. He had sent just one text checking on her, shortly after the mild earthquake earlier in the day. They may have called off the wedding, but she knew he still cared about the baby growing in her. She knew better than to expect any communication from Savannah’s father.

      “Mama,” Savannah started, still gasping as she spoke. “Wh-what are w-we gonna d-do?”

      “Sweety, we’re going to sit here calmly while Mama thinks.” What are we going to do? I just wish we could start the day over! Can’t this all just stop!

      She knew what her one best option was, and she didn’t like it. She finally announced, “If things aren’t better tomorrow, we’ll go see Paw-paw.”

      “P-promise everything will be alright?”

      “Of course, sweety,” Payton lied, knowing she couldn’t keep it.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Marie Darnell had been out touring her shipyard with her duty officer, conducting their own windshield survey. They had heard that the foundry had suffered a partial collapse. It was a historic building with very little use, so no casualties were expected. Next, she’d stopped close to Dry-dock A to get her own eyes on what was happening with the serious issue at the USS El Paso project. It looked almost normal, a facade of the problems she knew her workers were getting a full scope on at that moment. The crane was rotated and had a line lowered into the facility the shipyard had installed on top of the open reactor compartment. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think there was nothing wrong over there.

      She was almost at the radiological incident’s mobile command post when Tahoma’s Hammer struck. She and everyone in site had no choice but to live in the mercy of gravity as the asphalt all around them did the wave over and over again. Many of the underground steam-lines and service tunnels around the shipyard collapsed and caved in. There was an ominous roar that filled the air as earth, asphalt, concrete and brick lifted and sank over and over again. About two minutes into the event, the stuck crane’s rigging finally broke, no longer able to take the constant stresses imposed by the crane itself being jostled by the ground and the stuck load that was being yanked by the shaking submarine. With a horribly loud whine, several hundred feet of cable began to run-away play itself into the submarine, which caused a crashing sound to emanate out through the open roof of the facility above the submarine. There was nothing anybody could do—nobody could even walk let alone prevent the new disastrous accident. It was pure fortune that the crane boom didn’t snap-off.

      Four minutes later Marie picked herself up off the road—bruised, scratched, and surveying the area around her. A fireball was rising to the east. The fuel depot! Her Navy instincts kicked in. Don’t get tunnel vision. She started surveying in all directions. The portal crane… Oh, no! The El Paso looks like it’s listing! It must have jostled around in the setting!

      “Lieutenant, ask for a sit-rep,” she ordered, eyes finding the big ship out of place just past the dry-dock she had been walking toward. She started to run, sprinting past the mobile command post and the radiological technicians trying to talk to her. Her eyes caught the buckled caisson.

      “Get out of the dock!” she screamed at full voice.

      She was waving wildly, not at anyone in particular but just because she had to do something. People who had been conducting the inspections she ordered were flying up the stairs. She ran part of the way down the eastern top-side of the dock, looking at the crumpled caisson and the rapid flooding. The southern end of the dry-dock was already a foot deep with seawater, and the leading edge of the water oozed north at a rate of one foot per second. Her senses began to get overloaded. She turned to look at the ship drifting lazily between Piers 5 and 6, its bow crumpled from the impact. It was trimming forward and rolling in the waves caused by the small tsunami that had smashed into the shipyard. Her eyes caught the Hammerhead Crane. Words escaped her as she saw it leaning, proudly holding on to the sky for the moment. She turned north again. There was her Shipyard Duty Officer, talking rapidly—and apparently loudly—holding the radio up to her. All she could hear was her heart thumping in her ears.
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        Decisions.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 10 Minutes.

      

      Sandy McAllister had been preparing for this moment for almost her entire career. The irony wasn’t lost on her. At sixty-two, she was finally looking forward to retiring at the end of the year. She was headed to Arizona where her husband was already playing golf every day. She had been the Director of Emergency Management for Slaughter County for over fifteen years. That was enough. Figures. I sure as hell won’t be retiring in two months, will I? she asked herself.

      “Quiet, everyone,” she commanded, as the excited stress of the event was showing itself in her staff. We’re up to bat. Let’s act like professionals. “Work your check-lists. Take a breath. Keep calm.” The EOC had been rocked by the shaking, too, just like everywhere else. Computer monitors had fallen and binders had shaken off of shelves.

      Though no one had made the mistake of saying it in front of her for nearly five years, they called her “The Godfather.” The short, graying grand-motherly figure secretly loved it, but she would never let them know that. She liked it because it meant they did what she said. She was in charge, and they knew it. A former insurance broker from California, her speech had a mild twang to it. She knew how to handle people and guide them to what she wanted. She had seen many county commissioners, mayors, and Navy leaders come and go. She had even helped bury a few secrets in her day. Sandy McAllister had influence.

      The thing she loved the most about working in this county was its uniqueness. Like the county’s hilly geography itself, the economic and political landscapes were something of an anomaly. The bases and shipyard here were key national assets. The Navy home-ported an aircraft carrier at the Bartlett site and a fleet of ballistic missile submarines at Submarine Base Bogdon in the north end of the county. There were also a few specialty “attack” submarines home-ported here. Federal “impact” funds to help offset the expense of the 30,000 sailors and their families were a vital piece of the county’s budget every year. The shipyard’s payroll alone was over one billion dollars per year. Yet despite that, the voters were usually progressive, which aligned with her California ideals.

      “Gerry,” Sandy called out to her number two. Geraldine Johnson was hovering over a subordinate’s work station as Sandy approached.

      “Ma’am,” she replied as her boss approached. During informal meetings and day to day business, she was allowed to use Sandy’s first name, the only staffer granted that courtesy. She was always smart enough for professionalism when it was required, though. “ARES says they are approximately forty-percent staffed throughout the county. They’re doing a radio-repeater check right now.” She continued her update. “Major Matsumoto has reported to the Armory and is mustering the Guard as we speak. He will be over here at 1300 hours to provide more details in person.”

      The National Guard Armory and Slaughter County DEM’s offices where literally a stone’s throw from each other, as was the county’s regular 9-1-1 dispatch center. Their complex was perched on top of a hill in West Bartlett, overlooking the main highway and the local car-sales mecca. This vantage gave their antennas a straight line of sight to every radio-repeater in the county, as well as access to the best fiber-optic network on the peninsula. Nearby was a large, city-owned softball and soccer park, perfect for setting up a FEMA shelter…or staging troops.

      ARES—the local chapter of HAM radio operators dedicated to providing critical communications to their community—had their own radio shack directly connected to the Emergency Operations Center. Their local volunteer director was Dillard Hawkings, a retired Navy Radioman. He had reported to the EOC almost immediately after the first earthquake. His co-HAMs—all of them volunteer, amateur radio operators—had pre-designated fire stations, utility districts, and schools that they were to report to during drills and emergencies. This being a weekday and a real disaster, forty percent muster seemed like a pretty decent number. Hopefully that will go up, Sandy thought.

      “Okay…good,” Sandy said, already looking at the next twelve steps in her mental checklist. “Find out what the shipyard has to say.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Stuart Schwartz was standing outside the SeaTac Holiday Inn Express, disbelieving his senses. Cars were strewn everywhere. Fast food restaurant signs had fallen. Something somewhere was making a loud hissing, like a steam-line had ruptured or something. At least two hotels had collapsed into piles of rubble. People were running back and forth, calling for help, screaming. Where do they think they’re going? was all he could think to himself. I must be asleep on the plane right now. That’s the only explanation. He glanced to the south, looking at the plume shooting skyward. It seemed to just keep growing. Maybe it’ll actually break through the blue-gray and hit space.

      He shook himself out of his daze and decided to wander back into the lobby of the fully-booked hotel, the fourth one he’d tried that day. He strode up to the counter. The lobby was in complete chaos. People were crying and panicky, some openly wailing. A few were hurt.  The sole person working the counter was completely overwhelmed with strangers demanding help.

      “Miss—" he tried saying a couple of times, realizing it was never going to work. He walked around the corner and tried the handle to the service desk door. It opened. He strode in, looking for a phone book.

      “Sir!” the lady screeched.

      He ignored her. Seeing the phone book under the overhang of the counter, he grabbed it and held it up to show her what he wanted. He turned to leave. As he closed the door, he could still hear her barking, something about rude and police. He walked over to the corner near the lobby’s front sliding doors—now stuck open—and started flipping through pages. As he was searching through the R-section he felt a presence hovering. Now, what?

      “You’re him, aren’t you?” It was the Hispanic girl from the airport. “The guy who grabbed my arm…”

      It was strange seeing her again. “Yes,” he said, quietly nodding. Politeness felt right with her after their shared experience. She looked brave and tough, but he could see the wall behind her eyes just waiting for a moment to break. He looked back down at the yellow pages, continuing his search—rescue mission… rescue mission… I wonder if she even knows how to use the yellow pages.

      He found an ad for an international organization but sensed it was more of an office than a facility. He started looking for homeless shelters. Grace Lutheran Church. I wonder if they’ll have room for a Jewish doctor, he laughed to himself. She was still standing there.

      “What are you thinking of doing?” she asked, somewhat coyly. “Were you able to get a room or anything?”

      “No.” Help her, something in his mind whispered. You need each other. “I was thinking of finding a homeless shelter for the night.” He stared at her for a long moment. “I’m walking south if you want to tag along.”

      Thus began an unlikely and uncomfortable alliance.
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        * * *

      

      Marie walked back into the Shipyard EOC at full stride. “Status,” she ordered, taking five seconds to get to the 100-inch electronic status board. On its display was a fully-integrated shipyard map. The buildings, docks, and piers on the map were fixed, but the ships and other equipment designators were able to be moved with the drag of a finger.

      There was a new member of the emergency planning department standing watch as EMCO. “Ma’am, things are still somewhat fluid”—the pun was not intended—“but here’s what we know from east to west.

      “Pier 7 is splitting apart and falling into the water. The decommissioned submarine tied to it is being partially submerged by lines that didn’t break.

      “There is a significant leak in the floor and walls of Dry-dock C. The reactor plant from the last submarine recycle project was already set down on the barge and being welded down. The team down there is trying to get some lines installed on the barge to hold it steady when she lifts off the dock floor. They’re confident things will be under control within the hour.

      “The Hammerhead crane on Pier 6 has a lean to it. We don’t know how much yet.

      “Dry-dock A is reporting serious flooding. Unknown casualties. The sub’s commanding office is reporting a contamination spill and reactor damage from the crane cable and flooding in the engine room. It’s coming in from the dock through an access cut we’d installed in the hull. They’re also worried about coming off the blocks due to air trapped in some ballast tanks.

      “Dry-dock B”—the docks were labeled in the order they were built, which was not strictly east to west—“only had a future setting under construction. Its caisson is leaking but no ship at risk.

      “Dry-dock D has minor flooding at the very bottom of the caisson. The ship seems to have ridden the event out pretty well and has no hull-cuts to worry about flooding issues.

      “As you know, Dry-dock E’s caisson is in Seattle getting worked on, so the dock is already wet.

      “Dry-dock F is reporting a significant leak, high up on the west end of the caisson. The carrier’s shafts are still out, and the pieces are at the machine shop. The ship’s commanding officer is already trying to have their damage control teams seal up the shaft alleys.

      “The inactive fleet mooring and maintenance unit is reporting that the moorings held but that some ships are listing. They think the hulls took damage smashing into the piers.

      “The fire department says the foundry has finished collapsing, and there is significant damage to several buildings and roads. One small bit of good news is that the pump-wells are reporting pressures have stabilized in most of the docks. They’re keeping up with—or ahead of—flooding in Docks C, B, D and F. Dock E is a non-issue. Dry-dock A is their only immediate concern, with F running a close second.”

      “What about the tsunami itself? Flooding issues, other than the dry-docks,” Marie inquired.

      “It was relatively small, mainly comprised of the water that it had just sucked out. The energy wasn’t nearly as big of an issue as the large sudden tidal retreat and return. For Bartlett, we’re hearing radio chatter about boat ramps, parks, and a catastrophe with a ferry at the marina. Still no confirmation from the ferry terminal,” the EMCO replied.

      Throughout all of this there had been a steady course of radio traffic and multiple discussions amongst managers, plotting courses of action. A steady burst of excited radio chatter caught Marie’s attention. “What’s happening?” she asked the nearest group of senior leaders near the comms station.

      “Captain, it sounds like at least two of the cranes have fallen over,” responded Captain Flowers. The portal cranes—like the one involved at the Dry-dock A catastrophe—were 100-foot-tall, diesel-powered behemoths that travelled around the shipyard on tracks. They could carry anything from a pallet to a 100-ton piece of structure.

      Marie turned back toward the status board. “Which ones?” If those have fallen, we’re in even bigger trouble than I thought, she said to herself.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 30 Minutes.

      

      Piney Hills Elementary School east of Port View was about two-and-a-half miles from Tony Manner’s home. He decided he probably hadn’t ridden a bike since before the Navy. Bikes resembled exercise just a little too much. In fact, it wasn’t his bike but a neighbor’s. Traffic being what it was, Tony figured cutting through the neighborhood roads would be easier on a bike, particularly if he had to walk due to sinkholes or broken bridges. He and Sheila had already been debating a trip to the school for some answers when the hammer fell. The explosion from the east—presumably the fuel depot—sealed their decision. Sheila was now in full panic mode. The normally friendly Tony had to finally yell at her to stop yelling.

      He decided on a course of action. Giving her a task will help her cope. While Tony’s wife went to borrow a bike from the neighbors across the street, he changed into loose clothing and tossed some food, water, and a flashlight into a backpack.

      Being a delivery driver did have one advantage—he knew the roads as well as any firefighter or postal employee. Tony was awestruck by the devastation. He lost count of how many of the older homes looked like they had shaken apart at the seams. He’d seen several on fire. At one point, he almost rode straight into a section of road that had dropped off in a two-foot shelf because he was staring at the ash plume ascending in the southeast. Most of the car alarms had silenced themselves, but at first, they were sounding all over the neighborhood. So were the battery-dependent fire and evacuation alarms in various commercial buildings just a couple of blocks to the south.

      Everywhere he looked he saw people in a daze. Some were quietly trying to assess their homes and install tarps on roofs. Others were stuffing everything they could into their cars. He could hear various intensities of people crying and wailing. Others like him were trying to transit on bike or foot from Point A to Point B.

      When Tony got to his daughters’ school, the remnants of people still there were mostly staff. The children had been released before the hammer fell. He rode straight up to a large canopy someone had set up between the parking lot and the main building. He made a snap-decision to use his size to get some results.

      “I need to speak to whoever is in charge,” he stated loudly. A few people looked up, but they all went about what they were doing. “Now!” This had the desired effect.

      Mrs. Engle, the lead front office administrator, came scurrying over. A 4’ 11” Filipina, she was having none of it. “No! No yelling!” she said, reserving the right to do that for herself. “We are all doing our best here!” Seeing the shocked look on his face, she softened her tone slightly. “Who are you.” It was more of a statement than a question, made even more ominous by her Tagalog accent.

      Tony’s mother-in-law was Filipina, too, a common demographic in any Navy town. He knew politeness and respect were his new best friends. “I’m very sorry, Tita,” he said, using the Filipina title for Aunt, often used as a respectful title for non-relatives. This caused her face to grimace less. “I know everyone’s stressed. I am Talia and Tasha Manner’s father. I believe they were on a field trip today.” Tony’s voice started to crack a little. “Do you know where my babies are?”

      Mrs. Engle’s face shifted from annoyance to genuine concern. “Mr. Manners, I am sorry—we don’t have any news about the field trip. We have FEMA people here trying to find out.” She was referring to the volunteer radio operator that had reported to the school. “If you please wait with the other parents, we’ll let you know when we hear something,” she said, pointing to where Tony should sit.

      Tony noticed a second large canopy behind the first. Under it were folding chairs and about a dozen worried-looking parents. He took his large frame over to the second canopy and plopped down in a chair.

      After about an hour he asked for an update, but Mrs. Engle had none to give. That hour had given Tony time to think. He decided his idea was worth risking the time to look into. He went over to the bike, jumped on, and rode north, which took him towards the water near the south shore of Simpson Inlet. It was downhill so he made quick time, other than the expected obstacles. He did have to scale one creek with the bike on his shoulder as he got closer to his destination. A bridge on the road that navigates the base of the hill had collapsed.

      He rode up to the home of his real estate agent and former softball buddy, Jason Chou. Jason owned a boat, and he lived really close to a boat launch. He knocked on the front door.

      “Tony!” Jason stated, confused why his client would be here, especially on this day. Sticking his hand out for a shake, he followed up with, “Did ya’ break down or something?”

      “Hey, Jason. Sorry, no…” He paused, accepting the hand shake. “Listen, I’m just gonna come out an’ ask. Can you take me to Seattle?”
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        Rest for the Weary.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 6 Hours.

      

      Ash was definitely falling. At first Crane thought he was imagining things. He’d first noticed what looked like a mild snow falling, a dusting that was noticeable as it floated by the shipyard’s street lights. The lamps put off a yellowish hue. Now that it was dark, the lights and the ash combined to give everything an otherworldly effect. It made him wonder if this might be what the shipyard would look in some sort of alternate universe. As the shipyard workers finished up a long tour of inspections, they were being directed to busses to take them to the adjoining base. By the time he got off his bus at the softball fields he could see footprints and tracks in the ash, especially in the grass.

      This must be what if felt like after 9/11 or Pearl Harbor, he thought. Crane was too young to remember 9/11. The day had been surreal. His legs felt like they were walking through invisible goo, sluggish and weak. The earthquakes combined with the volcano and miles of walking around the shipyard had taken the wind out of everybody’s sails. Everyone was demoralized by the destruction—cranes had fallen, many buildings had suffered severe damage, dry-docks were flooding, ships were damaged—it was too much for the emotions to deal with.

      After the first earthquake, the workers had all been rallied by the commanding officer. After the hammer fell, they had another muster in the same spot. No rah-rah speech by the captain that time, huh? They asked for volunteers to stay. Not surprisingly, about two-thirds of the already depleted workforce had opted to leave. Everyone wanted—needed—to go check on their families. Many of those who’d stayed after the second muster were single or divorced. Crane had decided to stay because he wanted to make sure those with kids left first. He had sent texts to his dad to keep him posted, but he had received none in return. He was fairly certain the cell towers were either destroyed or log-jammed.

      He strode down what was turning into a path through the ash, from the bus stop to the tent city that had popped up over the course of the day. He was joined by about forty fellow “yard-birds” of varying trades and engineering codes, including about a dozen of his brother and sister shipwrights. They slogged through the ash like zombies. The group was greeted by a Navy petty-officer with a clipboard and a radio as they approached the big gap between the two tents on the nearest corner of the camp. The tents were the large canvas type with multiple peaks, similar to what Crane saw when his dad watched “M*A*S*H” reruns.

      “Welcome,” the sailor said as the group came within earshot. She pointed at the ground in front of her feet. “Please stop here. Form a single-file line. I’ll need your name and badge number. Once six of you have checked in, one of the runners will give you a quick tour of the camp. They’ll show you where you can find a bunk, take a shower, and grab chow.” Chow, Crane thought. I could use some of that. I don’t care if it is Navy food. I’m starving.

      Crane was in the second group from his busload to check in and make it past the sailor. He was joined by Joey Garcia, another shipwright. He recognized three of the others as electricians. The last person was someone he didn’t know. Another sailor was just returning from taking a group on its tour. They must have several of these sailors doing this, he thought.

      “Please follow me, sirs and ma’am,” the sailor said.

      Sir! Look how filthy I am. Do I look like a sir to you? The sailor began walking the group in a big, counterclockwise loop through the tents, which were basically set in a pattern of two boxes, the bigger box of tents completely surrounding the smaller one. It filled the entire ballfield. In all, there were six back to back tents forming the inner box, a wide aisleway around them, and then about twenty tents in the outer box.

      “You’ll find that the perimeter section of tents is all berthing, with the exception of the two you walked through to get in here. Your berthing tent is about halfway up this back long side, labeled Golf-35…here.” He pointed it out as they passed it. “Keep following, please. We’ll be back in about three minutes.” He pointed to the nearest three tents in the inner circle. “These three tents are the heads,” the sailor said, using the Navy’s term for a restroom and showering facility. “The eastern-most tent is the female head.”

      As they began to start the back-leg of the short tour, the group all walked up a small ramp, along a small deck, and back down a small ramp. The fixture covered a slew of hoses and cables that were running up the space in between the two three-tent rows forming the middle box. Those must be for plumbing and power, Crane realized. That’s when he realized he was walking in the glow of several portable spotlights up on masts, and he could hear a bank of large generators off to the west. They’ve thought this through just a bit, haven’t they?

      “Why is this here?” Crane asked.

      The sailor was puzzled by the simplicity of the question. “Sir? To give you all a place to rack for the night…”

      “No,” Crane pressed. “I mean, ‘Why’ is this ‘Here’?” he asked, pressing his hands on an imaginary piano keyboard, pointing at the ground. “Who set this up?”

      “Ohhh,” the sailor caught on. “I’m just an E-3, sir. All I know is that every ship and shore command was ordered to send twenty percent of their crews to help set up and staff all of this. It was stored in some conex-containers out by the power plant.”

      Crane nodded, somewhat apologetically for causing the whole tour to stop for his question. They continued.

      “These three tents are for chow,” the sailor went on, pointing at the other side of the inner circle. They were starting to walk back towards the corner they’d entered through. “The center one is the mess-line, and the tents on either corner have tables and a scullery. Please provide your shipyard badge number when signing in to eat.”

      As they approached the original corner gap they’d entered through, the sailor provided one last piece of information. “The tent to the right of the entrance is sickbay. Please check in with the duty corpsman if you have any injuries that need looked at.”

      Crane looked over and was surprised to see a few yard-birds and sailors through the open flap.

      “The tent on the left is the Admin Tent. Any odd issues—need to try to contact your families, things like that—you can get help with in there. Any questions?”

      One of the electricians asked, “What is that camp over there?” He was pointing at the soccer field.

      “Navy. This camp is civilian, that one is for sailors. Some of the barracks and ships have been deemed uninhabitable.”

      The group thanked the sailor and all started drifting off in their own directions. “Food?” Crane asked Joey.

      “Like, yesterday,” Joey stated in clear terms. He was hungry, too.

      They stepped into the line of the center mess-tent. Inside the flap was a table with a Second-Class Petty-Officer sitting at it. “Badge,” she said flatly, as if they’d all been doing this for weeks.

      Joey and Crane both gave her their numbers and moved toward the chow line. They moved through it, getting plenty of rice, pork adobo, and mixed vegetables to fill their bellies. At the end of the line, they found large plastic urns on a cart. In them was the Navy’s famous “bug juice,” which was nothing more than Kool-Aid. There was also plain water. Crane drank two cups of those before he even bothered to move to the next tent to eat.

      When he and Joey ducked into the western corner tent they heard a familiar voice. “WA-HOOoooo!” Crane knew Billy’s familiar greeting anywhere. It was a lone moment of happiness in an otherwise horrible day. The duo made their way to two empty chairs at Billy’s table. Tracy and several other familiar faces were there, and a round of hi-fives started up. Unlike the fist-bumps earlier in the day, this round had a lot less enthusiasm to it. It was more like they were saying to each other, “Glad to see I’m not the only idiot who stayed.”

      “I lost you after the second muster,” Billy stated to Crane. “Where’d you wind up?”

      “Back at F. Then the piers out here on the base. Then back into the ’yard, ultimately all the way back to the machine shop. I think they’re trying to figure out how to get the shafts back to the carrier. I heard the welders and fitters are working on some emergent train track repairs in several spots. You?”

      “East end,” Billy started. “We checked out Dry-docks C and B. They’re trying to keep people away from A. Not good, bro. I’m hearing stuff—bad rumo—and all I can say is that I’m glad I got pulled out of the nucs when I did.” Billy was referring to having his radiation qualifications downgraded for medical reasons several years earlier. He paused for a few seconds, thinking. “We also watched the port-ops boats tryin’ to wrangle that big ship before it sank. I guess it broke loose and smashed into the Dry-dock A caisson.”

      He continued. “Then they had us go and set up a transit to take an optical shot on the Hammerhead. It’s leaning almost two degrees to the east. Supposed to shoot it again first thing in the morning to see if its moving.” Billy sat quietly for a moment, staring at Crane’s eyes, daring him to ask.

      “And?” Crane finally took the bait.

      “She’s goin’. Maybe not tonight, maybe not tomorrow…but she’s goin’.” Billy could hardly believe his own ears. He’d been dealing with the world of plumb and square his whole career. If he said it was going to fall, it would.

      This dampened the mood, reminding the tired workers why they were there. This is a defining moment in history. We ain’t playing here, Crane remembered. One at a time, they all got up and found the scullery to drop off their trays and utensils.

      Crane made his way to the “head” tent to take care of business and then to tent Golf-35. He walked in and looked around. Next to the entry flap was a shelf unit with several sets of Navy-issued blue coveralls. For after the shower, I guess. He strode over to a cot that looked like nobody had claimed it yet and plopped down. Maybe I’ll just check my eyelids for light leaks for a second. The shower could wait until morning.
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        * * *

      

      Phil Walker had spent two-and-a-half hours clearing trees on his way from his personal ground zero to the club property. He drained his chainsaw of fuel and bar oil. He made it stretch by using the pruning saw to limb the trunks first. He knew that somebody had to man up and get the clearing going.

      By the time he and Dakota got to the range, he was tired and dehydrated. I think I may need to camp here tonight. Need to drink water and get onto the crutches for a spell. I just hope other people are clearing the trees north of the round-about. He could hear the roar of chainsaws rattling through the woods and hoped he wouldn’t have to do all the clearing himself. He was worried about the state of the house, more for the sake if Payton and Savannah showed up. One issue at a time… He checked his phone. Still no texts. Hmmm….

      He went to the nearest outdoor spigot and filled up his water bottle. Dakota had found her bowl on the front porch to the office and started guzzling. He made his way to the rifle line and dropped his pack on the closest shooting bench.

      Phil decided another walk-around was in order. There was no natural gas to the property, and the only propane was the cage that contained several twenty and thirty-pound bottles. His concern was more about structural issues than explosive threats. Amazingly, the little office was intact. He was worried about the three 700-pound gun safes falling right through the floor. When they moved them into the building several years earlier, a couple of the range members had gone into the crawl space and built brick stacks under the joists where the safes would sit. Seeing the small building intact, Phil wondered if those heavy safes had somehow actually helped the building stay put, instead of sliding down the small slope that helped it overlook the shooting lines. There are a lot of guns in those safes. Phil started to think about range security for the night.

      The classroom seemed fine, too, but the restroom trailer hadn’t faired so well. It had been shaken right off its setting. That’s unfortunate, Phil thought. I need to sit down and talk to a guy about a horse… He decided that a field privy hole would be the fastest and best solution for that issue. He grabbed the wipies from his bag and headed to the woods for a moment. He preferred to carry wipies over toilet paper because it was more effective, the package made them somewhat water-proof, and they could be used to clean cuts as well.

      After the “horse had been purchased,” Phil and Dakota strode down range to check on the well house. The gap between the pistol and rifle lines had a large wedge shape, which contained the first four of several action shooting bays. At the end of that line of bays was an area with a couple of forty-foot conex boxes, which contained work benches and storage racks. The area outside of those had an assortment of barricades, tire stacks, plastic barrels, and steel plate racks. The well house was in this area.

      There was a road at that point that went left—north—to access four more of the action bays. It ultimately circled back and uphill to access the rest of the property. The front shooting-lines and bays were the most used, about twelve acres overall. The back buffer of the property was about sixty feet higher in elevation than the front parcel. The 250-yard-long rifle line ended in a berm the size of a cliff, carved into the base of the hill at the beginning of this buffer area. The club members called the back sixty acres “the field,” since there was a fifteen-acre clearing up there. In summer, most of the field caught a lot of sunlight since the fir trees were so far away.

      Phil opened the well house and looked in. He didn’t notice anything greatly concerning. He was extremely thankful that they had installed a hand-pump as a backup on the shallow well many years earlier. That’ll save some generator fuel. He walked the property, noting all the downed trees. Most of the stacks of tires and barricades in the prop-storage area were strewn about. There will be a lot of clean up. What he was really doing was watching the areas where they had buried PVC pipes from the well house over the years. He’d been slowly setting up a service grid to the rest of the range, installing water spigots and power outlets in strategic areas. I’ll have to run the well on generator power and walk around to spot leaks in the distribution piping. The drizzle earlier in the morning meant he might be slowly watching for a day or two just to be sure. This made him look up. What was the forecast? Another “pineapple express,” I think. He was referring to the massive rain storms that came up from the central Pacific and doused the region for weeks on end. Great.

      They went back to the restroom trailer, which was clearly knocked off its foundation. Phil went to the isolation valve and secured it so he didn’t flood the area when he got around to testing the water system. I’ll deal with that tomorrow. It was dusk and almost dark. Yep—camping here tonight.

      With Dakota on his heel, he went down to the rifle-line and opened his pack. He pulled his cooking set from the pack and started warming some water. He then pulled a dehydrated meal out of the ammo can. He took the ultra-lite hammock and down quilts from his pack and set up his “hang” from two of the legs that support the cover over the line. No need for a tarp, I guess. The water was about done getting to a boil. He started his food on the rehydration process, and then he headed up to the office. On the porch, he reached into the steel thirty-two-gallon can he used to store Dakota’s food and filled up her other bowl for her. Phil transitioned from prosthetic to crutches to give his stump and skin some breathing time.

      Using the small flashlight that he always carried, he opened the correct safe and pulled out one of his AR pistols. He preferred those over short-barreled rifles for the legality of carrying them loaded with his Concealed Pistol License. Might as well. He always had a pistol on him, usually a Glock 19 or Smith & Wesson M&P 2.0, depending on which holster he felt like wearing that day. But an AR pistol was the same caliber as a rifle, and this one had a flashlight and red-dot site on it. He closed the safe and office and then went and closed the front gate. It was finally at full dark, which happened early in the fall in the Northwest. He went back down to the rifle line. Not exactly the hunting trip I was hoping to be on next week, he surmised. Phil ate and turned in early, Dakota perching on a piece of carpet that normally covers one of the concrete benches. Usually he slept like a log in the hammock, but not that night.
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        * * *

      

      Now, what? Carmen thought, as she and Dr. Schwartz trekked south, near the west side of Highway 99. They were walking from the hotel row near SeaTac Airport to a church in Des Moines that had an outreach program listed in the yellow pages. Along the way, they were quickly discovering a lot about the damage caused by the quake—and a little about each other. This’ll make the third detour through a neighborhood. She was losing patience. It was supposed to be a four-mile walk. Zig-zagging around every sinkhole, downed power pole, and flattened bridge had effectively doubled that. They weren’t the only ones headed south. There was a collective group, somewhat resembling cattle, headed towards… wherever it is that cattle head to, she thought.

      She also noticed that the wheels on the doc’s suitcase were starting to wobble and squeak. She was glad to be using her Navy-issued “sea-bag.” As bulky as it is, it beats dragging luggage around. The mood was downright depressing. They could sense a high level of anxiety, and the events of the day still seemed too hard to believe. The “cattle” were crying, which added to the misery.

      They had just entered another neighborhood off the main drag a few minutes earlier and made a left turn, headed south. Up ahead, the “cattle” were starting to pile up. There was probably a crowd of thirty-five or so people jammed up against two cars that had been parked in the form of a blockade. There was a gap of perhaps five feet between the two vehicles, one an older light-green Honda Civic, and the other red, Mazda pick-up truck. The neighborhood was an older one, but it didn’t look particularly run down. Not like in Huntington Park…She was thinking about her hometown near Los Angeles and the fact that if this same neighborhood were located there, every house would have barred windows and doors.

      The petite, twenty-year-old had joined the Navy two years earlier, in an attempt to break “the cycle.” She was the oldest of six kids and helped her mother with the others. Her father was a career “banger” who she hardly ever spoke with. When she was ten, he started serving what turned out to be four years of a twelve-year-sentence. After that, not talking to him was easy. The Navy was safer than the Army, in her reasoning. She had no idea what a Culinary Specialist did, but she became one anyway. Why did they have to create such a mouthful of words just to say “cook,” she often wondered.

      “Five,” was all the guy on the low-rider bicycle said as they approached the choke point. “Each,” he continued, realizing they were together.

      “Yo, I ain’t payin’ you no five dollars just to walk down the street!” she stated, her inner-L.A. Latina emerging.

      The three teens running the scam suddenly looked on edge. The one on the bike stood up. The bike had been deceiving. He still had one foot on each side of it and was every bit of 6’1”, despite britches that sagged enough to show his boxer shorts. This made Schwartz’s eyes widen just a bit. He gave Carmen a look that said, “Shut the hell up.”

      “Here, I got it,” he said, reaching with his left hand into his coat pocket and pulling out a single twenty-dollar bill. He handed it to the teen holding the cash. He paused and stared at the kid for about five seconds, when it finally dawned on him that they weren’t in the “make change” sort of business.

      Carmen had a bit of a stare off with the one on the bike as she and Schwartz passed right through. After they had moved about a hundred feet past the choke point, she whispered to Schwartz, “You’re lucky they didn’t roll us. When we get away from everybody—and I mean everybody—you need to break your cash up.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” he said smartly. “I only pulled out one bill.” To demonstrate, he pulled a fat wad and jewel-laden money clip out of his right-side pants pocket.

      “Put some in each shoe,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken. She took a glance around and back to make sure they weren’t being followed. “Put some more in each pocket. Hide that money clip. And hide that watch, dude,” she chastised.

      Schwartz stopped. “Doctor,” he said smartly.

      “Huh?”

      “Not dude,” he continued. “Doctor. You may call me doc, doctor, Dr. Schwartz, even plain-old Schwartz, if you must. But you may not call me dude.” He started walking again, as if to show who leads the way.

      “Whatever,” she muttered, shaking her head. Jack ass…

      They finished zigging and zagging through the neighborhood and came out on 24th Avenue. A local told them the church was only about a third of a mile farther south. During their four-mile turned-seven-mile walk, they had both been probing the other with questions, looking for “intel.” While she was headed back to her ship in Slaughter County, he was trying to make his way back to the north end of the Olympic Peninsula. They both confirmed their own suspicions that they were from polar opposite walks of life. Most importantly, they both figured out that they annoyed each other to the ends of the Earth.

      It was finally past sunset as they approached the church. They saw a collection of canopies and tents set up in the southwest corner of the parking lot. There was a soup-line. They got in line behind what was well over a hundred people. Like Schwartz, many of them were dragging suitcases along.

      “Soup?” the middle-aged gentleman behind the table said as they stepped under the awning.

      “Yes, thank you,” Carmen said, speaking for both of them. Serving food to others for two years had taught her a lot about treating your food servers respectfully. “Is there a shelter or something around here?” she asked the man.

      “Not normally. But today isn’t a normal one, is it?” the man said with a small smile. “We’ve set up some cots in those tents over there. And the honey-buckets are over there, too. Good luck, friends.” He’d handed them their soup and turned his attention to the next people in line.

      Carmen and Schwartz had meandered over to the area with the cots. Most of them were claimed, mostly by people who didn’t look particularly homeless. They wandered to the far back corner and sat side by side on one bunk, since they couldn’t find two near each other. They sipped soup quietly. Schwartz reached into his laptop bag and pulled out two bottles of water. “Here.” He handed a bottle to Carmen.

      “Thanks.” She paused for a moment. “And thanks for paying the toll.” She was being sincere. There were several more moments of silence while they watched the coming and going of travelers and what was probably local people who’d lost their homes.

      It’s getting full. He may be a prick, but we need to stay together. She broke the silence. “Maybe we should just share this cot tonight…”

      Schwartz looked at it, and then at her, hesitant.

      “Not at the same time. I mean take turns—but stay here… together,” she explained.

      Schwartz took a good look around and turned back to her. “Yeah…I think you’re right. Listen, I need to go find the honey-bucket. Would you mind watching my stuff?”

      “Sure. Be back in five so I can go, too.” She watched the doc wander off, wondering how likely this alliance was to last. “And don’t throw away your water bottle.”
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        Just the Beginning.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 10 Hours.

      

      “We’ve set-up complete isolation around Dry-dock A. No one can get within seventy yards of it without going through the control point at Monsoor Avenue. We got another crane to the dock and reset brows so that we could get people into the ship. Ship’s force did the best they could to keep the spill contained. Several thousand pounds of cable fell into the ship—right into the open Reactor Compartment. There were multiple systems damaged, which obviously caused multiple coolant system spills.” Director Thrall paused to make sure everyone in the room was paying close attention. “We’ve lost folks. Six people aren’t accounted for. All of them were working in the El Paso.” The NERD wore a serious look on his tired face, as did all the close to one hundred men and women in the EOC.

      “Did the spill become airborne?” Marie asked.

      “Negative readings so far, Ma’am,” the director responded.

      “Mr. Harper, what is the update on the docking aspect to all of this?” she asked calmly. Did I eat today? I had a protein-bar… Was that today? What time is it? Stop. Listen, she told herself as she snapped out of it.

      “The ship is approximately six feet farther north on its setting than it was before the first earthquake. We were able to get an approximate figure on that by referencing the markings along the side of the dock. It’s pretty obviously been moved around and reset at a bad angle across the setting and with a list to starboard. Due to the unknown radiological readings and issues we haven’t gotten onto the ship yet. We’re going to re-task some of our shipwrights who have the correct nuclear qualifications tomorrow. They’ll need to get on top of the ship and set up some targets and take some readings before we can give you accurate measurements, Captain.” The man sounded tired.

      “Very well, Dock Master. What about the caisson? No dancing around it—just shoot straight.”

      “That’s an easy one, Ma’am. We need to get the divers to gut that broken one out with the floating crane so we can bring the backup one over from Pier 4 and set it in place. I personally checked it just an hour ago. It seems to have weathered everything without damage.” Broken was a soft word for the state of the dry-dock’s caisson. It had been ripped open like a tuna can.

      “So, the dock stays flooded until then? I need a solution, Mr. Harper, not another problem.”

      “We’re tossing some ideas around, Captain. I’d appreciate another day to give you the options with pros and cons.”

      “Okay,” the Captain said, moving the meeting along. “What about the other docks?”

      “Well, the second most pressing flooding issue is F. Right now, the other docks are maintaining enough of a pump-out to not flood. C is flooding due to dry-dock basin damage, but the barge with the reactor compartment on it is stable and moored. The barge didn’t sustain any damage because its setting was simply a series of two-inch thick lumber boards bolted to the dock floor—no setting to rock in or fall out of per se.”

      He continued. “D and F are both flooding at the caisson. We’ll confirm our theory with the divers tomorrow, but we think the shaking jostled them out of having good seals, maybe even slip out of their notches. We also theorize that the shaking managed to toss debris into the sills. Rocks, logs, broken chunks of granite and concrete from the docks themselves—things like that. However, F’s leak is very high up and a lot bigger than D’s leak is.” Harper didn’t state the obvious—losing a carrier to a flooding dry-dock would be catastrophic, both in terms of physical damage and to national defense.

      Marie paused to think. Everyone sat respectfully quiet, waiting for the next question. More than a few had caught the Captain’s case of the yawns.

      She shifted gears. “I understand our sheltering plan worked well?” She looked for a nod from the EMCO to confirm. “It’s been the first long day in what will be a countless string of them. I suggest everyone go down to the ball fields and get some rest. I asked Captain Reese to make sure you senior leaders had two tents ready. I want you all staying together, ready to share information. As if today wasn’t challenging enough, we need to be thinking about aftershocks, and I want you all to pretend that the Hammerhead just fell. What is our plan for that eventuality?”

      “Lastly…” She paused and looked down for a minute, searching for words. There were clocks for a dozen different time zones on the wall. All anyone could hear were the second hands as they punched away time. “Keep in mind the people we lost today. Not just the El Paso—we have people missing. We think there may have been some facilities workers in the foundry. And from what I’m hearing about Pierce County, it’s highly likely we have staff who were on leave today who are now gone—forever. Everyone has lost someone today. I won’t presume to tell you what to believe, but I suggest you all say a prayer to your higher power tonight.”

      Marie stood up, which told the room the meeting was over. The bulk of the senior-management core filed out and headed down the hill to the sheltering camp. About a dozen stayed behind, volunteering to take the first nightshift of what was now a beefed-up watch rotation.

      Marie went to comms and found the duty technician. “Get me NavSurf on a secure channel. I’ll be over by the status board.” If the pump-wells quit running, we’re screwed.
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        * * *

      

      Payton and Savannah had decided to leave for her father’s house in the morning. They had carefully re-packed all the items into the bags he’d made for them. The night air and drizzle had turned the apartment cold, so the girls had bundled up in pajamas and coats. Savannah was in a hand-me-down Hello Kitty winter coat, and Payton was wearing her big, tan, “inside-the-house” button-up sweater she used in lieu of a robe. Payton went through flashes of being too hot and too cold, a side benefit of pregnancy. The sweater could be opened to help regulate temp.

      Lighting some candles, Payton had taken a hint from the bags and started preparing for the next day’s journey. She filled up all the worn-out cloth Safeway shopping bags with every bit of food from her cupboards that would fit, including the staples and spices. Under protest, Savannah started taking the bags the one flight down and three spots over to their older gold Acura. As her daughter was doing that, Payton started filling water bottles—the pressure in the sink was definitely down to a trickle. Everyone must be filling water bottles, she thought. Am I too late?

      Next were clothes. They each owned one suitcase, both of which were gifts from her mom. Mom, I need you right now, she thought. Savannah had returned.

      “Baby, go empty your unicorn backpack and put some toys and coloring stuff in it,” mother instructed daughter. She filled the suitcases. Can’t have too much underwear, she thought, dedicating probably half of the available room to panties, bras, and socks. We might be there…a week? We can stretch three sets of pants and shirts a week. Toiletries, medicines, and toothbrushes followed.

      They made a few more trips hauling the rest of the stuff to the car. She noticed various people inspecting the apartment complex. Must still be safe, she surmised. Payton wanted to leave early since showers were going to be out of the question. She knew her dad had a generator and a well. They went to bed somewhat earlier than normal, having filled their bellies on mac-&-cheese from the cupboard. The little camping stove her dad had put in her bag had already proven its worth.

      Around 12:30 A.M.—Wonder how much longer this thirteen percent phone-charge will get me—they were awakened by a decent aftershock. They were sleeping together in Payton’s bed and had made their way back to the bathtub to ride it out. As they were calming themselves down afterwards, they heard a series of explosions around town.

      “Mama?” Savannah stuttered, a look of fear wrinkling her face.

      “Shhh, baby, I know,” Payton murmured quietly.

      They tried going back to bed, but a while later they were woken to loud violent pounding on the apartment door. She could hear a man yelling out there, but the words were muffled.

      She ran out and opened the door. The thought that someone dangerous could be there had not occurred to her. “What!” she yelled, having to step out to see who it was.

      The only person was a firefighter decked out in their gear about three apartments down, pounding, yelling, and moving. When he heard her, he stopped and turned. “Mandatory evacuation! Five minutes! Let’s go!”

      “Wait! Why?” she yelled back.

      “Mama?” Savannah was at the door.

      She could hear the firefighter repeating that same instruction over and over as he moved along the complex. She realized she heard other firefighters and deputies repeating the process all over the complex just as she noticed the orange glow from the east. There were fires all over the place. The gas lines must have blown up, she thought. There were sheriff’s cars and fire trucks all over the multitude of apartment complexes that covered the mile of hill-side.

      “Baby. Grab your coat! Now. We gotta go,” she instructed.

      “But, I—”

      “Now!” Payton screamed at her daughter, cutting her off. “We need to move!” She was trying to manage panic so that her daughter wouldn’t freeze up. As far as she knew, the place could blow up at any second. Or the hill could come sliding down. It was only God’s guess what else might happen. We need to go.

      They grabbed their coats and water bottles and made their way down to the car. More and more of the apartments’ residents were following suit, most of them in shorts or pajamas. Payton was dismayed by the three inches of ash, at first thinking it was warm snow. No way! was all she could think, at a loss for words. She managed to find the words “Get in!” as she yelled them at her daughter.

      Buckled in and car started, she turned on the wipers. They were frozen. “Sit here,” she commanded as she got back out. She used her arm as a giant squeegee, trying to get ash off the windshield. That’ll have to do. She got back in and started to drive. There was an odd orange hue with fire glow and ash combining to look like the devastation out of some Bruce Willis movie. She made her way south, joining the throng of cars trying to flee the once-thriving Sylvan. Got to get to Dad’s was her dominant thought followed closely by trying to scan all mirrors and windows for the variety of threats that might end their lives at that moment.

      She slowly evacuated south and west as the proper roads appeared. About two miles—thirty minutes—after the panic had started, they were starting to head up the main, westerly artery to the Canal Vista area. Strawberry Hill Road was a three-plus-mile-long road with a couple of steep valleys but a relatively straight westward shot to the Canal Vista Highway. Once there, it would only be two additional miles to Phil’s. In normal times, she could be at there in less than ten minutes from this spot.

      The car lurched as it choked a bit, heading up the first hill. Now what, she thought angrily. It was like God was messing with her. It lurched again. And again. Dammit!

      She pulled in to a county-owned property, a three-building facility that housed the administrative and maintenance staffs for the fire and water departments. She parked as quickly as possible and got out to look. The car was caked in ash, made somewhat moist by the night drizzle. The front of the car was covered. The grill, she thought. She was no mechanic, but she was smart. Either the radiator is getting too hot or the engine isn’t getting air.

      She could see the terror on her daughter’s face as she got back into the car. “Actually,” she said, the next thought in her head trickling to her mouth. “Let’s get in the backseat. We’ll rest here until daylight.” They got out and moved the various bags to the front seat and trunk. They nestled under blankets, huddling, with Payton wondering what else could possibly go wrong as her daughter drifted back off to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sleep. It wasn’t the deep sleep that Phil normally had after a tiring day. No. This was lighter, more alert. Like when he was in the desert in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in ’90 & ’91. I didn’t really sleep for months, back then, did I? he thought. Is this event like the war? Naw…well… maybe, he concluded. As any frontline Marine, Soldier, Airman or Sailor knew, war was ninety-nine percent boredom while trying to maintain alertness and order. Things like work details and unit discipline served as a reminder of why you were there—to embrace the suck with your buddies. It certainly wasn’t because of any desire to prop up a politician’s will. Embrace the Suck.

      After the midnight tremblor—he’d swung harmlessly in his hammock—he donned his leg and battle belt and performed a quick check of the front area. He typically wore this belt when shooting in competition, teaching, or taking classes. He would also wear it when the range was really busy. He’d quit tending to the admin stuff and help staff a shooting-line as a range officer. He had several soft magazine holsters on it, including a couple for AR mags. On the right side was a retention holster with a slight amount of drop to it. The drop made it hard to use his right-side pants pocket, but it was a desired feature for when he had his “plate carrier” on his torso. Other features were a pouch for dumping partially used magazines, a multi-tool, a small life-saving medical kit, a tourniquet, and a flashlight. He’d taped a red filter over the lens of this light to help preserve his night vision.

      He’d removed the belt, leaving his Glock in the holster. He kept the leg on and was trying to catch some Z’s again. His mind was having a hard time learning the new definition of what normal sounds should be. The ash and the drizzle muffled the bug, frog, and coyote noises normal for October. What he knew was out of place, though, was Dakota’s growl. She heard it, too.

      Phil slipped back out of the hammock and immediately crouched onto his left knee. SLLS, he told himself—warriors called it “sliss” or “seals.” Stop. Listen. Look. Smell. Something they hammered into every Marine and Grunt as soon as they started infantry training. It was a concerted effort to listen through his heartbeat. The highway shooting was the last time he’d gone through this. Training was the only way to prepare for it, but training hardly ever got someone’s adrenaline flowing like their mind did when it perceived a threat. Definitely a noise coming from the office.

      Dakota’s growling was intensifying. Phil put a hand on her hackles and smoothed them for a second. He felt her tension release a bit under his hand. He reached directly behind him—below the hammock—finding the belt where he left it. He slipped it on. He stayed in the one-knee kneel as he side-slid over to the bench where he’d laid the AR pistol. He passed his left arm and head through the adjustable sling, adjusting its tension and positioning to a tighter spot. This AR pistol was shorter than a standard rifle, perfect for rounding corners in buildings and easier to shoulder with a tight sling.

      “Heel,” he quietly told Dakota. She stayed one pace behind him as he slowly crouch-walked to the corner of the rifle-line awning. He “sliced the pie” on the corner, taking micro-steps to the right while pivoting his aim and site left, as if on an axis. He slowly walked up the ten steps to the parking area. He scanned left and right, keeping his rifle and line of site in alignment by turning at his hips. He then turned towards the office door and knelt once more. SLLS again.

      Thunk. Here we go again, he thought, dreading the possible outcome of killing again. What most people who’d never been in combat didn’t realize was that when a good person kills, part of them dies, too. Some people took years learning to cope with and accept it. “Better them than me”—while true—was still a hard pill to swallow when they’d just ended a life. “Stay,” he commanded Dakota at barely a whisper.

      Heel-toe-heel-toe. His combat-glide not only reduced the bouncing of the gun’s muzzle—it also enabled him to be quiet and feel for tripping hazards. It was something he’d spent a lot of time re-learning since receiving his new “bullet-proof” leg. The office door was closed. He slowly tried the knob. It started to turn. Dang it! He remembered leaving the door unlocked on his last security check. Some security expert! Now some tweeker thinks he’s hit the pay-dirt. He listened one last time, trying to see if a particular noise might reveal a probable location. Cash register or safes, probably. He readied his left hand on the seven-and-a-half-inch handguard, feeling for the pressure pad that would active the attached flashlight the instant he wanted to.

      Standing on the right of the doorframe—the knob side—he slowly turned the knob and felt the door budge. These hinges squeak, better just rip the band-aid off. Using his right hand, he flung the door open, engaged his pistol-grip, and pivoted around the corner. Pressure pad engaged, the room flooded with 500 lumens of bright light. Finger off the trigger, he told himself, keeping it indexed up on the lower receiver of the pistol.

      “Show me your hands if you want to live,” he said calmly. Before him was a kid. Not a child, but a young man of probably nineteen or twenty. Grungy clothes, shoulder-length hair, beanie, raincoat, and scruffy facial hair—he looked like he could have been one of Crane’s friends. The burglar’s back was turned towards Phil. He never knew I was here. Totally oblivious that someone may be here. Dummie.

      “Please don’t shoot,” the burglar pled. His hands went over his head. Phil could see the yellow bulk of a battery-powered grinding tool in the kid’s right hand.

      “Are you armed?” Phil queried.

      “N-no sir,” came the nervous reply.

      Scan. Phil had almost caught tunnel vision, even with his tactical experience. He kept the light and rifle trained on the threat and looked around the room, then back onto the porch of the office. “Are you alone? Is there anyone else here?”

      “Just me. I swear.”

      Please don’t piss on the carpet. “Alright. Do exactly as I say, and you will live.”

      Phil had the burglar put the tool onto the top of the safe he’d started grinding into and then place his hands on the back of his head. He had the kid walk backwards down the counter area, then come out from behind it, keeping the pistol and light trained on his head the entire time. He was holding the red-dot site at the top of the head, knowing that at this close range the offset would put a canal straight through the middle of the skull. He slowly backed out of the front door, guiding the kid backwards with his commands. He continued the process until they were in the parking lot. Dakota was audibly growling now.

      “Please don’t kill me,” the kid begged, almost crying. “I was just—”

      “Save it.” Phil cut him off. “Lay on the ground. Spread your arms out ahead of you.” More compliance. Phil knew one-man searches were the worst-case scenario—something his training had taught him to do only as a last resort. He’d been trained in a lot of this while in the weapons-security detachment at the submarine base while he was in the Corps. The kid seemed genuinely scared, but that is often when trapped animals are most dangerous.

      Phil kept the burglar covered while retrieving a chair from the front porch. Once daylight hit, he would photograph him and any identification he could find. He knew to continue scanning for threats. Like turds, dirtbags often stuck together. He tried texting Fred. [Phil: “Get down here. Intruder.”] Then he thought of another resource he should text. Charlie. I need Charlie here.
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        “Endeavor to Persevere.” – Chief Dan George, in The Outlaw Josie Wales

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 1 Day.

      

      He had to keep an eye on the upside-down umbrella to make sure that not too much ash was getting into his rain-water collecting bucket. Slaughter County Sheriff Sergeant Charles Foxglove Reeves, forty, was thirsty. Thirst. It takes a man about three days of true thirst to become dangerous. Charlie remembered learning that in—Psych 101, maybe?—in college. He was jerry-rigging something to augment the office’s supply of water.

      A member of the Suquamish Tribe in the north end of Slaughter County, Charlie had lived there his entire life. The 6’ 2” Native was a solid 225 pounds. After high school, he’d walked on as a freshman at the University of Washington, hoping to become a linebacker. Average speed and a knee injury kept him benched most of the year. He opted to continue his education at the local community college to ease the financial burden on his family. While in school he picked up a part-time job for security at the tribal casino. This let him network his way onto the tribe’s police force.

      His interest in law enforcement became resolute. He applied for a lateral job transfer to the sheriff’s department at the age of twenty-five. He’d picked up his sergeant’s stripes three years earlier. Charlie was humble, likeable, and tough. Police, troopers, and deputies from all departments respected him. When the tribal police force wasn’t in agreement with the north-end Sheriff’s precinct, Charlie would make the thirty-minute drive up to the “rez,” and he usually managed to get things smoothed out pretty quickly.

      Charlie was a family man, married to Melinda, a school teacher up in Peterson. That was the county’s “big city in the north,” a town of about ten thousand people. They had two kids, both in grade school. While they didn’t actually live on the reservation, they were close enough to be there for family and friends when needed. Since the quakes, Charlie hadn’t been able to get home. He managed to pass and receive some simple messages via the DEM radio volunteers, so he wasn’t too worried—yet.

      Charlie was going into his forty-first hour since his last real sleep, and he was starting to feel a bit punchy. He’d snuck in a one-hour nap sometime the night before, before the explosions started. When the local fire district mandated the evacuations at the apartment complexes, it was all-hands on-deck. The evacs were ordered due to a mudslide and hill collapse at the far north end of the complex. An entire apartment building slid into the one below. The fire department made a decision to get all residents off that hill.

      With no real place to shelter them, they were advised to make their way to the schools to the east and northeast of town. Apparently, the Red Cross and a few smaller non-profits had established some refugee centers. Most people had family and friends in those parts of town and opted to go elsewhere if they could. Traffic was murder—impacted by the lack of lights, roads that had been blocked off due to damage, utility posts that had fallen, and wrecks. Now cars were breaking down due to the ash or getting stuck in the wet ash in places where it covered up holes and crevices caused by the quakes.

      Charlie was normally the graveyard shift patrol sergeant for the central part of the county. He operated out of the precinct office in Sylvan, though he found himself making runs all over Central Slaughter County, backing up deputies. At that moment, his thirst was slowly building, and it was all he could think about. He and his graveyard crew were on a mandatory hold—nobody going home. Due to overpass collapses and other road obstructions, they were told to stay put. The big fire station at the north end of Sylvan had set up a small shelter and feeding station for first responders. It made sense to Charlie, since the local Emergency Communications Center was there. That’s where he sent the other grave-yarders. He opted to try and crash at the office.

      At the moment his thirst was his driving thought. He’d already guzzled four water bottles. He was starting to feel like he was taking more than his share, so he decided to try to improvise something. Earlier, he’d found an old umbrella in the lost-and-found box under the public counter. He was trying to take advantage of the rain. Needing a clean bucket, he ran down to the strip mall where the bakery was. Once daylight came, many of the business owners and managers were trying to get into town to see if their buildings still existed. Charlie was given an empty icing bucket by the grateful baker.

      On the way back to the office he checked on the perimeters of the buildings that were burning. Those included a gas station, a decent sized strip mall, and the Burger King, all on the east side of the main drag. There was really nothing anyone could do but watch them burn. Perimeters of yellow caution tape were set up about a hundred yards around each of the burning structures.

      Charlie was watching the rain hit his umbrella and drain into the bucket via the holes he’d sliced into it with his pocket knife.

      “Yo, Charlie, get some sleep.” It was Ken Bomeister, the day shift sergeant. He'd just come onto duty when the first quake struck.

      “I will,” Charlie said looking back to see Ken. He turned back to his contraption. “I want to see if this works. I think there’s a filter in the disaster supplies in the storage closet.”

      Ken walked over and gave the umbrella a little nudge so he could look into the bucket. There was about four inches of water in there. “I’d say so,” he said, shaking his head up and down. He was truly impressed by the ingenuity. The two sergeants looked at each other for a few seconds, both sighing a bit, knowing the other one knew what he was thinking—I’m tired, and I’m ready for this to be over.

      “You heard anything new?” Charlie asked.

      “Yeah, let’s see,” Ken looked off into space, searching his memory. “The north end radioed that a preliminary inspection of the Hood Canal Bridge reveals it may not be drivable. The collapsed bridge and overpass list on the dry-erase board had a few things added to it. It’s going to take a while to get around by vehicle, what with the road buckling, holes, and such. What else…oh, your buddy—what’s his name, from the overpass shooting—” Ken was searching Charlie for the name.

      “Phil?”

      “Phil! Yeah, the gun-range guy—he caught a guy breaking into his office last night.”

      “What?” Charlie wasn’t sure if he’d heard it correctly—he was pretty tired.

      “Yeah,” Ken went on. “Lisa radioed it in a bit ago. She says Phil waved her down. She recorded the perp’s info and let him go. If you ask me, dude’s lucky to be alive.”

      “Yeah,” Charlie agreed, staring at the bucket. The rain was starting to speed up. He’d head out to see Phil and then try to get some sleep in the evening.
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        * * *

      

      “Mama, I need to pee,” Savannah said.

      Me, too. Payton had been wondering what they would do about that for some time. There were definitely fire and water-company trucks coming and going at the facility. Over the course of the night and into dusk, four other vehicles—a car, a SUV, and two pick-up trucks—had pulled in to the public parking lot like she had. Several others had managed to keep heading west, up and over the first crest. There were a few cars heading east towards Sylvan, too. She though she saw a bed sheet tied to the front of one. Must be for keeping ash off the grill, she decided.

      “Let’s go see if they’ll let us into the building,” she told her daughter. Payton was hoping that they had water and power in there. She heard a generator running somewhere on the backside of the facility, but she didn’t see any lights. They made it to the door, leaving gray dusty footprints in the ash, now closer to five or six inches deep. Locked. Dang it. About fifteen minutes earlier, a small family from one of the other vehicles had trekked off to the woods for five minutes. I guess I know what they were doing, now, don’t I?

      “C’mon, Baby. We’ll go water the bushes over there.”

      A few minutes later with business handled, Savannah was safely back in the car while Payton was looking at the grill. She was making a good front for her daughter, but in her mind she was freaking out. Just how bad is it? What if Dad’s not there? What if he’s dead?! I think we may be out there more than a week…

      Snapping out of her funk, she decided against opening the hood. She didn’t want the fine, powdery mess to slip in and make the problem worse. She looked over at a man at a pick-up truck who was using his hand to knock ash off the grill. “Did you have engine issues, too?” she hollered over.

      “Yeah,” he said, barely glancing over. “I’m hoping I can choke this thing to where we’re headed.” He continued to knock caked ash off the area in front of the radiator.

      Payton started the process on her own vehicle. She noticed that the guy at the truck was knocking it off his hood, too. He eventually popped the hood and pulled his air filter out, giving it several gentle whaps against the tire to knock ash out of it. It was hard for her to tell if there was much coming off, but she thought there was at least some. She changed her mind about opening the hood and mimicked what she saw. This whole process took her close to a half-hour.

      When she was close to being done with her car, the truck fired up and slowly pulled out of the facility, headed west. He had left tracks in the ash. Payton hoped those tracks would enable her to drive out, not sure if the car would handle like it does in the snow. “Wish us luck,” she said, smiling at her daughter.

      “Luck,” the innocent fourth grader replied.

      Payton fired up the Acura, which responded with a few coughs but stayed alive. She managed to pull out of the lot and head west, finding that slow was better. The rain had dampened the ash into a paste, so it was handling pretty well, like in the snow when it slushes as the temperature rises. Cresting the hill, she could see down the long valley and back up the next slope for almost two miles. Road shoulders in both directions were covered in trees that had been cut up and dragged off the road. The power lines that ran east to west on the south side were down, only occasionally drifting up where a pole had survived. There were cars that had been stranded and at least two that looked like a tree had landed on them. When she drove past one of them, the inside of the driver’s window was caked in blood. She could see one set of headlights coming east.

      Over the course of the next twenty minutes, they slowly made the trek to Phil’s house. She was keeping an eye on her temperature gauge, which seemed to be doing okay. In one spot on the Canal Vista Highway the road had caved in on Savannah’s side. Someone had thrown orange cones out as a warning. She slowly drifted to the oncoming side and went around the sinkhole.

      “Wowww…” Savannah managed to say as they passed it.

      Finally arriving at Medford Lane, Payton turned right and carried on towards her father’s house. More downed trees. At least there’ll be plenty of firewood next year. Seeing trees drug off to the side of the road was the new norm, and it made driving more hazardous, as she could no longer see where the other roads and driveways were.

      They turned up Phil’s driveway. Dad’s not even here, she thought, not seeing his truck. She confirmed her hunch by looking for the generator and not seeing it. They got out, Savannah with her backpack, Payton with her purse. “Let me go first,” she told her daughter, who was starting the familiar trot to the front door.

      Payton may not have enjoyed the shooting sports and tactical training as much as her brother and father, but one couldn’t be a member of the Walker family without some level of competence in personal security. She reached into her purse and pulled out the Walther PK-380, keeping it pointed at the ground in her right hand. Dad would be disappointed it was in my purse, she thought. At least I have it. She set her purse down on the front steps and took the key to her father’s house out of the inner zipper-pocket with her left hand. Not perceiving a threat, she decided just to be ready for the unexpected. She instructed Savannah to stay outside until she came back to get her.

      She made a slow methodical entry into the house, choosing to carefully clear the downstairs floor first. The thought that her dad may still be here had occurred to her. She kept the pistol pointed down with safety engaged the entire time. She repeated the process for the main upper floor. After convincing herself the house was empty, she went back out the front door and told Savannah to come in. She was quietly concerned. I wonder what happened to him.
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        * * *

      

      Tony arrived at the boat ramp to find that his former realtor had already put the nineteen-foot ski boat into the water and parked his truck and trailer. Tony had left his house before dark, knowing that the road he would normally take to get here was unpassable. He’d found the orange glow of the large fire from the east—definitely the fuel depot, he thought—oddly beautiful. He was somewhat worried that a large wildfire might be the result, hoping that the rain would keep things wet enough to contain it to the base.

      “Hey,” he greeted Jason. Tony immediately began pulling his payment from the back of his Toyota Tundra—six, five-gallon water jugs. He was keeping track in his head, wanting to make sure he squared with his boss when this was all over.

      “Hey,” Jason replied. He had an orange, hooded Helly-Hansen rain jacket on with matching pants. Tony was decked out in his XXXL safety-yellow raincoat provided by his company. Seeing no rain pants on his client, Jason said, “Man, you’re going to get soaked. You sure you don’t have rain pants?”

      “It is what it is,” the normally jovial Tony replied. After he moved the water jugs to the back of Jason’s Chevy, he picked up his stuffed backpack. “We ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s get going.” Jason’s face told Tony he didn’t really want to do this. Tony understood that sentiment. He was just glad his friend was willing to help. They had negotiated a trip over with Jason agreeing to wait for two hours.

      The pair shoved off, taking in the scene across the inlet. The rain clouds were probably a few thousand feet in elevation, plenty high enough to see the leaning Hammerhead crane over at the shipyard. It was a couple miles, so observing smaller devastation would have required a pair of binoculars. They agreed the marina and ferry terminal looked messed up but couldn’t tell how much. The mood was somber as they made their way northeast, starting the u-shape of the waterway that connected Simpson Inlet to Puget Sound.

      Jason was maintaining one-third throttle when Tony suddenly said, “Brothuh, do you see somethin’ up ahead?”

      Jason dialed the throttle down to a slow cruise. The boat’s trim went nose-heavy as his big client slowly climbed up and through the hinging panel in the windshield to get on the bow. “Tree,” Tony stated. “Steer left—uh…port—a little bit,” recalling his Navy terminology.

      The duo cruised past a tree—not a log, but an entire tree, which was mostly submerged. They shot each other a concerned glance. Both men noted the wrinkles growing on the other’s face. They both started scanning the shore. Jason saw it first. Something was different. He’d probably driven through this passage thirty times, usually in summer but also during fall salmon-fishing.

      “The island looks different,” he said, referring to the south end of Russell Island. They kept cruising. As they got to the north end of the passage and started turning toward the southeast, it became clear that the entire south-eastern end of the three-mile wide island had disappeared. The cliffs were new and the passage seemed…wider. Trees and debris dotted the waters in every direction, getting thicker as they continued. Then they saw her. A woman, probably in her sixties or seventies, was floating face down, bloated and pale-blue. She was ghastly.

      “Holy Hell!” Other than funerals Tony had never seen a dead body. He fought the urge to gag. “Shouldn’t we stop?”

      “Look!” Jason called, pointing ahead of the craft. Another body had just popped into view. Then a third. There were so many trees and pieces of houses floating around, they knew there were probably a lot more bodies out there. What was missing were life preservers. “These are homes,” Jason deduced. “Wow…These people weren’t on a boat…” he said, staring at where the rest of the island was.

      Both men were in a state of shock and disbelief. From this vantage they had a pretty good line of sight to the fuel depot. There were tug boats spraying water onto fuel tanks. The pier was completely aflame. The fire covered the entire hillside.

      “Surely they know about these bodies by now,” Jason said, nodding towards the other vessels. “I think this is bad. I mean—really bad...”

      Tony nodded in agreement. My babies. Don’t you back out on our deal, now. He was thinking through his options if Jason started to change his mind, and he didn’t like where his mind was going. Fortunately, he didn’t have to find out. Jason steered the craft east towards Seattle, keeping them at a troll. Tony’s worry started to grow. This is gonna take a while.
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        * * *

      

      Schwartz felt his patience was being tested. He wasn’t really an angry person. He just found himself annoyed by all the stupid people. Why are they telling themselves the same stories over and over? He was standing in line at a new tent that had popped up over by the church’s main entrance. They had opened the doors the night before to let people use the pews to sleep on. Some fool, fools, he corrected himself, had filled the building’s toilets with waste, despite signs being posted to use the honey buckets outside. I wonder how long until those over flow? he asked himself. He had left Carmen back at the cot to guard both it and their stuff. He was in search of any information about roads, planes, or transport in general.

      “Excuse me,” he said, stepping in front of a church volunteer who was headed toward the shelter area. “Have you heard anything about the airport, or busses, or anything at all?”

      “The airport?” the man said, incredulously. “You kidding?” He could see Schwartz was not. “Oh, yeah. Ummm—the airport is down—for good. Or at least for a long time. The control tower fell. The runways are broken. There was a crash.”

      “I know there was a crash,” Schwartz said, annoyed that this guy thought he was an idiot. “I was there.” He paused for a moment. “Sorry, it’s been a long night. What about busses?”

      “I haven’t heard anything. Maybe the Red Cross coordinator knows something,” he told Schwartz, pointing toward the tent by the church.

      Schwartz headed over there and slowly nudged his way towards the front of the pack. He could finally make out what the lady was saying.

      “…is destroyed. As if that wasn’t bad enough, farther east on I-90, the ash is a few feet thick. So even for the bridges and overpasses that are intact, vehicle travel towards the east will take days to implement. My best guess for east by ground is weeks from now.”

      “What about ship, out to the ocean?” someone from the crowd called out.

      “We’re hearing that most of the major ports sustained a lot of damage, and many of the ships caught fire and sunk right at the piers. Sorry, I just don’t know much about the seaports yet.” She continued her original speech about ground travel. “The state’s Emergency Management coordinators are supposed to be at Camp Murray near the Joint Bases in Tacoma. The bases were largely wiped out, and the command structure is still trying to establish itself down in Vancouver. Therefore, information is very slow. One thing we have heard, though, is that getting busses going in the cardinal directions is a priority.”

      “Everybody,” she continued. “If you’re just walking, up the route to the south is completely unpassable. Most of Tacoma is covered in mud all the way to the tide-flats. The communities south of—” She began to choke up. “South of—”

      A woman next to her took over. “There’s no easy way to say it. Entire towns are gone. Highways are covered.” Her voice started to crack too, but she held it together as the tears began to stream down her face. “The death toll is expected to be in the hundreds of thousands…or higher.”

      Schwartz looked around. People were quiet, sullen. Many were silently crying, not caring who saw. This is depressing, he thought as he started to drift out of the crowd and back towards their cot.

      “Anything?” Carmen asked when he returned. She stood up, preparing to take her chance to stretch and go relieve herself. She had their empty water bottles in her hands, ready to go find their next refills.

      “Nothing good,” Schwartz sighed, plopping onto the cot. “Maybe some busses… someday…” he trailed off.

      “What do you want to do?” Carmen asked.

      I don’t know, was the silent reply as he looked up into her eyes.
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        More Decisions.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 1 Day.

      

      “When will they arrive?” Captain Marie Darnell asked the panel of Admirals and Generals filling her screen. She was back in her “war room,” a conference room attached directly to her office in Building 855. Despite the ominous name, it wasn’t that big. It wasn’t really meant for big meetings but rather smaller ones with her very top staff or visiting dignitaries. What it did offer, however, was privacy and a secure platform for video calls. About  fifteen minutes earlier, she’d received a message from her bosses in Washington, DC, instructing her to call from a secure position.

      She’d just learned that a fleet bound for Washington State would be departing San Diego in a few days. They were loading supplies, equipment, helicopters, and Marines. Not just any Marines but the combat-hardened 3rd Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment.  Figures, was her first thought. Priorities, I guess. She couldn’t argue with the logic, as much as she tried. When the fleet was off the coast, much-needed supplies would be arriving by helicopter. We all have our jobs to do, even the Marines. She had received the military three-minute version of “we don’t know” as the answer to her question.

      After the call, Marie took the stairs back down to the lobby, where that day’s duty-officer was waiting for her. They hopped into the Chevy quad-cab and started to head back towards the EOC. “Wait,” she instructed. “Let’s head over to the control station at Dry-dock A.”

      The officer turned around, and they were there in less than a minute. When they pulled up there was a line of shipyard workers getting a brief. She walked up and joined the crowd, trying not to interrupt with her presence.

      “…so, remember to check your dosimeters regularly,” the tech giving the brief said, purposefully emphasizing the frequency. “At least once per minute.” He was referring to devices they could look into and make a quick assessment of how much radiation exposure they were receiving.

      Radiation. People not involved in the nuclear-power industry often confused that word with “contamination.” In simple terms, radiation was simply energy. Even campfires radiated energy in the form of heat and light. “Ionizing” radiation was energy emitted from a radioactive particle. Contamination was most simply explained as being a physical particle of some type, and it happened to be radioactive. The ash that would fall onto a person’s head and shoulders while sitting around that campfire would metaphorically be the contamination. Both types of radiation existed in everyday life, making things safer and more efficient. Watch dials, bananas, or a small part of smoke detectors were examples of ionizing radiation that a person might find in their home.

      The trick, though, was keeping the contaminated stuff contained, which the Navy went to great lengths to ensure. Great lengths meant a lot of time and money spent training and drilling. But no matter how detailed the plan, Murphy would sit back waiting and looking for his chance, like the improbable imp he was. It was just plain bad luck that the first quake struck when it did. No matter the level of planning and training, that crane hook had to hold that cannister over the open reactor top long enough to gently lift that container from the compartment. During the fifty-eight seconds of the first earthquake, the heavy container had swung around on the rigging-gear, slamming into facilities that had been set up and getting stuck in some of the structure.

      During the hammer, the container and hundreds of feet of rigging cable fell into the open reactor compartment. The damage under the uncleared mess would probably be extensive enough to warrant ending the submarine’s life cycle, but they wouldn’t know until they cleared it. Before the shipyard could assess the damage and recover the bodies of their fallen comrades, they would have to ascertain the extent of the nuclear contamination issues and develop a plan to contain and clean them. That meant getting in there and taking readings and samples.

      The shipyard workers were getting briefed on what they could expect to find when they entered the ship or dry-dock. There was a lot of unknown, and if not for the crisis nature of this event they would have never been allowed to enter. The dock had remained flooded due to the split-open caisson. The dry-dock pump-wells would try to pump it out whenever the tide outside dropped below the visible splits, but the dock wasn’t pumping out very quickly. The working theory was that there were other splits and openings down low on the caisson. Marie had denied permission for the divers to continue exploring outside the caisson until they could get some contamination readings from inside the dock.

      The replacement crane had put a small boat owned by the shipwrights into the north end of the dock. They were to drive the boat for the radiation technicians who would be taking samples in several spots. They weren’t expecting to have to deal with a spill that left the ship’s hull, but they still had to go out and verify that with tests.

      Marie was listening to the brief from the back of the crowd when she noticed a nearby shipwright looking at her. People had a general idea of who was who based on their hardhat color. Shipwrights were also recognizable by the fifteen pounds of tools and fall protection gear they normally had with them.

      “Didn’t I just see you graduate the apprenticeship recently?” she asked the young, auburn-haired man.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Crane said. He turned back towards the speaker, somewhat sheepishly for having been caught staring.

      Marie wanted to speak more with him, to tell him how proud she was of him. She wanted to finally be able to thank a civilian for their service, the way that clerks and waiters always said it to her. But she decided she shouldn’t distract him. She turned back toward the waiting Lieutenant and truck and climbed in, heading for the EOC.
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        * * *

      

      Crane was using the manila rope to pull the boat over to where the dry-dock stairs met the current waterline. At his feet were three personal floatation vests, a ten-horse small boat engine, a paddle, and a partially filled can of mixed-gas. Two of the radiation techs were coming down the stairs with a couple more following. All were carrying a fairly full plastic bag. Crane was just about to climb over the stair’s handrail and step into the ten-foot Livingston when he heard “Stop!”

      The closest tech, a man in his forties, was coming down the stairs with a younger female following. Each had a plastic bag. Like Crane, they were decked out in a full suit of yellow coveralls, booties, rubber gloves, and half-face respirators. They looked like Minions but without the farmer overalls. “You need to take a reading on your dosimeter first. Just call it out. Tomi here will record it.”

      “Sorry,” Crane hollered through the respirator. “I’m just a poor dumb shipwright. Name’s Crane,” he said, changing the topic.

      “Rick,” the man stated.

      “Rick, as soon as I’m in the boat, hand me that stuff, motor first,” Crane instructed. “Let me get the engine running warming up before you climb in.” Crane donned one of the floatation vests, read his dosimeter, called out his reading to Tomi, and climbed over the rail. He stabilized his balance and turned to receive the motor. Once he had it set, he set the clamps down on the transom to make sure it stayed put. Rick handed him the fuel and a wood paddle that was sitting there. Crane primed the engine and got it started on the first pull.

      Rick and Tomi had put on their float vests and were waiting for Crane to give them the sign. He held the dock’s stair rail, using his stance to hold the boat steady while they climbed in. Every one to two minutes, Rick and Crane would call out their readings to Tomi, while she recorded it on a clipboard with a pencil.

      Crane drove them around the dock in a pre-arranged pattern so that Rick could take samples of water and make swipes on the hull of the sub. He would screw the lid tight, tape the lid’s seam, write on the vial, and set it into a pre-labeled spot of a gridded case. Very efficient, Crane thought.

      While they were near the broken caisson, Crane took photos. He was issued a camera for this task, something that wasn’t normal. Cameras in the shipyard were tightly controlled. He looked around and started to have an idea about something they could do. I need to get back to the woodshop first, he thought. If we have enough timbers, it might just work.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Paw-paw?” Savannah asked, confused about why he wasn’t there.

      “He’s at the gun-range, baby,” her mother replied, hoping she was right. They had just taken sponge baths in the kitchen. The faucets weren’t working, and Payton wasn’t sure exactly how to start and hook up the generator. She opted to warm the water up on the stove, which ran on propane. Watch him walk in, she thought, knowing in her mind that a little embarrassment would be okay in exchange for knowing he was fine.

      The little pump on the water-bob in the bathtub was easy enough to figure out. They decided to warm some water in Phil’s big saucepot that he normally made his extremely average spaghetti sauce in. Payton had a second pot boiling since she was unsure if the tub water was safe to drink. Better safe than sorry…

      The Walker ladies used some of the boiling water to make ramen noodles and took their washcloth baths while the noodles were cooling. Payton opened the curtain at the sliding glass door and was taken back by what she saw. Her dad’s back porch was gone, laying in a heap about ten feet below. It was a fast lesson in the new-world—don’t let Savannah go anywhere without checking it out first.

      Once the un-boiled water was a bit cooler they washed their hair, using the sink to catch the rinse water. She figured the septic would work until it didn’t. She knew it had always worked during power outages when she was a teenager.

      Her phone was dead. She knew it was around 10:00 AM, thanks to the fact that her old-fashioned dad still believed in owning at least one battery-operated clock. Should we go look for him? She thought for a while longer. Finally, she got up and began filling grocery bags with cans of food that had spilled out onto the kitchen floor. “Grab your stuff. We’re going to the gun range,” she told her daughter. Please be there.
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        * * *

      

      It was late morning and the rain was steady, casting the world in a dreary gray—drearier than normal. So far four range members had drifted in, two with spouses. Fred O’Conner—“Airhead Fred,” Phil sometimes called him, due to the oddball things that floated out of his mouth—was the first to show. He hadn’t received Phil’s text plea for help. He just had a feeling, so he packed up his wife in their twenty-one-foot Jayco travel trailer and came to the range at first light.

      When he showed up, Phil was guarding the thug in the dirt parking lot. “I kinda felt sorry for the kid,” Fred told Phil a little later.

      “Why?” Phil could only wonder what he was about to hear.

      “It was like a chihuahua picking on a pit bull,” Fred began, “and the pit bull making the chihuahua lay in the rainy mud for four hours.”

      “Oh, Airhead,” Phil said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re here, buddy.”

      “I still can’t believe the deputy just let him go,” Fred said.

      “Yeah. Before you showed up, I took photos of him, his license, and every tattoo I could find without removing his pants.” Phil shuddered a little upon saying that. “Turns out he’s related to the Matthews, one of the patriarch families out here. I know several. Some are okay, others…not so much. I’m not too worried about it. They know better than to come after me. In fact, I think they’ll probably tune him up a bit just for being stupid.

      “Say, Fred…” Phil continued. “Think you can hold down the fort here and let me borrow your truck while I take off to find the girls? People keep strolling-in. At some point I just need to leave, probably within the next half hour or so.”

      “Sure, boss! Whatever you need.”

      “Thanks, bud.” Phil’s mind was travelling in about twelve directions. He needed to find Payton and Savannah, but he also needed to decide what was happening here. People were just coming out, as if they sensed the natural defensibility of the property. People like Jerry Horst, who had shown up with “toys.” Jerry was a HAM radio guy. When Phil greeted Jerry at his truck, he noticed a generator and several car batteries and plastic boxes in the back. While I’m home I need to get my generator, too, Phil thought. Jerry laid out a whole plan for setting up antennas and power supplies, and the whole conversation made Phil’s head start to spin. The world needs, nerds, too, he realized.

      As people slowly trickled in, Phil realized he needed to make a decision. I don’t want to camp here forever, he thought. But…this is fairly defendable, and there’s strength in numbers. What he was hoping was that the board officers would all show up so he could take a quick vote on what to do. But there was no guarantee any of them would show up.

      He had been assigning tasks to people. He had Craig Wageman digging several slit trenches in Bay 9 with the backhoe. That would help with potty needs for the day while he thought through the long-term plan. They could move a couple of the Costco-style tarp-shelters over the trenches to provide privacy. As people did their business, they could cover their waste with dirt from the trench. It wasn’t ideal but neither was having people start to create “cat-holes” all over the property.

      He had Fred go up to the field and surrounding area to inventory the materials up there. The place had become a collecting yard over the years, as members donated materials in lieu of working their required participation time. There was PVC, lumber, fencing, piping, even an old wood stove. It wasn’t like going to the hardware store, but they could rough in some facilities. He planned on having someone hop in the zero-turn mower and give the field a trim. He wanted to use some PVC pipe and plastic sheeting to make a greenhouse for his “winter starts,” which were still at home.

      Phil was already worrying about fuel. They might be able to scrounge sixty to eighty gallons of gas, if they were lucky, plus some propane. He had another ten five-gallon jerry cans of gas at home. He found that those and the additives “Pri-G” or “Pri-D” were the best way to store small quantities of fuel. The club had about fifty gallons of diesel available for the tractor. Things were not looking so bright if the members wanted to turn this into a working camp.

      “Phil,” the radio crackled. On his hip was one of the range’s little Retevis Model 777 radios. They transmitted in UHF, on about one-watt of power. They were good for the property and not much else. Ugh, how’ll we recharge these? One more thing to worry about…

      “Yeah?” he replied. It was Stephanie Webster, who was watching the office while her husband Tim took a better look at the broken septic trailer.

      “You have a visitor. It’s a deputy. Also, please check the hand-pump on the well-head. It doesn’t seem to be working very well.”

      Great… “I’ll be up in three.” I hope its Charlie. Phil started the John Deere Gator and headed back to the front half of the property. He made it clear to everyone there that shooting was suspended, which ensured that people could move freely while performing work. He took the southern back route out of the field and moved across the rifle line from the right, crossing a road that paralleled it after the road started near the gate. He banked left up the road instead of crossing the line and then turned into the parking area. There was the familiar green medium-SUV the local deputies were using now.

      “What’s up, brother?” he greeted Charlie, giving him a quick “bro-hug.” It was a sign of respect, especially considering the role Charlie had played in saving Phil’s life.

      “I heard you spared a poor innocent soul today,” the giant, good-looking deputy said, smiling.

      “Ah, yes, I thought you might find your way out here. So, you heard, huh? What took you so long, Sergeant?” Phil asked.

      “Been a long two days. Plus, I’m not sure if you know this, but I moved to graveyard when Mike McLaffin retired about three weeks ago.”

      “Roger that. The next shootout needs to happen on graveyard. Got it,” Phil cracked. Both men chuckled a bit before turning to a more serious tone.

      “So, Phil,” Charlie led in, “what are your plans for out here?”

      “Well, I think I’m still thinking about that. As you can see, members have started drifting out here,” Phil mentioned, pointing towards Tim over by the destroyed restroom building. “Let’s take a ride while we’re talking.” Charlie looked at his car, hesitant to stray too far.

      “We’ll be in the Gator,” Phil reminded him. “We won’t go far.”

      “Okay,” Charlie said, trusting Phil.

      Phil turned the little cart around and started driving towards the southwest corner of the property. He thought about his friendship with the deputy. They’d known each other for years from competing in practical shooting competitions. They’d been students at some of the same classes over the years, and Charlie had even taken some of Phil’s classes when he was feeling rusty. But it was the bridge thing that had sealed their bond. Phil snapped out of it when he got to the corner.

      He climbed out of the gator, and his guest followed suit. “What do you see here?” Phil asked. They were looking at the corner of the property, where it met the shoulder of Canal Vista Highway and veered due east along the neighboring property’s border.

      “You mean besides a flimsy wire fence? I dunno. Trees. Huckleberry. The neighbor’s mail-box, the highway, the house just down the road…”

      “The southern approach,” Phil explained. “We can build a fighting position right here in the brush under the trees and have a clear view of the highway all the way down to that curve. The range already has tons of sand and hundreds of bags. A little spray paint for the bags, maybe a tarp—and our lookouts would never be seen.”

      Charlie nodded. The two men got back into the gator, and Phil took him to the back field. They pulled up to Fred at the far end, about three hundred yards away.

      “Hey, ya, fellas!” Fred exclaimed after shutting off the mower. Fred shot a lot of the shooting sports and knew full-well who Charlie was.

      “Hey, Fred, whatcha up to?” Charlie asked.

      Fred shot Phil a look and answered after getting a nod. “I’m mowing this area down to hay, and we’re going to build a greenhouse up here—a big one. Like one of those big “high-tunnel” kinds…except the budget model.”

      Phil took over. “See that spigot over there?” Charlie looked where Phil was pointing and acknowledged. “Well, we’ve been installing those all over the place for years. We have water, so we’ll grow food up here. Not just the greenhouse but a big garden, too. As I’ve shown you, we’ll put in fighting positions. We’ll let people park their trailers in the action bays, set up showers and latrines. Maybe a school of sorts to keep the kids busy. I just need to talk to the board, first. If they show up. But I may have to decide without them. People are here already.”

      They hopped back into the gator so that Fred could get back to work. They continued to discuss the potential for the property as Phil dropped Charlie off at his patrol vehicle.

      “Hey, bud, I think I need to get back to town,” Charlie said. “I’ll swing by tonight, if things don’t get crazy.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to head home. If Payton’s not there, I’ll be heading to town to find her,” Phil replied. “Oh! My truck is just a bit down Salal Road and undriveable. I’ll get to it in a day or two.”

      “Don’t sweat it. There’s hundreds of cars stuck all over the place.”

      The two men made their good-byes, and Phil watched Charlie turn right onto the highway and take off to the north. He turned around and started to head into the office when he heard another car approaching. His heart skipped a beat when he saw Payton’s gold Acura pull in. Two offspring down, one to go, he thought, smiling for the first time that day.
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        Autopilot.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 1 Day.

      

      Maersk. Cosco. NYK. Hanjin. All of the world’s shipping companies reacted with real time satellite communications, redirecting their cargo ships bound for Portland, Tacoma, Seattle, Everett, and Vancouver. Suddenly San Francisco, Oakland, Long Beach, and San Diego all had to double their capacity for shipping traffic. That was only half of the problem. The trucks capable of handling the containers were still on the way to the destruction zone. Worse yet, many of them were trapped or straight up destroyed during the devastation. Once the shipping industry realized the lack of trucks was the new constraint, they started redirecting from the East Coast. They also started sending goods bound for the eastern side of the country through the Panama Canal.

      The reverse flow of goods was equally affected. Items scheduled to leave the destroyed ports were now rerouted, if they were found at all. Commerce with Asia and the Far East suddenly slowed. Goods worth hundreds of millions of dollars slowed to a crawl in their travels, and so did the flow of money. Compounding this was the fact that hackers were already taking advantage of the issues emanating from the crisis. It wasn’t just Amazon and Microsoft who were hit. Portland was home to Intel and other major chip manufacturers. While their roads were mostly usable, Portland and Vancouver were suffering from the power outages, too. Criminals that would use malware, trojans, and other malicious code to steal money and industrial property were already hard at work.

      The US Federal Government had started to put all their FEMA  plans into play on the day that the hammer struck. By Hammer + 1, they had already found a number of anticipated but unmitigated obstacles. Helicopters just didn’t have the range to get supplies or assistance as far north and west as they needed to be. The air, sea, and land transport routes and ports were all out of commission, some permanently. It would take weeks to months to get runways and highways cleared and repaired. Additionally, power outages in every major city west of Denver had caused a slight panic in those states, which was made worse by the doom and gloom media reports. Supplies sat at FEMA storage sites and on runways untouched and unmoving. The famous photo of thousands of cases of water sitting on a Puerto Rican runway for months after the 2017 disaster was now a slight hiccup in comparison to the wasted resources throughout the US after Tahoma’s Hammer fell.
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        * * *

      

      The Princess cruise ship listed heavily to starboard, and there was a bright rainbow sheen surrounding it for several hundred feet. There were tugboats tending to floating containment booms, trying to keep the fuel from completely escaping. It was a losing battle fought throughout much of Puget Sound. That’ll kill all the fish, Tony thought. Not good, which was neither the first nor last time he’d thought “not good” that day.

      Jason’s original course had been aimed at Seattle’s Pier 66. As they got closer, the two men knew they would have to adjust course to the north. The devastation of Seattle had left them both silent, at a complete loss for words. Buildings looked like steel skeletons, barren of their glass. The entire city was in a haze from smoke, with many columns of it still floating through the top of the film. Large fires—towering infernos—were visible and unattended. Buildings were written off as strategic losses. Structures meant to stay on piers were now submerged. Paul McCartney won’t be fishin’ out of the Edgewater Hotel, anymore, Tony thought. They could see throngs of people and emergency vehicles around the waterfront. Seattle’s most famous skyscape icon—the Space Needle—was conspicuously absent. Tony’s heart was in his stomach.

      “Take me north,” he said from the little boat’s bow. “We’ll land up at that park.” He hoped Jason couldn’t see him shedding tears.

      Jason complied without comment. He was still trolling, not sure of what navigational hazards they might find. They had lost count of the number of trees, bodies, and other debris  they had brushed against on the trip over. After another twenty-five minutes at trolling speed they finally reached Olympic Sculpture Park. The footbridge that led over the railroad tracks to the top of the hill was lying in a pile of concrete.

      “Dude,” Jason murmured. “I know I said I’d wait, but this…” His voice trailed off, eyes glassy with shock as he looked at a city that seemed as if it had seen a WW2 bombing campaign. He wanted to get home, and his face showed it.

      Tony had known this was coming. Deep inside he knew he had no right to be mad. He swallowed his disappointment, knowing his friend had already extended himself. “It’s alright, man,” the enormous man said in the softest way his bass voice could. “I get it.” Tony stuck his hand out. “Be careful.”

      Jason took the big paw. “I’m sorry, Tony. I hope your girls are okay.” He stopped short of saying anything else, knowing he couldn’t say he was sorry enough times to make either of them feel better.

      When Jason nodded, Tony gave the boat a shove off the corrosion control rocks that lined the shore at the park. The boat drifted backwards with slight propeller power. Tony watched Jason turn and start to troll back into the drizzle to the west. He gave his backpack a cinch and felt to make sure his pocketknife was still clipped to his pants pocket. Lord…please was all he could think as he started up the grassy slope of the park, headed towards the Seattle Center.
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        * * *

      

      The maroon Ford F-350 with a white cab-over camper pulled into the range driveway, and instead of the immediate hard left turn into the main parking lot, made the straight east shot through the secondary gate. It travelled down the road next to the rifle line. Everyone knew Don Kwiatkowsky’s truck. The retired mechanical engineer was the Tuesday/Friday lead range officer. When he left after the first earthquake the day before, he hadn’t dreamt he’d be back looking to camp there just a day later. He made the curve where the road crosses the rifle line, just past the hundred-yard target holders. He stopped near the mid-range storage area when he saw Phil.

      That makes nineteen assuming Teresa’s with him, Phil thought. He’d been setting up his canvas tent in Bay 4. After his joyous reunion with his daughter and granddaughter—he and Payton had actually hugged for the first time since Caroline’s funeral several years earlier—he and Fred took the Kubota and Fred’s truck and towed Phil’s broken Ram back to his house. Phil used the bucket to take some weight off the engine end while Fred towed the Ram back-end first. The wheel did eventually fall off. They stopped and threw it into the bucket. He brought back his generator and fuel, eight-man tent, cots, sleeping bags, camp-stove, propane, bigger water filters, and more food. Payton had told him about the back deck, but he didn’t take the time to do a more thorough check of the house.

      He wanted to get Crane’s jeep, but since he had to drive the tractor back, he decided to wait. He hoped to come back the next day for a more detailed check of truck and house and to retrieve the more extensive gear and food storage he’d been building for several years.

      “I guess I’m not the only one who thought this might be a good place to stay,” Don greeted his old friend.

      “Hmmm,” Phil hummed. “Yeah, we’re somewhere between fifteen and twenty strong, I think. Good to see you, bud,” Phil said, walking over and shaking Don’s extended hand.

      Don asked about the tent. “I figured you’d bring your cargo trailer. You can put your cot in our cab-over, if you’d rather,” Don offered.

      “Payton and Savannah made it out,” Phil explained. “Need something a little easier to move around in. Plus, the truck was damaged. Fred and I towed it home earlier.”

      Hearing her name, Savannah popped out of the mostly-erect tent with a tail wagging Dakota just behind her. Phil had noticed that Dakota had been “herding” Savannah all day long. He knew it was good for both of them. “Hi!” she exclaimed, waving.

      The innocence of youth, Phil thought. She has no idea how bad it is, thinks this is a vacation. “Peaches, do you remember Mr. Don?”

      “No,” she said with the friendly honesty of a nine-year-old.

      “Hi, Savannah,” the always-friendly Don said, waving back. “Cool backpack! You and your mom okay?”

      “Yeah…” The word said ‘yeah’ but the tone said ‘duh.’ She turned around so she could show off her backpack.

      “Man, that is a lot of unicorns!” Don said excitedly.

      Phil knew Don was an awesome grandpa. “Peaches, please go back to playing so Mr. Don and I can talk,” Paw-paw politely commanded. She took the hint and called Dakota to join her as she went back to playing in the tent.

      “Got anyplace specific I should park?” Don asked.

      “Several others had been parking in the open area across from Bay 7 and 8,” Phil answered. “But in thinking about aftershocks, I’ve been advising everyone to set up their camps in an action bay. That way the berms will keep trees off people. Hopefully! I advise you choose anything from Bay 1 to Bay 8 that has a space for you. We have a temporary latrine in Bay 9, and I have other plans for Bays 10 and 11. If things get tight, we’ll just use the rifle line and the overflow parking area, too.”

      Don was one of the trustees and therefore part of the board. “Any other board members here besides the two of us?”

      “Just Alice. And Bob, of course,” Phil said. He was referring to the club’s president, Alice Huddlesten and her husband. Bob was a Pipefitter General Foreman at the shipyard, two years shy of his planned retirement date. “We’re kind of at the mercy of what the wind and rain blows in.” This got Phil thinking. “Say, brother, how was the highway down from Peterson?”

      “Pretty bad. We had to detour several times. We could see the exit ramp and overpass at Highway 803 was collapsed. They’re rerouting traffic on the southbound side down one of the lanes on the northbound side. The roads were much more cracked and bumpy than they were when I went home yesterday. And there’s downed trees and flipped over cars all along the way.” Don’s face showed the worry that emanated from his voice.

      The two men fell silent for a moment before Don spoke up again. “Maybe you, Alice, and I should meet and figure out how all of this is gonna work.”

      “Yep. I think you’re on to something,” Phil nodded. “Go get yourselves settled. Swing by here on the way up to the office.”

      “Alrighty,” the retired mechanical engineer told Phil. “See you in a bit.”

      Phil had been contemplating this very topic for quite a while. The first thing we need is a watch rotation—we need to figure out who is on guard while everyone else is asleep… It hadn’t slipped his mind that just a few hours earlier he had been detaining someone up in the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      Peterson was the biggest incorporated city in the north end of Slaughter County. It was due south of a Native reservation and west of another one. Charlie Reeves was a member of the eastern-most tribe, known locally as Suquamish. They were the ancestral people of Chief Sealth, whom Seattle was named after. Charlie’s father was full-blooded Native American, and his mother was a local artist. A Caucasian, she was born and reared in the northernmost community, Kiaka. Charlie did have several uncles, aunts, and cousins from his father’s side, but his busy life as a cop meant he did not visit very often. He didn’t participate in tribal activities as much as he would have liked. He was an only child, as his mother and brother had been killed by a drunk-driver when he was six-years-old. His father had never remarried, and he died from lung cancer five years earlier.

      Charlie had convinced his lieutenant that he would be of better use if he could get home for some shut eye. In truth, most every cop had snuck home by then, especially those that had worked since midnight two nights earlier. It was already mid-afternoon, and the best he could hope for before he had to wake up was maybe six to seven hours of sleep.

      Melinda Reeves taught seventh and eighth grade science. Since school was cancelled, Charlie knew she’d be able to make sure he woke up on time. They were both relieved to see each other when he walked through the front door.

      “Mel, I’m home.” He started with a louder than normal version of his usual greeting to ensure she knew it was him. She popped up off the couch and ran to her husband, leaving her crochet in a pile of yarn in front of her seat.

      “Hey, Boo!” She hopped up, grabbing onto him with arms up high and legs around his waist. She planted a big wet kiss on her husband. “I was beginning to think they’d never let you come home!”

      Charlie let out an oomph as he adjusted to her hanging from him. “They almost didn’t. But I think the LT decided it was a good idea when I told the same joke a third time,” he said, smiling. Melinda hopped back down and held his arm as they walked over to the couch. He plopped down heavier than normal. “Where’s the kids?”

      “Over at the Kalick’s, playing.”

      “Oh, okay.” Charlie wasn’t worried. Like all cops, he got to know the people his kids played with. Terry was an electrician and a jack-of-all-trades who flipped beater cars for a profit whenever work was slow. He’d helped Charlie through a handful of home repair issues over the years. Their kids played together all the time. Charlie trusted Terry.

      He noticed his wife making a beeline for the front door. “No—no—just leave them. I need to sleep anyway. By the way, if I fall asleep, please wake me up no later than ten.” He changed the topic. “Have you all been getting enough to eat? Keeping warm?” This is really the only piece of business I want to handle before I crash, he didn’t say out loud.

      “Just who do you think you married, mister?” Melinda asked sarcastically. Melinda was a non-practicing member of the Latter-Day Saints, the grandparents of the American Preparedness movement. Even those who didn’t attend church regularly always seemed to have food and supplies stuffed into every available space in the house. “We’re good. The only thing I don’t like is having to use our jugs of water to flush the toilet. In fact, I should make you something warm.”

      “Hold up a second,” he said. “You do know that the sewer systems won’t work for much longer, right? I’m surprised they still have back up power for the pumps at this point.” She gave him the look. It was the look that meant “don’t wreck my reality.” He continued. “Phil Walker is setting up a kind of ‘safety-camp’ out at West Sound Sportsmen’s Club. I think you and the kids should consider staying there.”

      “No way. Why would we do that? We have everything we need here.” There was the look again.

      Because I’ll be able to work days at a time a lot easier knowing you’re safe. “No reason—just wanted to see what your thoughts were. Forget I mentioned it.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she said, getting up and heading to the kitchen.

      She already had a kettle and a big sauce pot warming on the wood stove that was planted where the living room and kitchen met. She continued to talk about the kids and school while filling a smaller pot with stew and setting it into the sauce pot to warm up. She poured water from the kettle into a mug so she could make him his favorite hot beverage—white tea and pomegranate. She continued talking about the stories she’d heard of various events around the city and north end of the county. She talked on while making him several days’ worth of food to take with him that evening. Melinda was the type of person who could talk to a stranger in the grocery store line for five minutes and walk out with their life story.

      When his food was ready, she went back into the living room. Charlie was snoring, still wearing his boots and gun belt. She put a blue afghan on him and went back to her crochet.
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        Windows to the Soul.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 1 Day.

      

      Why didn’t I bring a hat, Tony asked himself for the third time in forty minutes. He’d cinched down the hood on his quasi-rain-coat—more of a waterproof work coat—as best that he could. A bill over his eyes would’ve gone a long way in keeping his morale up, he’d figured out. The rain was the familiar steady sprinkle—more than drizzle and less than hard rain. It was beating down the ash into a pasty slop that made crawling over rubble and across sinkholes slow and tedious. He had planned on a quick ten-minute hike. It had been almost an hour since he’d left the boat, and he figured he still had at least that long to go.

      Tony had turned north just a few steps into his journey, opting to go around the park and stick to square blocks as best he could. He didn’t remember exactly where the Seattle Center was—he knew that if he went mostly east and a little north he’d eventually run into it. He crossed the tracks a few hundred yards south of where a derailed cargo train was located. Some of it was laying on its side and crumpled in a zig-zag pattern. Everyone he saw over there was picking through as if they were salvaging goods. Odd—not a person there working to resolve the accident. His worry was getting harder to keep pushed to the back of his mind.

      Tony had made decent time up Bay Street, but a collapse of most of 1st Ave. near Denny Way had forced him south through an alley. He utilized pallets and garbage bags to try and hop over the murky pool that had built up there, knowing that there may be sewage in it. When he reached a large enough looking road, he aimed north. All along the way people were asking him for help. He largely ignored them. Some looked like the typical, Seattle heroin addicts, a demographic that had grown tremendously in recent years. Don’t look ‘em in the eyes, he told himself. Don’t need no trouble.

      Some wanderers, though, looked like him—average folks who just needed a shower and a bite to eat. The farther he got into Seattle the more he realized the pack seemed to be migrating towards the south, undeterred by rivers of glass and pillars of smoke.

      Broad Street. He saw a sign as he turned left. He’d made it less than two blocks east when what used to be the top of a building presented itself as the next obstacle. Mannn…I wonder how many people died in this… The top two-thirds of what used to be a fifteen-story building was resting comfortably against the building to its north, as if it had just snapped and slid off the lower third. The bottom of the break was still sitting about forty feet up from street level. There was a three-story pile of rubble, clothing, and household goods lying below the building. Tony could actually see daylight through gaps in the pile. He was tempted to navigate through it but decided against the idea, knowing a poorly-timed aftershock could finish the collapse. No, sirreee… He was pretty sure the combined stench of sewage and dead bodies would gag a buzzard.

      He wanted to go north, but one of the buildings there was still actively on fire. Turning south he made his way to Clay Street and was able to get moving east again. Then he saw it. Holy Hell…Dear God—No! Tony stopped in his tracks as he was able to see across an open parking lot. He could see the bottom sixty-three feet of two of the Space Needle’s legs. He snapped out of it and started running. As he got to the far side of the lot, he came up to a Seattle Fire ladder-truck and a pair of police officers on foot. They were trying to keep the area contained.

      “Whoa!” one of the police officers commanded, hands up in Tony’s direction.

      He complied but said emphatically, “I need to get in there!”

      “No way,” the other police officer said. “What’s going on?” He was trying to reason with the big man.

      “I’m looking for my daughters! They were on a field trip.” Calm down, don’t get yourself tased. One o’ these guys is a brothuh, but he’s still a cop.

      “Look, man,” the first cop said firmly. “There’s a Command Post over by the fountain—east of Key Arena. Check in there. They may know something. But you’re not getting in here.”

      “Alright…which way is quickest?”

      The first officer pointed west. “Take Denny to 2nd and turn right. Where are you from, anyway?” the officer asked, surprised Tony didn’t know where “the Key” was.

      “Slaughter County,” Tony said through the side of his neck, already twenty-five feet down the road.

      Eight minutes later he was joining a crowd of probably two thousand people being shepherded into a staging area by cones and yellow tape. He had scanned as best he could. The Needle seemed to have missed the main body of the museum. Its north-eastern leg was the first to go, crushing the famous monorail track like it was made out of papier-mâché. It landed just south of the museum. The saucer was still upright. It looked like a crashed spaceship. It was resting comfortably on top of the parking lot for the “duck boats.” He felt an acorn of hope plant itself in his gut. He was scanning the crowd when he saw someone in Seattle Center uniform. “Excuse me.”

      “Yeah?” the tired looking person said, stopping to look him in the eyes.

      “My daughters were here yesterday on a field trip. Do you know where they may be?” The acorn was nervously rolling around in his stomach.

      “Sorry, dude.” Tony felt himself deflate as the hope acorn disappeared. The employee continued. “I’ve heard everyone talking about the arenas, though. You ought to try there.”

      Tony looked over at Key Arena, his puzzled look giving away his thoughts.

      “No…I mean the ‘Clink’ and ‘T-Mobe.’ I hear they have a big shelter set up down there.” The twenty-something hipster was referring to Century Link and T-Mobile Fields, a few miles to the south.

      “Oh.” Tony said. That makes sense. Actually, that makes a lotta sense. They’re new buildings, lotsa’ room… “Thank you… I mean it. Thanks.” Tony knew this guy was probably tired and dismayed. He hoped the sincerity of his thanks made it through. He looked south, wondering if he should eat and get some water before he started the long leg of this voyage.
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        * * *

      

      Carmen was standing in the line for some soup. Soup is filling the void, but I would kill for some of Mama’s homemade chorizo. Carmen’s family was actually Puerto Rican in heritage. It always annoyed her when people assumed she was Mexican. “I’m a Puerto Rican-American, Cabron!” she would always tell them. She was passing time by looking at the people. Their faces had replaced shock with annoyance. Everyone was getting a little short with their fuse. They were all filthy, and many of them were getting…ripe.

      I’m going to scream if I have to smell one more dude’s pits! Everyone had just weathered an aftershock a few minutes earlier, but that didn’t stop the hungry from standing in line. She was performing the slow crawl, along with all the other dirty stinky peasants, when her subconscious alerted her to something. She scanned her head back a little bit. There!

      “That’s right, whore! I’m lookin’ at you! You keep your eyes off my old-man! Got it?” At the second row of tables about thirty feet away were a couple of greasy people Carmen had never even seen before.

      What the… “I don’t even know who your old man is, Puneta.” Carmen was trying to not yell. I don’t need this! “Go back to your soup and mind your own business.” Her eyes told the lady the truth—back off!

      The woman stood up and started to walk towards Carmen. I bet she reeks of booze. Bring it, you old cow, Carmen thought, as she started to square up for the fight. Several of the people between the two stopped the woman. Her old man grabbed her by the arm and dragged her out of the tent. His eyes were saying sorry as he looked at Carmen. Everyone could still hear the woman’s tirade for several seconds after she was gone.

      Carmen shook it off. Reminds me of LA, she thought, missing home once more. People are getting territorial…I think I need to talk Doc into leaving.
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        * * *

      

      At least I brought gloves. While wishing for a hat, Tony was taking the small victories where he could. He had eaten a sandwich and drank some water before departing the Seattle Center. He walked over to a tourist information station and picked up a couple of maps of Seattle. Just in case one gets wet, he thought. His trip up from the waterfront had taught him a lot about the value of maps. Who the hell uses maps anymore? That day he had grown very disappointed with himself for becoming so dependent on his phone. He had asked about thirty people what time it was before getting an answer from someone. It was early afternoon when he set out for the football stadium at the south end of the city.

      His map had shown him that trying to run south on any of the avenues would get him close. He wound up crissing and crossing some of the same obstacles and around the same fires that he had earlier. He had travelled down 3rd for a while, scaling piles of skyscraper glass and a tipped over construction crane in the process. A large sewage spill and fire at apartments between Battery and Bell Streets had forced him west. He was figuring out to stay on the streets and avenues and avoid the alleys if at all possible. That’s where the sketchies are.

      Along the way he had twice seen people shooting up heroin. That’s what’s in the open—I wonder what’s happening where nobody can see. That thought made him shore up his resolve. He would kill anyone hurting his babies. What happens to this town when these people run out of drugs? Or when the cops quit coming to work?

      Tony had decided he would push through all night with just small breaks—not trying to find a place to sleep. Just like that first day at boot camp. No sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The look in Vice Admiral David Warburg’s eyes was one of confusion. “You did what?” he asked Captain Marie Darnell over the secure video-link.

      Marie, Captain Flowers, and about fifteen of her senior leaders were in the conference room up at EOC. They were updating NavSurf on the status of the various crises at the shipyard. First and foremost on his mind was the status of the re-fueling gone awry. He needed to be able to predict the future. He was due to give the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs a personal update shortly. He didn’t want to end his career as the Admiral who lost a submarine by destroying its reactor.

      “I handed over control of the flooding dry-docks to Captain Flowers, sir. All except Dry-dock A. This will allow me to maintain one hundred percent control over the El Paso situation without distraction.” She could see the shift in NavSurf’s eyes. He understood. He was ruling out that I might be overwhelmed—in over my head, Marie told herself. Now he’ll trust my decision making fully.

      “I understand, Captain. Good call. Are there other surprises? How’s the situation?” the Admiral asked.

      “Contained, Sir. We’ve taken the readings and verified the spill is all inside the ship. Rad-levels are somewhat high—we’re not sure if the fuel rods were damaged, particularly the one that was dropped in the container. We’ve started fabricating a containment for the open reactor top and have re-established the services to the ship… well, the most critical ones so far. We’re dealing with some tidal flow issues, too.”

      “What’s your ‘Plan A’ to deal with the flood?” the Admiral queried.

      Marie shot a glance at the Shop 46 Wood-shop Superintendent, Tyrone Biggs, for a quick eye-to-eye confirmation before she proceeded. It was his shipwrights that had come up with the idea. Biggs nodded. “Sir, it’s already in motion. The woodshop is taking all of the timbers they had purchased to make the shapes for next year’s carrier dock-setting, and they’re starting to build a cofferdam.” She let him digest it for a moment. They were going to build a big wood wall in the south end of the flooded dry-dock.

      Admirals who got to his level, while political creatures, were inherently smart. He got it immediately. He started talking the reasoning out loud, not caring who was listening. “Pre-built off-site... Can be lifted in with a crane... Blocks most of the water while it’s being sealed up... Alright, Captain, I see it. What else?”

      “The divers are pre-setting stacks of blocks to land the pre-fab pieces in between. As the pieces are set, a second crane will suspend a bucket and allow the shipwrights and riggers to shore it up and tie it together. We’ll have a third crane running the sections across the shipyard as the first two begin construction. We’re working on this through the night, hoping to start installing sections tomorrow morning.”

      Marie continued. “Our Shop 66 pump-well operators are confident that the pumps will be able to keep up once they aren’t fighting tide anymore. As far as the ship itself, we’re establishing strict, high-level entry protocols.”

      “Alright.” He was clearly unpleased. “Captain, I can’t impress upon you enough that the Navy needs those assets operational. There are already things that our friends from other countries are putting into play.” Marie could speak “admiral.” That meant “perform miracles.”

      “Understood, sir. Captain Flowers will now update you on the flooding and courses of action in the other docks.”
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        Adaptation.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 2 Days.

      

      It took two days. Two days after the hammer fell the legislature of the State of Idaho had found itself in “special session.” It was a bi-partisan vote that passed at an astounding eighty-eight percent rate—a vote to suspend selling power to other states. Everyone knew that California was the intended victim of the legislation. Every state was suffering power outages, not just Washington. Every state’s economy was threatened, not just the Cascadia states’ economies.

      The Idaho legislators decided to save themselves another trip to Boise. They voted to call up their own National Guard for “humanitarian” reasons. It was flu season, and those Washingtonians’ immune systems would be weakened. Utah followed suit the very next day. Soon the other states did, too. The sharks were starting to smell the blood in the water.

      Locally, disbelief was slowly turning to anger. The unprepared were scraping together their food and water supplies. People had already started to make a run on the grocery stores, which couldn’t make any transactions due to the power being out. A smaller scale of shopping panic was hitting the hardware stores, too. The managers of these stores were already cutting deals with security “experts” willing to help guard the stores for trade in goods. The enterprising, low-level thieves were sneaking out to their neighbor’s cars at night to siphon gas.

      On the international front countries like Japan, England, and Australia were mobilizing planes full of supplies and relief workers…with no place for them to fly towards. “Just get them into the air—they’ll figure it out,” had become the motto. The rest of the major cities in the American West received tons of aid from the international relief effort—relief which they “held for inspection.” The rolling blackouts were slowly becoming extended blackouts, and the mini-riots were growing. Wave two of the hammer’s impact had begun, and the week wasn’t over yet.
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        * * *

      

      The rain was heavier when Tony finally reached Century Link Field. Dawn was finally starting to shine through the clouds, though shine was probably too strong of a word. The skyline was a dark gray—ominous and disheartening. He could see gray through some buildings in areas where all the windows had shaken out. The streets were easily eighteen inches deep in rain water, glass, and who knew what else. His feet had been numb since the evening before, and the skin on them itched like they were covered in fire ants. The former sailor had learned the hard way that thing which every grunt knew—when feet get wet, cotton kills.

      There was a buzz. It was a hum that filled the air, coming from the direction of the two stadiums. Even at—7:00 AM?—he could hear the activity. I bet nobody got much sleep last night. The crowd of people got thicker as he approached the stadiums. This could take all day. It had suddenly dawned on him that half the city had come down here looking for help or—like him—family. The buzz was primarily people—talking, asking for directions, occasionally elated, or sobbing. Generators and halogen lights were providing the rest of the noise. The scene replayed itself countless times around the outside of both stadiums.

      Tony could see the lightbars of various emergency vehicles. The moving light they cast danced off the jagged buildings, people, and rubble. The mood was surreal, and the lack of sleep hadn’t helped. Tony couldn’t think of the words to describe the disbelief he felt. He started to scan for anything that could be useful information. There—looks like some sort of tent. He started slowly meandering through the crowd towards “the Clink.”

      He was cautious to move carefully, not wanting to accidentally start a fight. He was a big man, but he had no delusions about being bulletproof. He would occasionally pause and nod as someone who looked like they were in a hurry pushed past him. After fifteen minutes, which felt like thirty, Tony was within voice distance of some sort of emergency management station. Some people wore blue windbreakers with KCDEM on the back while other had bright orange FEMA coats on. There were also people in uniform. National Guard, Tony assumed. He also saw Seattle police officers, though not enough for his liking. I wonder how long they’ve been stuck at work?

      One of the people behind the table had the task of keeping the crowd flowing. “You,” she barked. “What do you need?”

      Straight and to the point, huh? “I’m looking for my daughters,” Tony replied with the same level of intensity.

      “This area is for checking in to the refugee center in the stadium. All names from both fields are sent to the main Command Post. If you want to locate someone, go there. You?” The lady had already discarded Tony and was asking the next person what they needed.

      “Where to?” Tony asked, raising his shoulders.

      The lady caught his look and pointed toward the south while listening to the next person.

      Tony looked that way and decided he’d probably know it when he saw it. He began his slow, respectful procession once again.

      The building between the two stadiums had a large awning on the west side. Under that were perhaps two hundred people who looked like they were part of the disaster response effort. There were floodlights and the roar of several generators. People at the tables had computers and other electronics tied together in some sort of wired network. As Tony approached, he saw a couple of long rows of tables with signs on them that read letters such as “A-B” and “C-D.” He decided that must be by last name. He got into the line that covered his last name, “Manners.”

      After what was probably forty-five minutes he stepped up to the table.

      “First-time checking-in?” the person asked.

      “Yeah. Yes, sir. Actually, I’m lookin’ for my daughters. Manners, Tasha and Talia.” He couldn’t hear the soft clacking of the keyboard over the generators and commotion.

      “T-Mobile,” the operator finally responded.

      Tony started to turn.

      “Wait,” the operator commanded. Tony stopped. “What’s your name and birthday?” Tony told him. More noiseless typing. Finally, “Give me your wrist.” Tony stuck his big arm out towards the man.

      The operator wrapped and snapped a plastic band around it and then scanned the barcode with a reader. Then he picked up a different wand and checked that the RFID chip in it worked. “Okay,” he said looking in the direction he wanted Tony to go.

      I guess I can go… “Thanks,” he mumbled as he headed toward the southern stadium. Tagged like sheep, he thought, hopeful he would find his babies.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Whaddya think?” Phil asked Craig Wageman. They were in the crawlspace of Phil’s house looking at the floor and foundation.

      “See that settling? There?” Craig asked, pointing. “And over there, too. Yep, I bet she’s cracked, alright.”

      Dang. Can anything just wind up good for once? “Hmmm…alright. Let’s not waste time under here then. Staring at it won’t change anything.” The two men crawled back out through the access door in the laundry room floor.

      “Thanks for lookin’,” Phil said, as they wiped webs and dust off themselves. “And thanks for going with me to check on Hope.” Phil was itching to get over there and check on her, a task he still hadn’t done since he first set out to do it two days earlier. He’d worked out with Don for Hope to come stay with him in his travel trailer.

      “No problem,” said the drywall contractor. Like a lot of construction workers in Washington, Craig had started with framing and general remodels. He eventually started his own business, specializing in drywall. People hated doing drywall, so he almost always had work. When times got lean, he would do remodels for cash. The divorcee was an active range member who loved shooting “falling-plate” matches. His kids were all grown and lived in other states, so he came to the range to see what he could do to help. That very morning, he towed his little R-Pod trailer out with his work truck, intending to camp for a while. Phil decided he could use some help for his errands, and Craig was the perfect guy to tag along.

      “So… now what?” he asked.

      “Food and gear, my friend,” Phil said, leading the way. They hooked up Phil’s black fourteen-foot cargo trailer to Craig’s truck and backed it up to the shop. A flock of angry chickens let Phil know he was needed. Shoot! He ran over, threw some feed into the grass, and let them out, studying the coop. “We need to piece together one of these back at the range,” he mentioned to Craig.

      “That should be easy enough, considering all the materials we have laying around up in the field,” Craig replied. “I’ll get something going when we get back.”

      And my winter starts, too, Phil thought, looking at his greenhouse. We need to move those. He watered the chickens and plants and collected eggs while Craig got started moving supplies.

      He was impressed. “What made you buy all this food?” he asked Phil.

      “Not if, but when,” Phil replied.

      “Huh?”

      “The earthquake. They’ve been saying for years ‘not if, but when’—yet nobody listened. Well…almost nobody.” Phil reflected on the fact that most of his closest friends and allies were “preppers,” laughed at by regular society as tin hat wearing conspiracy theorists. Now who’s laughing?

      “Do you know what the odds were for our earthquake?” Phil asked Craig.

      “Uhh, well, one-out-of-one, I guess. I mean, we had one, so….”

      “Funny. No. Seriously, they said there was a twenty percent chance sometime in the next fifty years. That sounded like there was a lot of time, but fifty years is like a ‘second,’ geologically-speaking. Their statistic told me one thing—they had no idea. It could be any day. So, I decided to start preparing.”

      They were hauling out what was a few dozen five and six-gallon buckets full of things like powdered-milk, rice, beans, pasta, wheat, and oats. After that they moved over three hundred “#10” cans filled with freeze-dried and dehydrated vegetables, fruits, meats, and baking goods. Phil preferred the “Thrive” brand for those items. There were two dozen boxes of water kept in mylar bags and multiple fifty-five-gallon steel cans full of MREs and Mountain House meals.

      Phil also picked up the rest of his “I’m Never Coming Home” boxes which had things like clothes, medicines, toiletries, rechargeable batteries, and other survival gear. He had plenty of firearms and ammo in his conexes at the range, so he decided to leave his home-based ammo there for the time being. He used steel bolt-together lockers that could be secured to floors or walls for locking guns and ammo up. They were made out of the same steel as a safe but without the fancy door. The easy assembly made them somewhat portable when they needed to be. I’ll haul the guns and ammo out tomorrow.

      “C’mon, Craig,” Phil said. I’ve worked you hard enough. “Let’s go check on Hope.”
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        * * *

      

      “No kids,” Schwartz replied to Carmen. “Just one gold-digging ex-wife, who my mother hates by the way.”

      Carmen nodded. The jerk is divorced, she smirked in her mind. Go figure. They were marching south. As much as possible they were staying within eye-sight of Highway 509, otherwise known as the Pacific Coast Highway, or PCH. The incident with the passage fee on the first day, along with the lady’s outburst at the homeless shelter, had taught them how quickly people’s moods can change. Carmen was a little mad at herself for letting her LA survival skills get rusty. You’ve seen this. You know what to expect.

      The unlikely partners had started exchanging biographies, trying to glean what they could about the other’s character. She verified he was a rich obnoxious jerk, and in exchange he learned she was escaping daddy issues. She wanted Stu to know her gangster father was in prison so he would take her street-sense seriously. Small talk made for time passage and helped the mind take a break from worrying for short bits. The worry always came back, though. It was raining, and life sucked. I’d give my last $100 for my foul weather gear, the sailor told herself. She had found some plastic grocery sacks in a dumpster a bit earlier. She’d transferred the stuff from her soaked duffle bag into the grocery sacks and placed the items back into the pack. She looked at Schwartz. “Aren’t you getting cold, Doc?”

      “Getting? Heh…try ‘gotten.’ I’m not exactly dressed for hiking, you know.”

      “Me, either.” Either? Neither? Whatever. Funny the stuff you think of when you’re bored, tired, and hungry, Carmen internalized.

      This leg had been uneventful. They had continued to witness signs of devastation. People were tarping the roofs on the houses that still stood. They saw several burnt-up cars and an apartment building still smoldering. Trees and draping powerlines had become a regular obstacle no matter where they were. Try as they might, they couldn’t see the blown volcano. The storm system was too low, and the mountain was now about 9,300 feet shorter than it used to be. We look like hobos, Carmen realized. Like almost everyone they saw, their clothes were now a version of brownish-gray, covered in what used to be earth. The puddles and ashy sluice piles that had formed in every street made sure that no clean item went untouched.

      They arrived at the Safeway at the intersection of PCH and 272nd Street. They saw a couple of men near the front corner on the side of the building.

      “Hold up,” Schwartz said. They stopped to get a better look. It almost appeared as if the men were filling water bottles.

      Carmen had an idea. “Watch my back,” she ordered and headed toward the men. Schwartz trailed about five feet back.

      “What’s up, guys?” she said, trying to appear as cute as she could without being flirtatious.

      They looked up but weren’t surprised by her presence. They were rugged-looking but not ugly—kind of hot in a Daniel Boone sort of way. The one at the water spigot had “Garren” embroidered on the back of his ballcap. They had a pull-cart full of big jugs of water.

      “Hey,” the one that was farther away half mumbled. He looked at Carmen and back at Schwartz. He then did a quick scan of the parking lot—even behind himself. The closer man just kept filling the jug from a spigot, not letting a single drop hit the ground. When the guard turned to look the parking lot over, Carmen thought she detected the bottom of a holster poking out the bottom of his coat. Don’t freak out, she told herself.

      She looked at the spigot on the building. It looked different. “Could we possibly purchase or trade something for water?”

      The first guy kept to his task while the second one came around his friend to address Carmen. “Is it just the two of you?” he asked bluntly.

      Carmen had to make a snap decision. Lie and risk upsetting them, she told herself. Tell the truth and risk getting robbed, or worse… She grew up in a rough neighborhood, and she wasn’t picking up the normal predatorial vibes. “Yes.”

      The man looked around his entire perimeter once more. The he addressed the other one. “Looks clear. I think they’re alone.”

      The first guy turned a plus-shaped key and pulled it out of the wall, stuffing it into his coat pocket. He turned and faced Carmen and Schwartz. Carmen didn’t realize how big he was while he was hunched over getting water. When he turned to face her, he grew to a powerful looking 6’ 2”. He was wearing a tan ballcap with an arched banner that said “Ranger.” On the ends of the tabbed banner were “2d” and “Bn” symbols. They stood for “Second Battalion.” His crow’s feet, hair length, and salt-n-pepper-beard told Carmen he was probably a veteran not active-duty. She felt herself relax a bit.

      He looked her and Schwartz over for a good ten seconds before saying anything. “Alright. Get your bottles out.” He pulled the sillcock-key back out of his pocket and inserted it back onto the recessed valve stem in the wall fitting. When Carmen had placed her bottle under the spigot he snorted and asked, “That’s it?”

      She was taken aback. Is he upset? Why would he be upset? She looked at Schwartz, speechless.

      Schwartz chimed in, trying to sound pacifying. “Look, sir, we don’t want any trouble, we’re just thirsty. We don’t have much to offer…”

      “First off,” the big one responded, “I was an NCO. Don’t ever call me sir again. Secondly, I wasn’t scoffing at you. Sorry if that’s how it sounded. That’s just not a lot of container.” He paused for a second, looking back and forth at the odd couple. “Where are you two headed?”

      Carmen took over the conversation, “Olympia.” Don’t give away the truth, which was a message she hoped Schwartz was receiving telepathically.

      “Olympia,” the big one repeated, looking at his friend. “Yeah. Okay. Olympia.” He paused for a second. “Good luck,” he said, as he turned around to fill his own jug again.

      “Wait.” Dang it! “Okay, look, we just don’t know you guys. Alright?”

      “Lady, if we wanted anything you had it would already be ours,” the shorter one said. “But we get it. You can’t be too careful. Go wait by the corner while we talk.”

      Carmen and Schwartz moved twenty feet down the sidewalk and heard a few low murmurs as the two consulted each other for half a minute. Soon the shorter one waved them back over.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “We know you two aren’t your average scum-bags. We’re willing to sell you a water filtering straw and four one-liter sports bottles, filled, for a fair price. Say… sixty bucks?”

      “Sixty bucks!” Schwartz started.

      “Deal. Pay him,” Carmen ordered, cutting the doctor off before he could say anything stupid. Chump change to your plastic surgeon butt. “But...” she went on, “I want our little bottles filled, too.”

      “Agreed,” said the shorter one.

      “May I ask why,” Schwartz started in as he pulled three twenties from his left pocket, “you’re being so generous?” The tone was received.

      “Mister,” the big one said, “you may not realize this yet.” There was a pause while the man looked Schwartz up and down. “But everything is a resource. Water bottles. This little tool. Your shoes.” He pointed down at Schwartz’s filthy expensive loafers. “If it has value, you can’t expect it for free. Not anymore. Not in this world.” The man topped off their bottles while the other guy pulled their newly-purchased sports bottles from the pull-cart.

      Schwartz wisely kept his trap shut. Carmen took the bottles and precious water-filter.  They started to leave, continuing their journey south.

      “Listen,” the big one said before they’d rounded the corner. “I don’t know where you’re headed. But you’re going to want to upgrade your clothing. And find yourself some leaf-bags. You can turn them into a poncho or collect some rain to drink.”

      Sixty-dollar water bottles, an invaluable filter, and good advice, Carmen thought. Sadly, I think that these guys are the only ones I’ve met so far who have a real clue about what’s happening.
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        “A wise man adapts himself to circumstances,

        as water shapes itself to the vessel that contains it.” – Chinese Proverb

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 2 Days.

      

      “Girls!” Tony called out to his daughters. They looked up from their place on the tarp their entire class was sitting on. They could hardly believe their eyes.

      “Dad? Dad!” Talia yelled.

      Tasha was the quieter one, but she beat her sister off the ground and into a full sprint. The almost thirteen-year-olds had been going stir crazy. The FEMA people were trying their level best given the circumstances. Groups of children that had come in together, mostly field trip classes like the girls and their classmates—were kept together. Larger groups like theirs had been given tarps on the grass to lay on, along with enough cots for half of the group’s number. The famous retractable roof of T-Mobile Park had been closed for post season painting and maintenance when the disaster struck. The bleachers were filled with people, but children and the elderly were given priority over use of the field so they could lay down.

      Despite a small level of organization on the part of the emergency planners, it had still taken Tony almost two hours to track down his girls. The concession stands were converted to soup kitchens where meals were handed out. Everyone had an RFID chip inside their wristband, which entitled them to three meals per day. Several rows of portable johns were set up east of the field under where the roof sat when it was open. Fencing had been set up around that area, from the field to the train tracks. Tony wondered how long the authorities could provide services before the generators were out of fuel.

      “Dad, are we going home now?” Tasha asked, hopefulness in her voice.

      “No, baby-girl, I’m afraid not. Pops is tired and hungry. After I’ve had a chance to rest, I’ll start workin’ on the plan for that.”

      Both girls grunted dejectedly. One of the parent chaperones that had been on the field trip came over at that moment.

      “Girls, you okay?” she asked.

      “Yes, Mrs. Reynolds!” Talia said excitedly. “This is our dad! He came here to find us!”

      Mrs. Reynolds was impressed and secretly disappointed. Mr. Reynolds had apparently not made the same effort. “Wowww…really? That must have…how’d you get here so quickly?” The confusion was strong with this one.

      “Private boat. And, no—he isn’t waiting for me.” Tony could sense where the question may have led. “That was…thirty-ish hours ago?” he said, not really sure anymore.

      “Oh,” she said. “Well, we can always use another parent. Say…um, how is it out there?”

      “Not bad,” Tony lied. He wasn’t about to tell her the truth in front of his girls. Not until he found a way to let them know in his own way first. He shot the chatty parent a look. I’ll talk to you later… She picked up what he was putting down—quit asking in front of the kids.

      Mrs. Reynolds excused herself. Tony walked out to the restroom area with twins in tow. He wasn’t very happy when he got out there. There was trash strewn everywhere, and some people looked like they were passed out, many leaning against the wall of the stadium under makeshift tents made of tarps and sheets of plastic. The entire area reeked of human waste. How are they emptying these things? Tony wondered.

      He got his girls’ attention. “From this moment on, neither of you come out here without me.”

      Talia started to protest, “But, Dad—”

      “Talia. No. I know you’re big girls. You’re just gonna have to trust Pops on this one.”

      “Alright, Dad.” It wasn’t like Talia to stop arguing so quickly. She knew the look on his face was a serious one, and she decided to let it go.

      When they had concluded business and gone to their right field tarp Tony took stock of his backpack. He was glad he had brought toilet paper and had the foresight to put it in a freezer bag. Now he was worried he hadn’t brought enough of it. He pulled out his hand sanitizer, and everyone tended to their hands. He then pulled out a couple of bags of Doritos for his girls, which they devoured. It might have been his imagination, but he felt a slightly jealous vibe being put out by other people, both inside and outside of the girls’ group. We’d better keep an eye on this pack.

      “Girls, I haven’t slept much in the last two nights. I’m gonna catch a little nap. When you think it’s been two hours wake me up.” Using his pack as a pillow, Tony lay back on the ground next to one of the cots and for the umpteenth time wished he’d brought a hat.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 3 Days.

      

      When Schwartz and Carmen had made it down the Pacific Coast Highway to about 288th Street, they had to veer west into a neighborhood. A diesel fuel supplier there had caught fire, and the underground tanks were belching fire and a four-hundred-foot-high column of black sooty smoke. The roads there were a series of winding loops through the neighborhood, making it difficult to keep a sense of direction after a while. The grayness of the day made it seem as if the sun were everywhere—and nowhere. Shadows didn’t exist due to the overcast. They finally meandered out onto Redondo Way, which went south and brought them to within a stone’s throw of the PCH again. There, they noticed that a swap-meet of sorts had formed in Sacajawea Park near a middle school of the same name.

      “We should go there and see what we can find,” Schwartz suggested. “I’m famished.” And I need to find some better clothes.

      “Me, too.” Carmen was hesitant but agreed to back up her partner. “I’m not a fan of crowds. But…” She finally gave in. “Let’s stick together. We need to watch out for each other.”

      “I agree.” Seriously. I need you more than you know. And it doesn’t hurt you that I have the money, does it? “Let’s go.”

      They wandered into the makeshift farmer’s and flea market without knowing exactly what to expect. Down through the tables, tarps, and canopies they went, looking at mostly junk. People were trying to sell lamps, blenders—even video game consoles. Everybody had “Food Wanted” signs out, but nobody was selling any. A small percentage of tables had usable items such as blankets, tools, or clothing. Some people were selling their camping supplies. This caught Schwartz’s eye. He speed-walked for one of those spots, passing several less-practical tables in the process.

      “Got any ponchos or raincoats?” he immediately asked. He didn’t care about the dirty look he was getting from the two men already there. I’m too wet to be civil, he thought.

      “No,” replied the lady. Her male partner was handling the other customers. “But I do have an umbrella.”

      “Can I see it?” Schwartz asked. Carmen was looking on from a few feet behind him.

      The lady caught Carmen staring and became slightly guarded. “No. But I’ll open it and let you look.” She popped it open. Other than one dead rib the fabric seemed to be doing its job.

      “How much?” Schwartz asked.

      “Twenty.”

      Twenty? “Forget it.” Schwartz started to walk off.

      “Wait!” the lady said. “Fifteen?”

      “Ten. And I want three of those big trash bags I see in the back of your van there,” he said pointing.

      “Fifteen, and two bags,” she countered.

      “Deal. Now, do you have any lighters or camp stoves?”

      “Lighter, yes—stove, no.”

      “Show me the lighter works.” I’m getting the hang of this haggling thing.

      “Ten,” she said.

      “Five. That makes it twenty for the lot.”

      “Deal,” she concluded.

      Schwartz pulled a lone twenty out. They traded the stuff for the cash at the exact same moment, never losing eye contact with each other. Carmen’s eyebrows were raised, impressed. “I didn’t know you had it in you, Doc,” she said after they’d walked away.

      “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.” Once again this little girl thinks I’m an idiot.

      “Whatever.” Her eyes rolled. “Let’s see if we can get you some better clothes and shoes.”

      They wandered into the parking lot closer to the school. There was a guy sitting in a lawn chair behind a box truck that was closed. “Whatcha lookin’ for?” he asked.

      “Whatcha got?” Schwartz countered.

      The man sized up Schwartz. “For you? Prob’ly nothin’.” That made Carmen chuckle.

      Schwartz was not entertained. “Work pants. Wool socks. Work boots. Gloves. Rain coats. Food. Camp stoves. Those are the kind of things we’re interested in finding.”

      “Well then, step right up, brotha! You come to the right truck!” The man got out of his chair, looking around like people who live in a world of distrust are prone to do. Satisfied he wasn’t being ambushed, he unlocked the roll-up door and threw it upwards.

      He scanned Schwartz’s feet. “Size ten and a half?”

      “Eight,” Schwartz replied, still not amused with the man. Carmen was digging it.

      Without missing a beat, “Yeah, well today you’re a ten and a half.” The man threw a pair of worn out Danner work boots at the doctor’s feet. Schwartz was pretty sure they would leak water, but at least he’d finally have some traction and a little lift in the puddles.

      “What about the other stuff?” He looked at his partner. “And for her… Do you have any kind of waterproof coat for either of us?”

      “Depends,” the dealer said, in his most serious tone yet. “Depends on what you might have that I want…” He left it hanging there for their imaginations as he smirked at Carmen. Her stomach did a flip-flop.

      “Easy,” the short doctor warned. “That’s my daughter you’re talking about.” Carmen played along, not wanting her face to give anything away.

      The man held his look for another two seconds then broke out into smile. “Easy, brotha! We’ all just folk here, tryin’ to do bizness!”

      Schwartz reached into his right pocket, which caught the man’s eyes. He shifted his weight, not knowing what to expect. Schwartz slowly and carefully pulled out his gold-plated, diamond-encrusted, money clip—empty of cash. “We’re out of cash,” he lied, “but you can be sure that the diamonds are real.”

      The junk-merchant’s eyes lit up. He knew that in less than an hour this money clip would be buying him several days’ worth of drugs.

      “Welcome to my store, brotha! I’m sure we can hook you up!”
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        * * *

      

      The Slaughter County Sheriff’s Department, like many policing agencies across the state, had upgraded all deputies to mandatory twelve-hour shifts. Sergeant Charlie Reeves was working a midnight to noon rotation. In normal times things would wind down before dawn. But on the third day after the event, Charlie noticed a shift in paradigm that coincided with Maslow’s famous Hierarchy of Needs. Everyone is down in the bottom tiers. He couldn’t remember the names of the needs, but he knew things like food, water, shelter, and safety more or less covered the bottom of the triangle. Except for the heroin and meth addicts—they seem the same. Charlie was no fool, though. He knew they would eventually run out of drugs and become the biggest threats.

      Theft reports were lower than normal, a fact he attributed to the piss poor communications. He knew the addicts were stealing anything they could get their hands on. He figured the “honest” were starting to steal, too, once they realized the grocery stores weren’t reopening. What most stores were doing, however, was hiring armed security. They were trading small amounts of goods to have a handful of people visible at all hours. I can see it already, Charlie thought. There will eventually be a mass run on these stores as people get thirsty and hungry. Someone will eventually get shot. A lot of someones, he corrected himself. His and other departments weren’t even going to investigate small scale thefts anymore. They just didn’t have the people, time, or gas.

      Each morning the makeshift shelter at the mall parking lot had grown about twice the size as the morning before. He’d heard it was the same throughout the county. Some people were finding other places to crash at night, but before dusk he witnessed a migration. They’re getting hungry…and impatient. He knew these morning feedings were only going to grow, both in size and intensity. I wonder when FEMA will push us to start shepherding folks to their “cattle-pen” in Bartlett?

      One of Charlie’s patrol deputies had radioed for some back up at the mall. A small fight had broken out in the north parking lot. Charlie had just pulled in from the north end of Sylvan Way, forced to take a longer route due to a large sinkhole due east of the mall property. He had been up in the Hilltop neighborhood to the northeast, so it took him about four minutes to show up. He knew from chatter that another deputy was about two minutes further out.

      “Up yours, pig!” he heard as soon as he stepped out of his rig. His deputy, a fellow grave-yarder named Jesus “Zeus” Ocampo, was trying to keep two pairs of people from getting at each other. The small melee was surrounded by about three hundred people waiting for a Red Cross food line to open. He ran over and pushed his way into the middle.

      “Stop!” he commanded, pushing his big frame into the foray to join Zeus. His deputy was bleeding from his forearm and had his taser drawn. Charlie wanted to try to de-escalate if he could.

      “Everybody! Calm down!” One person from the closer pair tried to lunge past him. She had fire in her eyes. Charlie stuck his big arm out, and she tried to duck. He reached down across her abdomen and pushed her back to where she came from. “I said stop!” That got her to look him in the eyes.

      “These jack-wads cut!” Her face was flush with anger. “We are sick and tired of being walked over by everyone! We didn’t eat last night because of jerkwads like this!”

      Charlie could hear the retorts coming from the pair on the other side of Zeus as well as the woman’s male partner. Charlie stepped into the space that would allow him to get a hand on the chest of each of his parties. Woman or not, he needed physical control. Charlie started pushing, using the onlookers as a human funnel. The former linebacker had no problem getting about twenty feet between the two pairs.

      About then day shift deputy Lisa Hornet joined the cause. “Lisa! Control her!” he barked. Lisa grabbed the woman’s arm and used a technique to twist her arm behind her back, enacting what they jokingly called “painful compliance.” It worked, and she pulled the screaming woman an additional ten feet back.

      “What’s going on here, Hoss?” Charlie asked the man. Giving people a friendly respectful nickname was sometimes a good way to get them to calm down.

      “Those jerks cut! Just like my girlfriend said. So, we called ‘em out on it. Ask anyone! It was them!” the man yelled over Charlie, stabbing his finger towards the other pair of men. The crowd wasn’t helping any. He could hear jeers and cheers no matter who was yelling.

      “How’d my deputy get cut?” Charlie said in a calm but demanding tone. He glanced back to make sure Zeus was still okay. That pair of men seemed a bit calmer. I’ll never know the truth, here, but those who lose control of their temper first lose the argument.

      “Uhh,” the man started looking around him. He’s searching for the lie in his head. Most cops were good lie detectors. “I guess one of them pulled a knife. I don’t know!”

      Charlie noticed Lisa had already taken the woman over to her patrol rig and started searching her. The woman had her hands on the fender of the car and was being patted down. He took the man over to his own rig and performed the same procedure. His findings were relatively normal—wallet, keys, small folding knife, dead cell phone. He opened the knife—it looked dry. Why are people still carrying dead cell phones?

      “Stay,” he ordered after cuffing the man. He walked over to Lisa’s rig, keeping a close eye on his perp. He saw a boxcutter, empty cigarette pack, and lighter lying on the hood.

      The county was still locking up people when there was evidence of assault. He checked with Zeus, who said he was pretty sure it was the woman who’d cut him. Zeus’ suspects were somewhat calmer and more cooperative than his and Lisa’s pair.

      By that time the day shift sergeant had shown up. They consulted and agreed on the plan of action—record everyone’s data, photograph them, book the woman, and give her and her boyfriend a ninety-day trespass from the property. They can fight that in court if they want, Charlie thought. If we actually have court anymore…
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        * * *

      

      Captain Marie Darnell was watching the cranes work at Dry-dock A. One was still hooked up to the last section of wooden wall to be installed. It was just starting to make the switch from the tracks that run the length of Monsoor Avenue to the set that travels down the east side of the dry-dock. The timber-design “cofferdam” is actually pretty stout, she thought. The shipwrights had basically built a wall out of 120 forty-foot long timbers, which would stand upright. They were fortunate to have them in stock, she’d learned. They were purchased for pre-building the setting for the next year’s carrier project. Finally—a bit of luck.

      They had pre-built the giant wall in twenty-foot wide sections, using three timbers across them horizontally to bolt them all together like an enormous piece of fence. They had created a system of notches to tie them together laterally. They also planned to install additional horizontal timbers across the intersections once the dock had been pumped out.

      At each end of each section they ran a timber at a forty-five-degree angle down to the drydock floor on the submarine side of the wall. The divers guided the crane into landing concrete blocks at the base of each angled timber. The blocks were normally used as the base of the settings the ships sat on. Each supporting stack had several of the big blocks, bringing each stack’s total to about 100,000 pounds. The finishing touch was several ¾” steel cables bolted into the top of the cofferdam and running south towards the two topside corners, near where the broken caisson was seated. Several big anchor points were drilled and installed into the concrete.

      The temporary wood wall was assembled about forty feet away from the damaged caisson—just south of a set of dock drains. Marie didn’t need this thing to be waterproof forever—she just wanted it to keep the dock empty enough to take care of critical tasks—like welding up the hull-cut that had allowed the El Paso’s engine room to flood. She understood there was probably about two more days of work before they were ready to try pumping water.

      Once they weren’t fighting tide anymore, she would have the floating crane and divers start chunking out the old caisson. They estimated they could have it completely removed about a week after they started. Then they would clean out the sill and install the reserve caisson. I just need you to last a week or two, she mentally told the wooden-wall.

      The next major issue was getting the plastic containment built and installed over the reactor so they could start controlling the clean-up and decontamination processes going. Then they would be able to start lifting the cable out to ascertain the extent of the damage to the vessel and the fuel. Her gaze was stuck on the wooden wall being constructed, but her mind was on a hundred other worries.
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        Zombies.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 4 Days.

      

      It’s only been four days, Crane thought in amazement. He had finally been given a chance to go home. Slowly shipyard workers were trickling back in to work, knowing their community was at risk. The scaffold and woodshop trades, which normally ran a strength of close to 250 people, had been operating with less than fifty for the bulk of the crisis. As of that morning twenty-three more had come back. The Shop 46 Superintendent had solicited for names of shipwrights and millwrights who would be willing to continue to stay. He expected most would want to go home, and he couldn’t allow that. His plan was to have a lottery of fifteen chances to leave for one day. As it turned out, every person volunteered to continue staying. He picked fifteen and ordered them to go home.

      Crane decided that rather than going to his dad’s house, he needed to get to his place in town and check on his stuff. He would try to make it out there in a few days. He rented a house with three friends, one of which also worked in the shipyard. The Slaughter Peninsula had several major waterways, not just the inlet by the shipyard. Crane couldn’t take the bridge he normally took to get home because it had been blocked with jersey barriers due to major structural damage. He lived about four miles north of work, but he had to detour to a different, newer bridge, which made the trip more like eight miles.

      He’d heard how bad things were from his peers that had trickled back to work, but he wasn’t ready for what he saw. The old hospital had partially collapsed. Lucky the hospital moved to Sylvan this year. He saw burned cars and condos that had slipped down hills. When he crossed the bridge, he couldn’t see the inlet below, but he pulled over into a parking lot on the far side. He was curious about the rumors. Crane felt tears in his eyes when he saw broken homes washed up on the shore below. All those people... It was a lot for a young man who had never lived anywhere else.

      He looked across the lot at the small strip mall. The stores were darkened. Nobody was there—it looked like a ghost town. Windows had been shattered on the bakery. The pub on the connecting street had sheets of plywood secured over their windows. He hopped back into his blue Subaru and got moving again.

      As he made his way home, he passed a school and two churches that all had what appeared to be homeless shelters set up in their lots. They looked crowded, and a fist fight was in progress at one of them. Where are they getting the food to feed people? he wondered. As he passed people who were walking, he could almost feel the stares. Everyone’s on edge now. He was beginning to realize how lucky he had it on his little cot at the base.

      When he arrived at the fifty-year-old rental, he only saw one vehicle. He’d hoped to see three. He got out, pulling his backpack and worn out, green Carhart coat with him. He approached the front door as if it were any other day when his eyes caught the door being swung open.

      “Crane!” yelled Maya excitedly. She was the one female out of the four roomies. She ran down the porch and threw her arms around his neck. It caught him off guard a bit, and he had to half-step back to absorb the impact.

      “Hey!” I’m glad to see you, too, but it’s only been four days. “What’s up? Where’s David and Joe?”

      David and Maya were dating. The three of them had been friends since high school. After college, David landed a job as a pharmaceutical sales rep. He worked out of Kent, over in King County, and he spent a lot of time on the road. He had been trying to talk Maya into moving over there, but she wasn’t ready to be that far from her mom. The other roommate, Joe, was a machinery mechanic at the shipyard.

      Maya’s eyes began to well up with tears. Crane could see it was too late. “We haven’t heard from him,” she uttered, the words evoking a new round of crying.

      “What?” Oh, man. He looked down at the ground, searching for words but only finding his worn-out steel-toed boots. He looked back at Maya. When he saw the water works starting, he reached out and pulled her in for another hug. This way I don’t have to see her crying.

      “What about Joe?” he asked over her shoulder.

      She leaned back out of the hug and headed for the house. “He came home on the first day and just went back to work this morning. We went to the bread line yesterday, and he bumped into some other yard-birds. They told him they heard the shipyard was hurting for people from his shop to come back in.”

      Bread line? Crane followed her into the house. He noticed some of the siding had popped off and the front porch had cracks in it. “That explains why I hadn’t seen him. I was wondering if he’d gotten home.” Crane and Joe usually carpooled. He stopped inside the door and saw Maya’s tuxedo cat, Oreo, looking regal and unbothered by Crane’s presence. It was a lone second of normalcy in an abnormal time. “Maya… about David. I… I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything,” she said quietly, looking out the living room window for his car once again.

      She’ll have to learn to stop looking, Crane realized. “Alright,” he said, copying her quietness. He went to his room. It wasn’t exactly inspection ready when he last saw it, but it was definitely a mess now. He reached down and lifted his dresser off the floor, kicking clothes out of the way so it would sit flat. All the drawers were still out on the floor with contents spilled. He also noticed several cracks in the dry wall.

      He scanned the room, and his eyes caught his two rifle cases. They had fallen out of the closet. That could be a problem. He immediately worried about them growing feet the next time the house was empty.

      He weighed his options. He wanted to park on base, which meant that if he followed the rules, he couldn’t keep his rifles in the car. But he also didn’t want to leave them in the house when he went back to work. No time to take them to Dad’s. He dragged a stool from the linen closet and placed it under the attic access in the hall. He popped it open long enough to put his rifles in the attic. Better than doing nothing, he thought.

      He walked back out to the living room and picked up his backpack. He reached in and pulled out two, full military-issue MRE’s.

      “Hungry?” he asked his roommate.

      Maya’s eyes brightened a bit. “I haven’t had one of these since my dad gave me one when I was like twelve,” she said, smiling softly.

      Crane perked up a bit. “How’s your mom? I’m assuming your dad is still at sea.”

      “My mom and I were texting on the first day. She was going to stay put and watch the horses. Dad was still out on patrol. You know submariners—never say when they’re coming home.”

      That’s true, Crane thought. He’d never known of a sub-sailor to talk about ship’s movement dates, especially the ones stationed in Slaughter County. Especially that boat. Maya’s dad was a Master-Chief on a special submarine that went on extra-special missions.

      Crane reminded her how to work the water activated heater for her meal. “Speaking of water, how are we set here?”

      “Running low,” she said matter-of-factly. “Neither Joe or I got home until late that day. I filled all our pots with tap water, but it was just a trickle. We have a couple of cases of bottled that we’ve been living on.” She paused and looked directly at Crane. “Do you think they’ll have the water back on soon?”

      Crane choked a bit on a bite he’d just taken. After clearing his throat and taking a pull off his plastic water bottle he said, “Uhh—no, obviously not.” He looked at her to see if she was joking. She wasn’t. Sometimes it isn’t so obvious, obviously. “Oh, uh, sorry. No. I think it could be a while. You’d probably better start thinking about what you’re going to do.”

      “Wait for David, obviously!” she said, pissed and throwing Crane’s word back at him.

      Ouch. I deserved that. “Look, Maya—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. We’ve known each other our whole lives. You know I’m not like that. But it is bad out there. I mean—bad. You and Joe had to stand in a bread line yesterday. A bread line! An entire end of Russell Island slid into the Sound! We’ve been dealing with some serious issues at work. The shipyard commanding officer told us that Pierce County was more or less destroyed…” He decided he’d better stop.

      They both sat in silence, slowly eating “Menu 22—Asian Beef Strips.”

      After a fifteen-minute silence Crane stood up. “I’m going back tomorrow. I’m dead tired, so I’m hittin’ the sack. Wake me if you need anything.” He paused and turned as he was exiting the living room. “It’s not going to be safe here much longer. You need to go home. Better yet—go to the range. Leave a note. David will know that’s where you went.” The tired, young government worker went and crashed onto his bed, not moving the pile of laundry in the way.
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        * * *

      

      It was about noon, Phil knew. He’d forgotten to shake his “automatic” self-winding watch when he didn’t wear it the day before. Now it was dead until he could find a clock to set it to. The day was back to the normal overcast—less rain and a lighter gray. There wasn’t enough of a shadow for decent time estimation, but he knew roughly when sunrise was. Close enough, he figured. He knew there was a battery-operated clock buried somewhere in one of his conex boxes. He just hadn’t made time to find it. His mind was still distracted by the bad news from the evening before.

      The day before, he and Craig found that Hope had perished sometime since the catastrophes began. She was lying on the kitchen floor with a pot of water spilled next to her. He didn’t see anything that indicated crime. He figured it was probably just her age and the shock of the events. They took the time to bury her in the backyard. Phil was worried about the state of her affairs, particularly valuables and firearms. He made a decision to take as much of it as he could with him that day. They recorded what they took and stored all of it in one of the conex boxes. When they’d gotten back to the range, he had Jerry pass the information about her passing to DEM.

      Phil had spent the last hour going around and gathering everyone at the range for a meeting. They were up to forty-five people at the evening count the night before. He knew he had to get some control over things. Fred and Don had been fully briefed already. They were posted as guards at the front gate. There was a fairly reliable stream of vehicle and foot traffic coming up the Canal Vista Highway. It wasn’t a solid stream, but the gaps between groups rarely exceeded a few minutes. Phil theorized that more people were converting to walking as they ran out of gas.

      Everyone had gathered under the rifle line, sitting where they could. Phil had brought chairs down from the classroom. This could go on a while.

      “Hi everyone. Thanks for bearing with me. We have a lot to discuss. If you have questions, hold them if you can. I want to keep the conversation on track if possible. We have too much to talk about to get distracted by war stories and rabbit holes. For starters, who knows what a watch bill is?”

      Several hands went up, mostly from the veterans.

      “It’s basically a schedule. We need to start posting guards in key locations, and if we have the manpower, a roving team or two.” Hands already started going up. “Folks, let me get through the spiel first, and most of your questions will get answered.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Stuart Schwartz’s feet were raw. He couldn’t decide which was worse—being wet constantly or the rubbing from the boots that were too big. When this is over, I will never go outside again, he promised himself. He had open sores on the back of his heels—sores that hurt with every step. Definitely a four, he thought. His pain level was slowly creeping upwards.

      He and Carmen had backtracked to the northwest, having heard that the elementary school in that direction had a camp set up. When they got there, they realized they’d been misinformed. There were people camping there, but it was camp-at-your-own-risk, to say the least. Like something out of Mad Max, Schwartz thought when he saw the collection of tarps and tents streaming off the playground equipment. Campfires had been built in several spots.

      They were both wearing trash bag ponchos, which helped repel rainwater much better than Schwartz would have guessed. Back in L.A., I have a perfectly good, $700 overcoat sitting in my closet. When the school hadn’t turned out the way they thought it would, they decided to meander back out towards the Pacific Coast Highway. They’d gotten turned around, and it took several minutes to figure that out. As evening arrived, they ultimately had to set up a hasty shelter in the several-acre greenbelt near a sewage treatment station. The homeless people that lived there year-round scowled at them. That’s far enough, but nobody chased them off.

      Carmen had suggested they make do on the rest of the junk food they had for the evening and figure out how to use their new penny-can stove in the morning. While they had been at the swap-meet, they were able to barter her iPhone for a small camp stove made out of a couple of soda cans. It operated on rubbing alcohol and put out small blue flames through a bunch of holes. As part of the deal they got a small, tin windscreen that could act as a pot holder, a sixteen-ounce jug of alcohol that was maybe a third full, and a cheap metal bowl that was probably from an old camping set. They had bartered for six boxes of Hamburger Helper with a different vendor in the parking lot. It had cost Schwartz $180. One-hundred and eighty bucks for a week’s worth of food, he worried. We’re going to starve. It had started to dawn on him that the cash was becoming less valuable with each passing day.

      The next morning, they had used a precious amount of fuel to boil a precious amount of water. Schwartz figured they had started with five or six ounces of fuel and might get two more good boils out of what was left over. His face showed his concern.

      “We’re screwed, aren’t we, Doc?” Carmen asked. She was looking at him through tired, teary eyes.

      He looked up through the purple bags that enveloped his own eyes. “Yep.” They were huddled under a shredded, fading blue tarp that leaked badly, something a homeless person had discarded. Ya’ think? We’re living under a rag that the homeless don’t want anymore.

      Carmen started to let the tears roll, but she was trying her level best to not sob. She didn’t want to seem weak, especially this close to a homeless encampment.

      Schwartz wasn’t naturally affectionate. He supposed he should put his arm around her or something, but he didn’t want her to get the wrong impression. He tried a different approach. “Call me Stu.”

      “W-what?” Genuine surprise.

      “Call… me… Stu.” He repeated slowly, trying to smile. “I think we’re past formal titles by now. Don’t you?” Another friendly smirk. Carmen smirked back. It had worked. Can’t have you breaking down on me, he thought.

      “Okay… Stu…” She smiled a little more. “Are you accidentally warming up to me?”

      “Listen closely because it’s a moment of weakness,” he explained. “I need you. There—I said it. Happy? I may be a man of great pride, but I need my business partner to hold it together. If eating a little crow is what it takes…So be it.”

      She nodded. He couldn’t tell if she appreciated the honesty, but he felt just a bit better for saying it. “I’d like you to stay here with our stuff. I’m going to go into that camp and see if any of those people will help us. Hopefully they’re already used to being off their meds.” Or their other medications…
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        * * *

      

      “Folks, the performance by the feds has been less than stellar. We need to start talking about alternatives.” Sandy McCallister was using her best Southern California old-lady charm to downplay her growing concern. She was well into a two-hour status meeting with the Slaughter County Unified Command, comprised of several high-level leaders. All the fire and police departments were represented, as well as the National Guard, public works, various mayors, county commissioners, and two mid-level officers representing the navy’s two bases. “FEMA Region X says that the delays are a combination of facility damage on our end and unanticipated need everywhere else. Apparently, the air conditioning isn’t working in A… Oh, the horror.” Her feigned mock shock drew a few chuckles. I know what I’ll do… I just need ya’ll to get there on your own. “Thoughts?”

      “Look,” said Sylvan’s Fire Chief, Don Dale. “Knowing we’re all at various levels of supplies and staffing that aren’t going to hold up, just cut to the chase, Director. What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about our people needing rest, Chief.” He nodded. Most of them did. “I’m thinking about what we can do to get the community to feel safe. Secure.”

      “How about a voluntary curfew?” asked Brandi Farrly, the Bartlett Police Chief. This brought about a course of murmurs.

      Sandy was observing facial expressions. She knew this was a mixed bag of nuts. People were always so concerned with liberty. Some of them were trying to hide their disgust while others were nodding in agreement.

      “I’m not sure that would work,” Sandy said, still playing both sides. “I mean—we’re a veteran-heavy community. We love rights and small government… Right?” Everyone in here collected a tax-based paycheck. It was a catch-22, and she knew it.

      “Of course,” said the Police Chief. “We’re not talking about violating rights. We’re talking about protecting lives. Keeping the community safe. These people can’t even walk down the street without keeping their phones in their faces.” Another round of small talk. The Chief concluded, “Besides, it’d be voluntary.”

      “True,” Sandy agreed. “But how effective would that be, really?” she countered. “I mean, if we’re going to have a lockdown that pretty much tells the community ‘You can’t move around from this time to that time,’ how effective would it be if it were voluntary?” More looks and nods.

      “Are you proposing a mandatory curfew?” Fire Chief Dale said, tired of playing “20 Questions.”

      “I’m merely offering food for thought,” Sandy said. “Perhaps a trial. Mayors? Maybe within city limits? What say you? Feel like letting your hard working first responders have a lil’ break?”

      It only took another five minutes after that pitch. Though not everyone was convinced the vote passed, and the 10:00 PM to 6:00 AM curfew was implemented the next night.
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        * * *

      

      “One more time, Jerry. How does this work?” Phil asked. Jerry Horst was actually pretty good at explaining the HAM radio stuff. Phil just wanted to make sure he understood.

      “Okay,” Jerry said, starting at the top. “These are called GoTennas. That’s a brand name.” Jerry was holding up a small black pod with a bright orange handle. It was an inch wide, an inch deep, and about six inches long. “They operate in the 900 mega-hertz range, maybe a watt or two in power. If you’ve linked your phone to them and you have the app installed, you can use them as a local network, basically. They call it a ‘mesh’ network.”

      “Alright. I’m following,” Phil said. “Keep going.”

      Jerry continued. “These have been around for several years, but they just started to catch on in the last few. They’re not cheap, and people who aren’t into radio or tech generally haven’t seen the value of them. Except for hikers,” Jerry remembered. “They’ve been using them for a while.”

      “So how many of these are out there?” Phil inquired.

      “Well… last time I looked at the map on the app we had a few dozen people around this part of the county that had registered them. Some people will plant them up in a tree for better height. Those are called ‘fixed’, versus mobile.”

      “So, these last a long time?”

      “Ahh, no. They last most of a day if you’re lucky. But they are really low draw, amps speaking, so you can keep them operating for extended periods with a small solar panel,” Jerry explained. “And they recharge pretty quickly.”

      “But if we don’t have the app on our phone…” Phil tried to catch Jerry, who smiled and held up a thumb drive, baiting him into asking. “Okay, I’ll bite. You’re saying you could hook us up?”

      “That’s what I’m saying. All we need to do is be willing to run a generator. Get everyone’s smart phones. I’ll charge them and install the app with my laptop. Pretty soon, we’ll be able to text across the range. Probably farther. You know—as long as we have fuel to keep batteries charged,” Jerry concluded.

      For this force multiplier, I will go siphon the fuel if I have to. “So, what took you so long to show me this, bud?” Phil could see this capability being able to give them an advantage in a tactical situation.

      “I’ve been a little busy, Phil. So have you. I’ve been setting up the radios and antennas, setting up my solar system, and running the AmRRON net, too.”

      “Sorry,” Phil apologized. “I didn’t mean to imply anything. This is just going to really help us out, that’s all. So, how is the net going anyway? Have you been getting much from the ‘Channel-3’ thing?”

      “Some. If I had started the net years ago and promoted it better, I think there’d be more activity. I’m down to running the net every six hours. I get the same four or five HAMs checking in who are usually getting the same twenty-something Channel-3 check ins.”

      Jerry was referring to the AmRRON and Channel-3 Project, which was a network started several years earlier, originally in Idaho. HAM operators would run a radio-net on a pre-determined frequency and schedule, similar to the way that the bigger HAM clubs and ARES organizations. There were a few key differences between the two, though.

      The biggest was in melding non-HAM radios into the mix. Jerry would direct the listening HAM operators to run a short sub-net on Channel-3 of the “un-licensed” bands, such as CB radio. Other bands included “FRS” and “MURS.” They were the names of frequency bands that people could use low-power radios to operate on. This allowed people who weren’t licensed HAMs to participate in the flow of information.

      Jerry used the body’s venous system as an example when teaching people. If the ARES groups were the arteries and other HAMs were the veins, then Channel-3 participants were the capillaries. This was how blood—in this case, information—got down into the smallest nooks and crannies—through the capillaries.

      “What about the emergency management folks? Have they been cooperative?” Phil asked.

      “For the most part. The repeaters are all down, so everything has to be done in simplex.” Phil had just wandered into the other key difference between his net and the big nets. “Line-of-sight,” he explained. “The AmRRON local net focuses on line-of-sight transmissions since that’s more realistic for disaster scenarios. The big clubs practice that part of the time, but they’re highly reliant on repeaters.”

      He continued, “Everybody’s talking antenna to antenna, now, which means height and power are our friends. Ironically, now that I’ve set up here in the office, I’m thinking about moving everything up to the field. We have more elevation up there, and I have a lot of choices in which trees to string both vertical and horizontal antennas from. I could set up the HF rig there, which will allow us to communicate with other parts of the country. All I’d need is you to move one of the big canopies up there.”

      “Jerry, whatever you need, I’ll support. Look, I need to go check on the observation posts. I’ll get Fred moving a tent up there when I see him.”

      Phil left the office and found Dakota chasing a squirrel. They started making their way to the range’s other little used driveway on the northwest corner of the property. He wanted to make sure his vision was understood.

      At the meeting earlier, Phil had laid out a grand plan. For security, they would establish a vehicle trap on the primary driveway, using sandbags from the pistol line. Off to the side they would dig in a fighting position and line the top with sandbags. The tarped-over control point would be for anyone watching the main gate. Starting with the farthest four corners of the property they would build fighting positions—AKA foxholes—in the woods, camouflaged as much as possible.

      Phil wanted to man these five points around the clock with two people at each location. That took ten people at a minimum. Many of the people were somewhat elderly and probably not capable of performing basic infantry duty. Phil announced they would start with the three positions along the highway and staff the back corners once they had adequate numbers of people. He planned on running everyone through some tactical training in a few days to remind them of the differences between real world shooting and sport shooting.

      The classroom trailer had a kitchen on one end, so it would become the chow hall. He was worried about varmints and rodents, so he asked people in tents to do their cooking up there. He was still mulling over the plan for those who had brought only a few days’ worth of food with them.

      His office was on the far end of that trailer. He considered using that as a lockable pantry for food that people were willing to donate to the whole group. He asked for everyone’s thought on food conservation. Some people were for the idea of pooling their meals together while others were not. Phil said he would discuss it further with the board members and range officers.

      Phil announced he wanted to cap the broken septic system. It was too close to the highway and perimeter. While the canopies and slit trenches in Bay 9 were a temporary fix, he decided a more permanent fix would be to install a rotational barrel system in Bay 7. That bay was fully enclosed to allow for shooting in almost every direction. They would move the back-hoe in there to bury about forty barrels. The range had countless blue-poly barrels for using as barriers during shooting competitions. Most of them already had holes in them, too, which would aid in the leeching and composting processes. They would piece together two mobile shacks—one for each sex. As barrels filled with waste, they would move the shacks systematically. The barrels could then have sawdust and ash from the volcano added. Phil asked for anyone who had an idea about getting some lime to speak to him after the meeting.

      Fuel was a big concern. He wanted everyone who was willing to risk it to venture back to their homes and siphon as much gas and diesel as they could. He knew some people had brought some already, and he made sure everyone knew that that they would track what people were donating. He also reminded them that their home heating oil could double as diesel for the tractor and some generators. Some of the more “prepper-minded” had brought small, mobile solar panels and battery-converter systems, like those made by Goal Zero. Phil reminded everyone that gear and supplies—like those back up power sources—were the property of the owners, not the range. He wanted to quash the communal thought that every piece of gear was everyone’s property.

      He directed that the enclosed room at the far end of the rifle line would become a small infirmary. With a little work, it could house medical equipment and two or three bunks. They would use plastic sheeting and tarps to block off the two rifle benches in that area, creating a rain and wind-resistant triage area.

      He wanted to move his winter starts to their new makeshift greenhouse and encouraged others to do the same. If someone chose to plant their seeds and starts at the big field, it would become communal. If they planted it outside their tents and trailers, it was theirs. He also wanted to turn one of the action bays into a chicken coop and enclosed run. Again, he was willing to share and asked that others do the same if they brought chickens, goats, or rabbits.

      He announced that they would vacate one of the conex-boxes of the targets and range supplies to turn it into a classroom for the kids. He asked for any coloring books, toys, textbooks, and like items that people could donate to be taken there. If they were ever attacked it would be an ideal spot in the middle of the property to guard the children.

      He had concluded the meeting with a prayer. Phil wasn’t a particularly religious man, but the shooting incident a few years earlier had made him quit avoiding the topic of what he truly believed. He had spent those years reading the Bible and praying once again. He wasn’t there to force everyone to worship the way he did—atheist, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists—all would be welcomed. But the large majority of the membership were Christians, and they wouldn’t hide that fact in the name of political correctness. “Political Correctness died last Tuesday,” he told the group.

      Upon arriving at the northwest fighting position under construction, Phil told Payton with a wink, “I don’t recall the last time I saw you doing manual labor!”

      “Uggggh,” was the disgruntled reply.

      “But seriously, Olive. You’re pregnant—go do something else. Take a break.” Phil started to clamber down the hole, carbon-fiber leg first. The other member with a shovel, Buddy Chadwell, was smirking.

      “Dad!” she yelled, annoyed at his presence. “I got it. I’m not due for four months.” She rolled her eyes and pulled the shovel out of his reach.

      Thirty going on fifteen, I see… “Alright, alright,” Phil said, hands raised. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.”

      He climbed out of the hole and looked at their firing-lanes. Scanning up and down the road and through the brush at the base of the trees, he advised, “This brush here and here will need to go. Maybe this tree, too. I have an old truck canopy at home. We can place it over the hole, throw some roof tar on the seams, and cover it with brush. Then this hole might actually stay dry.” He realized as he started walking away that he was really just talking to himself. It seems like I do that a lot in the “zombie apocalypse”.
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      Tahoma’s Hammer + 7 Days.

      

      A lifetime of societal decay had taken about a week to occur. The guards that the stores had cut deals with were no match for mobs of hungry people. Grocery stores, pharmacies, and super-marts were the first to get overrun, followed by everything else. The more enterprising thieves were organizing themselves with pick-ups, quads, cargo trailers—anything to up the volume of their haul. High-dollar generators, tools, and materials were snatched from the clutches of less than enthused guards at Costcos, Lowe’s, and Home Depots across all of Cascadia.

      Police and National Guardsmen were starting to spend the night at fire stations just to protect their own supplies from nighttime theft raids. Gangs were starting to patrol at night, knowing full well that the cops would rather pretend nobody was violating curfew than get into a shootout when there was no back up coming. The gangs were lobbying for turf, scouting for both customers and competition. The inability of the government to enforce the curfew became more apparent with each passing night.

      The elderly and sick were starting to die off. Nursing homes looked like zombie movie sets as staff quit coming to work. The mobile geriatric eventually wandered out of their facilities, and those with dementia were actually the fortunate ones. There was nothing fortunate about dying of dehydration and starvation, but at least they were living in happier times in their minds.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know if I can take this stench much longer, Carmen screamed inside her head. Fear, anxiety, and depression were becoming her biggest threats. She and Stu had planted themselves in the same small set of woods for—What? Three days now? Stu had come down with a case of flu and was laid up in his leaf bag, shivering. They were trying to ride it out just in case Carmen got sick, too. The weather, lack of nutrition, and overall exhaustion were taking a collective toll. Carmen wanted badly to get moving, but she didn’t dare leave behind the one friend—Friend?—she had in the new world. Partner. I’ll settle for that word. It’d been almost two days since the last major aftershock. The small tremblers were almost mundane at this point. Growing up in California, she knew they were still there, just smaller now.

      The woods here, called Powell’s by the local homeless residents, smelled like rotten eggs and bad body odor. The trees acted as the southerly wind’s filter for the sewage treatment plant to the north. The heavy rain had come back. During Stu’s puking and fever phase, Carmen had ventured out to find anything of value. She had removed a little cash from his suitcase, intent on buying food or upgrading their gear situation. She had tried building him a fire, but the woods were too wet, and she had no idea how to start fires.

      Carmen started to realize that the safest time to go out and handle affairs was first thing at dawn. The criminals seemed to prefer to sleep then. She didn’t like to be out much past mid-day. She’d told Stu that when they finally felt up to travelling again they ought to travel between midnight and late morning. Her logic was that the cover of darkness and late hours might expose them to the least number of opportunists.

      During her venture out, she met an older homeless man who lived in Powell’s year-round. He was probably close to seventy, she figured. A somewhat-sane and toothless black man, everyone at Powell’s called him Blue Jay. She first bumped into Blue Jay at the parking lot for the church over by Sacajawea Middle School. The church members were giving away clothes and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. She watched Blue Jay ask for and receive condiment packets—specifically ketchup, salt, and pepper. She wandered behind him near the clothing tables, finally mustering the will to ask him about it. She would later remember this as Lesson Number 1 in being homeless—ketchup soup. Blue Jay explained to her that he had survived countless days of his life on just those items. They were blended with hot water to make a basic red broth. “Look aroun’ you,” he’d told her in his raspy, Southern twang. “People don’t see tha poten-shul o’ things right in front o’ ‘em cuz o’ their own pre-conceived notions.”

      She was able to find a decent enough backpack for Stu as well as some more clothes for both of them. She asked for and received the same ketchup soup supplies she’d seen Blue Jay take. She took as much as they would give.

      Back in the woods later that day, Blue Jay broke through the brush and strode up to the downed log they’d been using to prop up their decayed tarp. “You two look sadder than a preacher’s kid in a whor’-house,” he mumbled. “Here.” He threw a grocery sack down.

      Stu continued to lay there suffering while Carmen picked up the bag and looked. There was a big roll of plastic. It was used and smeared with dried-paint but intact. Under that was a mylar blanket, a one-quart metal can, and a roll of toilet paper.

      “Put tha TP into tha can and close it up. Next time you kin scrounge some fuel, put it in tha can, too. Al-cohol, not gas-o-line. It’ll work a lot bettuh than that little stove you been usin’,” he told them. “Once you got your area covered in plastic, stuff tha foil blanket an’ some newspaper into your armpits, shoes, an’ nether-regions. It’ll keep you warm.” He turned and wandered back towards the main camp.

      “Thank you, Blue Jay,” Carmen called out, getting only a soft grunt and a quick backwards wave as he continued the two-hundred-foot trek back through the forest. Two days had passed since then.

      “I’m sorry I’ve held you up,” Stu said apologetically.

      “It’s alright,” Carmen said, shaking her head lightly.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Stu continued. “If Tacoma is truly unpassable, maybe we should start going west. Find a marina and barter for a boat ride back up to Bartlett. Get you back to your base in a few days.”

      This got Carmen’s hopes up. Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about! “You think it would be safe?”

      “As opposed to what?” Stu coughed a bit as he chuckled. “Starving? Dehydration? Sleeping with drug addicts? Getting murdered if we pass through the wrong neighborhood?” He paused for a minute. “I think we should at least try,” he concluded.

      “Okay,” Carmen agreed. “Let’s leave when we think it’s about midnight.”
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        * * *

      

      “Find the next target with your eyes then move the rifle,” Phil instructed. “This will ensure your shot gets follow-through. Too many people copy what they see in movies and tv shows. You want that site-alignment back into place when you prep your trigger, but you will acquire targets faster if you lead with your eyes—especially when they’re spread out like this.”

      He was out in Bay 11 running several groups through a condensed version of his tactical rifle classes. People normally paid two hundred dollars a day for Phil’s classes, especially after he’d recovered from “the incident.” He had a long list of classes he’d taken from reputable instructors nationwide as well as a decent ranking in shooting competitions several years earlier. Combined with his time spent in the USMC Security Forces, and he had a lot of experience to draw from.

      Brrt… [Jerry: “Tim and Stephanie need to see you at the gate. There’s someone who wants in. NE.”]

      This texting thing is awesome, Jerry! The “NE” was something that Phil demanded be added to the end of every text. It meant “Not Emergent.” If NE was missing, the receiver was to assume he or she was needed immediately. Phil was pretty stoked about the GoTenna app as a whole. Not only could they text, but they could share mapping data with each other and do it all privately. The phone batteries also stayed charged a lot longer than the little range-radios, which meant less time running the generator. This was cutting down on radio chatter, which thrilled the tactician in Phil to no end. They still had some people using the little radios, but overall there was a fuel-savings happening.

      “Be up in five,” he shot back to Alice, who was in the office. He walked Don through the next set of drills for the group and then made a beeline for the front gate.

      “Paw-paw!” he heard from his right. Payton and Savannah were returning from Bay 10, where the group had parked the newly-built chicken run. She was followed closely by Dakota, who was on a leash while they were conducting live-fire training.

      “Hey, Peaches!” Phil said, scooping up his granddaughter and continuing his march. He looked at Payton.

      “Only two eggs,” she said, reading his mind.

      “Yeah, well… they’re just adjusting to their new surroundings.” Like the rest of us.

      Phil set Savannah down near the front of the rifle line where she and her mother continued towards the chow hall.

      “Olive,” Phil called as their distance apart grew. “Payton!” he called out, getting her attention the second time. “Come find me when you get a chance.” She nodded. He reached the gate area a few seconds later. “What’s up, guys?” he asked Jay and Stephanie Webster, who were currently standing watch.

      “Hi, Phil,” Jay started. “This is Paige. She wants to know if we’ll let her and her kids come in.” There was a disheveled lady with two pre-teen children standing there.

      “Please! Please!” she started to plead. “We’ll work, we aren’t dangerous. Please!”

      Phil tried to reassure her. “Whoa, whoa. Calm down. Listen—are you a range member? Can you present a current membership card?”

      “No. But I am a successful business-woman. I’ve owned and operated two drive-thru latte shops. Please! We won’t eat much!”

      Phil had been dreading this. He and the other range officers and board members were drafting a list of skills they should consider letting in if the opportunity arose. “Espresso entrepreneur” wasn’t on there. They also hadn’t run the idea through the entire club yet. He’d known this scenario was coming—and it would only get worse. We need to finish that discussion—tonight.

      “I’m sorry. We’re just trying to survive ourselves. We don’t have anything to give. And we can’t let you in.” His heart hurt, but he couldn’t save everyone at the expense of those who’d earned the right to be there.

      “Please!” It was turning into begging, which really bothered him.

      “I’m sorry, no.” He was trying to sound sincere and apologetic.

      The lady and her two children started to sob. She grabbed her kids and turned. She led them back to the edge of the driveway and then turned back around. “You!” she screamed at Phil at full-volume. “Whatever happens to us—it is your fault!”

      Phil stood there with a lump in his throat, speechless. He let out an audible sigh after they had walked behind the berm-sized shoulder between the highway and the range parking area. It was then that he realized that if someone came from the woods across the highway just a few yards north of there, none of the three foxholes on the west side would catch it. We’ll have to address that.

      “You should’ve let them in,” Stephanie said coldly.

      “Steph…” Tim started but his wife cut him off.

      “No! I knew you would think that way, Tim. But you,” she said looking at Phil. “I expected better from you. With your wife’s passing…and the leg! You should have compassion. And understanding!”

      She’s upset and clearly needs to calm down before I try to explain myself. “We’ll have another meeting tonight so we can get all the facts out. To everyone. Once. One discussion,” Phil stated, holding up his index finger. “Excuse me. I need to go find my daughter for a moment.” Phil was pissed that she’d judged him so harshly. Better leave before I say something I regret.

      He caught Payton as she was leaving the chow hall/former classroom. She had left Savannah there to help Teresa prepare some food for the group. They were going to make a few crusted-stews in Dutch ovens over the range’s big firepit that evening. “Walk with me, honey,” he told his daughter.

      “What’s wrong, Dad?” They were slowly strolling towards the foxhole she’d helped dig a few days earlier. Phil wanted to make sure he saw the lady pass by.

      “Nothing specific. I’m just trying to get a read on how you and Peaches are doing. That’s all.”

      “Okay, I guess,” she lied. He knew. “It’s just…hard to believe. A week ago, my biggest issue was paying rent and dealing with the break up. Now I don’t even know—” Tears came out of nowhere, interrupting her speech.

      You don’t know if he’s alive. I know, honey. I get it. “It’s okay, Olive. Let it out.” She wrapped her arms around herself. Phil pulled her in to hold her. They hadn’t been close in many years, so she held her wrapped arms in place, sobbing into her dad’s chest.

      “Everyone here knows what to do except for me,” she revealed. “I’m pregnant. I don’t have much food to contribute. I have no place, Dad—no purpose.” She was opening up a bit about how she felt.

      “You’re wrong, Payton. We all have something to contribute. Take it from me—some people have to be on the verge of death before they figure things out.” I know what I’m talking about.
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        * * *

      

      We need to get out of here! Soon, Tony told himself. It had a been a week since it all began and five days since he had arrived at the T-Mobe. It felt like a lifetime ago. Sleep came in small restless doses. At least the kids seem to be keeping their energy and spirits up. He didn’t like feeling this way. Even when he’d been out to sea for months in the Navy there always seemed to be something fun to joke about. People bonded in the misery of deployment, but this wasn’t the same. Despair. That’s what I sense. If despair has a smell, Tony decided, it must be un-brushed teeth, armpits, sweaty socks, and farts.

      He was standing in line once again. I woulda never guessed that the end of the world entailed so much standing in line. This one wasn’t for food, water, or access to an overflowing plastic toilet. This line was for information—or the lack of it as it usually turned out. He was performing his daily ritual of trying to learn when there might be a ferry running to get back to Bartlett. Every day before had produced the same result— “Sorry, sir. The state hasn’t given us an update.” Why should today be any different?

      “Yes?” the county DEM employee asked.

      “Has there been an update on when the ferry may be running?”

      The person began the diatribe in their normal fashion and then caught herself as she flipped through the clipboard to the appropriate page. “The state still hasn’t—hold up.” She flipped back and forth for a moment.

      I’m sure she’s just as tired as the rest of us, Tony thought.

      “This is new. Not much help probably but new. It says that most of the ferry docks were badly damaged, but they may have one here in Seattle operational within one week. There is one in Bartlett as well as two ferries that are operational. One of the ferries will be serving the northern run out of Everett. They will have to off-load stranded cars first. All sailings will be passenger only for the foreseeable future. It cautions people to keep in mind that fuel and power limitations will be limiting factors.”

      Tony soaked it in. “So…maybe someday, and then—maybe a limited number of runs…”

      “Maybe a week. It’s more than you knew two minutes ago,” she said smugly.

      “Thanks,” Tony muttered as he walked off. A week! The thought depressed and angered him. It’s karma. I laughed at all those whack-jobs on “Doomsday Preppers,” and now I’m paying for it. He didn’t really believe that, but like most people in dire situations he was trying bargaining on for size. He went for a stroll around the main level of T-Mobile Park trying to stretch a bit. He was on a mission. He’d started noticing things, and now he was focused on learning if it was his imagination or his instincts.

      He first noticed it in the soup and bread line a few days earlier. People that were eating when he and the girls left their tarp were standing in line behind him minutes later. He wrote it off as mistaken identity. But then he noticed it again. He started watching more and more people. He didn’t know what the scam was, but he was sure there was one. It wasn’t in his nature to care one iota about people taking advantage of the system. Then he remembered that the system had a finite amount of food, and it was keeping his babies alive. His first instinct was to grab photos, but his phone was dead. He’d never invested in one of those twenty-dollar back-up batteries that people keep in their purses and backpacks. Now I wish I had three or four of ‘em.

      Another thing he noticed was that there was never a shortage of drugged out looking people by the plastic restrooms. Where the hell are they getting their heroin? He was certain there was sex-trafficking happening to pay for the drugs. That was the one currency that everyone possessed and the authorities couldn’t confiscate. That one bothered him—a lot. He wouldn’t hesitate to beat wholesale-ass if the wrong person tried talking to his girls.

      Lastly and most disturbingly was the thing he saw just earlier that morning. He was near one of the gates, and he witnessed people being denied the chance to leave. What, are we prisoners now? That went against his intuition. I served this country to ensure people would never be their country’s subjects again. He could only figure that they wanted to keep people penned up to slow the tide of lawlessness that was surely coming. He finished his lap and made his way back to his girls, feeling helpless.
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        “We must accept finite disappointment but never lose infinite hope.”

        - Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 9 Days.

      

      Payton woke up because of back pain. Cots suck, she thought. I miss my bed. I miss showers. I miss a lot of things. Savannah was still sleeping. Her dad’s cot was empty. Of course. Always has to be out and on top of stuff, doesn’t he? She pulled off the thin, warm base-layer pieces Phil had provided. He had set aside some clothing for her and Crane years ago as part of the boxes he packed out of his shop. The undergarments were stretchy enough to compensate for the girth that came with both age and pregnancy. She slid on her favorite purple leggings. Gonna have to wash these soon, she thought, giving them the sniff test. Ugh. Nothing like having to pee every two hours during the apocalypse, she mused to herself. She put on more used clothing and a camo-colored military poncho—what on Earth is flecktarn? she wondered, looking at the weird pattern. She opted to let Savannah sleep, wondering if she was putting too much trust in the range’s perimeter and guard network. She made her way to Bay 9 to take care of morning business.

      Dawn was starting to break and there was only a mist. The rain had stopped an hour earlier. Someone’s kept the burn pit going, she noticed. It was decently sized at just under seven feet across. Pre-Hammer, its purpose had been for disposing of natural vegetation every time they had a range clean up. Now it had become a source of heat, light, warmth, and trash disposal. There were mounds of firewood up at the field, and several members had moved some down near the pit. Somebody had used scrap metal to rig up two supports and a pipe across the pit. There was a kettle and a Dutch-oven hanging on the pipe. Maybe we can build a clothesline here, too…

      She wandered past the bay where their tent was set up and continued up the path towards the office in search of her water bottle—and coffee. Several people had set up their propane camp stoves at the kitchen. There’s always old people up by now, and that means coffee is ready. She got a wave from her dad as she passed the office. The candle in there cast a soft glow in the gray of pre-morning. There was a lantern lighting up the kitchen end of the chow hall.

      “Mornin’,” she mumbled as she strode into the small space.

      “Oh! Hi!” It was Donna Gladstone, wife of one of the range officers, Vic. “You snuck up on me,” she said, laughing. They were spry for their age, probably mid-seventies, Payton decided.

      “Sorry. Just looking for some go juice. And a bite, maybe.”

      “Yes. I was, too. I thought I’d left a jar of cinnamon apple slices out. I can’t seem to find it, though…”

      “Hmmm…” Payton said, sounding more like Phil than she realized. “Haven’t seen it.” She poured herself a cup of the real stuff and walked out. I’ll have instant on cup two.

      Payton sat at one of the tables in the bigger room and stared out the window at the parking lot and roof to the pistol line. She was realizing that the events that had driven her out there were not going to resolve themselves anytime soon. Normal pregnancy thoughts about reveal parties and baby showers were starting to replace themselves with real worries. She couldn’t help but think about things like having enough diapers or pre-natal vitamins. She was also continuously worried about what she would do out there if the event didn’t wrap itself up. What am I doing here? Laundry? Meals? It all sounds so boring. Lastly, she was stressed about her baby brother. She hadn’t heard from him and the thought that he might be dead was too much for her to bear.

      She headed across the lot to the office and found her dad inside.

      “Have you noticed things disappearing?” she asked her dad.

      “Um… no?” Phil said half questioningly. “Why?”

      “Donna can’t find something in the kitchen. And yesterday I had to find batteries for a flashlight that had them the day before.”

      “Great…” Phil said. “Just what we need.” The look on his face told Payton he wasn’t pleased to hear that. He was continuing to look over the lists of people staying at the range.

      “Whatcha doing?” she asked as she sipped her coffee.

      “Just thinking about the watch-bill. Trying to see if we can get the back corners manned—maybe start a twenty-four-hour command post up at Jerry’s HAM shack.” He eyeballed her coffee, sniffing jealously. “Whatcha up to, honey? Where’s Peaches?”

      “Sleeping.” Duh…

      “What? You’re kidding, right?”

      Oh. My. God. “Why are you starting with me so early?!” Payton exclaimed.

      “Lose the attitude, kiddo,” Phil responded in his best dad voice. “Pardon the pun,” he said while eyeballing her mojo, “but you need to wake up and smell the coffee.

      Crap’s gone sideways!”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is! Your wannabe mall-ninjas are guarding us! She’s fine!” She’s my daughter, old man. You raised yours—let me raise mine!

      Phil set down his papers and stood as close to his original 5’ 11” that his false leg would allow. It always seemed that those closest to people knew exactly which buttons to push.

      “It is a matter of time, Payton. The rule of law is dissolving. One day soon people out there are going to decide they want what’s in here. It’s no more complicated than that!” There was no hiding the emotion on Phil’s face when his kids pulled his strings. He wasn’t as upset with her decision as he was with her know-it-all attitude. “You’d better realize that you need a plan to guard her at every moment!” His voice was raising as his blood pressure went up. “Lose the sarcasm. Now!”

      Payton slammed her coffee mug down on the glass display case. With fiery eyes she turned and stormed out.
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        * * *

      

      The rut. That’s what Crane had started calling his life. Get up. Eat. Bus. Work. Eat. Work some more. Bus. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. He was starting to lose his sense of humor. Everyone was. I don’t know how these sailors can do it for months on end. He was sitting down in his old locker room near Dry-dock F, eating a partial MRE for lunch. The sailors at the camp were issuing them to the workers whenever they headed back into the shipyard. I wonder how long until they start cutting these in half to make them last longer.

      He had been reunited with Billy and Tracy. Just like “The Day,” Crane thought. Previously Billy had been working at the east end of the shipyard, monitoring the leaning Hammerhead crane with a transit. The old tower had finally given up the fight the day before, crashing to the east. It was a loud death as tons of eighty-year-old concrete and re-bar twisted and broke, releasing the green steel skeleton. The giant crane only damaged its own pier as she went, landing in the water south of the next pier over. The stout turntable had miraculously withheld the force of the impact, and now the crane’s boxy engine compartment stuck out of the water, pointing up and westward almost a hundred feet in the air. The boom rested near vertically, smashed into the bottom of the inlet. The proud behemoth that had once placed barrels into battleship turrets had now finished her own history, another victim of Tahoma’s Hammer.

      The trio were part of a fifteen-person scaffold team assigned to that dock, trying to save both it and the aircraft carrier inside. The shipyard was operating on back-up power provided by their own power plant out on the base. The boilers ran on both natural gas and coal. There’s irony, Crane thought. Using coal to save nuclear ships. Nobody was saying how much coal they had, but Crane figured it wasn’t much the way they were pushing to get things done. He was pretty sure the gas lines were all broken. He also knew they were up against the invisible wall called “time.”

      “Dude, I can’t stop shivering,” Billy said.

      They had come up for a meal and to dry out. The day before they and several others had built a forty-eight-foot tall scaffold tower. It was to be placed at the worst of the leaks on the west end of the Dry-dock F caisson. That morning they and the crane-riggers set the tower into place directly in the gush of seawater. The shipyard had propane-powered shower trailers which were lukewarm at best. The trio had donned coveralls after their showers. The petite Tracy was even worse off. She was short and skinny, lacking the necessary body fat to maintain any warmth. Crane felt sorry for her.

      “You two should hug it out. You know—to keep warm,” Crane snickered.

      “Uh—ewww!” Tracy said. “You know you’re older than my dad, right?” she said to Billy, ensuring there were no false impressions on his part.

      Crane and Billy started laughing. It turned into one of those moments where they all started laughing hysterically, feeding off each other. If we’re not laughing we’re crying, I guess. “What’s next?” Crane asked Billy.

      “Well, Geoff says we need to stand by and be ready to add, raise, or lower levels at the welder’s request. Personally, I don’t think this is going to work.”

      “Why not?” Tracy asked.

      “Heat,” Billy guessed. People who worked in the shipyard for entire careers started to pick up key aspects of the trades around them. “How many times have either of you gone and built a rain cover for the welders?”

      They were both dumbfounded by the simplicity of the question. “Countless,” Crane said. “It’s Washington State, for crying out loud.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not just cuz they’re pansies. The steel needs to be dry and hot.”

      “Ok, but what about underwater welding?” Tracy countered.

      “Look, I’m no welder,” Billy stated. “But I do believe that underwater welding uses different processes, like gas-curtains and such. I don’t know…maybe I’m wrong. I just got a feeling.”

      Yeah, Crane thought. And just yesterday your last feeling came true in a crash of glory.
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        * * *

      

      “Mel, you have to trust me,” Charlie pled with his wife. “You don’t know how bad it’s getting. I do. The stores have been robbed blind. Honest people are stealing from each other.”

      “What about the curfew?” his wife asked earnestly.

      “We can’t enforce it. There’s just not enough of us anymore.” What he didn’t say was that they were outnumbered by the gang patrols. Charlie was pleading with his wife to move out to Phil’s camp.

      “But I don’t know those people,” she said. “The only one I’ve met is Phil. You don’t know most of them either,” she reminded him.

      “I’ve been out there a few times since it started. Phil has set up the real deal. And since when have you been afraid to talk to people?”

      “Shouldn’t we just go to one of the FEMA centers then?”

      “The FEMA—” Charlie cut himself off as his voice started to raise. “Hon, the FEMA centers are crowded. We go there almost every night to break up fights. They have food, but they’re jam packed, and they don’t have much in the way of security.”

      “I thought the National Guard was protecting them?”

      “The ones that showed up are.” He knew something his wife didn’t. The Guard had a less than sixty percent show up rate and had been seeing a slow increase in soldiers going AWOL. They’d go out on a task and never come back. “But they’re overworked. Pretty soon we’ll have to start backing them up. And we’re overworked.” Some of the deputies have quit coming in, too, he didn’t add.

      They sat in their living room, quietly debating because neither wanted to upset their kids. The kids were in their rooms listening to every word, duly aware that their police officer father was scared about something.

      “Give me one good reason—besides our safety—that you want me and the kids to go stay at this gun range of yours.”

      Charlie had been prepped and waiting for this argument, but he pretended to think for a bit. “How about my safety…”

      “Huh?” Melinda wasn’t expecting that.

      “Hon, it is a dangerous time. We’ve been seeing an increase in violence like we’ve never seen before. Every night we get stopped by people running out of their house. They’ve been tied up. Beaten. Robbed.” He choked up thinking about it. Raped, he didn’t add. “People are hungry and thirsty, which makes them desperate. People who’ve never stolen a thing are stealing.” His closing argument in this court of debate was, “I can’t do my job if I’m constantly thinking bad things are happening to you and the kids.”

      If that doesn’t get her...

      After an extended silence, “Alright. What do we need to do?” the middle school teacher conceded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How bad is it?” Sandy McCallister asked Major Adam Matsumoto. The Port Angeles resident normally managed a Home Depot. He had done his six-year active-duty obligation after college, separating from the Army nine years earlier. He’d worked for the national retailer most of the time since, taking the manager’s job in that city’s branch a year earlier. The Guard had allowed him to transfer to the unit in Bartlett from his original one in King County just four months earlier. He was the Commander of Charlie Company, 3rd Battalion, 191st Infantry Regiment, 61st Brigade Combat Team, known locally as “The Huntin’ Cougars.” Adam was not personally pleased with the company’s moniker, likening it to many of the women that frequented the bars in the Navy town.

      “Not good, ma’am. We’re running at about fifty-five percent strength.” The major had been on active duty long enough to remember to only answer the question asked and nothing more.

      “And what is the Guard doing to fix that, Major? May I remind you that the police are over-taxed? Some of them go home and don’t come back! The charities are running out of food, and the crowd down at the sports field is starting to get vocal.”

      “Well, ma’am. We have the best show up record in the battalion and second best in the regiment. Honestly, there is nothing to do. Regarding the unrest, I thought there was a curfew…”

      “Ineffective.” Sandy paused. “And your muster rate just isn’t satisfactory, Major,” she said, not wasting any of her charm on a reserve officer.

      “No, ma’am. I can’t disagree.”

      When people use double negatives, they’re hiding something, Sandy thought. “Well I’m glad for that, Major,” she said sarcastically. This goofball really doesn’t like me, does he? “Major, you’re going to need to lockdown your AWOL rate. I have some friends down at Camp Crandall that can help you if you need me to call them.” Camp Crandall was what they were calling the state’s replacement EOC down in Vancouver. She could tell by the look of anger that he was getting the message. “Have your superiors mentioned anything about regular troops?”

      “You mean, as in active-duty, ma’am? No. I believe posse comitatus would interfere with that. Right?” He was referring to the law that made it illegal for the American armed forces to perform civil policing.

      “Until it doesn’t,” Sandy said. “You see—if you all and the police and everyone else quits coming to work, things are just going to get worse. Aren’t they?”

      “I suppose so, Director McCallister.” He was ice cold.

      “Enlightening. Thank you for coming over, Major.” You’re excused.

      The citizen-soldier picked himself up out of the cushioned chair in front of Sandy’s desk and left. She gave him a five-second head start and then followed him out into the county’s EOC. “Gerry? A moment,” she ordered her Number Two.

      “On the way, Director.”

      Geraldine closed the door behind herself as she entered The Godfather’s lair.

      “Just before the Major showed up, I was on a secure call from Camp Crandall. Things aren’t well.”

      “How so, Director?”

      Sandy was blunt. “The feds. They’re not coming.”

      “Ma’am?” Gerry choked. “What does that mean, ‘not coming?’ They can’t just... not come.”

      “Well, I guess it’s a ‘straw and camel’s back’ thing. The assistant state director said that FEMA Region X told them we’re on our own. Something about blackouts, hackers, riots… Every darned city west of the Mississippi is in lockdown, not just us.”

      “The ‘trickle-down’ scenario…” Geraldine reasoned.

      Very good, Gerry. Do you remember what comes next? “That’s right,” Sandy said, smiling softly. She was pleased that her protégée was catching on.

      “When are we telling the County Unified Command?” Geraldine asked.

      “Have the radio room set up a video-chat for an hour from now,” Sandy said. “And see if Suzanne knows where those bio-chips are.”
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        Baser Instincts.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 10 Days.

      

      There were sixteen official bridges, dams, and railroad crossings between Oregon and Washington, plus one ferry service. That’s where Oregon started securing their border on the eve of the tenth day. The people migrating south were starting to bring their problems to The Union State, and they had enough of those already. Chief amongst those problems was an aggressive form of flu the horde was carrying, followed closely by dehydration, hunger, and crime.

      Early on after the crisis began, Oregon and Idaho had activated their National Guard units. Both states had begun to prepare for a border sealing almost immediately. Oregon established control points on the south end of every Columbia River crossing, including the railroad crossing and four dams. They secured them all in the course of that one night. It took them about two days to secure the roughly one hundred miles of land border east of where the river turned north.

      Not to be left holding the welfare bag, Idaho noticed what was occurring and began their own border securing operation by lunch on Day 10. Canada merely reinforced the international border crossings with local police and extra patrols by the RCMP. The leaders of the other states and provinces went onto their local news programs, vowing to continue humanitarian missions and shepherd people across the borders with speed and minimal red tape. What happened in reality was quite different.

      Riots broke out—not only the I-5 and I-205 bridges between Portland and Vancouver, Washington, but also on the Portland side of the control points. People in black masks and red armbands had grown accustomed to getting their way by a feckless pair of city and state governments. They weren’t used to the police fighting back, and they certainly weren’t used to the modern riot control methods enacted by the Oregon National Guard. Non-lethal methods were enacted quickly. Every rifleman had riot control rounds in half of their magazines. Several of the Hummers had been retrofitted with new tech.

      One model had a “microwave cannon,” the ADS, which used an invisible beam to make people feel as if they were on fire. Soldiers jokingly called it “the heat ray.” It caused no physical damage, but the pain level was intense and caused people to drop to the ground and try to “roll it out.” The other model was fitted with the LRAD 2000X sound cannon, capable of transmitting voice commands or obnoxious noises up to 162 dB at a range of up to five miles. The sound waves caused extreme pain, and smaller versions of them were already in use by police departments around the country. These models were deployed in pairs all along the border.

      The leftists were not prepared—physically, mentally, or emotionally—to hear no to their demands. Mass arrests were performed on the Oregon side of the border. People on the bridges had no direction to go except back into Washington.

      Elsewhere along the highways leading to Eastern Washington, the ash was slowly washing away but not quickly enough. There just weren’t enough state resources—equipment and people capable of plowing and removing it. In the shallower ash to the rain-prone west, it had turned into a pasty slurry that led to massive fish kill-offs in every stream and lake. To the drier east, though—where it was up to three feet thick, tapering to a few inches deep near the Idaho border—the smaller amounts of rain couldn’t run off. The ash turned to a compact and almost concrete-like substance. Small municipalities tried to clear the roads as best as they could, but they ran out of fuel before they could work enough of the highways to make a difference. This, combined with the re-routing of semi-trucks to the ports in California, meant the influx of relief supplies and food that people were counting on would never come.
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        * * *

      

      “What the…” Phil mumbled to Jerry.

      “Precisely what I thought,” Jerry said. “Sure sounds like no help is on the way.”

      Jerry had texted Phil to come up to the HAM shack near the new garden in the upper field. He wanted to give him this news in person—definitely not over the radio. Jerry had taken a little time to transpose several of his HAM radio messages—which were limited in size—onto one piece of paper.

      From Slaughter County DEM — To all Slaughter County Unified Command ECCs — FEMA Region X update — Cease all relief operations to Rainier Impact Zone (RIZ) — Factor: incapacitated seaports — Factor: incapacitated airports — Factor: Incapacitated highways and rail — Factor: national and international relief goods stranded in staging cities — Factor: staging cities are negatively affected by power, cyber, and economic impacts from Rainer event — Factor: non-RIZ cities losing social control — Directive: all non-RIZ cities affected by trickle-down impacts will prioritize distribution of staged goods locally — Await further direction — Stop.

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” Phil told his communication expert. “But I am.” How many people have they condemned to death with this decision? His thought was too dark to say out loud. Phil felt the hope for help draining from his soul. “Anything else?” he asked glumly.

      “Couple of things. For one, thanks for sending the new kid up. He’s a quick study. Believe it or not, there are a lot of kids who are HAMs. Their minds are sponges for this stuff as long as you present it in a cool way. Not bound by their own pre-conceptions.”

      He was referring to thirteen-year-old James Bryant who was one of Don Kwiatkowsky’s grandkids. Don and Teresa’s daughter had shown up with her husband, kids, and brother-in-law the evening before. They were from the south end of Mason County, to the southwest, and had left their home two days earlier. The vehicular travel was slow going due to traffic jams, mudslides, and collapsed bridges. They had started with a half-tank of gas and had run out due to all the detours and idling. They had walked the final eighteen miles.

      As Phil was showing them the property, he noticed that James had become enamored with the cool gear and maps in Jerry’s “Command Post”-style HAM shack they’d built out of one of the plastic carports. He suggested that James stay and learn how it all works, which his parents were fine with. Phil was hoping to get a few people who knew what they were doing up here in a watch rotation. Relying on only Jerry to do it all was a serious planning flaw.

      “Secondly,” Jerry continued, “I’ve been able to make contact with the national AmRRON net out of Idaho. They’re running a special net just for Cascadia operators. If I’d had the time and money to invest and train in digital equipment before all this, we would actually be able to send them emails and photos, hold conference calls, and the like. Anyway, they’re saying that our event has had a cascading effect on the entire country. Power outages, entire segments of the internet just gone, shipping—some real and serious blows to the nation’s economy. There are even rumors that we should be aware of. Things like China calling in all the debt we owe, Russia getting mobilized militarily, Oregon and Idaho shutting down the borders to control a flu epidemic...”

      “Hmmm…” Phil mumbled. “In case I haven’t said it, lately—you’re worth every penny, brother. I owe you an ice cream sundae or two someday.”

      “Just keep me fed and protected and we’re square, my friend,” Jerry replied as he went back to his gear.

      Phil excused himself and began the walk back down to the front of the property. He took the south to west route so he could stop by and check on his chickens in Bay 10. The girls were starting to produce about an egg each per day, finally comfortable in their new digs. He bumped into Melinda Reeves and her kids, who were exiting the bay as he arrived.

      “Hi, Melinda. Kids,” he greeted them. “How are you all acclimating?” Charlie had brought them out to stay the evening before. They were camping in their family tent in the small tent city building between the hundred-yard and hundred-fifty-yard markers on the rifle line.

      “Hey,” she replied. “Just fine. Everybody here is really nice. I got to meet the new family that showed up this morning. Their tents wound up next to ours. They seem nice. I guess she’s a school teacher, too.”

      Phil had met Melinda a couple of years earlier, and he remembered thinking then about how this lady could have dragged conversation out of a corpse. “Really? I guess I hadn’t learned that yet.”

      “One of the other ladies—Teresa, maybe?—mentioned you were thinking about setting up a classroom?”

      “Yeah…well, classroom might be a bit strong. More like a kid-zone/library type thing. But, yes. I had a thought or two about it. Is that something you’d be interested in helping with?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Mel said. “But I don’t know how effective it would be since we’d be mixing a lot of ages together.”

      “I’m not expecting SAT prep, Melinda. Just looking to keep the kids learning,” he said with a smile. “You know—teaching about how to do stuff out here. Gardening, keeping them reading and writing. Let the youngster’s color or whatever.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I think this would be a great way for me to help contribute…as long as the others can help teach the life-skills. I’m not much of a gardener!”

      “That’s perfect, Melinda. Thanks.”

      Just then Savannah and Dakota came running up from the office area. “Paw-paw! Paw-paw! He’s here! He’s here!” She was screaming elatedly.

      “Hey, Peaches! Who’s here?” he asked, scooping up his excited granddaughter.

      “Uncle Crane, silly!”

      “Awesome!” Phil was hamming it up for her, though deep inside he was overjoyed. This news lifted him from the funk he’d been in since the HAM shack. This would be the first time he’d seen his son since it all began. He set Savannah down. “Show me the way, Sweety.”

      He gave the Reeves family a little wave as he was being dragged by the other hand towards the office. When he arrived, there was a small crowd gathered at the office’s front porch. Most of the range members were in their mid-life or senior years, and they all felt that Crane was part of their family, too. Many of them had watched him grow up. There was excited chatter as people were peppering him and the other new arrival with questions.

      Phil followed Savannah and her faithful canine companion up the stairs from the lines to the office, and the crowd parted a bit upon seeing him. Phil nudged his way in and gave his son a big hug. “Your sister’s been worried about ya’.”

      “Hey, Pop,” Crane replied. He knew his dad was deflecting.

      They let go of the embrace, and Phil took a better look at his son. “I see the goatee has become a shaggy hunter’s beard now!”

      “You looked in a mirror lately?” his son retorted.

      Both men had quit shaving when they realized it was not worth the use of precious water. In actuality, this was true with most people. The lack of electricity wasn’t the only medieval aspect of their new lives as people were living through itchy chins and legs that were becoming natural again.

      “Look who I brought with me,” Crane told his dad, turning to drag in the newcomer.

      “Reverend? Good to see you, Padre!” Phil told the man as he gave him a quick hug. A hand shake was just too impersonal for how he was feeling at the moment. Phil had met the Reverend Sherman Robertson many years earlier when he and his wife signed up for a few pistol classes. Reverend Robertson had inserted himself into Phil’s life during both of his mid-life crises—when Caroline passed away from cancer and after Phil’s near-death experience. Though in his late-seventies, the Reverend was still an active servant of God, moving to where the Spirit told him he was needed.

      “Hey, ya, Phil! A little birdy told me to come see you.”

      “God?” Phil inquired.

      “Uh—no. Crane.” This caused a round of laughter. “Sorry to disappoint!”

      Looking back to Crane, Phil asked, “So what took you so long, son?”

      The smile on Crane’s face dissolved. “Oh…you know. Work. It just felt like a good time to visit…”

      Phil sensed the serious tone and didn’t press the matter. “So, did you guys come out together?”

      The Reverend hi-jacked the story. “Funniest thing. I was walking around the front of the church property picking up trash from the soup line when Crane darned near ran me over!”

      Crane shook his head no behind the Reverend’s back to downplay the story. “Yeah, I saw Reverend Robertson as I was getting ready to drive by, so I stopped in to see if he wanted to come out. We figured we’d make you feed us.”

      Phil was confused. “He’s over in East Bartlett. Why would you have been driving by his church?”

      “You haven’t gotten out much, have you?” Reverend Robertson asked.

      “I guess not,” Phil said. “What am I missing here?”

      Crane took back over. “Between bridges, sinkholes, landslides, downed trees, and everything else, there’s not a lot of choices when travelling.” He glanced around casually, seeing they still had a crowd. He wanted to tone down the scary talk a bit. “I know it’s a bit early for lunch, but how ‘bout that bite to eat?”

      “Oh, shoot. Where’s my manners? Follow me.”

      The small crowd broke apart as the trio crossed the parking lot to the chow hall/former classroom. As they stepped up onto the deck outside the single-wide trailer, Phil could see Payton pulling biscuits out of a small propane-powered oven/stove unit. One of Phil’s canned clarified butters were out on the patio table. She stirred a pot on top of the stove.

      “You guys grab a seat. We’ll be in shortly.” She was putting on a good show for her brother, but Phil knew she was still pissed about the previous day’s argument.

      They went into the trailer and sat down, chatting. A few minutes later Savannah brought in a plate of buttered biscuits followed by her mother carrying a pot of sausage gravy. “This is well-peppered,” she said to her dad. It had always annoyed her that he insisted on peppering everything—everything—before tasting it.

      “Thanks!” the three men all said to the women.

      “Reverend?” Phil said, asking without words if he would say a blessing.

      “Oh! It’s your spread, Phil. And your new home. You should.” It was the type of friendly hint that only reverends and mothers could get away with.

      Phil never said grace and was caught off guard. He nervously defaulted to one he remembered Gunny Sergeant Oplata saying at Thanksgiving 1990, out in the Saudi desert. “Rub-a-dub-dub. Thanks for the grub. Yea, God.”

      This caused Crane, Savannah, and the Reverend to burst out laughing. Payton was not amused. “Really, Dad?” she said, rolling her eyes in embarrassment.

      “I learned it in the Corps,” he defended himself. Are we done being mad at each other? “Just like peppering everything I eat without question.” He reached for the salt and pepper shakers.

      Payton let him keep the pepper, but she took the salt straight out of his hands. “Sodium,” she scolded.

      “You know, Olive, if you’re not careful, you might just discover your role out here.”

      Crane looked back and forth between them trying to get a feel for the vibe. “Do I need to separate you two?”

      The banter continued for almost two hours, long after the gravy pot had been wiped clean with the biscuits. Phil let his stump breathe, and Crane and the Reverend updated him on the true state of decay. He grew worried about their safety, encouraging both of them to be armed and vigilant. Things will only get worse, he told them. Crane reminded his dad that he was staying on base and told him where he’d hidden all his firearms. Phil promised to try and retrieve them, and Crane promised that when he eventually quit staying on-base that he would move out to the range.

      The trio left the classroom and made their way toward Crane’s car. This gave Phil the opportunity he needed to say what had been bothering him. “Son. I’m sure what’s happening down there is important. Just remember—whatever it is isn’t worth your life.”

      Crane’s face wrinkled in disgust. “What? I can’t believe I’m hearing this from you of all people.”

      “What…” Phil was dumbfounded by Crane’s reaction.

      “What would you have said to your dad if he’d said the same thing to you before going to the Gulf War? You’d be pissed!”

      Phil hadn’t thought about it that way. “Well, for starters—I was enlisted. It’s not exactly the same thing—”

      “But it is, Dad! It’s exactly the same thing! I’m serving my country same as you did. I know you’re disappointed that I never went into the Marines. I get it. But what I’m doing matters… More than people out in town will ever know!”

      “I—I didn’t think—”

      “No. You didn’t.” Crane leaned in to give his dad a loving hug goodbye, knowing it would stifle the rest of the conversation. “And go easy on Payton. She’s trying.”

      “Love you, son,” Phil said, squeezing his boy. He wasn’t used to Crane being so grown up.

      A sad round of goodbyes played out with Crane promising to return as soon as he could. Phil watched the gate get manually lifted by the members on watch. Crane snaked his Subaru through the sandbag vehicle trap before disappearing to the south down the Canal Vista Highway. As the gate was lowered, he caught site of another pack of pedestrians coming into view from the same direction. We still need to get an OP built across the highway, he remembered. Like the positions at the property corners, that one would be concealed as best as it could be. If anyone were to attack the range from the woods to the west, he wanted them to have to sneak past that very post on their approach. He snapped himself back into the present and scurried down by the gate to observe the pack.

      Like the gate guards, Phil was out in the open—seen by the passing group. The site was horrifying. Whereas the club’s water well had made it possible for people there to keep themselves and their clothing relatively clean, this group represented a different dynamic. Refugees, he thought. Holy moly! These people look like something out of the history books. Poland. Vietnam.

      There were nine people in this group. They were filthy—covered in grime and ash residue. Their skin was blotchy from dirt. Their energy was low and their morale even lower. Only one of them dared look at Phil and the others as they walked by—a woman wearing a torn, tattered, wet sweater that was probably green at one point. Her hair was wild and unkempt, and her face had open sores. Tweeker. No doubt about it. Maybe all of them are by the looks of ‘em. At first glance, she looked humiliated. She held her glare defiantly on Phil’s eyes as she continued the slow trek. Anger, Phil thought. That’s not humiliation—that’s rage.

      “Whatcha doin’, Paw-paw?” Savannah piped up. She startled her grandpa with her surprise appearance.

      “Huh? Oh, um, just thinking. Peaches—do me a favor and go check for eggs.” He wanted her out of sight. She took off, happy for the fun assignment.

      He looked back up and could tell he’d just caught the woman’s head turning away as the group continued north. The hairs on the back of Phil’s neck stood up.
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        * * *

      

      Puget Sound Sailing Institute, the sign said. Carmen and Stu had spent three nights slowly moving west until they hit water. The last leg of the trip had been walking south along Marine View Drive. Even at night they could tell there was a marina down below the greenbelt. When they got to the main entrance, it was still pitch-black—in the wee hours of pre-dawn. They drifted back into the woods and camped. Even after the sun had been poking through the gray and light rain for a couple of hours, they sat…observing.

      The marina had several sunken vessels and broken piers. As they watched, they saw the slow signs of activity start up in late morning. The intact vessels—few that they were—seemed to have people living on them.

      “Well?” Carmen asked her partner. “What do you think?” Because my alarms are screaming.

      “Something’s off,” Stu said. “But what choice do we have?”

      Carmen let that hang in the air for several seconds. “Yeah…” Gotta ignore these vibes. “True.”

      I just need to get back to my ship—then this nightmare will be over. “Let’s roll.”

      The duo made their way out of the woods and down the driveway of the sailing school. When they were in the main parking lot, they noticed several industrial-sized structures acting as dry-storage. Under them were sailboats and cabin cruisers that had been shaken off their racks. They were laying over on each other like expensive giant dominos. There was one main pier to the left of the parking lot and another four past the dry-storage area. They went in that direction, searching for signs.

      Their sixth senses were in overdrive as they passed the piers. Most of the vessels were broken and sunk. Some of the piers themselves had just dead ended where they had broken off in the quake. The people who were standing on the few intact vessels looked like they’d been partying for days. There was so much broken boat-material and earthquake debris washed up on the shoreline that it took Stu a long time to figure out what the smell was.

      “What in the world is that stench?” Carmen asked.

      “Death,” Stu replied. He was absolute when he said it. As a resident after med school, he’d handled his share of drowning victims.

      Carmen didn’t know what to say. As they passed another pier littered with boat carcasses, they could see a small cabin cruiser with graffiti all over it about a hundred yards out. There was a woman cooking something on a small BBQ on the pier and a man standing on the boat’s stern, glaring at them. “RRrrraaarrrgggghhhhh!” he screamed at them.

      Carmen and Stu picked up their pace past the head of the pier, hoping to find a boat and people that seemed promising before too much longer. As they approached the next pier, they could see two men milling about somewhat soberly on a Chris-Craft that was about thirty-five-feet-long. The boat looked older but well-kept. It had weathered the destruction relatively well, though some of the paint and trim had been damaged by the slip. Carmen and Stu glanced at each other. This is it, she thought.

      “You sure you’re ready to part with that rich man’s watch?”

      “I can’t eat a watch,” Stu said, “or ride it across Puget Sound.”

      Carmen nodded. Here goes nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kah-Krowww! The roar of the single rifle shot reverberating throughout the T-Mobe was unmistakable. It was preceded by another of the day’s fistfights—they had been breaking out, several per day, becoming more frequent and involving larger groups as each new day began. Only in this fight at least two pistols had been brandished.

      Pop-Pop! Pop-Pop-Pop-Pop! One pistol reported back.

      Kah-Kah-Kah-Kah-Kah-Kah-Kah-Kah-Krowww! The pistols were no match for the M-4s carried by the Washington National Guard.

      Panic ensued. Screams were adding to the chaos and confusion as 120,000 panicked people with no place to run began running. A bear of a man named Anthony Wendell Manners scooped his tween twin daughters into the workspace of his large frame and herded his flock towards the center field wall, just to the right of a beer advertisement. His only thought was to be able to put his girls against something and crouch over them. The noise was coming from the left field gate area of the main concourse.

      Police and Guard personnel were scurrying around trying to maintain some semblance of order. They were yelling at anyone in their immediate area to get on the ground. Few were listening. Tony had physics on his side as he pushed his way through people. He continually had to re-grip his girls from the impact of others. Most people just bounced off him, but he took a few good shots in the ribs and back before he got to the fence. “Get on your knees!” he commanded his girls. As they got up against the fence as low as they could, Tony made himself into a human shield. This was the first time one of the fights had resulted in gunfire, but Tony wasn’t surprised. He knew this was an eventuality.

      The T-Mobe PA system had been long dead, but Tony thought he could hear orders being barked through a megaphone in the direction from which the chaos started. We need to get out of here! Tony was angry. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to contain his growing rage. He held it in check for the sake of his girls. They were all tired, hungry, and frustrated. The last update was that there would be extremely limited and valuable ferry service starting the next day. Damage was only one factor impacting it. Many of the ferry workers had quit coming to work to tend to their own families. And no state employees—ferry crews included—were getting paid because the state had mandated everybody take electronic paychecks almost twenty years earlier. The incentive to go out into society and produce was now much more primal—food, medicine, and water were tangible. Cash wasn’t. Electronic money didn’t matter anymore. If you can’t hold it, you don’t actually own it, Tony remembered someone saying once.

      He wondered if this eruption of violence was related to the obvious gang members he’d been seeing in the stadium the last few days. The drugs were coming in from somewhere, and the stolen items from the thieving and sex-trades had to be going out somehow. What he couldn’t figure out was how they were getting their weapons in with them. He decided it was probably a combination of bribes and threats, wondering to himself if he’d just seen too many movies. In his working career, though, he’d learned that the “KISS” method—the simplest explanation—was usually pretty close. “How” don’t much matter, does it? The bad guys an’ the government have guns. I don’t. That’s the stinky reality.

      Tony had noticed three different groups of people that he thought were gang members, and they aligned with ethnicity. Having grown up somewhat poor, he knew a thug when he saw one. In essence, he saw traditional black and Hispanic gang members, but he also saw some obvious white biker types. He had no idea if they were collaborators or competitors. Tony was smart enough to realize that not all who were prepared for this new world were righteous and pious people. He just didn’t expect them to be so…out in the open. Nature hates a vacuum, he remembered. And right now, society is runnin’ in a void.
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        * * *

      

      “Deal,” the man said. “Name’s Trip. He’s Shorty.”

      “I’m Stu,” Stu told the big man. He and Carmen had just bartered his Mariner watch for a boat ride up to Slaughter County. How ironic, Stu thought. He was a little disappointed about losing the watch but not largely upset. It’s just a watch. If Stu hadn’t been so tired, sick, and hungry his instincts might have tipped him off to the fact there had been no haggling. The pair of men wore leather vests with patches on the back. The center patch was a silhouette of a zombie outlined by a moon. The rocker-patches above and below the centerpiece said “Risen Dead – Washington.”

      “Carmen,” she said, introducing herself.

      “You guys got lucky,” Trip said. “We’re runnin’ late.”

      “Lucky us,” Stu said. The lack of details on where they were about to go had not escaped Stu’s attention. He decided not to ask. This was strictly a business relationship. No need to open a door for them to learn too much in return. Still…some intel would be nice…

      “Nice boat, Trip. Chris Craft’s aren’t cheap, especially big ones like this. Looks like she faired okay through it all.” Stu was probing just a bit.

      “Oh, umm…thanks,” the large, pony-tailed man said.

      You look like you should be on a Harley, Stu was thinking, not a wooden cabin-cruiser. He had no idea how right he was.

      “I inherited her from my dad,” Trip lied.

      “Your dad named his boat the ‘Aqua-desiac’?” Stu asked skeptically. Carmen was trying her best to give her partner the ‘just let it go’ look.

      “Heh! Yeah…he had an odd sense of humor!” The big man laughed loudly.

      He’s friendly enough, Stu thought. Still…if these guys are criminals, we’re as good as dead. “So, is there anything we should do? Or just stay out of the way?”

      The shorter one had wild wavy hair, a ring piercing the septum of his nose, and part of a tattoo covering his neck and throat. Stu couldn’t tell what it was.

      “Just sit tight,” Shorty said. “You guys might be better off in the cabin,” he suggested.

      Carmen and Stu carefully made their way down into the dark hold. There were no lights on, but the drapes on the portholes were open. The place was trashed. Clothing, food wrappers, cigarette butts, and liquor bottles littered the entire cabin. The toilet in the head was backed up, and the entire space smelled like burnt plastic.

      “Don’t you dare leave me!” Carmen hissed at Stu.

      “Me!” Stu asked shocked. “You’re supposed to protect me, not the other way around!” he quipped. It didn’t make either of them feel better.

      They heard a dull rumble as the Chrysler Marine 426 found life. They could hear their “crew” moving about on deck. Within five minutes they were cast off the pier, and the vessel was slowly crawling out of the watery graveyard of hulls, trees, and debris.

      Stu looked out the portside portholes as they drifted into Commencement Bay. He couldn’t believe his eyes, so he headed back out on deck, Carmen right on his heels. The day was somewhat clear. Their eyes stared at the empty steaming crater southeast of Tacoma. The giant known as Tahoma/Mt. Rainier was a mere third in height of her former self. The overpowering smell of mud and decay forced them to start scanning the shoreline. The bay was a giant mud-pool. If they had turned south towards the tide-flats, they would have become stuck and unmoving within a few minutes, Stu realized. Buildings and port cranes were toppled. Even having lived through it all, Carmen and Stu were still in disbelief. At least our luck is finely changing, Stu thought.
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        Turning Points.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 10 Days.

      

      “The Task Group will be off the coast by 0400 the morning after next. Expect a series of sorties from the helicopters by 0800. Bear in mind they will primarily be setting down slung loads of supplies, but you should have at least two different LZs ready to receive some people we’re sending up. The fuel trucks and troops will be off-loaded up in the north end of the county by the next day. You should have enough to keep your cranes and generators going for another month or so.”

      Washington State Naval Shipyard Commanding Officer Marie Darnell was in the secure conference room near her office in Building 855, along with Captain Flowers and Jamison Thrall. The big screen on the wall at the head of the table contained a different view than normal. Instead of her bosses in the other Washington, the screen contained most of USINDOPACOM’s senior-staff. They were gathered around a large mahogany table somewhere near Pearl Harbor, HI.

      “Two landing zones, sir. Understood.” She was getting directions from an Air Force Major General Russell Driscoll, the Chief of Staff for the office that was responsible for the entirety of U.S. Military Operations from the West Coast to the Indian Ocean. “How many personnel, sir? Roads and vehicles are still somewhat dicey. And there is a…declining civility factor that will need to be considered as well.”

      “Understood, Captain. We’re observing from above. We’re aware of your populace issues. We’ll only be sending some people to augment your Marines guarding the El Paso and a few engineer-types. The Marine Raiders and Delta Force will be landing directly at Bogdon at a time that…well, you don’t need to know. The main landing force will arrive when the Task Group gets to the mouth of Hood Canal.”

      Observing from above? Marie felt sheepish about never considering that PACOM would be keeping an eye on things with satellites. But when talking about keeping the Navy’s entire West Coast nuclear weapons arsenal secure, no measure was too drastic. If Slaughter County fell into the wrong hands, it would suddenly become the world’s fourth-largest nuclear power, behind only the rest of the U.S., China, and Russia. “Yes, sir. I understand the gravity of the mission completely, General. And we appreciate the re-supply, sir.”

      “Just get it done, Captain. Things are in play internationally. The nation can’t afford to lose that carrier.” With that, the screen went blank.

      The three senior leaders sat in silence for a few moments. Captain Flowers got a text and stared at his phone for a long time. He finally broke the silence. “Skipper, have you heard the latest estimates from the power plant?” In this small setting amongst this high-ranking team, titles became a bit relaxed.

      “Not since yesterday, Trevor. Do you have something newer?” She saw the look on his face. He’s concerned. “What?”

      “Yesterday they said about seven to eight days. Today they lowered the estimate to four or five.”

      “What? Did they give a reason?” Marie was visibly livid. “And why didn’t I get that text?” Running out of fuel before they got the carrier’s shafts reinstalled was the catastrophe they were trying to avoid. Propellers and rudders could be put on with a crane and divers later. But a flooding dry-dock would fill the carrier’s engineering spaces with seawater.

      “Marie, I told them to go through me to keep things off your plate until you needed to hear them. I just got this information.”

      Marie sighed. She was tired—they all were. “You’re right. So why the big reduction?”

      “They say that as more people come back to work, more buildings that we had secured power and steam to are becoming energized.”

      “Well…darn. That makes perfect sense. Maybe we should take a thorough poll of who’s here so we can start consolidating work areas…”

      Director Thrall chimed in. “Maybe an email explaining the need to conserve energy?”

      “Should we, though?” Trevor asked. “We normally don’t release critical details to the workforce—don’t want them to feel the ‘schedule-pressure,’ and all.”

      “While all logic backs up that statement,” Marie said to Trevor, “I think that in this case, I agree with Jamison. For starters these are anything but normal times.”

      The other two nodded in agreement.

      “And,” she continued, “most of these people never left. They know the situation, and they’re still here.” She started to get a little emotional—she could feel it in her voice. “I’m so proud of this workforce. Proud beyond words. The rest have come back—not because they’re hungry but because we need them. The cofferdam worked. The capping plan for the El Paso’s reactor—well—that’s still a mess, but we have people out there exposing themselves to the high radiation levels, knowing full well what the risks are.” She stopped. They were getting it, and her voice was starting to crack a little.

      After a full minute of silence, the Commanding Officer made her decision. “Tomorrow morning let’s gather everyone out on Monsoor Avenue and update them. On everything.”
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        * * *

      

      The going had been slow. Carmen and Stu had been keeping themselves up on the bow for the first hour or so to help spot for floating obstacles. They had seen their fair share of fish. Many were dead and some of the live ones were dining on human bodies. There were still fires dotting the shore in places. Shorty had started out suggesting they get down into the cabin—"for their own safety”—somewhat passive-aggressively. It eventually become an order. “Look, I got this. You two just stay out of my way,” he barked.

      As they made their way back down to the hold, Carmen caught Trip’s eyes while he was at the helm. His face was calm, but his eyes were silent. Dark—like there’s no soul in there. It made her nervous. It didn’t help that they looked like they belonged to a gang. Too many TV shows, she thought. He must be 6’4” and well over three hundred pounds. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep on this boat…

      Stu had found a cribbage board and was attempting to explain the game to Carmen. She was playing, but she couldn’t focus. “Keep an eye on the hatch,” she said. “I noticed a scuttle back aft over the engine compartment. I’m going to sneak out and see where we are. Somethin’s wrong, but I can’t figure out what it is.”

      “Be careful,” Stu warned. “We can’t handle these guys.”

      Carmen put her hand on her partner’s as if to say I know. She stood up and slowly crept forward, stopping next to the small set of stairs that led up to the bridge cabin. She could overhear low murmurs between the two men, though what was being said was unclear.

      “…. Tomorrow… brother… stuff… fox… signal… guards… scape…” Wait! Was that “scape” or escape?”

      She turned aft, showing Stu her worried look and slid back into the next area, which contained only a bunk and some storage spaces. In that room’s aft bulkhead a scant six feet away, she opened a small interior hatch which led her into the engine space. There was a small hatch in the overhead of the old wooden boat located on the starboard side. It had two sets of hinges connecting the two boards that made up the roughly two-foot-square access. She flipped the first board back onto the second, and then she flipped them both back onto the topside deck. She slowly peeked forward. Not seeing anything, she slowly pulled herself up but crouched below the windows of the upper cabin.

      There was still daylight, and she could see the expected—land in every direction… carnage… smoke. The sun… Though it was overcast, the weather was mild enough that she could tell where it was. They were sailing in the direction of the sun. If we’re heading north it should be on our left in the late afternoon.

      Then she saw it. Oh, no… She scrambled back down the hatch and as quietly as she could she made her way back to the forward lower cabin.

      “Well?” Stu started.

      “Shhh!” she hushed him as she went to the forward end stairs and peeked up. Trip was still sitting there, steering. She went back to Stu, who was standing with a concerned look by that time.

      “I saw the bridge!” she hissed as quietly as she could.

      “Bridge…” Stu was confused. “What bridge?”

      “The bridges!” she insisted. “The Tacoma-Narrows bridges. The old one is barely standing. We’re sailing right for them!”

      “That doesn’t make sen—” THWUMP! Stu crumpled to the floor, and the space behind him was filled with a short sneering biker holding a hammer.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean ‘toothless tiger’?” the commissioner asked.

      “Exactly that, Commissioner. The curfew has been unenforceable. There just isn’t enough manpower. We have no idea how many thefts have gone unreported. Or murders.” Sandy McCallister was once again leading a session of the Unified Command. “How many of you beefed up your security to get up here today?”

      There were no shows of hands, but the men and women looking around the room—more importantly, the looks on their faces—gave Sandy her answer. “Violence isn’t our only problem. We’re about to face a serious death wave.” This caused a murmur, particularly from the politicians.

      “What exactly does that mean?” asked the mayor of Port View.

      “It means that without power the critically injured and ill are in the process of perishing… if they haven’t already. Refrigerated medicines, life support systems, people on breathing treatments, cardiac patients, strokes—these are the people we bought all those three-person grave liners for. Well, them and eventually the diabetics and asthmatics…” She was being blunt. She was too tired to be political anymore. “Tell me, Greg, when was the last time you checked in on the nursing homes in Port View? ‘Cuz you sure aint gonna like what you see!” she said, reverting back to her grandmotherly slang to soften the blow.

      The mayor just sat there staring back—the politician in him not wanting to say the wrong thing. He knows I’m right, Sandy thought.

      “Folks, we all heard from Sheriff Raymond himself. How’d you say it, Ward? ‘Negative values on supplies needed to care for detainees?’ That sure sounds a whole lot like ‘We can’t feed the prisoners anymore’ to me.” She looked around for a few seconds. “Lucky for you, we have a solution. Gerry?”

      Sandy’s right-hand come over from her wall chair holding a new padded pelican case. She set it down on the table and unsnapped the lid, hinging it open. She pulled out a handle that looked similar to the type a grocery cashier might use. She held it over her own arm and it made an audible beep. She then showed it to the South Slaughter Fire Chief, the closest person at the table.

      “Johnson, Geraldine,” he read on the scanner, looking up in disbelief. It took about five seconds of staring at each other for the room to erupt. They were speaking over each other, most just in shock but a few vehemently opposed. Sandy couldn’t have cared less about all of them. There’s only two men I need to make this fly. She watched National Guard Major Matsumoto and Sheriff Raymond’s faces. Both seemed to be considering the idea quietly.

      “We call it catch and release. Not only can we release the lock-ups and find them later, we’ll be able to chip anyone who was involved in any type of violent event. That way we can hold trial later on when things are normal again.” Things will never be normal again. You fools just need to believe they will be.

      “Pardon my ignorance, Director,” said Don Dale, the Sylvan Fire Chief. “If we’re ultimately going to have people flocking to the big FEMA camp at the sports park next door, why wouldn’t you just feed the lock-ups from that supply? That way—they’re still locked up!” The chief’s snarkiness was not lost on anyone.

      “Our supplies are for the law abiders, Don. Let the prisoner’s families worry about feeding them. And in case you hadn’t noticed, the camps are already becoming somewhat…restless.” Ignorance not forgiven. Idiot. “Now—let’s talk about what to do about guns, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      It was early evening and Payton and her father were walking north on Canal Vista Highway. They were almost to Medford Lane. They had been engaged in a dialogue along the way, taking advantage of the time to talk about the lunchtime visit from Crane. They eventually tried to thaw the chill from their earlier tension. All conversations eventually turned towards ways to improve the camp. Several days earlier Phil had made a big run to his house for ammo and the rest of his equipment. While not in the realm of possibility to completely move all his goods, he felt alright about what was left. The point of this trip was to talk, not grab stuff.

      “Laundry,” Payton said. “That’s another thing. We’re going to need more clothes because hand-washing is a fairly abusive method. And we need one of those washboard things of our own. I hate asking Teresa to borrow hers every other day.” And because I finally found something I can do for other people. “I’ve been offering to hand-wash some of the older women’s loads for them.”

      “Wellll…it might be a bit late to get one of those, Olive,” her dad said. “We may have to figure out a way to make one. It seems like that’s just the latest example of old technology that is suddenly in demand again. I would die of joy if someone showed up with an old-timey plow harness to use with those horses.”

      Phil had approved the stay of two non-range members—Crane’s roommate Maya and her mom, Pam Jorgenson. They had arrived on horseback with a third horse in tow. Phil had known them since the kids were in elementary school together, and he vouched for their character. He knew that the horses and Pam’s ranch knowledge would be invaluable. Nate Jorgenson had been deployed on his submarine, USS James L. Hunicutt, and nobody had heard from him since long before the disaster. Despite Nate’s being a sailor, Phil had the utmost respect for the man. He considered sheltering the family an honor-bound duty.

      Payton nodded in agreement. “Anyway, I have an idea for building a semi-circular clothes line around the firepit. We could back it with mylar blankets, too, to make it more efficient.”

      “That’s actually a great idea, honey! I can see it already. You draw up your vision, and we’ll see what we can piece together.”

      They made the left onto Medford Lane. As usual the conversation eventually turned sour when Phil made a comment that Payton took as a slight. “So, with all the good ideas you’ve come up with, it seems like you’re finally able to say you’re growing up some, huh?” Phil knew immediately he shouldn’t have phrased a compliment like that.

      “You know…I guess I should be surprised by how long it took you to actually go there. Why am I such a disappointment to you?” She didn’t want him to speak—she just wanted to make him regret saying yet another judgmental thing.

      They were on the final approach to Phil’s driveway. Phil suddenly wished they’d brought Dakota along to help deflect some of the vibe. He was starting to think about the flavor of crow he wanted to eat when something caught his eyes. He could see through the trees as they approached the house that windows were broken out.

      Phil unslung the rifle that had been riding on his back. He re-slung it to the front of his body and started his heel-toe procedure for walking and aiming. “Wait here,” he ordered.

      “No way,” Payton countered, drawing her Walther off the hip holster that she’d started using.

      This wasn’t the time and place to argue, so he kept going. He got to the stairs at the bottom of the split-level entry, and he pointed to her to go post herself on the corner of the house. She could cover that approach and the front yard if somebody tried to enter the house after him.

      “No!” she argued. “I’m coming in with you!”

      “Damn it, Payton!” he hissed as quietly as he could. “Do what I say and cover the house! They may still be in there and have a watch out here!” He was tired of everything turning into a debate.

      Her face was livid, but she turned and moved to the corner by the garage. After Phil saw Payton set herself, he made his slow entry. Four minutes later, Phil came back out onto the front porch. “Clear,” he mumbled dejectedly. Payton holstered her pistol and followed him upstairs. The furniture had been tossed over. Pictures were off the wall. Stuff was strewn everywhere.

      “Mom’s painting! Now I’m pissed!” Payton said. Caroline had painted a family portrait when Payton was about fourteen. It lay on the floor with a book case on top of it, the contents resting on the painting. “What was the point of all this!”

      “We’ll never know, hon. It could be kids, could be druggies, could be people who know I might have guns and ammo.” Phil knew one negative aspect of being a well-known gun guy was that his property was a target for opportunists. He walked over to the sliding glass door and peeked out. The shop’s roll-up metal door had a huge gash in it, like someone had cut it open with a chainsaw. “I bet they took the air compressor…”

      They headed back outside. His damaged truck looked the same. He popped open the bed-cover and looked in. “There’s still some stuff in here. We’ll drive the jeep back and take this stuff...” His voice trailed off as his face turned sour. He made a beeline for the garage, unlocked the door, and rolled it up. The jeep was still there.

      They started to head around the house. “Dad, do you suppose—”

      “Shhh!” Phil commanded. At first, Payton didn’t notice it. Out in Canal Vista on any given day a person could hear their neighbors enjoying their natural rights in the form of gunfire.

      Klack-Klack-Klack-Klack!

      “That’s an AK,” Phil said seriously.

      “So?”

      “Not the gun, Olive. The direction. That’s coming from the range!” He started speed-hobbling back towards the garage.

      Just then the HAM radio that Jerry had given Phil for the extended range crackled to life. “Phil! This is Fred! Get back here. ASAP.”

      “What is it, Fred? We’ll be coming back in Crane’s jeep.”

      “I’m not saying on the radio. Is Payton with you?”

      “I’m right here!” Phil had tossed the radio to his daughter so that he could concentrate on firing up the jeep. It was difficult for him to drive a stick-shift but not impossible. Rocks went flying as he punched the gas. He didn’t even look for right of way as he turned out onto the highway.

      Even with the round-about along the way they had managed to make it there in about two minutes. He hit the brakes and clutch and came sliding to a stop in the end of the driveway, throwing open the door as he stomped on the parking brake. The vehicle trap, Payton remembered. She was wondering why he stopped there.

      There were several members milling about excitedly, many of them with their rifles and pistols drawn. Upon seeing that, Phil pulled his rifle out of the back. About then Fred came running up.

      “What happened!” Phil demanded.

      Fred was overwhelmed. “Don got hurt—Dakota! Oh, God! Phil, its—”

      “Calm down, Fred.” Phil was marching past Fred, the gate, and the vehicle trap to the small crowd in the middle of the parking lot. He could hear Dakota barely whimpering from inside a circle of people and see Don’s family tending to him. He was laying on the ground, bleeding.

      “Phil!” Fred hollered, catching up. His face matched the other thirty faces Phil could see—they were panic-stricken.

      “Spit it out, Fred!” Phil said loudly.

      Payton had caught up. “Where’s Savannah?!” she demanded, her mother’s intuition firing on all cylinders. Where’s my baby?

      Fred’s face was crinkled in guilt and failure. “They got her! That’s what I’ve been trying to say!” The old man started to gulp air between statements.

      “What?” Payton screamed. “What, Fred?!”

      “Two people took her. Came right over the berm that separates the parking lot from the highway. They shot Dakota with an arrow and just grabbed Savannah while she was playing in the parking lot. When Don ran up to fight them, he got clubbed in the head! Then they took off through the woods to the west. When he got up he returned fire, but they made it over the berm too fast. We can’t find any blood trails!”

      Just then Jerry came flying up the lower road from down-range in the gator. “Phil!” he called out.

      “Not now!” Phil growled. He was heading toward his tactical gear, which was staged down on the rifle line.

      “Now, Phil! This will help, I promise!” He was reaching into the back of the gator and unzipping a bag. Phil stopped and took a breath, looking over. He changed directions toward the gator.

      Payton had beat her father over to the machine to see what Jerry was excited about. Jerry, I could kiss you, she thought when she saw it.
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        “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”

        — A quote, though disputed, often attributed to Irish Statesman Edmund Burke

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 11 Days.

      

      Phil and the others were moving slowly. It was dark, and the brush was thick with salal and huckleberry, which made travelling through it loud and cumbersome. They’d taken off after dusk intent on making ground—they knew time was of the essence. The small group was led by Phil with three of Don’s family members insisting they go, too. They were fueled by the horror of what could be happening to Savannah. Deep in his mind, Phil was irate with himself. If I’d gotten the stupid OP built and manned, my granddaughter would be safe, my friend would be okay, and Dakota would be alive. He was doing his best to keep his emotions pushed to the back of his mind. He needed to keep his senses tuned to the moment.

      The other old man in this mini-squad was forty-four-year-old Eli Bryant, Don’s son-in-law. Eli was an avid hunter and knew his way around the woods and preferred bows or hunting rifles to tactical rifles. Phil wasn’t going to argue, knowing it would be much better for Eli to use what he was familiar with. Seeing the rest of the firepower in the group, Eli chose his compound bow with a Smith & Wesson Model 69 Combat Magnum revolver chambered in .44 to back it up. He carried it in a leather holster-sling that kept the pistol secured squarely on his chest. Eli was just over six-feet tall, with thinning dark-brown hair and was barrel-chested. He worked in a lumber-mill and had the rough hands and beard to prove it.

      Phil had appointed Eli’s little brother as second-in-command for the mission. Josh Bryant, thirty-four, had served five years in the infantry as a good old-fashioned “11-Bravo” Infantryman, including deployments to Iraq in 2007 and 2009. In the years since he’d worked as a plumber and gone through not one but two messy divorces. Like Phil, he was using his personal AR-15. He’d borrowed one of Phil’s surplus chest-rigs and battle belts. While not containing actual plates, the chest-rig allowed him to carry magazines up in his “work-space.” He had pistol mags and rifle mags on his belt in addition to one of Phil’s older trauma kits. His back-up gun was a Canik 9MM pistol that he kept tucked into an appendix holster.

      The third and final Bryant man to join the crew was Eli’s seventeen-year-old son, Jeff. At 6’ 2” tall, his senior year playing tight-end for the North Mason Bulldogs had come to an abrupt end thanks to Tahoma’s Hammer. Phil had lent the young man one off his AR pistols to use. Don had worked with his grandson a handful of times, so Phil knew the kid was proficient in the Four Commandments of Firearms Safety.

      All three Bryant men were decked out in a combination of hunting clothes and jeans. Phil had changed into multicam pants and shirt to go under his plate carrier. He was even sporting a ballistic helmet with PVS-14 monocular night vision attached. It was hinged down as they moved. He wore it in front of his non-dominant left eye, reserving his shooting eye for his red-dot sight. Phil was on “point.” It wasn’t the normal spot for a squad’s leader, but he was the only one with night vision.

      The evening before, as the gray dusk set in and the evening winds started to pick up, Jerry had shown Phil his latest gimmick in a seemingly endless bag of tricks. Force multipliers, Phil called them to himself, named for the tactical advantage the items brought with them. In this case it was a $4,500, quad-bladed DJI drone with high-resolution camera attached. Jerry had a side business filming promotional videos and had brought the drone so it didn’t get stolen. They had only gotten about seven minutes of flight time because the batteries weren’t fully charged, but it was enough to help.

      The drone’s camera didn’t show the perpetrators, but it did show some broken brush and muddy tracks just past the fifteen or so houses to the immediate west of the range. Jerry carefully lowered the rig over someone’s backyard, and they discovered what was an old trail leading further west.

      “That’s it,” Phil decided. “Unless they’re in one of these immediate houses, that’s where they went.”

      Over the years Phil had met most of the range’s neighbors. All of them loved having the range there—they were all liberty-loving patriots who appreciated the value of the gun-range. Phil had never gotten a bad vibe from any of them. He decided the trail was worth investigating.

      Jerry went to work. He recharged both sets of batteries for the drone as best as he could while digging up a few Baofeng ham radios and two of the GoTennas for the crew to take with them. This had allowed Phil the time he needed to calm down and think a little more rationally. They all had a quick snack, and Alice—the club’s president—suggested they all say a prayer. They gathered around Don, who was asleep, resting. Phil’s hunch was that at worst he had a nasty concussion. Alice asked Phil, “Do you want to say a few words?” They were down on the far end of the rifle-line at the makeshift infirmary.

      “No, Ma’am. I might say some stuff that contradicts the act of asking God for help,” came his honest reply. He’d already thrown out his one prayer for the day.

      Alice nodded and bowed her head. “Dear, Lord. We ask You now for guidance and protection. Please protect Savannah, and watch over these men. Bring them all home safely, Father, but above all, let Your will be done. Amen.” Short and simple. A chorus of “Amens” rolled out around the group.

      Having travelled for several hours, Phil estimated it was now about 0400 hours—he was reluctant to turn on his phone and cast bright light. He still hadn’t reset his self-winding watch. The original, slightly overgrown trail had ended, but the people—animals, Phil reminded himself—had not been careful to cover their tracks. Phil was aware that the muddy footsteps and broken branches could be deliberate. He knew that experienced soldiers would leave sign for their trekkers and double-back in a large circle to ambush them from behind. He was keeping a close eye on his compass to make sure that wasn’t happening. His pace count was telling him they had probably gone about two miles, which seemed slow to untrained people, but it was actually pretty far, all things considered.

      They had travelled across a large open clearing and a couple of roads maintained for the contract-logging crews that Washington occasionally hired to log state-owned land. They had started to ascend some, which told Phil they were somewhere near the eastern slopes of Mount Verde, the highest point in the county. He knew there were a few desolate roads in the area. Most of the houses were on large tracts of acreage. There were a lot of horse ranches and old-fashioned “country-folk” that lived out here, but there was also a real and persistent element of meth addicts who stayed in old travel trailers and single-wide mobile homes.

      Phil held his hand up near his shoulder, palm open and facing forward. He then closed his fist. Stop. They all took a knee. He wanted to stop the patrol there and wait for dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Ants, crawling. But they aren’t biting. Odd. Wait. Where are they going? I didn’t know ants made noise. <Tap-Tap-Tap> Noise is getting louder. Ants are gone now. Owww, do I have a headache? Wait—that’s not ants. Is that…rain? Oooooo, definitely a headache. I feel weird… wobbly. What happened? Is that screaming? Rain getting louder. Back of head throbbing. Wait!—

      Carmen!

      “MMMrrmmpphhh!” What the hell?

      Stu slowly regained consciousness and realized there was a rag stuffed into his throat and duct tape holding it to his head. Can’t. Hardly. Breathe! “Crrrrmmmmnnnfff!” he tried calling her name once again. Then it hit him. That’s her—screaming! Oh, God! Nooo!

      “Cccrrrrmmmmnnnnnnnfffff!” he tried screaming as loud as he could through the rag. It was no good. The sounds he heard coming from the next room were sounds of horrible violation, pain, and suffering.

      Stu started to swell with raw emotion—anger! Disbelief! Rage! Fear…Tears started streaming down his face, some of them soaking into the greasy red shop-rag.

      He could hear it—hear it all. They were raping her, viciously. “ARRRRGGGHHHH!” was all he could scream through the rag. There was pounding. He thought he could hear her fighting. Keep fighting! Keep fighting…ARRRGGHHH! She doesn’t deserve this! God—you can go to hell! Stu knew deep inside it wasn’t God’s fault, but he was feeling too primal and exposed to think rationally.

      His pounding headache was a temporary memory, replaced by adrenaline, cortisol, and norepinephrine as his body reacted to fight or flight. Where am I? The engine compartment. What’s holding me? He couldn’t tell. His hands were bound behind his back. His feet were bound, too. He tried wiggling around and was able to see several wraps of duct tape around them. I might be able to cut through that. He kept wiggling, but his body had other ideas. The stress was too much. He started to throw up. NO! Mustn’t choke! He tried his best to suppress it. His vomit hit the rag and started to choke him.

      He was breathing wildly and rapidly through his nostrils, trying to suck in as much air as his panic-stricken body needed. Must maintain control! he screamed in his own mind. He swallowed hard, gulping his contents back down. Slowly he was able to control his breathing. Think the worst is past. Stop choking!

      He could still hear it, though the screaming was milder now. It was decreasing and being replaced by sobs. No! Keep fighting. No! He started to bawl through his rag, his flushed face heating his tears of shame. I’ve failed you! Carmen, I’m so sorry…I’m so sorry…Former narcissist Dr. Stuart Schwartz, bound and gagged, cried uncontrollably—not for himself, but for the only friend he had in the new world.

      Somewhere in a waterway west of Puget Sound, a small boat bobbed at anchorage as if nothing were wrong.
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        * * *

      

      With a vertical range of well over two miles, the drone picked up enough altitude for Phil to take a good bearing on a few landmarks which helped him confirm their location. He’d found a thin spot in the trees, relying on the others to cover security around the entire perimeter while he sent the drone up. Jerry had reminded him that neither set of batteries was fully charged, so he had just a few minutes at best. He didn’t send the device up to maximum altitude, but rather just high enough to look for signs.

      When he started to detect it during its descent, he opted to keep altitude there and send it in a slow circular search pattern. He was able to confirm that there were only two properties within five hundred meters of his position. A quick flight and scan of the properties showed that they were well-kept. He could even see someone’s laundry drying at one of them. He was starting to feel stressed—the trail would be completely cold soon.

      About that time, the drone descended to two hundred feet above ground level and starting hovering directly over Phil, a feature meant to tell the operator that the batteries were about to die. Phil cautiously brought the expensive toy down. Now he was forced to make a tough choice—send it back up on the last battery or press west?

      He recalled Josh for a consult. Upon hearing the results, Josh provided his input. “It’s overcast but dry. It’s morning and plenty of daylight left. We’ve had a little break. I say press on. When we think we’re around more houses, send it back up. But don’t waste time and battery gaining too much altitude. I’m sure Jerry would rather know Savannah is safe than worry about some scumbag shooting down his drone.”

      Phil nodded. “Thanks. When your loved ones are on the line, sometimes you start to question yourself. But that’s what I was leaning towards, too.”

      The HAM radio Phil was carrying was mounted to a pouch on the left side of his plate carrier, just behind some magazine pouches. He used a plug-in mic on the front of the carrier for speaking on the radio. That was connected to his electronic ear protection with a small wire that he ran through the carrier’s should strap. This enabled him to listen for radio transmissions without blaring the radio out into the open.

      Phil keyed up the mic. “Brewery. This is Keg. Over.”

      After a few seconds, “Keg, Brewery. Go.”

      “We are approximately seven klicks past the pub crawl. Any update? Over.”

      “Keg, the Bouncers have been notified and came back behind the bar to see for themselves. They are also out looking for the drunks.”

      “Brewery, Keg copies. We have scouted the bar’s roof and have decided to proceed another three to four klicks. Keg, out.”

      “Brewery copies all. Out.”

      Phil recalled the other two teammates, and they continued their slow progression west. They were trying to stay on old hiker or game trails—not just for speed but to keep down on the noise that stomping through the dense underbrush created.

      After two more hours, he called for a quick break. The mini-squad created a perimeter and hunkered down for a snack. “Everyone okay on water?” Phil quietly asked. Each member had brought a pack with gear, food, and water. They all gave a thumbs up, knowing that talking as little as possible was important. Phil gave everyone a “stay put” signal and headed south to a thin spot in the trees. Yeah. This should work.

      He went back to the others and called them in. “Alright. There’s a spot over there. I think I’ve seen enough signs that we’re near some more horse farms. Re-pack—we’ll head over, set security, and I’ll send the drone back up.”

      Everyone complied, and within ten minutes the drone was up about four hundred feet performing another circular sweep. Phil saw one property on the tablet screen and moved the drone to the south. The drone passed over two pastures and a road on the way to the grimy, run-down single-wide trailer. It had junk all over the place. It looked like a hurricane had decided to spit out all its contents there. That’s it. Phil got his hopes up. It has to be. Look at it. He called over Josh and Eli. “Look.”

      Eli spoke first. “How on Earth can people live like that?”

      “Yeah,” Josh nodded, locking eyes with Phil. “That’s our mission.”

      Spoken like a true Joe, Phil thought.

      “Alright,” Phil decided. The other two went back out to their hasty perimeter while Phil brought the drone back down and stowed it in his rucksack. He pulled out his compass and took a reading that correlated to the direction the drone had flown back from.

      About an hour later they were at the near edge of the second clearing he’d seen. He set security and everyone SLLS’ed for a few minutes. Then he called them in. “Here’s the plan. We’re going to run a Gotenna up a tree here. Josh—you and Jeff will box around this clearing on the east. Eli, you and I will go west. Jeff—Josh’ll plant you in the woods about twenty meters in from the edge of the property. You’ll watch our backs. Got it?”

      Jeff nodded. “I’ll be your overwatch.” This caught Phil off guard.

      “Alright, I gotta ask. How the hell—”

      “Video games,” Jeff said cutting him off. This made Phil smirk.

      “Well, alrighty then,” he said smiling. “Josh, set up due east of the main structure, we’ll stagger ourselves so that the three of us triangulate. In one hour, I’ll send out the first text to make sure we’re all set. Everyone text in clockwise rotation. These antennas only last a day, max, but we have a second one. Radios are a last resort. Hopefully we’ll see something soon. Remember—do not engage unless you’re in immediate lethal danger. If you’re seen, this spot right here is our rally point. Questions?”

      Everyone was amped despite not having slept the night before. Hearing no questions, Phil sent the Gotenna up into a tree with a piece of paracord and a rock. Then he sent everyone out on their assignments.

      He planted Eli in the tree line to the northwest of the property. Eli was basically covering one end and the back of the mobile home. He made his way about sixty meters farther south, planting himself on the other end of the property. They were all staring at a run-down singlewide mobile home that was light blue in color and had moss covering the roof. There was filth and junk in every direction. He sent out the first group text.

      [Phil: “At SW corner. No activity. Back deck small. Junk all over yard.”]

      [Brrrt—Eli: “NW corner. May see movement inside.”]

      [Brrrt—Jeff: “North overwatch is all clear.”]

      [Brrrt—Josh: “East secure. Front a real craphole. Entry will suck.”]

      [Phil: “If we plan an entry we’ll use the back.”]

      After a few minutes Jeff texted again. [Brrrt— “Now what?”]

      Phil replied. [“Waiting game. Need better intel. Try to stay awake.”]
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        * * *

      

      It was getting dark again. Between his headache, stress, and lack of food and water, Stu had no idea what time it was, let alone which day. The engine had fired up again at one point. He feigned moaning the first time they came to check on him. The second time he decided to fake a seizure when they started talking about using urine jugs to wake him up. It had worked. They walked back out of the engine space, laughing.

      Stu knew that he’d actually passed out, too. Probably concussed. The boat was quiet. Too quiet. Are we on a pier? The thought of being tied to a pier was bittersweet. On the one hand it brought the hope of escape. On the other it could mean the bikers were done playing with their prey and ready to finish them off. He started scrambling with his hands, still bound with multiple wraps of duct tape behind his back.

      He spent several hours rubbing the tape on a small jagged edge he felt on one of the multitude of hoses and manifolds surrounding the big diesel engine. The tape was slowly ripping and loosening, pulling skin and wrist hair with it. He no longer felt pain. His arms were numb from being pulled back for so long. He finally managed to break the tape. As soon as he wriggled one hand free he used that arm to sit up.

      Whoa, he thought. Slowly. He had felt a head rush. Even when we’re free I won’t be able to fight these guys. He felt despair start to win over hope.

      Once his head had settled a bit, he began rubbing his shoulders and arms, trying to get circulation back. After several minutes, he had freed his legs and finally felt somewhat mobile. He stood up and set an ear to the door. Nothing.

      He slid the door open just a fraction of an inch, looking. Seeing nothing, he worked it open a little more. The process repeated itself until he realized the men weren’t in the rear cabin. He stepped in. The scene of the crime was enough to make him start to cry again. His eyes moistened with the salty tears of guilt for failing his friend. There was blood—not enough to indicate danger. It was just enough to say someone’s been brutalized here.

      He moved forward to the galley area. It was too dark outside to see much from the portholes, but they were definitely tied up at a pier of some sort. He slowly crept to the stairs leading to the bridge cabin and listened, hearing nothing but waves and seagulls. She’s missing. I’m wounded. It’s dark and somewhat rainy. No idea where we are. Now what do I do?
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        Hippocratic Oath Breaker

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 12 Days.

      

      The walk up the manicured lawn was eerie. There was very little moon above the clouds, which made it difficult to see. Stu had let his eyes adjust to the dark for a good half-hour—or at least that’s what he told himself. In truth he was working up the nerve. The house and property around it were pitch black. Too risky. Deal with the one most important problem, just like in surgery. Find her. Save her. For once in your life do something that matters.

      Though Stu could never imagine how horrible it must’ve been for Carmen, he did know that listening to it was the worst experience of his life. He felt void of almost any emotion that wasn’t hate. The only feeling he had was one of no longer caring if he lived or died. His only sense of motivation to do anything at all was to find Carmen. He had no delusions about what lay ahead. Unless he got lucky, the monsters would eat them both. Luck…what the Hell is that? Luck is an illusion… He had paused at the end of a brick wall that formed the edge of a large, exposed-aggregate patio, looking and listening. Still nothing.

      Maybe they left? No. They’re predators. They’ll finish me off first.

      The rain was starting again, stifling the breeze that had been blowing through the fir trees. He slowly walked over to the patio door, stopping just shy of stepping in front of it. His pulse pounded in his ears as he peeked in. Still nothing. The house was huge, with wings that branched off the main body, providing many rooms with patios and views of the water.

      They could be watching me right now.

      He didn’t realize how calm he’d been until that moment. Now all he could hear was the blood in his ears. He pushed on the sliding door, half-expecting an alarm even though the power had been out for days. He looked around as he stepped in.

      He froze, listening. He wanted to give his eyes more time.

      If I accidentally bump something, I’m a dead-man!

      He realized he was standing in some sort of breakfast nook just off a kitchen area. There was an arched doorway to the left. Dining table over there. He looked through another opening to the other side of the house. Entry in there. He walked that way.

      Once he was near that portion of the house, he saw a grand set of stairs that stopped half-way up and turned around. He walked to the bottom of the stairs and stopped again, listening.

      I wonder if they’re sleeping…

      He looked up the stairs and walked up to the half-way point. Now he was standing under a large skylight in the ceiling above and looking out over a sunken living room.

      He suddenly gasped in a big breath of air—he was so tense that he’d forgotten to breathe for a long time. His body had jolted him back to it. He took two more cleansing breaths.

      Are those… Yes, stuffed heads. The owner of this house is obviously a big-game hunter.

      THUMP-THUMP. The blood in his ears was circulating the new air.

      He went up the other half of the stairs, taking his time. He was in the zone, not much caring at this point if they discovered him. He was in a central hallway that led to multiple sub-halls and rooms. The floors were wood, and there was an expensive rug in the middle of it. It was at least fifty feet long. There were paintings of scenic mesas, Native Americans, and cowboys. The walls were decorated with a variety of hunting and trapping paraphernalia. He chose a direction and walked, continuing this process until he walked into what he figured was the master bedroom.

      Here you are.

      He was looking at the bodies of two well-to-do looking retirees. The man had been shot where he slept while the woman had just managed to fall out of bed before her own demise. She was lying on the floor. Both were covered in blood. Stu put the back of his hand on the man’s hand.

      Fairly cool. Probably been a few hours.

      A thought evolved. I bet a hunter has guns, huh?

      He started looking for those though he knew he may not be able to figure out how to use them. The house was still… dark… quiet… so he continued.

      When he found his way to the wing at the far end, he walked in to what was a large room for entertaining. It had a billiard table—the nice kind with red felt. There was an extravagant bar adorned with many more hunting trophies. There were two, large leather couches with four matching chairs set up around a huge marble coffee table and centered on a 100-inch TV that adorned the wall.

      Carmen was on one of the couches—naked and unconscious, covered in bruises, and bound in duct tape. Her face was swollen from being beaten. Stu turned his head and gasped. He tried to remain quiet. I’m so sorry. I’ve failed you. Once again his eyes turned salty and wet with emotion.

      The last discovery was the most important one… There was a big pile of heroin and meth on the table with two stoned bikers passed out in recliners.

      On the slow backwards walk out of the game room, Stu’s heel had knocked an empty whiskey bottle across the floor and into a cabinet. WWWHHHHAAAMMMM! It was just one whiskey bottle, but it might as well have been an artillery shell.

      Nothing.

      They must be as high as kites… I don’t believe it. They’re dead to the world! Plain dumb lu… No. Shut Up. There’s no such thing as luck.

      Stu went to the owner’s study and stared at an expensive collection of gun cases and cabinets. Most of them were locked, but the old man had apparently staged a few around the house. Stu had picked up several components—ammunition, pistols, rifles, magazines—and had no luck in figuring out how to use them. I’m an LA doctor—I hate guns. Or at least… I used to. It didn’t much matter to Stu.

      I have another idea. He headed for the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      The drugs weren’t of the best quality this deep into the crisis. And the euphoria of a heroin-meth cocktail wasn’t enough to keep the giant gang member asleep for his own death. Stu was pleased about that. Trip’s bloodcurdling, deep-voiced screech was deafening in the still mansion. Stu had remembered a critical detail.

      I’m a surgeon, and these two wolves have self-anaesthetized—hard! I don’t need to know how to use a gun. Screw the Hippocratic Oath!

      He had studied the knives in the kitchen. No. This guy was a sportsman. I bet there’s something much better on a wall somewhere.

      He found it in the library, which was where most of the mounted marlin and other fish had wound up. On the wall in a display cabinet was a collection. Stu picked out a very nice, Japanese filet knife. It had ribbon-looking Damascus steel.

      I’ll bet this thing has never even been used.

      He had originally been thinking about the aorta, but he remembered it was much too protected.

      THUMP-THUMP!

      I get one shot with this huge beast. Can’t afford to screw it up!

      THUMP-THUMP!

      He opted for the near-side carotid artery instead. He knew exactly wear to plunge and was able to side step most of the spray as he twisted, pulling the twelve-inch-long blade out of the big biker’s neck with a slashing motion. The big man grabbed his throat on instinct as he sat upright, but it was too late. It was too dark and the drugs were too thick. Stu imagined that Trip had been able to recognize him as the curtains drew twelve seconds later. In all the excitement, Stu had forgotten about the flashlight he’d been holding.

      Shorty hopped up when he heard his buddy screaming at the top of his lungs. The drug-induced stupor and the lack of lighting made it impossible for him to tell that his laces had been tied together as he tried to take a step. Just as he started to fall face first, Stu turned on the flashlight.

      Shorty screamed in horror.

      His drug-stupor had not been deep enough to disguise the bear trap in front of him as anything other than what it was. With almost karmic accuracy, Shorty fell precisely where Stu had wanted him to. He threw his hands up in a reflexive attempt to break his fall. The trap wasn’t an overly complicated device. There was a device with a gear and crank that assisted with springing it open in a slow, controlled fashion. Stu had tested it with a shoe in the master bedroom. He was surprised by how anti-climatic it was.

      Shorty’s hands hit the trigger plate.

      The trap released its jaws with about four hundred pounds of pressure. They clamped tight onto both arms with lightning speed, crunching bone and ripping arteries. The left arm popped off entirely right were the radius and ulna met the humerus, ripping open his flesh with an audible tear. Shorty’s right arm remained stuck in the trap. The little man’s screams started about six seconds before his partner’s died off.

      Stu would never forget the sound of both men’s screams playing in harmony.

      He held out for quite a bit longer, screaming and flopping and watching his arms shoot blood onto the wall and TV across from him for a good minute before the lights went out for the final time.
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        Things Will Never Be The Same.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 12 Days.

      

      Phil had not expected his first tweeker house raid to be so slow. With the exception of one event, there had been no activity all evening or night. They must have water and a gravity-septic system…or else it is disgusting as hell in there.

      Around 7:00 PM, the back door opened and a mangy tan and white pit bull came out. It relieved itself, and then it must’ve gotten a whiff of Phil’s scent. It started barking in his direction and started a slow-creeping investigation. Phil was about five meters back into the woods. He readied his coyote-brown AR-15, which was fitted with a custom sound-suppressor. While quite effective, they still put out more than a whisper, contrary to what TV shows led people to believe.

      The dog passed the assortment of junk lining the property—things like a discarded washing machine, an old door-less refrigerator, a car that hadn’t moved in years—and raised the barking to include throat growls. It was standing at the brush line. It knew Phil was there, and it was a matter of moments before it defended its territory with its teeth.

      The dog let out a whelp as Eli’s carbon-fiber arrow tipped with a broadhead pushed its way through the dog’s heart and lungs at roughly two hundred miles-per-hour. The missile, designed to take down elk, passed through the canine and imbedded itself in the brush and dirt about ten feet to the dog’s left. The shot surprised Phil, too. It took him a second or two to react.

      Phil pulled the fixed-blade knife out of the holster on his battle belt and began to creep forward, keeping his frame lower than the junk between the dog and the house. He was thankful that his half-leg was amputated below the knee. It made crouching and such a little easier than the above-joint amputees he’d met at the VA hospital. It was a moot point. The yelping and whimpering stopped about three seconds later as the dog bled out. He re-sheathed the knife and pulled the animal into the woods, gently pushing it into some bushes and out of sight.

      Now that’s ironic. Who’d a thought we’d shoot their dog with an arrow. He felt a bit angry—not with Eli but with the jerks who’d let this dog start starving to death. Some of the sweetest dogs he’d ever met were pit bulls. Rest in peace, girl. I don’t take the fact that you were about to eat my face personally.

      He waited for the reaction from the house—and waited some more. I bet these losers let this dog run around out here for hours without even checking on it. Even if these people weren’t the abductors, it sat well with him as an act of mercy that Eli put that dog out of its own misery.

      [Brrrt—Josh: “???”]

      [Brrrt—Eli: “Shot a dog that was about to eat Phil.”]

      [Phil: “Saved us from blowing our concealment. Thx.”]

      About an hour later, Phil texted for each person to get two hours of sleep starting with Jeff and working clockwise. He decided he’d throw the other Gotenna up into a tree at 0200 when he got up from his nap.

      The rain came back, testing everyone’s resolve. He felt fortunate to have these men with him, shouldering this burden. He gave a silent prayer, starting with his usual confession and ending with a plead to protect his granddaughter. Please let this be them, Lord. I can’t face Payton if it isn’t.

      Around 8:00 AM, Jeff sent out an alert. [Brrrt—Jeff: “There’s noise coming from up the driveway. What do I do?”] There was an attached “worried-face” emoji.

      Phil half hoped Jeff wouldn’t check the phone, but he wanted to get this message out before Eli responded. [Phil: “B still”]

      Soon enough a green van slowly pulled up to the front of the property. Is that a county van? Phil asked himself. He couldn’t believe his eyes. It was a county-owned corrections-department van. Phil always saw this van parked near where ever the local lock ups were cleaning trash on the side of the road. It stopped and idled long enough for the passenger in the front to get out and open the double side-doors. From his vantage he couldn’t tell what was happening. Soon he heard the van slowly back up and turn down the long dirt road. A minute later it could no longer be heard. He still couldn’t see who had gotten out but figured they must’ve gone inside. He waited for a sit-rep from Josh.

      [Brrrt—Josh: “Sketchiest perv ever just went in. Greeted by sketchy female. She looked stoned. Yelling started almost immediately”]

      Phil decided to save battery and not reply. About three minutes later the backdoor flung open, allowing the voices of two arguing adults to be heard. The new arrival stepped out onto the small, rotting three-by-four-foot landing outside the back door. What a scumbag, Phil thought instantly. He had filthy clothes on—probably what he was arrested in. He was a middle-aged white man, average height, thin build, with long and thinning light-brown and gray hair. His face was covered in stubble and showed the wrinkles that came early in life to people who partied all the time.

      “…your fault if anything happens to that dog!” he yelled at the woman behind him as he stepped out. She hadn’t come out enough for Phil to see her, and he couldn’t clearly hear her retort.

      “Damned-dog… Food… money… a-hole!”

      “Angel!” the tweeker yelled into the woods. “Here, girl!” He waited a few seconds. “Angel!” He turned around and headed back into the house. Phil could hear yelling as he slammed the door behind him, and he could still hear it even after the door was closed. They’re starting to go at it. Probably a normal morning for them. So much for warm reunions.

      Two minutes later the door flew open once more as the man came out. “…more frickin’ mouths to feed!” She followed him out.

      Phil’s heart thumped hard. Her! It was the woman who had stared him down as she passed by the range. She had followed the man out to continue the fight.

      “Angel!” he yelled again.

      “… got her for you, Harry! I know that’s what you like. Help you git your nut, since you don’t like my old worn-out parts anymore! A-hole! Take her back! See if I…” The woman had turned back in and Phil couldn’t hear the rest. Just a few seconds later she reappeared.

      What the… Phil pulled his small waterproof binoculars closer to his eyes and held it as steady as he could. …Hell? His hands started to shake with rage. He dropped the binoculars at the base of the bush he was behind and put his hands on his temples, sighing out a deep breath. Lord, please… He picked the binoculars back up and took another look. The old woman and thrown it at Harry in anger. Laying on the ground was a multi-colored backpack, covered in unicorns.

      He picked up the cell and sent a text. [Phil: “Confirmation wait 1”] He needed to stop his hands from shaking. He could feel his face getting hot. He took another deep breath and picked the phone back up.

      [Phil: “Josh. South route to my OP”]

      [Phil: “Jeff. Stay put. Runners will go up the driveway. Do nothing to them unless threatened. Then shoot—2 in chest 1 in head”]

      [Phil: “Eli. Stay put cover back. Switch 2 pistol after first arrow”

      [Brrrt—Josh: “Copy eta 15”]

      Josh was careful not to be seen. He would have preferred to take an entire half hour to make a maneuver around the south over to Phil’s position, but he knew things were in play now that “Harry” was home.

      When he arrived at the position, he dumped his pack next to Phil’s. “What’d you see?”

      “The backpack Savannah wears every waking hour.” Phil looked the combat vet in the eyes. Josh was there, one hundred percent primed. Thank you, God, for sending me this vet today. “You good to go?”

      “What’s the plan?” Josh asked with a head nod, almost insulted by the question.

      “On ‘Go,’ we’re going to run in to the concealment of that fridge and washer. Quick scan, then glide in. We’ll both stack on the handle side, since it’s daylight—stay out of the door’s windows. I’ll breech for myself and take the path of least resistance. Cover the opposite zone. Standard two man sweep and maneuver. Clear?”

      “ROE?” Josh was wanting to know what the rules of engagement were.

      “No telling how they’ll react. No way of knowing if they’re armed. Low on drugs and off-their-meds crazy is bad enough. Watch the hands. Only shoot if you have to. I plan on getting the sheriffs out here.”

      “Roger that,” Josh said.

      The two combat vets slid to the edge of the brush in a crouched position and took a deep breath. “Go.”
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        * * *

      

      The men’s screams had caused a severe screaming episode for Carmen, too. It wasn’t until Stu had the sense to shine the flashlight on his own face that she stopped screaming and writhing on the couch. She switched to bawling hysterically.

      “They’re dead. They’re gone.” Stu kept repeating himself, trying to get her to understand that the threat was over. He removed the tape-gag from her head. “I’m going to get a blanket. I’ll be right back. I am the only person here. There is no one else in the house alive.” His heart was aching for what she must be going through.

      Stu left and came back in a minute with a big quilt. He held the flashlight on his own face again so that she’d know it was him. “Carmen. I’m going to come over and help you.” He could hear her huffing and puffing loudly—borderline hyper-ventilating.

      He knelt on one knee next to her and covered her with the quilt. He realized she was still bound. “I’m going to uncover your hands so I can un-tie you.” He got no reaction from her regarding the comment. She refused to look at him or speak. As gently as he could he removed her hand and foot bindings. She flinched every time he accidentally touched her.

      “I’m going to move you to a different room. Okay?” Nothing in return from her. “We just need to get out of this room. I’ll treat your injuries in a clean bedroom.” Still no response. Stu kept the quilt between his arms and her naked body as he scooped her off the couch. She stayed curled in the fetal position as much as possible as he carried her into one of the guest bedrooms and laid her on a bed. He found a couple of candles in the study and used them to light Carmen’s room.

      “Carmen. I’m going to clean you up some. Your arms, legs, back…face. I won’t touch anything I shouldn’t. I need to see how bad your injuries are.” She was still ignoring him. “I’m going to figure out how to warm some water. I will call out to you to let you know when I’m coming back in.”

      Once again Stu felt things inside himself he’d not experienced his whole adult life—sympathy, remorse, compassion, even love… I’m so sorry, sweetie. Something happened inside the doctor when he slayed the monsters. He didn’t know it yet, but he’d been reborn. The weak and pathetic socialite had been destroyed—a process started when the hammer fell and finished when he learned the difference between killing and murder a few hours earlier. Doctor Stuart Schwartz was a new man.
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        * * *

      

      The United States Navy 3rd Fleet had thrown everything that was available into a pair of operations, and it wasn’t as much as the average citizen would think. Thirty years of poor national policy and planning were hard to make up for. In the early 1990s, American bases and ships were on the chopping block called “BRAC”, the nickname of the Congressional Committee for Base Realignment and Closure. We’d won the Cold War. President Reagan’s six hundred-ship fleet was 20th Century thinking. We were ushering in an age of world peace—a “new world order,” according to President George HW Bush.

      The attacks of September 11th, 2001 triggered two decades of war and taxed the members of the military with deployment cycles that nearly matched those of World War II—but for five times as many years. The “we don’t need ships” mindset was hard to shake in Washington DC once the idiots on both sides of the aisle were used to spending the money in other, more wasteful areas. In the last few years before Tahoma’s Hammer, though, an outsider had seen the light. He was trying to “right the ship” with a rebuilt Navy. Few realized that it would take the same thirty years to rebuild that the state of readiness had taken to decay. The current public and private shipyards were trying to keep up with maintenance and equipment upgrade cycles. Those shipyards that built ships just didn’t have the dry-docks, facilities, or skilled people to manufacture ships at the necessary rate.

      The Joint USN/USMC Strike Group, “Task Force Truxtun,” had scrounged up as many ships as they could to support two operations in the Rainier Impact Zone. The largest were twelve amphibious ships of various classes. Each was designed with its own function in mind for war, but for peace time operations they could all do the essentials—haul food, people, and equipment. The Task Force had taken several days to load those items and set sail. They conducted briefs and training on the way up, learning the key aspects of both operations just in case unplanned events forced mutual support.

      “Operation SOS” was meant to do one thing—support the missions at the shipyard and, to a lesser degree, assist the community. Warding off the potential nuclear disaster and preventing the loss of an aircraft carrier to flooding were their sole objectives. But they knew that workers would work longer if they knew their loved ones were being cared for, so provide that care they did. They’d left the distribution headaches to the locals to handle.

      There was only one possible thing that could trump those objectives and that was securing the arsenal and delivery systems that may or may not have been stored at the Bogdon Submarine Base. The security at Bogdon was ironclad, but it was never intended to run unsupplied for an indefinite amount of time. Within two minutes of the news that Cascadia had fallen, there were military officers dusting off the binders with the response to this contingency already spelled out in them. Thus, “Operation Citadel Rampart” was born. Forces and supplies, first by air and then by sea, were being sent to Bogdon to secure it and its equipment. They were to transport the nastiest of that weaponry by sea to other locations for safe keeping.

      It was a Sunday morning, and the shipyard workers had been told the day before to expect it. Crane and his co-workers were enjoying a hot breakfast and late start at “Camp Yardbird” when they first heard them coming. The loud bass thumping was barely audible in the beginning. The reverberations off the hillsides and waters of the inlet increased as the fleet of rotor-winged aircraft approached, each bird carrying three very stuffed pallets of goods in a net hanging under it. In a scene that had replayed itself over every person the aircraft passed from the coast to Bartlett, the helicopters were assaulted from below with friendly waves and smiles. People just assumed it was over. We’re saved! they thought, seeing that many helicopters.

      One occasional helicopter was not unheard of since the hammer fell, but this was different. They were coming in waves, like something from Apocalypse Now. Many people tried to count them all, but it was impossible—the sorties were spread out with one- to two-minute gaps to allow the ones ahead to drop their loot and get out of the way.

      THWUMP-WUMP-WUMP-WUMP-WUMP! The gray MH-60Ss approached the Navy base from the southwest. Almost every able-bodied person heard them and ran outside—drizzle or not—to see what the ruckus was. The workers at the Slaughter County EOC on the hill in West Bartlett had one of the best views due to the elevation. There were close to three hundred county employees, volunteers, and Guardsmen watching as the four helicopters in each leg would adjust from a diamond shape to a staggered column once they were over the waters of Simpson Inlet. From there they spaced themselves out by adjusting speed. By the time the birds were approaching the Navy base a mile farther east they looked like little seagulls.

      Most of the helicopters would come in and hover over one of two parking lots to the south of the worker’s camp, Crane noticed. He was impressed at their effectiveness—proud that these bad-ass Americans had dedicated themselves to being the best. People like Commander Rebekah Paddington, call-sign “Def-Woman,” who effortlessly glided her lumbering aircraft in to a spot she’d never flown before, hovered, and set down a slung-load of supplies—finally cutting loose and pulling away less than thirty seconds later. The continuous noise of rotor blades “thwumping” assaulted the ears in a good way.

      By the time the fourth helicopter had lifted and flown north out of the way, the next sortie of four were gliding in for their turns.

      Crane noticed that four helicopters had taken turns landing at the commissary and exchange parking lots. They had stayed there for several minutes dropping off people, most of them in uniform, before joining the “hel-exit” operation.

      Crane had no idea how many helicopters had come-in—forty? Fifty? I wouldn’t be surprised if someone told me seventy-five—but he was glad he got to see it. He had goose-bumps. I wonder where they came from? The re-supply mission lasted almost an entire hour. The flying armada of hope had lifted everyone’s spirits in an unpredictable way.
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        * * *

      

      Stacked on the backdoor’s right side, Phil made a snap decision to try keeping their surprise element as long as possible. He knew it wouldn’t last much longer in the single-wide mobile, but anything would help considering they had no idea how many people were in there. He turned the knob and pulled the door open just enough to look down a long hall to the left. It was dark with only daylight coming from the windows scattered throughout. It was a bit of luck that the backdoor opened into a long, slender hallway that fed the three bedrooms and one bathroom. He could hear voices at the far end, presumably in the kitchen or living room area.

      He turned his head and whispered to Josh, “We’re both going left. Cover the six.” Josh nodded.

      Phil slid his left arm back out through the sling, leaving the rifle draped only over his neck. He did this to provide extra slack, knowing he may have to re-shoulder to his left side in the tight hallway. He pulled the door open knowing it was mere seconds before this was all over. He could feel his pulse and respirations going up, compensating for the blood pressure increase that happens when the body surges itself with adrenaline and cortisol. He stepped in, fighting the instinct to look right and trusting his partner to be there covering it before a dirtbag could get the drop on him. He immediately started up the hallway.

      Josh didn’t let Phil down. He was moving towards Phil’s space the instant he saw a shift in Phil’s weight. Josh had his barrel pointing up at high ready, pushing the flash-suppressor down and level as it passed the doorjamb. As Phil moved in, Josh was pivoting to the right, using his peripheral vision to scan the entire darkened space from left to right as he entered. Two doors were closed with the two at the far-right end of the hall were open. He could only see daylight creeping from those rooms, with no sign of movement. All of this took one second. Josh did a lightning fast head turn combined with shifting his eyes in order to know where Phil was. He knew he had about three small strides to walk backwards before he had to re-check.

      Phil had walked the ten feet down to the left end of the hall, scanning the scene before him. He saw one unexpected male, a young adult with long blonde hair sitting on a barstool at the kitchen’s small counter. He was eating peanut butter directly off a butter knife. Phil heard Harry and the female arguing down at the far end of the trailer. He couldn’t see any others. He assessed all of this in a quick moment, barely slowing down. He entered the kitchen. As he cleared the hall’s threshold—transitioning from old, nasty shag carpet to worn out vinyl—he spun to the right to check the corner, knowing his partner was too busy covering the rear and walking backwards. This took a half-second before he spun back to cover the nearest male.

      At this moment they locked eyes. The young male could hardly believe his eyes. “What the—”

      Wham! Too late. Phil was already on him. He landed a left across the young man’s chin, keeping his right hand on the rifle’s pistol grip. The skinny-tweeker flew off the stool, hitting the floor at the same instant that Phil had his rifle back to level and trained on the other two. “Hands in the air! Now!”

      He repeated himself at full volume over their protests, which ramped up the confusion. Harry was bargaining, while the woman was barking in protest, dropping f-bombs like she was a B-52. Harry was scanning the room and out the window, instinctively looking for the rest of the SWAT team. “What the Hell, man! This is entrapment! You a-holes just let me out this morning!”

      Phil changed his commands. “I’m not a cop! Get on the floor! Or die—I really don’t care which!” Both meth-heads were still barking and not listening. Phil issued more commands. “Get on your knees! I’m here for the girl!”

      The lightbulb came on over the woman’s head. “You!” The look of disgusted resentment came back to her face.

      “Yeah…me,” Phil said coldly. “You got ‘im?” Phil yelled back to Josh, checking on the status of the one he knocked over.

      “Yep.”

      Phil moved forward to the pair, keeping his rifle trained on Harry, who was standing between a cheap wood coffee table and an old holey couch. The woman was closer, looking indignantly at Phil. He wasn’t having any. “On your knees. Now!”

      “No, you son of—”

      Wham! It was the first time Phil had ever punched a woman. At least I used my left hand, he thought. He hadn’t held up—he used full force born from hatred. She flew backwards into an easy chair and then thumped to the floor, knocked out cold. Harry made a shift in weight, and Phil immediately re-covered him with his rifle.

      “Please do,” Phil said. Seeing Harry had wised up, he said, “On your knees…hands on the back of your head. Or else.” Phil clicked his safety off, causing Harry’s eyes to widen.

      Harry complied. He clicked the safety back on and drew his pistol from his belt-mounted holster while using his left hand to lower the rifle to that side of his body. Keeping his Glock in his right hand and on the far side of himself from Harry, he rounded the coffee table and grabbed the tweeker by the back of the head, shoving it down to the table with full force. Harry let out a whelp as his nose-cartilage broke loose and started shooting blood. From the kneeling position he began yelling protests again, claiming police brutality.

      Phil ignored him, lifting his metal leg through the gap between Harry and the sofa so he could straddle him from behind. He bent his knees, putting his weight onto Harry’s back and keeping his left hand on top of Harry’s hands and head. He re-holstered the pistol and used his right hand to rip open a Velcro map-sleeve on the front of his plate carrier. He pulled out one of the two heavy-duty zip-ties that he kept pre-looped in that sleeve and secured the dirtbag’s hands behind his back. He hauled Harry up and drug him around, shoving him onto the couch in a seated position. He stepped out of reach and did another check on the woman. Seeing only a marginal amount of movement from her, he crossed over the space to Josh, handing him a zip-tie.

      “Cover ‘em,” he told his squad-mate.

      Phil re-drew his pistol and went back to the other end of the hallway. He stopped at the first bedroom door and crouched, turning the knob and shoving the door inward. He slowly cut the angle on the doorway while covering the opening with his pistol. He was using a bent-elbow technique and keeping the sights of the tan Glock in his site-picture but focusing on the room.

      “Savannah. It’s Paw-paw.” He expected to hear nothing. The room was stuffed with garbage, old magazines, rotting food—Howcan  people live this way? Phil thought once again. He felt his blood getting hot. I may just kill them if she’s not here. He went down to the other closed door and repeated the process. “Peaches. It’s me.”

      All quiet for a few, heart-stopping seconds. “H-Hello?” a scared, tiny voice murmured.

      “Honey, its Paw-paw!” Phil called. His voice was calm, but inside he felt a sense of elation he’d never experienced before. Thank you, God! “It’s okay. Come here.”

      She ran over to her grandfather and jumped into his open arms, bawling. She was sobbing so hard she was shaking. Phil could have held her for hours, but he was keenly aware of his partner’s situation. “Peaches,” he said picking her up as he stood. “I’m going to take you outside and Mr. Don’s family is going to protect you for a minute while I come back in here.”

      “You okay?” he asked Josh as he got to the back-door.

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Be right back.” Phil waved over Eli when he got outside. He handed off his granddaughter and reassured her once more. He went back inside and cleared the last two rooms. Returning to the living room, he saw that Josh had zip-tied the younger man’s hands. He then found a modem near the cable TV and pulled out a phone line with an angry yank. He went over to the moaning woman, flipped her over onto her front as roughly as he could, and tied her hands behind her back with the phone line.

      He stood back upright and said to Harry, “Now. Let’s find out why you were in jail and why you were let out. Oh—and don’t give in too quickly. Please.”
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        Out of the Woods.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 12 Days.

      

      Across Washington and the rest of the Pacific Northwest prepper groups were finally starting to amass at their retreat locations. Those with the foresight and fortune to live there year-round were busy preparing for the arrival of their friends, family, and partners. Foxholes were being dug, extra firewood cut—a multitude of things that would make life for four or five families in tight quarters somewhat comfortable. The people had good reason to flee. Murders were on the rise, sometimes the result of theft gone bad and sometimes old grudges being settled. Entire rows of homes in some neighborhoods were evolving their small local squabbles into the blood feuds of the old days. And there was nobody to stop them.

      There was a lot less driving in Cascadia, too. Gasoline was too valuable, and riding in a car or truck was a surefire way to put a target on your back. So was running a generator. People were quickly finding out that if they wanted power, they’d better have a protection plan in place. As the use of vehicles decreased, the amount of old-school travel technologies increased—mostly walking. Horses and bicycles were becoming more common, too, but like generators, horses caught the attention of those that wanted them. When people did drive, it wasn’t like the old days. Windows were left down so that watchers could see that the vehicle was stuffed full of people and rifles. If you want what’s ours, you’d better be ready to pay admission…

      In Slaughter County the people were also growing quite vocal about the helicopters. The Navy had turned over quite a bit of goods to the big FEMA camp in Bartlett, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Rumor had it that the shipyard workers were hoarding it for themselves. Years of watching the “anti-fascist” protest groups riot unchecked had taught society that the correct course of action was to complain about what was owed to them. There were rumors of a planned protest in Bartlett.

      Across the pond in King and Snohomish Counties a rumor had spread that Boeing’s Paine Field was open for business, which was by far untrue but grounded in a promising report of reasonable reparability. Hundreds of thousands of survivors from several counties had started making the pilgrimage toward the fleet of supply stuffed airplanes that were supposedly on the way. The thirst and hunger fueled riots that resulted when they learned the truth left many thousands dead.
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        * * *

      

      “What da’ Hell, man?” Harry yelled, his voice rising in fear. “Git away wit’ that! No need to be hostile, bro!”

      “I wanna see what’s under that bandage,” Phil said flatly. He had drawn his knife out of its kydex scabbard and was using it to slice the bandage off Harry’s right wrist. “That’s an awfully conspicuous place. You didn’t try slicing your wrists did you, Harry?”

      Harry was bound to an old, yellow vinyl dining chair, tied up with paracord on all four limbs. Josh was posted at the hallway’s intersection with the kitchen, keeping an eye on the room they had dragged the other two into.

      “Suck my nuts, soldier-boy! I ain’t tellin’ you jack!” Harry made the intake suction sound of someone about to spit when Phil’s left hand reached out and grabbed his throat, squeezing.

      “You’d better swallow that! I’m not the cops. I’m still trying to decide if the coyotes get to dine on you tonight.” Phil was bluffing, but Harry didn’t know that. He’d radioed Jerry at the Command Post earlier, instructing him to use his HAM magic to let the sheriff’s office know they’d found Savannah. He had no intent of making her wait any longer than necessary to go home, but…might as well extract some intel while I’m waiting for them to show up.

      After about ten seconds, Harry started to flush in the face and tear up, so Phil let go of his larynx. Harry wisely chose to swallow the loogey. Phil sliced off the rest of the bandage. “What the…”

      Harry was silent, scowling about his predicament.

      “What’s this?” No response. Phil smashed the base of his left hand into the right side of Harry’s head. “What is this?!” He was looking at a little incision, barely a quarter inch, not even long enough to need a stitch. He sure as Hell didn’t try to slice his wrist…

      “I dunno,” Harry mumbled, staring at the floor.

      “What?” Phil had lowered his face to be level with his prisoner’s.

      “I don’t know, man!” Harry yelled. “They were doin’ it to all of us. No explanation! No choice!” After twenty minutes, Harry’d had enough. “They drug us by block, man. Out to temp-holding. Gave us a shot and gave us our belongin’s back! Said they were letting us go. Who was I to argue?”

      “Incoming,” Phil heard on his and Josh’s radios. Harry’s face was worried.

      “What’s goin’ on, man?” asked Harry. Phil was walking toward the back doorway. “Hey, c’mon, man, I been straight wit’ch you—” he heard Harry pleading as he went outside.

      The first thing he did was scan for Eli’s post. There was the tarp with Eli and Savannah sitting under it. Eli gave him a thumbs up.

      “Roger, that.” Phil replied into the radio. “Whatcha got?”

      Jeff replied, “We got one… no, make that two Sheriff’s department vehicles… Wait. They’ve stopped. They’re just sitting there.”

      Phil could suddenly hear the squad car’s speaker blaring, but he was too far away and on the wrong side of the house to make out what was being said. “Can you relay?” he asked Jeff.

      “He said your name. And he said his name is Charlie.”

      “Roger that. Just sit there. I’m coming up.”

      With his rifle still slung around his neck, Phil put his hands on the back of his head and walked around the junk and the house to the front driveway. He finally made it to a point in the dirt road where he could see the two sheriff’s rigs about a hundred meters away. He kept his hands on his head and made his unusual one-plus-a-partial-leg maneuver to get onto his knees.

      The two rigs began creeping up slowly. They parked, and Charlie Reeves got out of the first one. A male deputy that Phil didn’t know got out of the other.

      “Well, well,” Charlie said. “Get up, man. You look ridiculous,” he said, smiling.

      Phil stood up and said, “Yeah, well, ridiculous beats getting shot. Ask me how I know.” The two friends fist-bumped, and Charlie waved his partner up.

      “Phil, Wayne. Wayne, Phil.” The two men shook hands. “So, you found Savannah here…”

      “Yep.” He could read the quizzing look his friend was giving him. “She’s around back, safe. With a friend.”

      “How many ‘friends’ do you have here?”

      Charlie’s all-deputy right now, isn’t he? He looks tired. “Three. How do you want me to play it?”

      “Call them over.” Charlie shot Wayne a look, telling him it was okay.

      Phil keyed up his mic. “West and North perimeter—fall in, my position. Bring the package with you. Interior, you stay put.” Even with the authorities involved, Phil didn’t dare say anyone’s name on the air. Anybody could be listening. “I’m leaving one in the hall, right at the back of the kitchen,” Phil told Charlie. “Name’s Josh. He’s guarding three adults—one male and one female in a bedroom and one male in the kitchen. All are restrained.”

      “Alright,” Charlie agreed. “Wayne, go check on Josh.” Wayne took off while Phil radioed Josh to let him know he was getting a visitor.

      “So, while we’re alone, brother, let me ask you something,” Phil said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why was this effin’ pervert chipped…” He paused for emphasis on that word, “and released this morning?” Phil could feel his anger building. “There are girl’s panties in there that don’t belong to Savannah!”

      “Phil, I get it. It’s bad—”

      “Darn tootin’ it’s bad,” Phil said cutting his friend off.

      Charlie put his hands up at chest height to diffuse Phil’s emotion. “Look, we don’t make policy decisions down here in the trenches. What I mean is, it’s bad. Things right now are not good, and they’re only gonna get worse. The county can’t feed the inmates. There’s no choice.”

      “No choice!” Phil was incredulous. “There’s always a choice when it comes to sexual predators!”

      “Phil, it is what it is. There’s no changing it. I don’t know what you want to hear, but I’m giving you the truth out of respect.”

      Eli, Savannah, and Jeff approached at this point, sensing that the conversation was a bit strained. “Hey,” Eli said on behalf of the group. Savannah went right past Charlie and to her Paw-paw’s legs.

      “Hey, Savannah,” Charlie said, squatting to let her look eye to eye with him. “Remember me? We met at your grandpa’s last year, at a bar-b-que. Also, my kids are Charles Jr. and Kiersten. They live at the range with you, now.”

      She nodded. Everyone could tell she was just ready to get home, find her mama, and get some sleep.

      “Good,” Charlie continued. “Say, in just a little while, a lady deputy—dressed in the same uniform as me—will come by to talk to your mom. She may ask you some questions, too. Is that okay?”

      “Y-yeah-h,” she mumbled, nodding her head.

      Charlie looked at Eli. “Why don’t you all go wait by Deputy Luzon’s car?”

      Eli took the hint and shepherded Savannah and Jeff in that direction. Charlie started for the house, dodging piles of trash on the front porch as he walked. Phil followed him.

      Wayne had Harry untied from the chair and was frisking him. Charlie saw the piles of paracord around the chair and shot Phil a scowl.

      Don’t judge me, friend, Phil shot back with his own look. It wasn’t your grandkid.

      “The other two?” Charlie asked.

      “Down in the last bedroom,” Josh answered.

      Charlie gave Josh a once over as he passed him, heading to the back room to evaluate the situation fully. Phil could hear them both start to bark about assault and lawyers. Charlie was back in the kitchen in less than a minute. He instructed Wayne and Josh to sit tight and watch everyone, and then he gave Phil a nod to follow him back outside.

      Back out in the yard, he broke it down to his friend. “Look. The reality is…I’m supposed to confiscate your guns.”

      The air between them suddenly became still. Phil’s eyes locked on his friends as his mind began to race. Ironic. This is the one man in the world I honestly owe my life to. “Well, that’s certainly interesting,” he said slowly and purposefully. Did it suddenly get hot out here?

      “Phil…it’s me.” Charlie scanned his friend’s face. “I got your back on this. I just thought you should know. We’ve been ordered to collect all weaponry from any incident involving violence.”

      Phil let out a breath. “Yeah, well…if there had been violence—other than the kidnapping of my granddaughter—you’d have never been called.”

      Charlie sighed. “I get it. All I ask is that you think of the pickle that the cops and the government are in. Entire neighborhoods are setting up armed check points, for Pete’s sake! The county is doing their best to get a grip on a deteriorating situation.”

      “I do, Charlie. Look, I owe you a debt I can never repay. But I need you to remember why I was lying there bleeding in the first place. I know exactly what you guys put on the line every day. All I ask in return is for the cops to remember who’s on their side—who’s using guns to guard their families while they’re at work,” Phil reminded him.

      The two friends were at an impasse, each wondering where this path would lead them.
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        * * *

      

      Carmen Martinez didn’t notice the beauty of the mansion. She didn’t notice the polished marble counters or the art or the expensive furniture. She didn’t look out the windows and see the beautifully manicured lawns. She didn’t notice that the marine layer had burnt through, revealing a blue sky, autumn morning—the kind they put on postcards—if just for a little while. She was still in a daze of shock and anger. She was only following Stu’s voice prompts because the prior week and a half had felt like a lifetime and every person before Stu felt like a distant dream. His was the one voice she could trust.

      Stu brought her into the breakfast nook and instructed her to sit. He had found some bottled water and canned goods and set them out for her. I’m not hungry, she told herself at the same moment she was gulping down two bottles of water. Thirst was a more primal pang—it couldn’t be pushed to the back of the mind like hunger could. Stu had wandered off to continue the search for clothing and equipment. Carmen could hear knocking on the front door, though she wasn’t really listening.

      She sat there in her shocked stupor, listening to the pounding increase. Is someone yelling? Who cares, she scolded herself. The whole world could go screw itself. Nothing matters anymore.

      Stu came flying back down the stairs with an armload of clothing. He glanced through the doorway to make sure she was still there and then went to the front door. “Yes?” he asked through the door.

      “Oscar?” he heard. “You’re not Oscar! Who is this? Open up!”

      Stu looked through the peephole and saw a nicely dressed, retiree aged man with a full head of neatly groomed white hair. He couldn’t see the man’s hands. “Okay,” he hollered through the door. He placed his foot behind the door near the opening side about two inches and shifted his stance so there was quite a bit of weight on it. He opened the door to his foot and peeked out the gap as best as he could.

      “Who’s in there?” the man demanded. “I saw your boat! I’m going to get someone!” He started to back away.

      “Wait. Doctor! I’m a doctor. Name’s Dr. Schwartz!” Stu opened the door far enough to prop his face out. He hoped that two weeks of facial hair hadn’t yet damaged his appearance.

      The man looked back. “Where’s the Nelsons?” He looked like he was ready to square up and throw down, old school.

      Stu opened the door enough to step out with his hands raised. “There was an incident…” He didn’t know where to begin. “The homeowners are dead, and so are the animals that killed them.”

      The old man stared, disbelieving. “No. No, that isn’t right. I just talked to Oscar last night.” He was clearly pondering what Stu was saying. “Wait. Doctor?” He stared at Stu for a moment. “Just what is going on here?”

      “My friend and I were abducted and…brutalized. We were tied up on the boat. I managed to escape. In the middle of the night, I was able to sneak in and…stop them. But…too late to help your friends…I’m sorry.” Phil had put his hands down by then, not too worried about the man. The visitor’s demeanor had slumped with the shock of the news.

      The man said he was the Nelsons’ neighbor and had come by to check on them when he saw the boat, particularly after Oscar had failed to show up for a daily community meeting that morning. At the neighbor’s insistence, Stu let him in to see the situation for himself. The man was already shocked by the events, but he paled when he saw the manner in which the two criminals had perished. When he met Carmen, he could tell that by the swelling and bruises on her face that Stu’s story was true. He didn’t press her for conversation.

      The old man was at a loss for what to do. Stu reminded him that he and Carmen were victims, too, and they needed some time to themselves to recover. He asked that the man give them a day to clean up before he told anyone. The neighbor mulled that over for a bit. In exchange, Stu explained, he would write a letter detailing everything and providing his contact information. He would even leave one of his business cards.

      “Look—we’re in a pinch,” Stu said as the man was preparing to depart. “I don’t know how to say this without sounding opportunistic, but—Oscar isn’t going to be needing some of his clothes anymore…”

      “True,” the man said, nodding.

      “Or…a few pieces of gear. Like, his camping stuff, some food, or…his car.”

      “No, no, no—clothes and gear are one thing. His car? No way!”

      Stu thought for a minute. “Okay, tell me this. Where are we, exactly?”

      The man was dumbfounded. “F-Fox Island,” he stammered, not believing that Stu didn’t know.

      “Island?” Stu repeated. “Please tell me there’s a bridge.”

      “There is, which we’ve set up a guard station on.”

      Stu saw the lightbulb come on for the man. The people on this island had been smugly sure that they were secure. The neighbor was looking out the window toward the boat on the pier. He was figuring out that islands and mansions were no guarantee of safety. “You’ll have to pass through them to get off the island.”

      “How about a counter offer, then? Maybe you can give us a ride off the island, maybe even to Gig Harbor.”

      The old man was sullen, reality slowly sinking in. He had to tell his peers what was happening. “Here’s the scoop,” he said. “I’m going to report all of this, but I’ll explain everything to the rest of the neighborhood and keep them out of here for the night. Tomorrow, I’ll give you two a ride off the island. But I’m definitely not taking you all the way to Gig Harbor! The world has changed. I’m too old to risk my life for strangers.”
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        * * *

      

      The ferry was packed tightly with bodies, bicycles, and backpacks. There had been two successful runs the day before, and Talia and Tasha’s class had been given spots on the day two runs. The ferry system was limited in capacity by only having one usable slip in each city—Seattle and Bartlett. Other limits included limited fuel and crew resources. The stated objective was to get people back to their families with the ulterior motive of hoping that those families would feed them.

      Tony couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The day was quite clear, and the shorelines on both sides of the passage into Simpson Inlet were dotted with seagulls. There must be thousands, Tony thought. Dozens of thousands. Where’d they all come from? The seagulls were feasting on the crabs that were feasting on the countless bloated bodies that had washed up on shore. They were hard to see in all the tree- and house-rubble that made the shoreline look like a wasteland. He’d been able to take a better look at Russell Island—he was in awe at the sheer volume of the landslide that had disappeared into the Sound.

      Marine hazards were still a valid threat to the ferries. The usual fifty-five-minute run now took over two hours. When they got to the approach lane to the terminal in Bartlett, Tony couldn’t believe his eyes. He was looking at a ferry and pier debris that had been pushed up onto the shore to the north. After the ferry turned to approach the slip from the south, he heard a commotion on the port side of the ship and decided to investigate. “Follow me, girls.” The twins were never more than five feet away.

      Ho-Ly crap… Tony couldn’t believe his eyes. The stoic Hammerhead crane was tipped over, standing out of the water like a giant green robot that had been beaten in combat by a giant green lizard. People were gawking and whispering. Some were even quietly crying to themselves. The thought that the “indestructible” had been destroyed made them feel vulnerable.

      After the ship tied up, the Manners family joined the pack of people slowly moving off like herded sheep. As they started to leave the confines of the ferry terminal, the pack split apart. Look at all the trash. He saw tarps and plywood over business windows. Garbage was collecting in the gutters and piling up on the sidewalks. There was a weird smell, too—a combination of body odor, human waste, and decay.

      “Dad. How are we gonna get home?” Talia asked.

      “Still workin’ on that, baby girl,” he said. “Just stay close.” He looked for where the foot ferry to Port View used to launch from. The entire marina—not just that pier—was now obliterated. The only remnants were some of the old creosote pilings sticking out of the water at odd angles. On the sidewalk someone had spray painted a message on a big piece of plywood—“Foot Ferry @Fountain Park, 1 Qt. Per” Fountain Park is just over there near the shipyard. Tony led his daughters to it.

      He found a large group of people waiting. At most everyone’s feet were some form of backpack, cart, or luggage. Tony scanned the crowd and soon realized that everyone had a container, too. Several of them were gas cans.

      “What’s the deal here?” he asked someone on the edge of the crowd. He noticed that just talking to the man had made the multitude of people behind that person perk up.

      “Back of the line!” he heard someone yell from afar. There were several more similar chants about no cutting.

      “Need a quart of gas or diesel to catch the ferry. First come, first served,” the man said.

      “How often?” Tony asked.

      “They’re runnin’ about three per day. They fill up really full before they leave.”

      “Thanks,” Tony mumbled and led his daughters several feet away. He was worried that they might get something thrown at them if they stood there too long.

      “How are we gonna find gas, Daddy?” Tasha asked.

      “I don’t know, Tash’,” Tony said, staring at the crowd. “I don’t know…”
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        “The difference between the difficult and the impossible

        is that the impossible takes a little longer time.” – Lady Aberdeen

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 12 Days.

      

      “Look, man—I got my daughters here. It’s all on the up and up.” Tony was bargaining hard, trying to get a guy with a large supply of gas to trade him for jugs of water.

      “Dude, I don’t know where you been,” the opportunist said, “but possession is nine-tenths and what not. I don’t know you. You could be makin’ this bull up.”

      The man had apparently stolen some gas and set up a quick business selling to people desperate to take the small private ferry to Port View. Tony knew the gas was stolen, and he didn’t care. “Look!” he demanded, pulling out a stack of business cards. “See? I’m a delivery and sales rep! See? Tony Manners. It’s like a thirty-minute walk from the ferry once we’re over there.” He showed the matching name on his driver’s license.

      “Let’s say this is legit,” the man said. “You’re over here, the gas is over here…the water…” He looked across the inlet hoping the obvious didn’t have to be stated.

      “Then your two trip fees are covered. Let’s cut a deal, man. C’mon!” Tony was starting to convince the man. “Surely we can figure out a rate. How about five gallons of water?”

      “Five!” the man repeated, insulted. “Dude, I was thinking like, twenty!”

      “Hmmpph—you funny,” Tony laughed. “We both know that you’ll be siphoning gas a Hella lot longer than fresh water’ll be around.” Tony paused for a second. “Ten. Do you really think I’d show you where my daughters live if it wasn’t legit?” Tony’s serious face convinced the man.

      “Aright, dude. But I need to bring a friend and a cart to help carry, which is two more tickets. Fifteen.” The two traders stared at each other.

      I wonder if this is how it’ll always be from now on, Tony thought. “Deal.”

      They spent the next five hours in line, waiting. Tony’s daughters had grilled him about the danger of letting this man know where they live.

      “Don’t worry, girls,” he said calmly. “We won’t be there very long.”
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        * * *

      

      “Good to see you up and about, Don,” Phil said, yawning. Don had pretty much recovered from a mild concussion. It was late afternoon, and Phil was still groggy from the almost three-hour nap, which had felt like four minutes. He was moving around the office on his crutches and occasionally sipping on some instant coffee. We’re going to need to score some more java, soon, Phil thought. The apocalypse starts when that runs out. It still felt like the day the kidnapping-ordeal had all started, which was two afternoons earlier. “That is quite the family your daughter married into.”

      “Heh, thanks. Yep, Eli has always been a good man—never had to worry about him doing anything to hurt Alana or the kids. I don’t know his brother too well, but he’s a vet. He’s had a couple of bad divorces, but he saw some action, so I take that into account.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s earned my trust. Josh is solid—a real asset.” Phil turned his attention to the others in the office. He’d called all four of the other officers or trustees who’d made it to the range for a small meeting. In addition to himself and Don that included Fred, Alice Huddlesten, and Jose “Joe” Santillan, the club’s secretary. There were some concerning issues to discuss before he called for an all-residents meeting the following morning. He started with a recap of the entire operation to rescue Savannah, which took most of an hour. His coffee had grown cold before he could finish drinking it.

      “The lesson I took from Charlie is this—we’re on our own. It wasn’t what he intended to relay, but it was the truth behind the facts. Charlie and I even had a bit of a…moment of friction, we’ll call it—regarding this whole chipping and gun confiscation thing.”

      “Did you remind him our guns are protecting his wife and kids?” Joe snapped.

      “I sure did. But I really didn’t have to. He knows,” Phil summed up.

      “Where does that leave us?” Alice asked worriedly. “Are we not supposed to defend ourselves?”

      “No, I wouldn’t put it quite that way,” Phil replied slowly. “But if we have to shoot anyone, we may find ourselves in a new pickle when the sheriffs show up. Deterrence is the key. We just need to be sure we know what we’re doing. I mean—the guys at the front gate were swapping war stories the day the group that snagged Savannah walked by.” He let them mull that over for a second. “We need to let everyone know how things are now. This isn’t camping. This is serious business. People out there—right now—are planning and plotting on how they’re going to come in here and take our stuff. Including our children,” he added for effect. “If we deter well enough, we may be able to postpone any attacks until the authorities have changed their minds about armed citizenry.”

      “Alright,” Fred said, “but most of us aren’t spring chickens. We’re not going to be patrolling and what not.” He was a bit pessimistic about the direction of the conversation.

      “I get that, Fred. I have ideas. It’ll be clearer at tomorrow’s meeting with everyone, but I know we can up the training—not just shooting. I’m talking about really teaching people how to stand watch. And we do have enough youthfulness here to get some patrols going.”

      Phil moved the meeting along. “Next—when the deputies dropped us off this morning, the first thing I did after we got Savannah settled was to find Jerry. Some of his AmRRON contacts happen to be connected to other preparedness groups, including some that have been focused on team-tactics for years. I’ve asked Jerry to set up a meeting between myself and the leaders of some of those groups.”

      “Why?” Fred asked naively.

      “Airhead...I love you, brother,” Phil wanted to start softly, “but you need to wake up. There are threats out there. Most of them are obvious. Some of them will appear as help at first, but in truth—we need to make contact with the allies out there and get our act together.”

      Phil continued. “Jerry is still setting that up, but I did get another piece of interesting news from him just before this meeting. Did you know that the shipyard got a fleet of helicopters today? Plus, Bogdon got some, too.”

      They were all surprised by the news. “Doing what?” Don asked.

      “Supplies, I guess.”

      The group started to distract itself with several side conversations regarding this turn of events. What does that mean? Where’d they come from? The theories were interesting. Eventually Phil reigned them all in. “Guys, we have a few more things to discuss for tomorrow’s meeting. Let’s stay focused so we can eat.”

      “What else you got, boss?” Don asked.

      “Quite a bit. The flu threat. Protocol for dealing with passersby. And rats.”

      “Two-legged, or four?” Joe joked.

      Though not Joe’s intent, the crack had reminded Phil of Dakota and made him sad and angry once again. “Both.”
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        * * *

      

      When Tony and the girls got home it was a tearful and solemn moment. It wasn’t just Sheila—several neighbors were there, too. When the neighbors had learned of her family’s plight, they had tried to force Sheila to come stay with them. She kept finding herself back at her house hoping to find her family. Eventually a younger couple with no kids from two houses down had decided to come stay with her. Over the course of several days they had convinced another elderly woman from down the street to come stay there, too. In the course of all that, three jugs of water had been used. Tony didn’t mind that Sheila had formed a group in his absence—it actually took a bit of stress off his mind. He was just glad there were three jugs of water left to pay off his debt.

      The two “businessmen” waited somewhat patiently, but they were passively hinting that they needed to square up. Tony broke off the reunion after a couple of moments. I want these cats out of here, anyway. He made good on the water and did his best impression of a big angry club bouncer to make sure they didn’t get other ideas. They loaded their jugs into their cart and left.

      “Baby,” he told Sheila, “let’s get inside.”

      The women were all still holding each other as a group when they went into the house, barely breaking apart to get through the door. The first thing Tony noticed was the smell. It wasn’t just body odor, it was stale and musty. He realized that the lack of power in a modern home made for a stagnant living situation. “Hey, ya’ll. Do you all mind if we have us a private family reunion?” Tony hinted at everyone. They all took the hint and left for another house.

      Tony and the twins took two hours telling their stories to their mother. In the middle of it, they had rifled through the pantry and cupboards to scrape together some food. Sheila had traded some quilts for a camping stove at a swap meet down at the nearest church. She’d only been cooking on it and eating once per day to save fuel. While they were eating and telling their tales, Tony worked up the proposal he wanted to make.

      The conversation had finally made its way to figuring out the plan for the future. Sheila led it off. “There’s talk around the neighborhood about how the churches and shelters are starting to shut down. People all over are stealing from each other. We heard there was a murder on Hidden Oak Drive the other night. They’re worried, which worries me. Do you mind if the others keep staying over here?”

      “Baby, I have a better idea. I need you to be open-minded while I’m sayin’ it.” She shot him The Look. “I’m serious.”

      “Okay… go on.” He’d brought home the girls. She figured she owed him one, free stupid idea.

      “One of my best clients…he has a gun range.”
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        Stay the Course.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 13 Days.

      

      “Jerry! Someone let you out of the shack?” Phil asked, teasing his primary radio operator. Phil was heading from the office to the rifle line and had bumped into Jerry at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Yeah. Even I want to get out and see something else every now and then. Turns out JR is a Tech—er, HAM speak for entry level technician. He never got past the ‘Baofeng’ phase, so I’ve been working with him some. Between him and the kid, I figured I could escape for the meeting. Plus—I got an interesting message I decided was too weird to tell you through the text app.”

      “Oh?” Phil’s curiosity was piqued. “What’s that?”

      “Ships,” Jerry said as if the one word explained itself.

      “Ships,” Phil repeated, trailing his voice. And…

      “A lot of them. Up north. They showed up overnight, and they began unloading troops and stuff.”

      “What?” Phil couldn’t quite decide if Jerry was screwing with him.

      “Yeah, the amphibious-type. They’re unloading Marines—fuel trucks and Hummers, mostly. They’re up at the county park north of the Hood Canal Bridge. Some helicopters. Lots of activity. Hub-bub on the radio is that they’re moving into Bogdon like World War III broke out. You know—except for the actual gun fire and all.”

      Phil put two and two together. “That must be where the helos came from yesterday.” His mind was slowly piecing it together. The base housed all the ballistic missile submarines for the US Pacific fleet. It only made sense that the Navy wanted to protect them and their weaponry. “Who sent you this intel?”

      “One of the Channel 3 project non-HAMs relayed it up the net from their CB radio. Why?”

      “Because that right there shows why we can’t put a value on the nets, especially in how they work without repeaters,” Phil said. “This is a hard peninsula to get onto by land or bridge, but water? Bad guys could sneak on from just about anywhere.”

      “I’ve always said that communications are the most ignored preparedness item. Fuel is our weak link, though. I have some solar and batteries—we’ll never stop being able to listen. But without generators our ability to transmit will dwindle to a bare minimum.”

      “Thanks for the reminder. Grab yourself a chair, Jerry.” Phil wandered out to the front of the crowd that had developed under the rifle line. While the multiple casual conversations were on-going, he surveyed the motley crew. Quite the ensemble. We’re at what? Ninety? A hundred? May be time to think about where our cap will be. “Folks. Folks…”

      The conversations still took a minute to wind down. “Hey, everyone. Last night the remnants of the club board that are here got together and had an executive meeting. We had some good discussion on a lot of important topics. By now most of you have heard the rescue story. I won’t re-hash that here, but I must tell you—we have some real threats out there.”

      It was surprisingly quiet with everyone paying full attention to what was being said.

      “Let’s start with the internal ones, though.” This got quite a reaction as people began mumbling and looking at each other.

      Phil was blunt. “Thievery won’t be tolerated. Things have been walking away—things like batteries and food.” The murmurs grew in volume. “Ask around. I’m not talking about an isolated event. Several of you have had similar stories. It’s simple—if you get caught thieving, you’re out. Gone. Period.” The crowd went silent, but the air was tense. Phil chuckled a bit, “Now’s your chance, folks. Get it out.”

      Stephanie Webster raised her hand. Of course. Who else would have a problem? Phil thought, remembering Stephanie’s accusation that he lacked compassion that day at the gate. “Stephanie?”

      “You can’t just make up a rule like that! Not every situation is the same! Each case may not be so cut and dry.”

      This club isn’t a democracy, lady. “One—each case will be evaluated for facts. Two—this is the real world. We’re not going for DNA conviction. If the evidence, common sense, and guilty-acting behavior all point to the truth, then we’ll believe the truth. Three—yes, I can. I’m the Executive Officer. The board voted to back this plan.” This got quite a few murmurs and grimaces from others in the crowd.

      “What I can’t do,” Phil continued, “is argue about this with you for the next fifteen minutes. So…stay or go. The choice is yours to make, but you’re not turning this into a debate.”

      To Phil’s surprise, Stephanie chose to clam up, but her opinion was worn clearly on her face. She wasn’t happy.

      Phil changed the topic. “Next—bartering. The board wants to form a decent-sized committee that will set rates of comparison for trading. We need some standards to weigh against. What is a gallon of fuel worth compared to cans of tuna, compared to batteries, compared to eggs. Get it? It will take sharing to make this place work, and we need to share in equal values. Get your name to Joe if you’re interested. He’ll chair the committee and we’ll randomly pick eight volunteers to help him. The only stipulation is that there can be only one member per family or sub-group.”

      “Lastly, you’ll notice that we’ve started beefing up security, which has forced us to start thinking about some of the consequences of that. We have to figure out things like where is the best fit for people or how do we feed everyone. Take Fred, for example—”

      “Please! Take him!” yelled out Fred’s wife, which caused the whole crowd to erupt in laughter.

      Once the laughter trailed off, Phil continued. “It’s nice to be loved, isn’t it, bud?” Fred gave Phil a big thumbs up. “Like I was saying, if Fred stands two different watches in a day, then how is he supposed to be working a garden?” This got a few quiet side conversations started. “And—how do we react the next time this place is attacked? Who goes where? See where I’m headed with this?” Head nodding and a few low audible concurrences could be heard.

      “So, in addition to staffing the gate and the foxholes on all four corners, we’re also constructing a hidden observation post across the highway. They’ll be bedded down, quietly keeping watch on the approach path taken by the kidnappers as well as being able to see key points well down the highway. This’ll take some labor and quite a bit of training. Josh Bryant is our lead for this position. What he says, goes.”

      “I also need each of you to know and truly comprehend something—if we have to use firearms to defend ourselves, the authorities will come out and remove them.” This caused a near-instantaneous uproar.

      “Hey! Hey! Hold up!” he said. “This is a mine trap that can derail the whole meeting. Let me get through the talking points, and then you all can rant until the cows come home…. Please.” They slowly quieted down to let him continue.

      “Like I told the board—deterrence is the key. We need to be seen guarding our corners,  staffing our patrols, making sure that attacking us looks like a suicide run. That leads me to the next upgrade point. We’ll eventually have two roving patrols—a two-person team inside the perimeter, and occasionally, a four-person team outside the perimeter.”

      A few hands started to go up. Phil scanned them. “Craig.”

      “How are we going to staff all this? I mean—this is going to take some effort. Ya’ know?”

      “Funny you should ask that, bud. I’ll answer that by moving to the next topic. Everyone, tonight I’ll be heading out for a meeting with the leaders of a few other groups.” This got the murmurs going again. “The abduction made me realize that society is decaying right before our eyes. We are behind the eight-ball. The authorities are releasing criminals and not arresting people anymore. I know of several morally-convicted groups—real patriots. Liberty-loving people from all walks. You want a melting pot? This is them. I’m going to open this up for discussion, but I’ll start by saying…I want to invite some of them to stay here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Good morning, everyone,” Marie said to her assembled shipyard-force from her usual tailgate perch. She was greeted with the expected low-volume jumbled-word that is formed when a few hundred people all say “morning” in return. “I know we just met two mornings ago, but I thought you all deserved to hear an update.

      “Two hours ago, we were able to open our containment and pull the pile of cable and fuel-rod container out of the El Paso. We were able to recover the bodies of your fallen shipmates.” She stopped for a moment to let that soak in a bit. “I want each of you to know… your…our shipmates are being treated with the utmost of care and respect.” She could hear some gasps and sniffles coming from the workers.

      “This is really just the first step in a long and challenging journey, everybody. We’re beginning a thorough assessment of the damage to the ship. We’re going to have to figure out just how bad it is, especially considering the refueling was only about eighty percent finished. We’ll have to reset the ship into the proper position in the dock before we can commence any of that work, though. And we won’t be doing that in the near future because we have a fuel issue that will be seriously affecting out pumps pretty soon.” She had been glancing at a note card. She was suddenly inspired to try an unrehearsed speech, so she put the card into her pocket.

      “My ex-husband was a big history buff,” she said, moving on to her rally speech. “Every year around Christmas we’d watch Band of Brothers. I would always marvel at what those men did at the Battle of the Bulge. For those of you that don’t know what that is, starting around Christmas of 1944, the 101st Airborne Division was completely surrounded by the Germans at Bastogne, Belgium. Low on ammo, lacking food, and without winter gear, they held out until supplies could be air-dropped. Men were wounded with no place to go. It was the worst of all scenarios for the European theater.” She looked at the crowd, who were intently wondering where this was going.

      “This is our Bastogne. Surrounded by threats…lack of resources…mission that can’t fail… sacrifice…” Another pause. “Love. That’s what drives us forward. That’s what held those men together in 1944, and that’s why you all are fighting today. Love…”

      She transitioned to the end. “Sometime in two days our power plant will go dark. That’s bad for a slew of reasons, but the worst is because we won’t be able to keep the pump-wells running. You all know the importance of what I’m saying. You all can see that the team reinstalling shafts into the carrier isn’t here. We can’t afford to stop. The last pieces should be on the railcar and headed for Dry-dock F by this time tomorrow. This is all hands. Hard as we’ve tried, we just can’t get that leak sealed up. The caisson weld-repairs didn’t take, and the shipwrights have been fighting the weight of the water as they try various methods of plugging the leaks.

      “All of you go back and double check your docks for the coming flood. Help the docking team as they start installing lines and tackle to hold the ships in place once they lift off the blocks. Then, triple check everything. Two days. That’s our deadline, and it can’t be moved.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not gonna hold!” Crane yelled to Billy.

      “It will!” Billy promised. “At least, it will for a little while!” The pair were yelling due to the noise of the rushing water.

      The two shipwrights were up on the scaffold at the continuous flood, in the dry-dock and next to the west end of the Dry-dock F caisson. The multiple welding attempts had failed just as Billy had said they would. The initial structural damage was too severe, and there was too much debris in the sill. The caisson was leaking all the way from a point over thirty feet high to the bottom plus across the bottom for half of the caisson’s two-hundred-foot width. A large team of shipwrights and riggers were continuously pounding wedges into the gaps with sledge hammers. Crane, Billy, Tracy, Joey Garcia and several other shipwrights were on different levels of the scaffold. They were trying various methods to lock the wedges in from behind with other timbers and wedges, but the scaffold was just too light. It was already rocking from the force of the water, the bulk of which flowed through without actually hitting the framework. If they hadn’t placed it just right when they built it, the water would have knocked it over instantly.

      “We could stack base blocks here!” Crane suggested.

      “The wedges would pop out before we could even get the first one set, let alone put a whole column in here!” Billy replied.

      Crane knew his mentor was right. They had gathered the team all around them to try their idea before the actual pumps quit running. Everybody was soaked with seawater. It was just a matter of moments before they were numb and unable to feel their hands. The battle had become almost one hundred percent mental. Crane looked the two hundred fifty feet to the north at the teams of riggers and machinists trying to land and install another piece of the carrier’s shafts. There were four shafts that drove the 100,000-ton beast, and each one was made up of several pieces. The shipyard had simultaneously started installing the propellers and rudders, too, as shaft assemblies were completed. It was truly all-hands on deck.

      “I’m doing the math, Billy! It’s gonna be close!”

      “I know, kid!”

      “They’re gonna lose that equipment. This dock’ll be flooding as they finish!”

      “I know, Crane!” Billy had run out of cigarettes days earlier.

      “We’re going to have to pound these wedges continuously when the pumps stop.”

      Billy said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was in the upper field checking on his makeshift greenhouse. Not his really, but everyone’s. They had taken some of the surplus materials and built several of them. They drove two rows of rebar into the ground about ten feet apart and used long pieces of PVC pipe to make semi-hoop ribs, similar to an old, covered wagon. Covered in heavy-gauge transparent plastic, the little structures made for decent starter greenhouses. We can try to make something bigger and more permanent come spring, Phil thought.

      The afternoon was typically gray with a medium rain. It was the same type of weather that made his kids cover their Halloween costumes with coats when they were much younger. He was enjoying a moment to himself for a change. It wouldn’t last long as he was on his way up to check on the watch stations on the range’s far corners. After the morning meeting, people had finally seen the light on the importance of them.

      “Hey, brother.”

      The voice out of nowhere caught Phil off guard. He turned and was surprised to see Charlie, still in his dirty and increasingly funky uniform. He was sporting a bandage on his neck.

      “Hey…” Phil said, not sure where they stood with each other after the last conversation. “You getting a little family time for a change?” He noticed Charlie had ditched the gun belt.

      “Something like that. Mel and the kids seem to be adjusting. Says you got her running a school?”

      “Well, more like a glorified daycare, I suppose. I’m just trying to keep the kids occupied, and, you know, her being a teacher and all…”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it. Sounds like a good plan.” Charlie stopped and they looked at each other, each acknowledging the elephant in the field.

      Charlie continued. “Beefing up security, huh?”

      “Yup.” Where do your loyalties lie, Charlie? “Just makes sense, what with the abduction and all. So, where’d the, uhh…” Phil drifted his question as he was pointing to Charlie’s neck bandage.

      “Just another day of trying to keep the crowds under control. The big FEMA camp down in Bartlett is starting to get a little, shall we say, agitated. They went down to the Navy base today to protest the fact that most of the supply drop has stayed inside the fences.”

      “Hmmm,” Phil mumbled. How soon ‘til they march up the highway and try to steal from this greenhouse? “And how are you guys dealing with that? Use of force, I mean.”

      “Same as I told you this morning. Pacify. De-escalate. Chip the violent ones. Confiscate weapons if one is involved in something.”

      We are definitely at a crossroads, now, aren’t we, brother? No way anyone is chipping me—even you. “I can appreciate that you’re in a hard spot, bud, but doesn’t that kind of go against the law? I mean—Liberty didn’t die just because the power went out.”

      “I hear you, Phil, but you just don’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “Okay,” Charlie said, not even knowing where to begin. “Did you know that the cops and Guardsmen can no longer enter certain neighborhoods? We’re starting to suffer barrages of rocks when we drive around. Just this morning, a pair of guardsmen keeping the peace at a shelter in Port View were attacked by the mob. We’ve had guys get shot at. Ambushed!” Charlie was starting to get agitated that his friend was making him justify all of this. “The sick and elderly are dying off en masse. People are hungry! And thirsty! Phil—people are super dangerous when they’re thirsty!” Charlie’s face was starting to show his agitation.

      Phil wasn’t holding it back anymore. “Precisely why you shouldn’t be taking people’s guns, Charlie! I mean, you’re a Native American! You of all people should appreciate the frickin’ irony here!”

      The two friends were about a foot apart from each other with eyes on fire and nostrils widening. They went silent, and the bigger deputy stared down Phil like he was a suspect. It was fortunate for the range members that none of them were there to see the argument. Charlie slowly took a step back. Unlike his daily encounters on the job, this one was much more personal.

      “Phil, this is still America.” He was trying to scale back his voice. “We still have a functioning government. People still need to respect the authorities—and their decisions—as we try to get a horrible situation under control.”

      Phil was trying to calm himself, too, but he was too amped up for the debate. “You’re right, this is still America! This is exactly the kind of scenario that the 2nd Amendment was written for. Don’t forget—self-defense is a natural right…not one granted by government. Politicians and police still need to remember who they work for. Tell me this—if law abiders having guns is such a bad thing, then why the Hell is your family still here?”

      With anger and pain in his eyes Charlie took another two steps backwards, shaking his head as he turned around to storm off. “I don’t know, brother!” he yelled. “But I can fix that right now!”
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        Phoenix.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 13 Days.

      

      “You guys need any more chili?” Payton asked Josh and his trainees.

      “I do!” Savannah chimed in, not caring who the intended audience of the question had been. It was dinner time and inserting herself next to Josh at the table for this meal was the first sign of normalcy she’d shown since getting back. Since the return the morning before, Savannah had either been sleeping or attached to her mother. It hadn’t escaped Payton’s attention that her daughter was parking herself next to one of her rescuers.

      “No kidding, silly. You have a hollow leg! I was talking to the grownups.”

      All four of Josh’s trainees said yes while he quietly held his bowl up. Payton thought she caught a bit of smile when their eyes met, and she returned it. He’s kinda cute under that beard, she thought, wondering if her opinion was swayed by the fact that he’d risked his life to save her daughter.

      She refilled bowls while continuing the small talk. She was offering anyone who was doing physical guard training a helping of seconds. She wandered back into the kitchen end of the trailer, not realizing that Fred had snuck in unnoticed. “Hey!” she scolded the man she’d known since she was a child. Fred had literally been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      “Sheeze, Payton, you scared me!”

      “There’s nothing in there, Fred! Just like the last three times you checked. The cookie-fairies have not come by.” She could tell the old man was feeling a bit trapped, so she softened her tone. “Have an apple.”

      Phil had an apple tree at his house. Payton wasn’t sure what kind they were, but they were sweet and crisp like Fujis or Braeburns. The tree filled up with apples every fall, and she had assigned several of the members to arm themselves and go retrieve them earlier that day. No food source can be wasted.

      “Alright,” Fred said dejectedly, more like a seven-year-old than a seventy-year-old. He took an apple and started to leave.

      “My kitchen,” Payton reminded him—half playfully and half not.

      In reality, she was coordinating with several of the other women, most of them the middle- and upper-aged. They were working well together and had learned which men to keep at arm’s length. Payton realized that collectively they could make their food go further by talking out their plans with each other, sometimes combining their canned goods and adding water or broth to make it stretch. Often, she would go tend to the Dutch-ovens cooking over the range’s firepit to allow the older women to remain sheltered in the small building.

      Payton wiped up the counters and looked out at the four men and one woman eating around her daughter. What the hell happened to the world. Has it only been two weeks? Her thoughts drifted back to wondering what had happened to Brenden as she placed her hands on her growing baby-bump. She remembered that she was about to run out of pre-natal vitamins and started to think about things like wipies and formula—and the fact that she had no doctor.

      “I said thanks,” Josh said, who was now standing in front of her with a bowl and spoon.

      “Oh!” she said, smiling in embarrassment at being caught lost in thought.

      “The usual place?” he asked, wondering if she wanted them to put their dishes in the large, black plastic tub outside.

      “Yeah.”

      They all started to file out, donning gear and getting rifles off the of the rack that had been staged on the deck.

      “Bye!” Savannah yelled from the deck as the group headed down to the parking area and out of sight.

      Josh turned back and waved at both of them. Payton went inside and started collecting the rest of the dishes that needed washing, not realizing she was smiling.
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        * * *

      

      Phil had taken Crane’s jeep, resisting the urge to ask the Jorgenson’s if he could borrow their horses. They had to go too far, and he couldn’t guarantee the animals’ security. Besides, they would have been one short. He had brought Eli and Jeff along, leaving Josh at the range specifically to be in charge of security. He rounded out the foursome with Buddy Chadwell, the man who’d been digging the foxhole with Payton that day. He was driving and Phil was riding shotgun. Driving a stick-shift was a real chore for Phil due to the prosthetic.

      Jerry had arranged a location for Phil to meet the leaders of a few other prepper groups, including one led by his lawyer friend from the next county. The meeting spot was somewhat in the middle for all. It was at the parking area for an off-road vehicle park, part of the state forest in the next county. The area was heavily forested, and though the downed trees had been cleared, the trip had been made more difficult by broken roads and fallen bridges. Jerry had been able to use his radio contacts to ascertain a somewhat accurate portrait of the travel route, but what should’ve taken twenty-five minutes by vehicle now took over three hours. The going was even slower because Phil insisted they drive slowly and even stop to check things out when they approached what he thought could be an ambush spot.

      They finally arrived long after sunset, and there were four armed men decked out in various levels of camouflage guarding the entrance to the park’s parking area. Buddy slowly approached and stopped, turning off the headlights and the engine. I wonder how many we’re not seeing, Phil asked himself. He slowly opened the door to the jeep and stuck his hands up above it. His rifle’s sling yanked on his neck as he stepped out onto the ground good leg first. He stepped out from behind the door. It was dark out, and he had lost sight of the men under the three flashlights now shining on him. If this ain’t them we’re in deep kimchee.

      “Password,” a voice commanded from the dark.

      “Denver,” he called out.

      “Omelet,” he heard in return. Everyone knew that the password wasn’t a certain guarantee due to the fact that it had been established via HAM radio. It did add a certain sense of relief, though. The flashlights turned off. “Proceed,” he heard.

      Phil started to walk while Buddy fired up the jeep and turned on the parking lights, creeping it through the check point. He drove the two hundred feet down to the congregation of trucks and SUVs that had amassed in the dark forest. As Phil approached, he could make out a few chemical glowsticks on the ground in a semi-circle. There was an eerie, multi-colored glow emanating from everyone. Three men sat in folding chairs and a few others forming a standing ring around them. As Phil passed his crew’s jeep, he gave them instructions on how to disperse themselves to help guard the perimeter. He headed towards the empty chair in the inner circle.

      “Is that a bulletproof leg?” he heard a familiar voice call out from the dark.

      “Sure is. Whaddya call a thousand lawyers at the bottom of the ocean?” Phil returned.

      “A good start!” came the reply. Phil’s friend stood up and came over. He was about 6’ 2” and like Phil, in his mid-fifties. He had graying temples on black hair. They gave each other a bro-hug. In the light of the glowsticks he could see his buddy’s smirking grin. “I have to admit—I was surprised the hear from your radio guy. Pleasantly, of course—but surprised.”

      “Good to see you, Gary! I’m glad you all were able to take the call and make it out tonight.” Gary was actually George Donovan, attorney-at-law from Mason County. He had written a successful series of prepper novels under the pen name “Gary Stonefence.” That had unofficially become his real name for most people.

      Gary walked back over to his fold-up chair and plopped down. “Phil, I’d like to introduce you to Lonnie Everly and ‘Skinny’ Kenny O’Brian.” Phil wobbled over and shook each of their hands to the usual round of informal “how ya’ doin’s.”

      Gary continued. “Lon’s from your side of the county line while Skinny lives here in Mason, not too far from me.”

      “So, you’re the famous Phil Walker, huh?” Skinny said. Skinny was about sixty-years-old and was easily one of the biggest men Phil had ever laid eyes on. Funny nickname. Skinny didn’t get out of his custom, oversized chair, but Phil figured him to be at least 6’ 8” and over four hundred pounds. His beard alone weighs ten-pounds, Phil decided.

      “Not so sure about famous. But I am the idiot who almost got himself killed on the highway, yes!” This got a round of chuckles from all of them.

      They made small talk for about three or four more minutes before Gary got things going. “What’s on your mind, Phil?”

      “Bear with me, fellas. This is going to take a while.” Phil went into the full version of the abduction of Savannah, including his recovery operation, use of the GoTennas, the drone, and most importantly—the county’s curfew, chipping, and gun confiscation orders. “Our ‘mini-squad’ did okay considering we’d never trained together. I would’ve liked another four guys on that op, though.”

      Phil concluded his story. “It’s a matter of time before they start trying a door-to-door gun-grab, I think...” He let out a big sigh and took a long drink of water while the council of men mulled over everything they’d just heard.

      Gary sat silently while Skinny was the first to speak. “Don’t let my calm demeanor, fool ya’, Phil. That there pissed me right the Hell off. I’m tryin’ my level best not to come unglued.”

      Lon was livid. “What in the world? I can’t fathom this in America! My own county nonetheless!”

      “Except we saw it after Hurricane Katrina,” Skinny reminded him. “We saw people in Boston getting forced out of their homes by SWAT teams after the bombing thing. Not surprisin’, really.”

      Phil agreed. “Just disappointing. Especially because the man who saved my life can’t seem to figure out where he lies.”

      Gary was finally ready to chime in. “You all have heard me talk on podcasts about all the soldiers, spec-ops guys, and cops I talked to when I was writing the books.” They all acknowledged that. “We’re at the beginning of this thing, really…ya’ know? Give it time. The Guard…the cops…they all need to come to grips in their own terms. I still believe in them—as Americans. They’ll come around when the rubber meets the road. Many of them, anyway.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Phil said. “But I’m not as sure as you are. I think we need to be prepared for the other scenario—what if they don’t.”

      “Just what is it you’re thinkin’?” Lon asked.

      “Well—for starters, we all know from books like Gary’s that evil people will eventually band together and start taking from anyone who can’t stop them.” This got a round of agreement. “And we may need to be ready to peacefully resist our officials, which will only happen if we’re united in numbers and tactics. Therefore, I think we—and others like us—need to be ready to work together. I know that the men out here tonight represent only a small sampling of the patriot network. We need to have mutual assistance plans in place—'no kidding, for-real’ action plans.” More agreement. “Lastly, if any of you have outgrown your areas or discovered issues with them, I want to extend the invite to come to the range. In full disclosure, while space is abundant, my able-bodied manpower is a bit lacking.”

      Skinny went first. “Me and mine are good wher’n we are, but I agree with everythin’ you’re sayin’.”

      “I’d like to come check out what you got,” Lon said. He was blonde and probably in his late thirties or early forties, Phil thought. “My group is eight families strong, with several youth and adults trained up. We have plenty of food. What we’re lacking, though, is a source of water and a defensible perimeter. We’re all on less than three acres in West Slaughter, in amongst a bunch of other smaller parcels. I think we could mutually benefit each other.” Phil nodded.

      Gary spoke next. “Like Skinny, my team is set and secure out here on the north shore of Hood Canal. But I’m down with the idea that we need to start organizing. Let me talk in more detail to some other groups. I’ll bring the leaders up to you when we can arrange it.”

      “Sounds good,” Phil said. “Sooner is better. One last thing to put some serious thought into. Controlling the narrative.”

      “Meaning what?” Skinny asked genuinely.

      “Meaning we need to take back the language. This is something the conservatives and patriots have sucked at for most of my life. The leftists and media have hi-jacked legitimate words like ‘compassion’ for themselves. And a very small percentage of idiots have made it easy for them to demonize other legitimate words—like ‘constitution’ or ‘militia’.”

      “Where do you suggest we start?” Gary asked coolly.

      “I can think of one word that nobody has demonized yet. One word that implies Constitutional legitimacy. This phrase kind of applies to the entire ‘unity of effort’ we’re describing here—that word is ‘posse’. We start by promoting that—the Slaughter Peninsula Posse.”

      “The SPP,” Skinny said. “It has a certain ring to it,” he agreed. There was general agreement around the group.

      So, it begins, Phil thought.
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        No Greater Love.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 14 Days.

      

      The current rain system had picked up in intensity, making things like standing watch challenging, especially at night. Hind-sight is 20-20, Phil had thought days earlier. If he could go back in time and prepare one item for the range with the foresight that all of this would happen, he would’ve built proper fighting positions with good weather protection, cover, and concealment. The day’s deluge started out heavy and got worse from there. At around ten in the morning, a scant five hours after Phil had managed to get to sleep, Payton came by the tent to get him up.

      “Dad…Dad.”

      “What? What…” he said throwing his stump and leg off the edge of the cot. “Brrr…” Need to think about moving into the cargo trailer and insulating the walls. “What, honey?”

      “Someone’s at the gate. Says he knows you. Tony something.”

      Tony… Tony… “I know a few Tonys, Olive,” he said, pulling on his leg and his pants.

      “Big black guy. Built like a semi.”

      “Oh, Tony! Why didn’t you say so?” Phil missed the eyeroll as Payton left. He finished getting dressed and went out to the latrine bay to take care of business. A few minutes later he was at the front gate. There in a bright yellow safety coat was Tony the water guy. At just over two weeks old, the ordeal often felt like ages to Phil, but at that moment his mind went right back to the first earthquake.

      “Let them in!” Phil ordered the gate guards. The gate was opened and then set back down after the Manner’s family strolled through. He grabbed the big handshake that was waiting for him. “Hey, bud! I take it this is the family?” They look like they’ve been through the ringer.

      “Hey, bro, good to see ya’. Yes, this is my better half an’ my baby girls!”

      Phil was still a bit sleepy and shocked to see them. “Well—come-in! We’ll go to the chow hall and get out of this mess.” He led them to the far end of the parking lot and into the single-wide trailer. Everyone went through the Washington state ritual of shaking off rain gear and hats and draping them over the backs of chairs.

      “I’m taking it things aren’t too good, Tony…” Phil invited, after a round of proper introductions had been made.

      “No, brothuh, they aren’t. If you got the time, I’d like to tell you our tale.”

      Phil listened to his friend patiently for close to an hour and a half, mesmerized by the descriptions of Seattle’s damage, the events of T-Mobile Field, and the bartering system down in Bartlett. It concluded with Tony describing that they had made it about two miles from home the day before, but they had run out of gas due to it being stolen. “Phil, we got no place to go, man. I don’t ask lightly, but here I am. We need your help.”

      Phil was shocked that Tony thought it was some sort of application process. It caught him off guard. “What? Yeah! No question. Of course you guys can stay here.” There was a sigh of relief from both Tony and Sheila. “I do have to ask, though, do you guys have anything to feed yourselves with?”

      The dejected look returned. “Just what’s in our bags.” Tony said.

      “It’s okay. I can cover you guys for quite a while from my own supplies. But there is an expectation that everyone pulls their weight around here. You know—guard duty and the like. Even you,” he said to the twins. “And as this thing rolls on, we’ll probably be more reliant on things like gardening, bartering for meat, or procuring fuel—all things you guys can help with.”

      They continued to chat for a while longer with Phil telling Tony that he would talk to a few of the retirees who had bigger travel trailers about sheltering them. “Get your gear back on. I’ll show you all around.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 15 Days.

      

      Today, Marie thought. We run out of juice today. She had a feeling of foreboding deep in the pit of her stomach. She was standing in the dry-dock, watching one team of workers scrambling to get the last piece of shaft into its proper place—bolted to the piece ahead of it and within the confines of its strut. Up forward on that same shaft, a different team was finishing the bolting sequence of the seals with four-foot-long wrenches, something not unlike bolting a car’s lug-nuts but with more technical precision and on a much grander scale. Those seals had to be done perfectly or they wouldn’t keep the ocean out of the ship.

      There were a couple of small fiberglass boats staged in the dock ready to take on the last dozen or so workers if it really came down to it. The cranes had stopped installing the propellers and rudders and shifted to pulling out various pieces of large equipment. Marie knew that the floating crane and divers could handle the props later, but she couldn’t replace the equipment. Not in the new world. She glanced south toward the caisson, spying about forty shipwrights and riggers. Their sledgehammers and wedges were staged on top of spare blocks, waiting to be slammed into the deluge once the pumps stopped running. The men and women were waiting for their moment, some sitting on blocks… others leaning against the dry-dock wall. She made her way to the stairs at the southwest corner of the dock and began the long ascent to the topside.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark and rainy, which meant normal. In Cascadia, it was always fully past dusk by early evening in autumn and winter. People were settling into their tents and trailers after eating. Phil, Payton, and Savannah were settling into eating bowls of soup coupled with small-talk in the club’s office when the duress signal whispered through the radios like the voice of a ghost—“Dakota, Dakota, Dakota.” Phil had honored his dog’s memory by turning her name into the code word for their brand-new observation post, buried close to one hundred meters into the woods on the far side of the highway. That word was meant only for letting the range know that a threat was approaching from the west.

      Phil was the first to react, hopping out of the chair with his rifle. “Grab her and get to the school box!” Phil commanded as he poured himself out of the small trailer as quickly as he could. He rounded the corner off the deck to go down to bench “one” on the rifle line. That’s where he kept his Minuteman Kit. When he got to it, he picked up a pre-staged disposable air horn—like the kind used at ball games—and gave three two-second blasts. He then threw on his battle belt, not worrying about aligning the Velcro hooks with the inner belt he used to hold up his pants. He had staged his plate carrier loosely intact so that he could don it by holding it over his head and dropping it down his arms. Next came the bump-helmet. He was buckling it as he sprinted down the rifle line. He opted to approach the gate from the far side of the line versus going up to the parking lot via either set of stairs.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go!” Billy yelled to all of the shipwrights and riggers. The dry-dock’s lights had gone out, leaving only the big spotlights topside of the dock, powered by portable generators. The background noise of the de-flooding pumps was conspicuously absent, making the rushing saltwater seem louder and more ominous. “Yardbirds” began to scramble to their positions, taking the big wedges and hammers and slamming them into the flooding gap. Fall-protection-clad shipwrights scrambled up the ringed-legs of the scaffold like chimpanzees, the prefabricated stairs having been removed to lessen the surface area for the rushing water to slam into.

      From the top, Marie looked down at the team members sloshing through the water to their critical jobs. I’m so proud to call you my team! she thought. Next to her, the dock master was issuing frantic orders into the radio, as almost two-hundred shipyard workers were scrambling to staff the ten mooring lines tethering each side of the behemoth ship to the topside cleats.

      She spied the water’s edge as it moved past the now-filled pump intakes in the dry-dock’s floor. She couldn’t contain the nerves on her face as it filled with frantic worry, watching the machinist and riggers rushing to correctly finish the shaft-sealing process. She could hear the rhythmic cracking of hammers on wood, which caused her once again to look south. She watched the forty shipwrights and riggers pounding giant four-foot-long wedges into the gaps, over and over again. Each one would pound a wedge and move to the next, continuously beating on the same three or four wedges in their area. Each wedge would work itself loose from the force of the inlet behind it. They were all soaked to the bone. Rain gear didn’t matter on a job like this. Moving in it just tired a person out. Some of them had actually taken it off.

      The shipwrights up on the scaffold were taking the worst of it. In addition to the stairs, they had removed most of the plank and guardrails to lessen the amount of shaking the scaffold suffered from the pounding water. Yet there they are, in fall gear, swinging those big hammers over and over again… Marie began to feel a pit of despair grow in her stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Phil heard Jerry repeating the code word from his perch up on the hill, just in case anyone hadn’t heard it the first time. The protocol is working, Phil thought. “Ben Franklin,” he said as he approached the main gate watches, another part of their new protocol. They would establish a new word after every incident, or once a week. He flipped down the night-vision monocular on his helmet and scanned the parking lot berm for intruders. “You guys see anything?” he asked Vic and Donna Gladstone.

      “Nothing,” Vic whispered.

      His PVS-14 allowed him to clearly see other range members reacting. He saw one or two people at the far end of the parking area running north to reinforce the northwest fighting position. He could also see that Payton, Savannah, and several of the older members—children, men, and women—were heading east from the chow hall to the kid’s school-room conex box.

      He heard footsteps from behind and looked back, seeing all three Bryant men running across the rifle line. Eli and Jeff were running to back up the southwest corner, and Josh was coming up to the gate.

      “Keep behind the sandbags,” he told Vic and Donna. Josh, on me,” Phil ordered and started to move around the gate’s bearing post and electric motor housing to head back toward the office and chow hall. That’s when he heard the first shot. KA-KROWWW! The north west corner! He hit the dirt flat, as he was already about ten feet out in the open.

      “Contact northwest,” he heard Fred yell into the radio.

      C’mon! C’mon! He was waiting impatiently for the newly-formed Quick Reaction Force to mobilize itself in Bay 1. They were supposed to call out on the radio when at least four of them were geared up and ready. BOOM! Southwest! Sounds like a hunting rifle. Organized attack on both corners! Phil started to worry about the wide-open east perimeter on the far side of the property. Past that were several thousand acres with an intermittent house here and there.

      “Contact southwest!” someone else keyed up.

      “QRF ready with six,” he heard Craig Wageman say. About then the sounds of firefights were starting to pick up speed at both western corners of the property.

      ‘Bout dang time. “QRF, form two squads and back up the west corners. Go. All hands, there are two friendlies in the parking area. Make sure you ID your targets!” Phil got back to his knees. “Moving,” he told Josh.

      “Move,” came the experienced acknowledgment.

      Phil kept his body, head, and rifle scanning the west, his body turned like a tank-turret as he slowly walked north toward the far corner of the office trailer. He parked himself on his left knee while continuing to scan the Canal Vista highway berm. He gave a quick scan to Josh, just in case he couldn’t tell that Phil was set. Josh wasn’t moving. No night vision, Phil remembered. Phil knew that several of the members had a night-vision scope on at least one rifle. Need to make sure some of those get lent to the Josh and the QRF from now on. He pulled the red-filtered flashlight off his battle belt and sent two quick strobes toward his battle buddy. Josh started the low crouching walk to Phil.

      The firefight sounds were picking up on both corners. Phil dropped the flashlight into his dump pouch and started re-scanning the highway-berm. The night-vision made positive ID a cinch. Before him were two men, one of whom he’d arrested in that very parking lot two weeks earlier. They had low crawled through the salal and fir trees at the top of the berm and were now rolling down the ten-foot embankment to the parking lot.

      “Contact west!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

      He lit up the target to the right at the exact same moment that Josh’s rifle-mounted flashlight came on, illuminating the other target as he was destroyed. Phil closed his left eye to preserve his night vision as he rhythmically pumped five shots into his target, flipping his safety back on instinctively when he was done. He kept the rifle trained up and re-opened his left eye, scanning the berm once more. Both contacts were still and quiet. Dead quiet. He continued to look around for new threats.

      The sounds of the firefight slowed dramatically. They must be retreating. “Medic!” he heard a panicked voice through the radio. He couldn’t tell whose. “We need medical to the northwest!”

      He heard Alice acknowledge. She was a retired geriatric nurse, and though most of her experience was not related to trauma, she was still the most qualified.

      “On me,” he told Josh, and made his way to the flagpole at the top of the stairs by the office. When Alice had reached them from the safety of the conex boxes at mid-property, Phil was waiting to escort her. “Stay behind us,” he ordered.

      Phil ran ahead and planted himself past the deck and chow hall across the parking lot. He “sliced the pie” around the corner and walked back for several seconds, calling clear when he came back out. Josh and Alice followed suit while he covered their rear. He fell back in directly behind Alice. They could hear moaning and gasping as they approached the dug in position. They passed the three members of the QRF who were covering the west and north directions from the safety of trees.

      As Alice dropped into the hole, Phil and Josh took cover behind trees. He wanted to scan the entire area with his night-vision. He could tell by the activity in the hole that they were working on Fred. The firefight on this corner had come to a stop. Can’t lose focus. “Moving,” he whispered quietly.

      “Move,” Josh ordered.

      Phil moved toward a tree just a few meters from the shoulder of the highway. He was continuously scanning left and right on both sides of the road. He could see at least three bodies nearby. Probably more down south, too. He knelt and listened for two solid minutes, hearing Alice and Fred’s two battle buddies—Joe and another person he couldn’t remember—working on Fred.

      He finally fell back, fairly certain they had just repelled an overconfident attacker. He took cover behind the tree next to Josh and said into his radio, “Southwest, what’s your LACE report?”

      “Our what?” came the puzzled reply.

      Need to conduct training! Phil scolded himself. “Ammo and casualties. Status?”

      “Oh, good on both.”

      “Roger that. Send your QRF unit up the south road and have them patrol the east border. All stations, friendlies moving through the parking lot to the infirmary shortly. Hold your fire.” Phil then hopped down into the fighting position. “What we got, Alice?” He was worried about his friend.

      “It’s dark, Phil.” She was trying to work by the light of a chem-lite. It emitted yellowish-green light, and it was easy to see that they had cut Fred’s shirt open right up the middle. He had an entry wound with a steady flow of blood coming out the area between his heart and left clavicle. “We need to get him inside so I can see if this is a pneumothorax and start an IV. I’m sorry, Phil! I’m just not a doctor!”

      Litters! Why the hell didn’t you think about those before now! “Alright.”

      Phil unslung his rifle and handed it to Joe. He hopped out of the hole and sprint-wobbled as best as he could to the chow hall seventy meters away. He went inside, thankful someone had left a candle burning when they evacuated. He shoved the plates and cups off the nearest folding table and threw it onto its side. He folded in the legs and hightailed it back to the hole. He shoved the table down to Joe, who with the assistance of Alice and the other man managed to get Fred onto it. They lifted the table up, and Phil took feet end to drag it away enough for them to climb out. The three men picked up the table with Alice and Josh trailing, making their way to the infirmary at the far end of the rifle line.

      Once they got inside, Alice went to work by the light of a LED lantern and a flashlight that had been pre-hung over the cot. Phil turned around, and Sheila and Tony Manners were running up. “I’m a medical assistant. How can I help?”

      “Gunshot to the chest. Get in there!” Phil said, pointing toward the room.

      “Brothuh, that’s the last time I sit that out,” Tony said. “I may’ve been a Navy supply guy, but I can still man a foxhole.” He looked around and could see the old man’s blood, even in the dark. “The thought that he may die protecting my babies…”

      “I know,” Phil said putting his hand on the big man’s shoulder for a moment before walking away.
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        * * *

      

      Crane looked back for a quick glance. “We’re losing it!” he yelled down to Billy.

      The water was at least two feet deep down at the bottom of the scaffold. The riggers and shipwrights down there were still trying to hammer, but the water was outpacing them. They were having to plow the maul through the water just to hit where they thought the ends of the wedges were. He could tell that the leading edge of the flood had finally reached where the shaft-seal team was finishing their complex torque pattern. They were torquing sixty-four giant nuts over and over again, to specific values and in a specific pattern, all while testing the seals for quality. It was slow going.

      The caisson team was just trying to buy them time. “It’s no use!” someone down below yelled.

      The tired workers down below were out of steam and options. As the water grew higher than the wedges, the wood’s natural buoyancy took over. First one popped. Then another. Soon there were four-foot long wedges floating everywhere, bouncing along as the rapid current took them north. The small boats three-hundred to the north near the shaft workers were starting to jostle as the water crept under them. The thirty workers who had been fighting the flood at the bottom of the caisson started making their way to the dock’s stairs.

      “C’mon!” one of them yelled up at the shipwrights. “Time to go!”

      Crane looked down at Billy, Tracy, and the others. They were all looking up and down the incomplete scaffold at each other—wet and aching from swinging the big hammers. This started with the hammer, Crane thought. It’s how it ends, too. He started swinging again. Boom! Boom! Billy started swinging again, too. Then Tracy. “Every second counts!” Crane yelled from the top. In all, there were still five shipwrights out there fighting to the end.

      As the water continued north, emergency generators and floodlights were added by other teams at the top of the dry-dock. There was a crowd of shipyard workers watching. The high-rankers were out there, too. The shipyard’s Commanding Officer was at the top of the dry-dock stairs, giving men and women blankets and thanking them profusely. She wasn’t trying to hide the tears anymore. Nobody was.

      Still, it continued. Boom! Boom! Boom! Five mauls swinging into one-foot wide wedge-backs. It continued several more minutes. More wedges popped out, which sped up the flooding. Soon the flood had reached the north end of the 1,200-foot-long dock. The only place for it to go now was up. The small boats were lightly bouncing against the scaffold to which they were tied, the same one that the shaft-seal crew was working from. The water was approaching the deck-level of that scaffold—about thirteen feet off the ground. At the caisson scaffold it was closer to sixteen feet deep.

      The scaffold was bouncing around pretty well now. The lowest two shipwrights had peeled off the scaffold and started swimming for the dry-dock stairs in the cold October flood. They were tired, sore, and hypothermic. Both of them stopped swimming and started treading. Soon they stopped doing that.

      “Swim! Swim!” people were yelling from above. A worker driving one of the small boats untied it and fired up the gasoline engine. He sped over and tried to pull the first one into the boat, but he was almost completely dead weight. The small boat capsized. Marie started to run down the stairs. “Captain, no!” It was Captain Flowers. He shot her a look as he passed her at the top of the stairs.

      “This better not be because I’m a woman, Trevor!”

      “You’re too valuable, Marie! We need you.” He pointed at the crowd. “They need you!” He nudged past her along with several other people, running down the stairs to see if they could help. A few of the workers at the creeping waterline on the stairs had braved the water, swimming out to assist.

      Back at the scaffold more wedges had popped out. Tracy had dropped her maul, too tired and cold to grip it anymore. She slipped off the pipe she was standing on, hitting her head on one of the hard metal rings built into the legs. She got knocked out and her safety harness held her suspended in the rising water. Billy looked down and saw what was happening. He unhooked and started to climb down, stopping halfway to try to unhook her harness. She weighed too much for the tired old man, so he opened his pocket knife and began to saw at her lanyard. Just then a wedge shot out and crashed squarely into Billy’s head, sending him flying untethered into the water swallowing the scaffold. Like Tracy, he’d been knocked out. He was dragged under by the swirling vortex that resulted from the rushing water. People up topside gasped in horror. They were screaming—trying to get Crane’s attention.

      Back at the shaft seal the mechanics were standing on the scaffold in knee-deep water when they finally finished the torquing evolution. They scrambled over to the lone small boat and climbed in. They made their way over toward the stairs where the shivering rescue swimmers had finished pulling the two shipwrights and small boat operator out of the water. They were pointing drastically at the caisson, trying to get the second boat operator to go find Billy and Tracy.

      Crane had dropped his hammer, looking down to see that Billy was gone and Tracy was completely submerged. With numb and frozen hands, he climbed down the scaffold-leg’s connecting rings into the water and took a deep breath. S-so c-c-c-col-d i-it b-b-bu-rns… So cold, it burns, he thought. He unhooked Tracy’s lanyard, but it was too late. She was almost peaceful as she sank away from his weakened grasp. Crane’s last thought was about his father, sister, and niece, as the swirling torrent slammed him into a scaffold leg and shot him submerged down the dry-dock. He was so cold and tired… so so tired…
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      Tahoma’s Hammer + 16 Days.

      

      When is this horrible “pineapple express” going to end? Charlie asked himself as he ran into the county’s primary EOC in Bartlett. There was a straight deluge coming down, as if someone had set off a firehose that covered half the state. His feet, socks, boots, and pants were soaked as he stepped into the building. The bulletproof glass door closed behind him, drowning out the sound of generators and rain.

      Charlie had driven through not one but two check points to get into the parking lot. “Someone stole some of Peterson’s squad cars,” the second gate’s guardsman had told him. Some? Well, that sucks, Charlie realized. Now the criminals will be disguised.

      He’d been sent down by the Sylvan precinct watch commander to represent the central county branch of the sheriff’s department. Every police agency in the county had sent several representatives to this meeting, including the Navy bases and Tribal departments. There were also military officers attending. Not just the National Guard but Navy and Marine officers, too. Something’s going on…

      The entry into the big center was steamy from all the peace officers filing into it. There was an abundance of wet wool clothing, rain coats, and body heat, which made the foyer feel muggy. He recognized many of them, even the ones from other departments. Everyone was giving each other the standard what’s up eyebrow raise. The women and men filed into a crowded conference room. Even more humid in here, Charlie complained in his own mind. No ventilation.

      The room was abuzz with a few dozen conversations. Charlie scanned around himself, listening. Some people were just catching up, but most were either telling war stories from the last two-and-a-half weeks or theorizing about why they were there. Charlie had a feeling that it had to do with the escalating violence and the plan to deal with it. There had been both documented and rumored shoot outs happening all over, including one out in the west end of the county—his zone—just the evening before. The radio chatter was particularly guarded about whatever had happened. He made a stop out at the range earlier in the morning, but other than mud and dirt askew he found nothing out of place. Mud and brush were askew everywhere, he’d told himself. If anything happened here it was cleaned up. The only thing more out of place was Phil’s icy-cold reception and one- and two-word answers—“Nope.” “No.” “Sure.” “Will do.” “Nothing.”

      There had been an escalating turf war in the eastern neighborhoods of Bartlett that had resulted in a free-for-all shootout between two gangs the night before, too. Charlie had heard there had been several members from both groups—Hispanic cartels and white bikers—killed or wounded. He figured they’d hear more in a bit.

      “Team, we are going to get started,” said Sandy McCallister in her slight, Southern Californian drawl. “We’ll start with an update from the Shipyard’s Public Information Officer, Lt. Commander Hutchins.” A mid-thirties male officer in green camouflage came up to the podium.

      “Good morning. The Shipyard Commanding Officer would like to update everyone on the issues we’ve been contending with, particularly because of the level of activity outside our fences for the last several days. We understand that the community has a certain…disappointment…in the misunderstanding of the mission to resupply ourselves. Several days ago, we were able to successfully contain an emergent condition with the refueling operation that was in process on a submarine when the disasters struck.” This caused a murmur that forced him to pause.

      “What does that mean?” he heard a voice from the audience say.

      “It means that you can disregard rumors you’ve been hearing regarding nuclear power. Things like ‘melt down’ and ‘radioactive cloud’ are vastly blown out of proportion. We’ve been continuously conducting testing and sampling of the shipyard and the community to ensure that everyone is safe.” There was a low skeptical hum coming from the police, politicians, and community leaders packed into the room. “Let me put it into terms you’ll understand. Reactors that aren’t operational don’t melt down. Reactors being refueled aren’t operational.” He was obviously a bit on edge.

      “Last night the Navy base’s power generating station ran out of coal, which was our back-up fuel. We’ve been operating on coal because the natural gas lines feeding the region were broken during the events. We’re now operating exclusively on emergency generators just like all of you. Our biggest issue is that the dry-dock pumps have stopped working, which allowed the dry-docks to flood overnight.

      “We met a critical deadline on the USS Halsey in Dry-dock F.” He paused for a minute to stare at his notes. The room could tell he was delaying to hold back some emotion. His voice gave the slightest of cracks as he continued. “Both operations have resulted in casualties.” An audible gasp could be heard from several of the audience. “Nine people gave their lives to the community and the nation in service to the Navy. We also have identified several casualties from structural and crane collapses on the day of the events. The shipyard has tried every method at its disposal to notify next of kin, but we need your help. A list of names and home addresses will be posted in the foyer. Copies are limited due to the power issues. I will not be taking questions. Thank you.”

      With that, the officer left the podium and the room. Charlie could tell the man was upset about having to make the announcement. He watched Director McCallister step back up to the front. She introduced a pair of other officers, who explained the combined Navy-Marine mission to extract national assets from the Bogdon Submarine Base. They explained that most of the task force had departed, leaving behind two supply ships and two destroyers, as well as a few of the amphibious ships and one littoral combat ship. The operation would take months or years and would surge in size as needed. A battalion of Marines was being left to beef up the security. It was made clear to the community that their sole mission was to protect their base and assets at any cost.

      Director McCallister and several police leaders—including Charlie’s own sheriff—then gave a detailed brief regarding the escalating violence across the whole peninsula. There was still no positive word from the feds on when they would be able to ship in assistance. It seemed that the state’s infrastructural damage was far worse than anyone had guessed, and the economic impact caused by the loss of electricity and cyber-capability had affected the country more deeply than anyone had thought possible.

      They were indeed updated on the shooting incidents. They not only learned about the shootout in Bartlett, but also about several incidents throughout the county that had been chalked up to less organized crime—theft, revenge, and grudge murders.

      Charlie noted that the thing the Director most worried about wasn’t the violent hungry populace or the rising criminal enterprises—it was the banding of people together to provide for themselves. He had been trying to stay awake and passively been listening for the half-hour that they’d rambled on, but their conclusion had snapped him out of it.

      “… last thought to ponder,” Director McCallister said. “The people will never be able to provide critical services for themselves. A few will, of course, but not on the scale needed. The people need us. They don’t need a few vigilante groups running around with guns taking the law into their own hands. Their perceived Constitutional rights don’t trump your actual right to be safe doing your jobs. That is all.”

      The room broke up and took its time filing out into the foyer as officers and Guardsmen stopped to check the list. Some of them made notes in their pads. Several minutes later Charlie was running his finger down it, not expecting to find what he found. He read it again. And again. “Walker, Crane, 6002 Doug Fir Dr., Bartlett, Emergency POC: Walker, Phillip.”
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        * * *

      

      Stu and Carmen strode into the entry driveway at the Chapel Hill Presbyterian Church near the city of Gig Harbor. They’d been following the crowd, literally. They were both decked out in hunter-camo, waterproof rain gear, and durable, name-brand clothing. The homeowner’s feet were bigger than Stu’s, so he still contended with the rubbing issue, but calluses were starting to build. Sometimes the rubbing didn’t hurt. They were also both sporting waterproof backpacks stuffed with camping equipment and canned goods. Stu hadn’t felt a tinge of guilt about taking the stuff. It can rain as hard as it wants as long as I have this hooded coat.

      Stu had even strapped on one of the former owner’s hunting knives, a full-tang survival knife with leather scabbard. He didn’t attach the leg-strap but rather, he had the rain pants pulled up between the scabbard and his pants for easier access. Carmen was armed, too, carrying a Ruger pistol chambered in .22 LR. She had remembered enough about pistol day at Navy bootcamp to know how to load the magazines, work the safety, and rack the slide.

      They made their way past the church building to the large parking lot to the south. The heavy rain was pounding on the tents and canopies mercilessly. One of the enclosed canopies sounded horrible, as there were several people coughing relentlessly inside it. Must be a quarantine of some sort…

      It’s true, Stu thought in disbelief as he saw the big bus. There was a crowd of people braving the rain. They walked up to someone near the back of the pack. “Does this go north?”

      “Not sure,” said the woman. “I hear they run a few to Tacoma and a few to Bartlett every day.”

      “Where do they get the fuel?”

      “Who cares?”

      You’re no help. Stu wandered forward until he found a sign to read near the front of the crowd. “Bartlett: 10:30, 2:30, 6:30, no fee,” he read on one of them. Courtesy of Mar de Paz Services, he read at the bottom. Peaceful Sea? he asked himself, dusting off the junior high Spanish in his mind.

      “We may get you to your ship, yet,” he told Carmen. Her eyes were near-dead, but Stu thought he could see a small amount of life in them somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      The rain and softened ground were bittersweet. While it made digging the holes easy, the old Kubota was slipping around quite a bit, losing traction in the muck. Can’t afford the wasted diesel, Phil thought as he finished pushing dirt back into the mass grave. He knew they’d all crossed a metaphorical line the night before. The old days were gone. “Shoot and shovel” is how you handle these investigations now…

      The night of and morning after the attack had been a flurry of activity. They moved bodies and picked up the brass, letting the heavy rain wash away the blood. Despite the forewarning of a gun grab, some of the range members were making small waves about the clean-up. They’re not ready to face reality, Phil worried. That’s the thing—it’s still reality even if most of you don’t recognize it. The truth doesn’t care about your feelings.

      He’d afforded the bulk of the range members a partial truth—burying the attackers was the proper and humane thing to do. Law enforcement is overtaxed, he told them. The coroner’s office is shut down. We’ll tell the authorities when things are normal again. None of that was false, but he was trying to find a way to keep the sheriff’s office from knowing about the shootout. Phil knew that his best defense regarding how this was handled was “sin of omission”—not lying but also not telling all the details. All personal items found on the attackers were being kept in one of Phil’s personal ammo lockers in a conex box. As far as he was concerned, they were gone from the face of the earth. We will have a much bigger problem if the National Guard comes out here, which will happen when the truth gets out. Not If, but When…

      He had just covered the mass grave which contained the bodies of six men and a woman, along with their firearms and all spent ammunition casings that could be found. He shouldn’t have been surprised when two of the attackers turned out to be Harry and his girlfriend. He had no idea how they were connected to the kid from the range break in, and he didn’t care.

      He was up in the big field at the top of the hill, just a scant hundred or so meters from the closest of the temporary greenhouses. He drove the tractor over the earth a few times to pack it, careful not to refill the nearby solo grave that they would all be standing around in a few hours. He was extremely angry, not having yet brought himself to full emotion over the loss of Fred O’Conner. He felt horribly for Phyllis, who had not come out of their little travel trailer to face the world just yet. I wonder if I should dig a few more of these…

      As he was turning his head to back up, his eyes caught Jerry standing at the door to his Command Post canopy at the far end of the four-hundred-meter-long field. He was swinging his arms wildly, trying to get Phil’s attention. Phil shut down the tractor and looked at his cell phone. There was a text waiting from Jerry, telling Phil to come over and keep quiet about it. Phil slowly controlled his descent off the orange machine and made the muddy hike over to Jerry, stepping into the tent.

      “What can I do for you, bud?” The rain was pounding loudly on the canopy.

      “I thought you should hear the update on the ships up north. Most of them left last night. There’s maybe six or seven still out in the Hood Canal, some anchored and some moving around.”

      “Okay. Why do I get the feeling you have more?” Phil could tell that Jerry was perplexed about something.

      “I do. Might mean nothing, but it’s just…weird. My contact way up at the north end said he saw a cruise ship.”

      “A cru…really?” Phil said, not even finishing his rhetorical question. “Like—one of those giant ones, with water-slides and stuff?”

      “No. A smaller one. Older. He said it looked like it had been parked somewhere for the last ten years and they just decided to start using it again. But definitely a cruise ship. White. Lots of portholes. No military features at all.”

      “Hmmm. Okay. There’s no such thing as bad intel, I guess. Thanks, Jerry.”

      Just then, the little range radios chirped up. “Phil, need you at the office!” It sounded serious.

      “Okay, Alice, I’ll be there in a few. What’s up?”

      “It’s Charlie.”

      Twice in one morning. He knows something. Here we go…Suddenly Fred’s funeral wasn’t the foremost thing on Phil’s mind. He took ten minutes to walk down. They had all been walking to save fuel, anyway, only using the gator in emergencies. He saw Charlie’s squad car when he got to the parking lot. Just one car…maybe he just wants to probe some first…

      When he stepped inside the office, Charlie turned to face him. He had a look on his face that Phil hadn’t seen since the day he was cinching a tourniquet just below Phil’s left knee. Oh, no! Something’s happened to Mel…or the kids. “Brother. What is it?” There were some things grudges could be put on hold for.

      “I was at a meeting this morning…” Charlie was at a loss, his face starting to crinkle. He just slowly shook his head. It started to hang as he looked at his feet, searching for words. “It’s Crane.”

      What the Hell does that mean? “What do you mean?” Charlie just stood there, eyes glassing over with tears. “Say it, Charlie. What are you talking about?!”

      Alice had gasped and forgotten to exhale, hands over her mouth. She started to cry. She knew.

      Charlie still couldn’t find the words. All he could do was stammer. He started to cry. Phil felt his head get hot, blood pumping into his ears at full volume. “No.” He shook his head. Charlie moved over to him. “No.” The tears started flowing as he shook his head. Charlie pulled his friend in for a bear hug, wrapping his hand around the back of Phil’s head. “No!”

      Phil was trapped—not from the big deputy’s grip—but from life and death. There was no escaping the moment. He had finally found his breaking point. Not with Caroline’s slow painful death, or the rehab from losing a limb. Not from the world shaking itself sideways, nor with the near-loss of his granddaughter, or last night’s loss of a dear friend. Then…at that moment…he had found his personal definition of Hell.

      “My boyyyy!” he cried through the grief, remembering the tension the last time his son had visited. He screamed with rage and raw emotion into Charlie’s shoulder.
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        “But as for me, afflicted and in pain—may your salvation, God, protect me.”

        Psalms 69:29

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 16 Days.

      

      It had taken most of the day to initiate the operation to recover the bodies from the dry-dock. Marie was still standing out there. She had taken the required time to go get onto secure video-calls and inform the various admirals and generals of their success. Success. What a word, just like “mission accomplished,” she thought. She was a professional. She knew that in the great scheme of defending America, being prepared to deal with ordering people to their deaths came with the job. It just wasn’t something that officers in her particular career path normally dealt with. But they were at war, and she knew it. There may not have been a foreign navy bearing down on the nation’s shores—yet—but they had to be ready for anything. And they didn’t have much time to get there.

      Other than those duties and a nap in the duty officer’s truck, she had been out there—guarding the dock with her presence. I owe them that. Once the seawater had reached the point of covering certain intake valves, the ship’s crew started the reactor. This was a several hour process, and there was a period of tidal swings in which they needed to stabilize the floating vessel as it went up and down. Her staff had informed her they were finally able to allow others to enter the dock. She had thought about going on the small boat herself but realized that she would be a detriment. Let the professionals do their jobs.

      They had found Billy and Tracy easily enough, their bodies near the surface. The diver-riggers had to swim for a while to find Crane, though. They finally did. He was wedged under the scaffold that had been supporting the shafting work. One of the shipyard’s cranes had lowered a large metal box into the dock. It was white and had folding doors on the end. The divers opened the doors and signaled the operator to lower the bucket about a half-foot into the water. They gingerly slid the three shipwrights into the box and closed the doors. Up on the pier the rigger in charge of the crane signaled the operator to bring the hook up. She eventually added the “boom-over” signal to swing the temporary sarcophagus over to the topside.

      Once the four-foot by eight-foot box was sitting on the ground, a procession of shipyard workers and sailors formed up a pair of columns leading up to the doors of the box. Two riggers entered the box. One at a time they secured their fallen comrades onto a body board provided by the shipyard’s fire department. Each board was passed out through a tunnel of salutes from sailors and hardhats held over hearts by the yardbirds. As the board approached each person, they would gingerly take their turn handing it down the line. People had been flocking from around the shipyard and base to get into the columns. The tunnel ended at the far end of the dock, their bodies passing the entire 1,092-foot length of the war fighting vessel they’d sacrificed themselves to save. Over 1,200 people helped pass the trio, most of them sniffling and crying as they did.

      The shipwrights were placed into the back of a newer box-truck. An escort of police and fire vehicles led and trailed the box-truck across the shipyard with lights flashing and sirens off. Marie, in the Duty Officer’s truck, led the procession up to the shipyard’s infirmary, where the deceased would be cleaned before being transported to join the others in the new cemetery. The severe power constraints forced Marie to make the decision to bury them instead of holding them for family.

      She had decided that the lawn of the EOC building on the hill was an appropriate spot. The symbolism was thick. The cemetery would serve future generations using the first three floors for training and career development. It would remind them that those before them had set the bar high. It would serve the fourth floor as a reminder to always be ready to save lives even if it meant demanding the impossible. Once cleaned, the three shipwrights joined the six people who’d sacrificed themselves to cap the El Paso’s reactor, as well as those who had been killed during the hammer’s initial awakening.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 17 Days.

      

      Carmen and Stu weaved their way in and out of screaming protesters. There were between three and five hundred, Carmen estimated. They’d managed to catch that day’s first bus to Bartlett, having gotten into the line too late the day before. It was odd to Carmen, because the bus travelled with an armed escort vehicle trailing behind it. The silver coach had dropped them off at the regional transit depot just a few blocks from the gate she needed to go through. I need to dump the gun, she’d realized when they stepped off the bus. She handed it to Stu as soon as she found a spot off the sidewalk to step into.

      Barely ten minutes later they were trying to blend in with the protesters without actually protesting. Carmen had her military identification firmly in the grasp of her hand, which was buried into her coat pocket.

      There was a line of camouflaged personnel in tactical gear with rifles slung around their torsos. They had formed a human shield behind some wooden barricades, way out near the main intersection. Between them and the actual gate were two different vehicle trap/barricades. One was the hydraulic kind, installed back at the beginning of the “War on Terror.” The other was a temporary set up. It was constructed out of water-filled plastic barriers.

      As they neared the front edge of the yelling protesters, she could see that these weren’t base-police or sailors. Marines…where’d they come from? She turned to face Stu, quietly. They just traded looks for a bit, both of them letting the corners of their mouths curl up a bit. The silence had become normal. Carmen didn’t speak unless absolutely necessary anymore.

      “Good luck, Carmen,” Stu said. “I’ll…I failed you. I’m sorry. If I could go back in time and change things…change how I treated you…and others…” He was at a loss for words. “I’ll never forget you.”

      He started to turn around when Carmen reached out and grabbed him around the neck, pulling herself in for a hug. Neither of them was crying, but it was truly a heart-felt moment.

      She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and put it into his. He looked perplexed. “In case email or snail-mail gets up and running,” she explained. She waited for a moment, searching for the right thing to say. “You would’ve made a terrible dad, Stuart,” she said smiling slightly and causing him to chuckle. “But you’re still the closest thing I’ve ever had to one. You didn’t fail… Neither of us would be here without the other.”

      She gave him one more hug and then let go, turning around to push through the front row. As she did, she pulled out her ID card, which prompted a Marine to break ranks and reach over the barrier. He scrutinized both sides closely and then he let her pass through to head towards the main choke point.

      Doctor Stuart Schwartz watched his only friend walk away until she disappeared into the next line of people. He’d decided he wanted to find a boat to get him across Hood Canal. He wasn’t sure if the floating bridge was intact. He tightened his shoulder straps and rain hood and started trying to find a route northwest out of town.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome, Major. Come on in!” Sandy was using her charms on Major Matsumoto. She knew they both thought the other was an idiot, and she didn’t care. “Have a seat, Adam.”

      “I’m good, Director. I can’t stay long.” He refused to play along when he could. “What’s on your mind?”

      “The safety of you and your men, Adam…I need to know what you’re prepared to do about it.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 18 Days.

      

      Stuart had camped outside of Bartlett the night before, somewhere in the woods west of Trout Lake. He’d attempted to find a route through the woods to the west, but when he got to the peak of a hill all he saw were a lot more hills. Farther than I realized. He opted to take the main thoroughfare to the north, which eventually forced him to walk up a winding and steep road. At least the onslaught of rain has broken some, he thought, appreciating the light blue poking through the clouds in some places. Canal Vista highway…must be on the right path.

      He’d spent close to two hours slowly hiking up the hilly road, never once being passed by a vehicle. He’d seen a few other pedestrians, but people were learning to keep a wary eye on one another when travelling. He finally crested the hill and made his way through a few soft curves, passing the occasional boarded up or abandoned house. The sun finally burnt through the clouds, turning the day beautiful in the low angled fall sun of the northwest. He rounded a curve and saw a good flat straightaway probably a mile or so long.

      As he travelled it, the only breaks in the shoulder were a couple of driveways. Then he saw a large, wood business sign—West Sound Sportsmen’s Club, Est. 1911. Next to it was an American Flag in an angled holder. As he approached, he saw a stack of sandbags with a tarp suspended over them. To its left was a metal gate with more sandbags stacked up behind it, leading toward some trailers and a proper flagpole. To the right was another gate that led down a road into the property itself. He stopped and stared for a bit, finally seeing movement under the slight gap between the tarp and the outer sandbag stack. I bet these guys could teach me how to use this gun…

      “State your business,” he heard a deep and loud voice command him.

      “Just passing by. Looking for a place to rest and plan my way north.” He could sense these people were serious. “I’m alone.” He had a vibe… almost an intuition… telling him not to worry.

      “We know,” he heard. “Wait one.”

      Stu waited for about twenty seconds before a man and woman stepped out from under the brown tarp. “Come on over,” the man said. “But keep your hands visible.”

      Stu pushed his hands into the air slowly and walked over to the man, a very large black man who was probably in his late thirties. “Seriously,” Stu said. “I’m just a guy who doesn’t want any trouble. Had enough of that.”

      “Gotcha,” the big man replied. “Name’s Tony. The boss’ll be along shortly. What’d you do for a livin’?”

      “Well…now…I just try to survive,” Stu joked. That elicited a small smile from Tony. “But, in the days that were, I was a surgeon. Schwartz—Stuart Schwartz. My friends call me Stu.” Friend, he thought. He stuck his hand out, and the big man shook it.

      The statement elicited a wide-eyed reaction from Tony. “Really…” he said, saying it more than asking it.

      Stu could see a man with graying, light auburn hair wobble up to the gate with a slight limp. He was wearing military style clothing and had a rifle slung on his back. When he got close enough, Stu could see a mostly-white beard and dark bags around the man’s eyes.

      “What’cha got?” the man asked his gate-guard. He was obviously not in the mood for small talk.

      “Phil, I’d like to introduce you to Stu,” Tony said dramatically. “Doctor Stuart Schwartz.”
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      Tahoma’s Hammer + 18 Days.

      

      Reynaldo Hernandez still couldn’t believe it. Just two days earlier they’d pulled it off, and here they were doing it again. El Jefe will surely appreciate my forward thinking, he thought. He’d had this in the works for years. He’d first thought about it during his years in the FES—Fuerzas Especiales—Mexico’s version of the naval special forces. They’d been performing counter-terror training on one of these old cruise ships for a few days.

      After he was discharged, he travelled to Alang, India, to conduct research. Alang was one of the final destinations for the world’s old cruise ships. Once they’d been deemed too costly to operate, the ships went there to be recycled. His new employer—who had a way of “persuading” former FES to join his ranks—had listened to Rey’s proposal with keen interest.

      “But how will this make me money, Reynaldo?” he kept asking.

      “Jefe, I cannot promise you that it ever will. But I do know this—it will never be a waste of money. And that is a very different thing.”

      This had become Reynaldo’s pet project over the twelve years since that conversation. He had been given a budget and a team to help pursue the business enterprise. He’d been given the go-ahead to purchase and outfit one ship. Over the course of time, his bosses had found value in his operation time and time again. They never used it for smuggling. No…Reynaldo’s ship had become much too valuable. It travelled the Costa Pacifico providing food, medicine—even doctors—to the locals. Winning hearts and minds, he remembered his American Special Forces trainers calling it. It had provided ten times the value in intelligence and commitment from villagers on both continents. Now it was Flota Reynaldo–Rey’s Fleet. He had three ships—not just one.

      When Tahoma’s Hammer fell, Reynaldo knew this was the opportunity of a lifetime. He had been planning for something for years—anything. He always thought it would be a North Korean nuclear device orbiting over the American mid-West that would be his moment to shine. Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine that God Himself would provide the moment to pounce.

      Two days earlier, his local branch of the Mendoza Cartel had secured the Alcoa refinery at gunpoint. It was just a few scant miles south of the Canadian border on the north end of Puget Sound. While it wasn’t ideal to start that far away from Seattle, it worked for several reasons. Primarily, the pier had suffered no damage from the catastrophes due to its northern location. It also afforded privacy, fuel, and equipment. They had even conscripted the local workers—liberated, the true believer corrected himself. The evolution had gone without hitch, unloading two hundred of the cartel’s most dedicated soldiers along with months’ worth of weapons, drugs, and food. Rey had been preparing for this day in a way that would have made Cortez proud.

      He smiled to himself as he watched Santa Maria being unloaded. Pinta had left that morning, and La Nina was due in two days. It was time for the New World to be born.
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        “There is no crueler tyranny than that which is perpetuated under the shield of law and in the name of justice.”

        —Montesquieu

      

      

      

      A Few Years Before Tahoma’s Hammer

      

      The courtroom erupted into chaos. The Pierce County District Court—in this case Room 936, Judge Ronald Wixley’s courtroom—had been packed tightly by two groups of people for two full days. At debate was what to do with…him. The side that supported him—most of them used to sitting next to their own defense attorneys when they were in a courtroom—had been unusually respectful and quiet until that moment. The other side, almost entirely comprised of victims and their families, had been trying the judge’s patience every time the perp’s counsel had made a point.

      Perp—that’s what he was, not a defendant. He had already gone to trial, years earlier. His time served, his case on this day was one of those rare cases in which the outcome was bound to upset all parties. The perp had served his entire eight-year sentence, and at stake was whether or not the people of Washington would allow him to have the freedom and new start he’d earned.

      Christopher Wood, known reverently as “Sticky” by the members of his Outlaw Motorcycle Club, was a suspected murderer and a convicted Level 3 Sexual Violent Predator, the highest level in the Evergreen State. Before prison, Sticky had been the “Enforcer” in his Motorcycle Club, trusted to exact discipline on bikers that screwed up and vengeance on rival gangs. He had a beast inside him that hunted and preyed on young, blonde women. He had only been convicted of raping two, though several more had identified him after they learned he was on trial.

      This hearing had largely been a formality, one created to maintain the illusion that Liberty was still controlled by the citizens. Fewer than half of all states had a civil commitment process, and fewer still had a commitment center solely dedicated to sexual predators. Washington State had both.

      It was the kind of technicality that made even the most ardent conservative think twice about what he or she truly believed—that sometimes the government just may need to violate some people’s rights. Should this animal be allowed out to prey again? What about the rights of those most-certain future victims?

      Sticky Wood had just been sentenced to indefinite confinement as a “resident” at the McNeil Island Special Commitment Center. They were the only residents on the six-square-mile island, other than the chickens and rabbits they raised, and a few of the staff. The residents had the same type of staff they were accustomed to while in prison—counselors, guards, a warden. Like in prison, they cooked and washed for themselves. There was a large garden, a softball field, a horseshoe pit, and a pair of barbed-wire fences—everything but a ticket off the island nestled neatly west of Tacoma. That only came with a lengthy rehabilitation process and the blessings of not one but three psychiatrists.

      The eruption on that day was inevitable. The Risen Dead Motorcycle Club—decked out in ties, clean jeans, and blazers—was understandably pissed that a free man who had served his time was being shipped off to indefinite exile. The victims and their families were upset about not receiving an impossible outcome. Most of them were in denial about what the judge’s true powers were, thinking he could just tack more time onto the sentence served. Though one of Sticky’s victims had committed suicide in the years since, he could not be charged with murder under the plea bargain he had struck.

      Bikers and family members were starting to toe-up and get hands on each other as the usual bailiffs—and the additional correctional officers brought in just for this case—tried to insert themselves and use physical holds to maintain control. The biggest bikers, though, were in the front row, trying to grab Sticky and pull him to safety, yelling at the judge and anyone in the way of the verbal barrage. The State President of Washington’s largest Outlaw Motorcycle Club wasn’t just defending a metaphorical brother, but a biological one. Campbell Wood, known to bikers and law enforcement alike as “Legion”, was the most respected biker in the state and the only person in the world that meant anything to Sticky. They were brothers and had grown up together in the worst and most despicable of stories, learning that the other was the only one they would ever fully trust.

      Deep in the back corner of the victim’s side of the courtroom was a silent and stoic man, focused not on the melee surrounding him, but on the door that the bailiffs had rushed Sticky through moments earlier. He never even got out of his seat—his life had prepared him to be calm in complete and utter chaos. He relished in it. It was this moment that he knew it was time to retire from the US Army. He was at a point where that was a reality for him anyhow. He was wrapping up a full career that had lasted the entire War on Terror.

      He was still active duty, though he chose to wear civilian clothes for the hearing. He wanted to give nothing away. Information is power, he thought to himself. The less the monsters have, the better. Multiple tours to Iraq, Afghanistan, and various parts of Asia and Africa had taught him to find peace in the storm. Twenty-one years—most of them as a light-infantry sniper—was enough. He would return to Schofield Barracks in Hawaii and file retirement papers as soon as possible.

      Nick Williams had been busy fighting terror when this human garbage had raped his sister and left her for dead 12 years earlier. Though she survived the monster, she could not escape the demons he’d burned into her, choosing to end it with a rope four years before the monster finished his sentence.

      He stood up, realizing he had no point in remaining. His father had already passed away, and his mother couldn’t bear to go to court that day. He could only hope that announcing his retirement to her would bring a small level of comfort. As he pushed his way to the nearest exit, he took one last look at the door which now represented Sticky to him. I will kill you if it is the last thing I do, he thought. Your head will dissolve in red mist, and you will never know what happened.
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        Second Wind.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer + 18 Days.

      

      Payton looked at a restless but finally sleeping Phil through puffy eyes. She’d run out of tears the night before, wondering if it were some sort of sign. Am I dehydrated? Is there something wrong with me?! How come I can’t cry anymore? Time would teach her that it wasn’t a matter of can’t but more a matter of shouldn’t. It was her turn to hold it together. Her father had been the rock through all the pain in the years prior—Caroline’s death being the most trying time in either of their lives…until then. I still can’t believe my baby brother is…gone…

      She didn’t want to wake him, but she had to. Someone at the gate needed him. Why can’t they just leave us alone for a few days? But she knew that was as much Phil’s fault as anything. Ever since Savannah’s abduction, he insisted that all threat assessments be made by him personally.

      “Gordon, got an ETA?” she heard the radio squawk.

      It was Jerry calling from the Command Post, checking to see if she’d wakened him yet. On the open air, individuals only went by code names. Payton’s was Gordon—named after a famous, cussing TV chef—due to her growing reputation as Lord of the Kitchen. Another newly enacted security procedure was to use separate frequencies for security and routine business, hence why Jerry was acting as the intermediary in the communications between Payton and the gate guards.

      “Three minutes,” she said, as she started to caress Phil’s hair. “Dad…Dad…”

      He started to grunt.

      “Dad, wake up,” she practically whispered.

      Phil shook his head with a start, picking it up off the pillow and looking straight at her, but not seeing her. After a few seconds, his eyes finally constricted and he put his head back down. “What?” he said irritably, still groggy and thinking about the nightmare that had just been interrupted. Payton could see his eyes were puffy and red.

      “Southwest corner called in something,” Payton replied. “One person, wandering up the highway all alone, slowly, staring at our property like he’s assessing it.” People wandered past the property fairly regularly, but most kept their eyes straight down the road, trying to appear harmless. She knew automatically Phil would want to know what was different about this one. “He should be getting to the main gate about now.” She studied his non-motion for a few more seconds. “You getting up?”

      Phil let out a big sigh. “Yes. I’m up, drill sergeant.” His tone was a bit more rude than usual. He pushed himself off the cot, swinging one-and-a-half legs toward the tent floor.

      She stood up and left the tent, feeling sorry for her father once again. She didn’t know what to make of it because she was so used to the head-butting dynamic. Maybe the changing world will bring us back together…All she knew was Phil and Savannah would both need her.

      Her daughter had been through so much—the world as she knew it had disappeared, and the nine-year-old had no real life-experience to frame it against. In less than three weeks, she had lived through the worst natural disaster in modern history, never to see many of her friends again. She’d been abducted, rescued, and survived an attack by armed marauders. And just two days earlier, she’d learned that her only uncle was killed in a military operation to save an aircraft carrier. My poor baby. She worried for her daughter.

      Once Phil opened the tent flap and stepped out, she trailed behind him up the path towards the main lot, heading towards the kitchen as he peeled off for the gate. Savannah was in the trailer that used to serve as a classroom and was now the kitchen and food prep area. She stepped in and saw her daughter coloring in the corner.

      “Everything okay?” Teddy Wilson asked. He and Donna Gladstone were helping prep potatoes, onions, and carrots for the big stew they were preparing to hang over the range’s firepit.

      “Yeah…” Payton mumbled, still thinking about how her father was holding up. “I’m just starting to really worry about this whole food thing. Dad is planning some sort of big meeting tonight. People coming in from Mason and West Slaughter Counties. I think a couple of them are the leaders of groups he invited to stay here.”

      “And he expects us to feed them all?” Donna asked incredulously.

      “Uh, no. I mean…I don’t think so.” She paused for a moment, looking out the door at Josh Bryant as he walked from the office to the northwest corner fighting position. Josh’s brother and nephew were headed toward her at the kitchen, hauling fresh game in meat packs on their backs. “I’m just thinking in general. The ‘community stew-pot’ thing helps stretch the food, but I’m pretty sure that some people are starting to run low on what they brought.” She could see the bulbs coming on over their heads. “This is a simple math problem—how many calories per day will everyone get to eat over winter?”

      “Way to dampen a mood, girl,” Teddy said half playfully. Though they’d just met eight days earlier, Payton had started developing a spirited, platonic relationship with the high-energy Teddy, something she desperately needed since learning of Crane’s death. When she’d failed to respond to that, he finally broke the silence. “Hellooooo. Earth to Payton.” She looked at him. “What are we doing about it?” he continued in a semi-concerned tone.

      “Josh said he has an idea,” she mentioned, turning back to the doorway to stare at his butt as he disappeared around a tree. It’d better be a good one, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      The little old lady known as The Godfather by her subordinates, Sandy McCallister, was only half-listening as the National Guard Soldier gave her and the rest of the Slaughter County Unified Command a vehicle tour of Bartlett. That group was comprised of a variety of civic leaders operating as one, big council. They were closing in on three weeks into this crisis. It had not escaped Major Adam Matsumoto’s attention that most of the FEMA and political leaders were doing their best to stay out of the common person’s line-of-sight.

      It had been his turn to run the morning meeting for the UC, and so without asking permission, he scheduled a convoy of HumVees to provide an armed escort around the central and north parts of the county. He’d been hearing entirely too much politically slanted speculation in the recent meetings, and he was tired of it. The former active-duty officer and Home Depot manager was a people person. He needed these politicians to get out and see the people—and their real problems.

      The fifteen-vehicle procession carried all the mayors, county commissioners, police chiefs, fire chiefs, and FEMA leaders on a tour. He wanted them to understand what it meant to be in a rig having rocks thrown at it. Anyone could say they understood, but it took seeing the rock hit the window combined with the unexpected thud to truly drive home the message he needed them to receive—people were hungry, angry, and desperate. He’d taken them through the zigzag of roads that were still operable—barely—only via a slalom course of broken bridges and fallen cell towers. They’d been sheltered. He wanted them to experience the spine-jarring driving of these roads over the worsening cracks and crevices that had formed nineteen days earlier.

      They were in the final quarter of the tour, which had taken three hours. Sandy was not happy with the major. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about people’s plight—she’d gotten into emergency management because she did care about serving her community. She just didn’t like the surprise. The course of her career had evolved from one of service to one of control and influence. She was upset that she’d made it so close to retirement before all of this happened. Major Matsumoto was showing ingenuity and back-bone, and she hadn’t given him permission to have those. It’s always the ones who were active duty before joining the Guard that I seem to have problems with, she thought.

      “What are those obstacles halfway up the hill on each of these crossroads?” she yelled over the roar of the giant tires, bumpy road, and diesel engine. She was asking the staff sergeant driving her vehicle. He’d been yammering about this and that for most of the trip. Probably parroting some theme the major made him memorize, Sandy thought before tuning him out a half-hour earlier.

      “Those are the barricades, Ma’am,” he replied, somewhat shocked. “Those are the check-points that each area is establishing to control who enters and exits their neighborhood.” He couldn’t believe she had to ask that question after all he’d been explaining.

      “Why haven’t you dismantled those yet?” she countered.

      The staff sergeant was no fool. He had seriously contemplated pretending he had no idea as his response. It was probably the frustration of being one of the idiots that hadn’t abandoned his post yet that made him provide a shot of honesty. “We’re down to 230 members, Ma’am. There are 41,000 people and thirty-two square miles in Bartlett, let alone the entire county. Where do you suppose we start?” The other passengers in the vehicle sucked all the air out of it as they tried to pretend they hadn’t just heard him say that. “Ma’am,” he added when he realized the gravity of the error.

      Sandy had the experience to let that slide and file it for later, but she knew this man would soon disappear anyway. “Sergeant,” she said in her fake Southern accent. “I’m going to let that tone slide this time.”

      He could feel her staring. “Yes, Ma’am,” was all he mustered.

      “How often are you pelted with rocks and such on a patrol?” He was much too junior to let her feelings be bothered by a snide comment.

      “Several, Ma’am. And once it starts on any given street, it always continues in that spot from then on. The original locations are using Molotov cocktails, now.”

      “So I’ve heard,” she replied, mulling over the recent daily reports. The major’s tour was having an impact, but not the one he had intended. She knew the truth already—people couldn’t provide for themselves anymore. Most of them couldn’t, anyway. We need to start containing zones and let the rest fend for themselves. Her thoughts were firing faster than her logic could track them. Manpower will continue to be an issue. The stupid Feds can’t seem to get any food up here. We are going to be hosed in an exponential way very soon. Need to get that fool of a sheriff and the major on board with resource and weapons confiscation. PR—that’s our biggest issue. How to get these people to realize it’s for the greater good?
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        * * *

      

      “Joe, this is Doctor…” Phil said, dragging the last sound out while looking to Stu to fill in his name.

      “Stu. Just call me Stu,” he said, chuckling softly and shaking Jose Santillan’s hand. “Or Doc.”

      “Yeah—Stu,” Phil mumbled. In normal times he might offer an apology and quip about his absent-mindedness. This was a moment in his life that zero craps were given about such things. “Uh, listen…Could you maybe put Doc up in your pop-up camper with you for a bit? We’ve struck a deal for him to shelter here while he plans his way north. We’ll try to get some info on the radio while he takes a look at our overall health profile.”

      “No problem,” Joe, the club’s fiery secretary said. “As long as you don’t mind snoring.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Stu said. “I’ve been in a lot worse environments the last few weeks.”

      “On second thought, why don’t we give him a cot right in the storeroom?” Joe suggested. He was referring to the locking room at the end of the rifle line that had become their infirmary.

      “Great. Whatever. Make it happen,” Phil agreed. Why do I have to decide everything?! “Can you also give Doc a tour? Thanks.” He wasn’t really asking.

      “Well, actually, I was—”

      Phil cut him off. “Don’t really care, Joe. We all got our problems.” Did your son just die, Joe? Just get on it! He was already leaving the office and slammed the door behind him.

      He made the hard right off the office deck and headed down the road between the rifle line and Bays 1 thru 4. He stopped off at his tent, dropping off his battle rifle and prosthetic leg, opting to switch to crutches for a bit. He’d been on the false leg a lot the last several days and was trying to give his stump and skin some rest periods. He crutched his way down to the conex boxes that doubled as a school and safety zone for the children and found the John Deere Gator parked there. He hopped in and made the two-minute drive up the northern road that eventually wound up in the upper area they called The Field. Once up there, he made a hard right towards the south end and found Jerry on an extension ladder leaning against a fir tree.

      After shutting down the small utility vehicle, he heard Jerry proclaim, “You showed up in the nick of time. See that roll of tape?” He was pointing at the base of the tree.

      Phil picked up the hint and retrieved the item, throwing it the twelve or so feet up to his primary HAM operator.

      “Whatcha up to Jerr?” Phil asked.

      “’Bout twelve feet!” Phil didn’t laugh. Jerry immediately realized it was way too soon for jokes with Phil. “Sorry. Just got done setting up a new antenna, but I’ve had too much SWR so I’m breaking and re-wrapping the connections to check for moisture or oxidation.”

      Phil had no idea what that meant and regretted asking. “Sounds good,” he lied. “Did you get confirmation?”

      “Yep. They figure to be here around 5, 5:30.” Jerry stared at Phil, then decided to come down off the ladder. “If you have time, I have some comms stuff that is very relevant to the meeting.”

      “Yeah, I agree. What exactly are you thinking?” Phil asked, hoping it wouldn’t be a technical diatribe.

      “They call it an ‘SOI’, which means a Signals Operating Instruction. The short version is that it is a plan and protocol for linked groups for both routine and unplanned emergency communications. I feel so strongly that all the like-minded groups need to align on this that I’ve been hand-writing several copies.”

      “You got it, Jerry. One of your trainees can cover the CP?” Phil was keenly aware that a lack of knowledgeable people running their command post was a major issue.

      “Yeah. No sweat.” One of Don Kwiatkowsky’s grandkids was Jerry’s primary trainee, and he was only thirteen years old. “James is really picking it up, and I’ll have Tanya there, too.”

      “Good.” Phil was already getting into the gator and putting his crutches in the bed behind him.

      “Hey, Phil,” Jerry went on before the boss could escape. “Any more thought to the latrine situation up here?”

      “I think Craig said something about how they made septic systems in the old days. Once they turn one of the cedars into boards, they’ll bury a big, floorless cedar box, fill it with rocks or gravel, somethin’, somethin’. Not really sure, but it’s gonna happen. Gotta go, Jerry,” Phil said shortly.

      He hit the gas and headed back down the hill to the lower part of the club. He stopped off at some of the back conex boxes near the pond where he planned on having the meeting that evening. He stared at the spot near the picnic table that was back there and recalled the day Crane had taken his training wheels off his bike. His eyes filled with tears in the solace that came with being alone for a few minutes. Soon a sob escaped as the water began to flow. Son, I love you so much, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s called ‘tangle-foot’,” Josh explained. He was instructing club member John Horn and John’s kids—Zach, sixteen, and Levi, twelve—in the art of building a perimeter.

      “But I don’t get why we have to clear all this brush,” Levi complained.

      “Shut it, Levi,” his older brother scolded. He didn’t like the manual labor any better than his sibling, but he hated the whining noise even worse.

      “Guys…” John started in.

      “No, it’s okay,” Josh said. Maybe a little class-time will help, he thought. “You boys want to know what being in the Army was all about? This is it.” Josh decided a little break while painting the big picture would sooth them a bit. The end of the world was a lot more laborious than people were ready for. “Everyone, drop your tools and follow me.”

      They were on the far side of the field, and he started walking the small contingent to the north-east corner of the club’s property. After four hundred feet, they arrived at the spot where Craig Wageman and Tyler Wilson were using the Kubota to dig a large hole and line it with some decent sized timber. There was an abundance of trees that had fallen in the hammer, and they weren’t going to let them go to waste. There was a team of people choking the fallen logs with chains and using the horses that Pam Jorgenson had brought to drag them into the field. They were using handsaws and chainsaws to take the branches off, leaving a large bare log exposed.

      “This position here will be turned into a post for keeping an eye on the woods in this direction,” Josh started. “This entire eastern side is a big security concern. We may have plenty of room for everyone here at the range, but there’s a point where it becomes too difficult to guard the whole perimeter. With me so far?”

      All three members of the Horn clan nodded, saving questions for the end.

      “This position will be fortified with logs to provide cover and a roof. We’ll wind up building three or four of these on the 500-ish meter length of this side of the property. There’s two major issues, though.” He paused because Levi was starting to throw rocks at a stump.

      “Levi!” John commanded. The pre-teen huffed and turned to face Josh. “Sorry,” he said to their instructor.

      Josh gave John a quick look to say it’s fine and turned directly to address the young man. “I know this is boring, pal, but let me ask you something.” Josh knew the family had just walked to the range from their home in the north end of the county. They had probably endured their fair share of hardship by this point. “What’s the scariest thing you’ve encountered since the earthquakes?”

      Levi shot a look at his dad, who nodded for him to answer. “I guess it’s the burnt-up bodies in the cars on the highway,” the young man answered after pondering a few seconds.

      “Yeah,” Josh said. “I get that. I saw those quite a bit in Iraq, and it freaked me out every time. Now you should hear what everyone here has been scared by.” He stopped to make sure he had the tween’s full attention. “Several days ago, a girl was kidnapped off this property.”

      Levi looked like he couldn’t figure out if his leg was getting pulled. Josh ignored the skepticism and kept talking. “Several of us went and rescued her, and three days ago some people came back to retaliate. See that grave over there?” He pointed to the lumber-cross planted at Fred’s grave. The scumbags buried nearby had only a large stone as a marker. “That is one of our friends, killed here that night.” He scanned the kid’s face, which had seemed to grow a level of concern. “So, if you can’t hack it out here with the grown-ups, I can make sure you go spend time in the school with the little kids.”

      Josh looked at John to make sure he hadn’t drawn the father’s ire, but John was studying his son’s reaction, fully supporting the scare tactic. After several seconds, Levi looked at the ground. “Sorry,” he mumbled. His older brother rubbed his head in the way that big brothers do.

      “Water under the bridge, pal,” Josh said. He continued the lesson. “In between these foxholes we need to install some wire. We have barbed wire rolls for some areas, but we also have regular fencing wire. We’ll zigzag it back and forth between trees about waist high, but we need to do it where the bushes and grass can grow back up through it. It will be there for several years, but intruders will never see it. They can try to sneak through, but they’ll get caught up and make a large ruckus trying to escape.”

      Zach’s curiosity was piqued. “Why the tower, then?” Josh was having a guard tower—more of a large “Jenga-stack” of logs that would be about twelve feet high—constructed on the far side of the field where the main road from the lower range broke through the forest. It would get capped with a deck, roof, and some logs for cover on the front.

      Good question, he thought, noting Zach was keenly listening to everything. “Very observant. You ever hear the expression…well, any expression, I guess, about the high ground?” Zach nodded. “The high ground is a tactical advantage. Someone up there with night-vision will be able to see almost the entire eastern side and provide covering fire to any of these positions.”

      He continued the lecture as he slowly led them back to their tools. About the time the group got to the tools, Josh’s older brother and nephew, Eli and Jeff, came strolling out of the woods on the east side. Eli was carrying a bow, Jeff had a Remington hunting rifle, and they were each wearing a game pack with meat in it on their backs.

      “Bagged one, huh?” Josh asked. “Doe, I take it,” he guessed, based on the meat—or lack of it—in the packs the men were wearing.

      “Yeah.” Eli’s face wore a frown. “Not sure how much longer this’ll last. I think these woods will be over-hunted soon.”

      Josh had left the Horn men at their workstation and started following his brother and nephew across the field to take the road down. Dadgummit, he frowned to himself. I guess hunting seasons only matter when the state can be out there, ticketing people…

      The three men were quiet for the ten-minute walk back to the main area near the kitchen. Eli finally broke the ice. “I sure wish we had a huntin’ dog. I’d like to go look for a bear west of here, near the Mount Verde forest. Pretty sure I saw scat at least twice when we were on the rescue mission, and I wasn’t even really lookin’ for it.”

      That got Josh thinking. “Several members out here have brought their dogs with them. I’ve been thinking about how to put them to work. What breeds should I be asking about as I talk to people?” he asked his brother.

      “Anything with hound, beagle, or ridgeback. If it’s young enough, we can probably still train it.”

      “Roger that,” Josh said, peeling off from his family to check the northwest watch since he’d wandered to this side of the range’s property. He saw Payton in the kitchen door, glancing casually in his direction. He found her presence soothing, but his thoughts quickly dissolved into the unpleasant memories of two divorces and a post-war struggle with drinking. This is home, now. Nothin’ good can come from hurting her…
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        Awe.

      

      

      

      Most people don’t have a clue how prison really works. Bad guys get guarded by good guys, right? Not exactly. Smart bad guys figure out a couple of important things. For one, they have time to concentrate on their personal goals—like learning dead languages and teaching them to others. Whether Latin or the Language of the Birds, they now have a medium to communicate that nobody else knows. The term “jailhouse lawyer” comes from the fact that the brightest of them learn the law, oftentimes better than their public defenders. They also study the sciences, such as chemistry—for making better products and explosives—and physics. They figure out that not all leverage applies literally.

      Prison staff, especially the guards, have to go to great lengths to hide their personal information. In the modern age, though, it isn’t enough. Connected gang leaders behind bars feed the names to their unconfined networks, and in turn, those names wind up on a list. This applies to the lower-risk lock-up facilities and county jails, too. The guards are smart, too—they know the game. They go to work, scouting for that suspicious car that may just be waiting to take their family hostage. This is the harsh truth that the government at all levels hides from the public—our respect for life—especially our loved ones—is our vulnerability.

      The day the hammer fell, a clock started ticking. For some guards it was immediate—I’m never going back there again. They knew that once they did, they would most likely never see home again. Some, like the divorcees and older ones whose kids had grown up, made that final trip. Some counties had planned for this by preparing shelter and food to house the guards. Others did not. Prisons need electricity to operate. The electronic gates and cameras serve as force multipliers, which reduced the number of guards needed. With the absence of electricity and half the guards not coming to work…well, it didn’t take long for the foxes to rule the henhouse after that.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer, Minus 2 Hours.

      

      Guess it’s a good thing I took the new schedule, Earl Garren thought. He felt a small victory over karma knowing he wouldn’t have to deal with the I-5 traffic that evening. The retired Army Ranger, starting his third year as a civilian, worked at the Bass Pro Shop down in Tacoma. Back on active duty, he and his family had always lived near post. But the traffic in Western Washington was so horrendous, they moved up to Des Moines so his wife would have a short commute to her job. He hated Des Moines, but the smaller, cheaper home supported his true passion—their hunting and fishing cabin near North Bend, about forty-five miles northeast.

      About twice per year, Bass Pro Shop would scramble the employee’s schedules so that nobody got too used to having true weekends off. He didn’t mind. The twenty percent employee discount was worth it, and trout had to eat on Monday’s and Tuesday, too. This was the first Monday-Tuesday weekend he had on the new schedule, and he decided to forego the cabin while they figured out how he would support things like picking up kids from school. The earthquake that morning had reminded everyone how fragile things were. At least it wasn’t the big one.

      [Brrrt—Household 6: “Be home in 20. JL decided to close up and go home.”]

      [Earl: “K”]

      Earl was a man of few words. The forty-two-year-old, 6’ 2” former Sergeant First-Class loved his family and friends, but he detested using phones unless absolutely necessary. Victoria, known to everyone else as Tori, had fallen in love with that strength and had learned to tolerate the quiet. She was sometimes perplexed at how some of her friend’s husbands could carry on active, hour-long phone calls with their wives. “It’s all part of having a vagina,” Earl would say, knowing his wife would pound him in the arm—hard—when he made sexist jokes like that.

      Tori was truly the one person he would allow to boss him. She didn’t know it, but he had entered her name as “Household 6” into his phone, a common GI Joe euphemism for a soldier’s spouse. It indicated she was the unit commander. He may’ve been the SFC, but she was the CO. Tori was an Admin Assistant at a nearby financial planner’s office, and it was relatively easy to shut up the store, when needed.

      He remembered he’d forgotten to tell Tori about the kids. [Earl: “Got an auto-message. School’s out. Kids should be home soon.”] The 7.1 earthquake had rocked them, but Earl figured it was the plane crash that had solidified Des Moines decision to cancel school. All the local fire and police resources were assisting the airport, he guessed.

      He was sitting at his garage work bench and decided that he needed to get back to tying fishing flies. All this texting was wearing him out.

      [Brrrt.] He ignored it and kept tying. [Brrrt.] Earl huffed and figured if he didn’t check it, this would be the time one of his kids was hurt.

      [Brrrt—Con-Man: “Dude. Answer your phone.”]

      [Earl: “What? Didn’t ring”] Con-Man was Conner Moore, the yang to Earl’s yin. They’d served together in the 75th Ranger Battalion at Joint Base Lewis McChord, but Conner got out after twelve years to tend to a divorce. He lived in Tacoma and was a heavy-equipment operator who worked wherever the union sent him, which for a few months had been to West Seattle.

      [Brrrt—Con-Man: “All work suspended for state inspections. Should be off work in an hour or so. Beer?”]

      Earl hit the “blue-thumb” of approval. [Earl: “Pick me up. Waiting for kids.”]

      As if on cue, he heard the familiar sound of the front door opening and a backpack hitting the floor. Owen, he thought. Owen Henry and Piper Elizabeth, thirteen and fifteen, were the entire world to Earl. He figured he’d give it until Tori got home before he sent out the search party for his daughter. Maybe they’ll say there’s a cracked overpass so I don’t have to go to Tacoma tomorrow, he thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer

      

      The slamming of the 80” TV on the floor made no noise. That is to say, not any noticeable noise, as compared to the noise made by the range hood that had shaken off the ceiling and the three industrial refrigerators slamming into each other. Or the other noises, like the couches and recliners hitting the ceiling, or the windows shattering, or the alarm klaxons that screamed for about ten seconds before shutting off when the lights did.

      The loudest noise, though, came several minutes into the event. It sounded like a freight train had decided to jump tracks and tip over, but it emanated from the ground and floor below. It didn’t matter where someone on McNeil Island in Southwest Puget Sound stood—they heard it. They felt it. They were the noise, and it was them. As Tahoma sent her wrath towards space, the earth sent her sounds out towards the north and west. Nobody near Tacoma had to see the black and gray clouds billowing skyward to know Tahoma had erupted—she told them.

      Forty-year-old Christopher “Sticky” Wood started laughing. By the time the shaking stopped, he was hysterical. If it wasn’t for the sharp pain in his left elbow from landing on it when he first hit the tile floor in the dwelling unit’s dayroom, he would’ve been having the time of his life. He enjoyed the looks of terror and concern on everyone’s face, not just the guards and counselors, but the other residents. Damn perverts are scared. Look at ‘em! He was beside himself.

      He had no delusions that he was not one of the perverts, but that didn’t stop him from calling the other rapists and pedophiles that every chance he got. Especially when he figured out which counselors it pissed off. He was one of the forty percent of the island’s 197 ‘residents’ that refused to participate in counseling. He couldn’t stand the thought of some granola-eating, feel-good psychologist trying to dive into his head. There was no room for himself in there—he sure as hell wasn’t going to let someone else in.

      Sticky had no love for the pedophiles, as even he had a code he’d never break. His hate was born out of being a child-victim himself, but his crimes were crimes of rage. The rapes and eventual murders—they’ve never tied those to me, he reminded himself—were just the shadow escaping. His victims of preference were women in their twenties who looked like his mother, followed closely by killing anyone who conflicted with the Risen Dead MC’s interests. He didn’t know what to call the shadow inside him, but he knew whatever it was, it needed to eat.

      Sticky and his older brother were the sons of a professional meth-cook biker who’d spent most of his life in prison. Their addict mother turned tricks for cash and disappeared into her room for days at a time. There was that one regular, though, whose thirst was never quite quenched by the time she passed out stoned. That particular gremlin eventually went away for good, but the damage was done. Sticky earned his nickname when he was eleven, winning a dare and a bet by having sex with a sheep. His fourteen-year-old brother wasn’t thrilled when he heard about the dare or the nickname, understanding it was a play on their last name. The kid all the other kids called Legion beat the living hell out of the one that put up the money for the bet, earning a seven-month trip to a juvenile detention camp in the process.

      When the shaking stopped and the noise turned into a deafening silence, Sticky spent several seconds catching his breath and trying to stop laughing. He eventually got to his feet and started to look around. Everyone was dazed. I don’t suppose the fences fell, he wondered. Can’t possibly be that lucky. He figured the fences were for the public anyhow—geez, it’s an island, people.

      Nobody knew what to do. One of the very few ways this place differed from a prison is that the residents could go from building to building to courtyard to garden to ballfield at will, for the most part. Sticky made his way outside and saw staff running like a horde of headless chickens. Where do they think they’re goin’?

      Holding his left elbow near his ribs, he looked up through the drizzle at the battleship-gray fist growing skyward and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 4 and 1/2 Hours.

      

      It had been a much drier, fateful October day on the eastern side of the Cascade Mountains. The ash was settling, changing everything into a gray, gravelly lunarscape. This was the moment the sun was dipping below the mountains, but it had been “dusk” all afternoon. The city of Ellensburg was normally a picturesque town. Fairly flat and level, it housed a small university and the biggest hospital on the I-90 corridor between Seattle and Spokane. It situated itself in farming territory on the north side of the highway, right where the south-easterly run off of the slopes veered due east.

      The drier air meant the ash was taking its time, but the pebbles weren’t. It started hailing pebbles in this part of the state about ninety minutes after Tahoma blew her top, and it was finally tapering off. The ash was taking the pebbles’ place, settling down on everything—roofs, cars, storm drains…and the tent city that had started to spring up east of KVH Hospital.

      There was just one block between Mountain View Park and the hospital, making it an ideal place for the triage to take place. When Cascadia played her music, the entire state of Washington and parts of Oregon, Idaho, and British Columbia had all danced to the shake, rattle, and roll. When Dr. Sorab Gupta picked himself up off the floor in surgery, he called out orders to have his department go set up triage in the park to the east. The head of the small college town’s ER department had been through this before.

      He finished up the elective, ventral hernia surgery as quickly as the back-up power would allow but was constantly flashing back to the June, 1991, eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in the Philippines. The Mumbai native was finishing his residency in Manila and recalled walking through ash a year later. Experience taught him that elective surgeries became a thing of the past for a while.

      There were really only two people in the ER department he trusted for such a task, and he’d made sure they were the two who always participated in the small city’s emergency drills. The pair of women were both strong leaders and experienced in treating the typical trauma in this part of the state—farming and highway accidents. Dr. Sandra Tennant may’ve had rank, but Charge Nurse Natalie Grace was the backbone of the operation.

      Natalie had arranged for the volunteer firefighters to get her some large, canvas tents and make sure the typical emergency-management triage tarps—green, yellow, red, and black—were lashed to the top. They needed to keep the ash and gravel off the patients, but still let people know where to take them.

      Most of the patients were from auto accidents, being driven in by neighbors and Good Samaritans. There had been some older-building collapses, but most people fortunate enough to survive were doomed to die a lonely, frozen, dehydrated death a few days later. There just weren’t enough resources to tend to everything.

      The trickle of trucks and patients had been steady, but the flow was impacted by clogged air filters and fuel injectors, coupled with giant holes in the roads. Natalie’s job was to sort the patients for Sandra by probable survivability. Green were walking wounded and basically expected to get off their bum and help. Yellow and red might have a chance. Nobody wanted to wind up in the tent under the black tarp. It was a cold, heartless decision, not unlike a military commander ordering her troops to perform a mission nobody would return from.

      “We need push brooms,” Natalie ordered a firefighter.

      “Seriously?” the young volunteer questioned. Nobody had taken time for water, let alone food. Blood sugar was getting low and so was patience.

      “Find some brooms,” Natalie commanded. “Knock the roofs from the inside. Don’t get it in the door. You wanna see a tent collapse?” I’m gonna knock some morons out if I have to keep explaining myself…

      She shook her head and coughed some dust as she wandered over to the next person being carried in by civilians. They were using a sleeping bag as a stretcher. “Story?” Natalie asked the rescuers as she bent down to the woman and wiped some dust off her cheek. She was assessing the lady’s shock level. The woman turned her head and looked at Natalie, dazed.

      “I-90. We were—”

      “Yellow,” she said, pointing to the correct tent. In a matter of five seconds, she knew. That was triage—less taking vital signs and more experience-born instinct. Assuming there wasn’t a massive hemorrhage or deformity, Natalie then looked for labored breathing and skin tone.

      The lower layer of pebbles crunched under the now twelve-inch deep layer of ash as Natalie plowed through the dust, heading over to Sandra at the red tent. While it had been less than five hours, it had felt like one and she was tired enough for it to have been twenty.
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        * * *

      

      “Look! Look where I’m pointing! Son-of-a—! Right there, Prospect!”

      “Gotcha. When do you want us to start?” the senior prospect for the Risen Dead Motorcycle Club asked his State President.

      “Be ready by dark. But I’ll tell you we’re going when it’s time, so don’t get stupid,” Legion growled. “Now, grab that hang-around that showed up and get the utility closet prepped for the man. I want him separated from his ol’ lady, so she’ll go into the parts-area for now. I do not want our families knowing about this until absolutely necessary. Got it?”

      “Every word, Legion.” With that, the head-shaven prospect went to perform his chores.

      Life in a “1-percenter” MC wasn’t for the faint of heart in the best of times. Legion may have been born to be an outlaw, but that didn’t make him stupid. Like any organization, the brightest and the Type-A’s tended to float to the top. Prospects didn’t generally get the luxury of having names, and hang-arounds usually didn’t warrant any conversation from the man in charge of every chapter in the state.

      The Risen Dead MC was by far the largest club in Washington State, known in that world as the “dominant club.” No club—not even those clubs that dominated other states—flew their colors in Washington without Legion’s permission. It was truly a caste-system operating in the world, right under most Americans’ noses. The club had six chapters and almost seventy fully-patched members in Washington state. When prospects, hang-arounds, and “support clubs”—clubs that were directly tied to the parent club and usually flew some other variation of the colors, name, and patch—were added, their numbers grew by a factor of five. That’s called an army, and Legion knew it.

      Four of those chapters were on the west side of the Cascades and had standing orders to fall-in to the main clubhouse—Legion’s home and business—in the eventual subduction zone collapse. Legion knew immediately this event was no normal event—getting everyone here would be luck. Never expected the mountain to pop. That’ll make it hard for brothers to get here…Some would eventually trickle in, and he couldn’t wait.

      This was an opportunity. One of the things the smart outlaw knew was that unlike the ethnic gangs who dealt in the exotic vices, he would always be able to supply his customers with crank…and women. The other gangs would all take to the sex-trade, too, and he wouldn’t fight that. But he would dominate the addicts, because the Black gangs would run out of crack, the Hispanics would run out of coke, the Asians would run out of heroine, and the Russians would run out of guns—for a while, anyway...

      Like a smart leader, he knew he needed communications and was kicking himself for not taking care of this the dozens of times he’d told himself to. Legion started waking his crews up to prepping years earlier. They had a plan and enough stores to last them while they enacted it. He would round up the members’ families for safety to start. Then they would start taking anything they needed, especially when the National Guard started to thin out in numbers.

      Legion owned a hot-rod and chopper customization shop in the neighborhood north of Pacific Raceways in east King County. The front 2,500 square feet was his business, and about that much again in the back was his two-story clubhouse, which he and his woman and kids lived in full-time. The club was his life—it always came first. For everything. This was the distinction between hardcore 1-percenters and all the rest. Even if he stepped down as state president, he would always have a clubhouse in his home. In fact, it wasn’t even truly his home. As part of the commitment, every member signed over the titles to their motorcycles to be club property. Legion had signed over his entire home and business—the only way he would leave the Risen Dead was in a body bag.

      “What’s on your mind, brother?” Trip asked him, noticing the prospect was making himself busy. Both men were standing on the elevated deck that overlooked the back parking area of the clubhouse. They could see houses in both directions.

      “See that house with all the antennas on the other end of the block?” Legion said, pointing east about five homes down.

      “Yeah. Dude must hate the cable companies!” Trip quipped.

      “Not exactly,” Legion answered. “Those are HAM radio antennas—a lot of them.” Legion was no small man, at about 6’ 2”. He was fairly muscular, albeit with a whiskey gut. But he was noticeably smaller than his giant State Enforcer. Trip was the man that Legion trusted the most, with the lone exception being his brother on McNeil Island. Trip had one job—protect the state prez’s interest. If chapters were getting pissy with each other, it was Trip’s job to straighten them out.

      His Enforcer wasn’t dumb, either. “We need to grab all that stuff—and the dude who runs it.”

      “Bingo…” Legion said, trailing off for a couple of seconds. “And the houses on all sides of this property. We need to push our perimeter out and make room for the families.” He did not break his gaze on the house with the antennas until he heard the sounds of two 103-cubic-inch Harley engines rumbling into the neighborhood. He looked at Trip. “We need to make sure the support clubs get word to get their butts in here, too.” We’re gonna need manpower… Fast.
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        “There is but one degree of commitment: total.”

        —Arnie Sherr

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 18 Days.

      

      It was sadly ironic. In every major city west of the continental divide, citizens were experiencing rolling blackouts at a bare minimum. It wasn’t just the obvious victims that had to adjust to life without electricity. When people around the eastern half of America talked about what was happening, they subconsciously thought about those poor Washingtonians. The sharper few realized that Cascadia had impacted Oregon, Idaho, and British Columbia, too. But out west, reality was much harsher.

      The loss of power exports from Washington—followed soon via legislative action from the rest of the western states that sold electricity—had impacted every portion of every state in the American West. Society had set itself for an eruption of its own for decades by conditioning people in the exact opposite direction of natural. Just-in-time delivery systems, all of the world’s encyclopedic information on every phone, and year-round, sixty-eight-degree air conditioning had spoiled people—and made them lazy.

      When smaller cities and counties began to comply with state mandates to induce rolling blackouts, the people weren’t happy. When the blackouts quit rolling and began sustaining, they began to revolt. So many depended on power as an absolute must to their income that they started to get panicky. Instagram influencers, E-Bay resellers, and online vendors started to unite in their worry. The larger cities had pulled the long-straw for the moment—the banks’ computer servers and the tourism dollars that cities counted on were going to be the very last thing to have their power cut. Los Angeles’ residents were—ironically— “kept in the dark” the longest about what was in store for them.

      It was difficult for someone in Utica to understand why the Seattle earthquake would cause power outages in Las Vegas—or so the media thought—so the riots out west were downplayed in the nightly news. That didn’t change reality, though. The hammer’s shockwaves were still rippling back and forth around the world and internet in ways most Americans would never even consider. The devastation to Amazon and Microsoft were just the start. Digital currency mining, enhanced AI research, micro-genetics—most future technologies were impacted and, therefore, the economies of the various countries that had been riding on the future success of those technologies.
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        * * *

      

      Josh saw Payton near the range’s big firepit at the intersection of Bay 4, the “school conexes”, and the northern road to The Field. It was overcast but dry, and she was hanging laundry on the u-shaped clothesline they’d fashioned around the back half of the firepit, closer to the rifle line berm. Wow, she looks good. Even pregnant, Josh thought, and immediately chastised himself. Stop! The older he got, the more detached he became from the young man’s game of gawking at women just for their looks. Still…there was just something about the way she…hangs laundry? Just stop. She’s still mourning the disappearance of her ‘baby-daddy’…

      “Hey,” he said as casually as he could. “What’s up?” What’s up? Just stop, you idiot.

      “Oh, hi! Didn’t see you coming up,” Payton lied, looking in his direction. “What’s the latest on the security improvements?”

      “Tons going on. This eighty-something acres has a big perimeter. It’s gonna take a while to get it to what I would call acceptable. I wish I could just snap my fingers or somethin’…Oh, what is this about an idea for the logs? Someone said to talk to you about some idea…” he trailed off.

      “Follow,” she commanded and started around the break in the rifle line berm.

      Yes, ma’am! Josh did as he was instructed, still admiring the view despite his earlier self-admonishment. He caught up to her and they stopped a short bit later, smack in the middle of the settings for holding targets on the 100-yard line. They were looking back towards the covered line and benches to the west.

      “For some reason, we’ve been filling in all the spots around the lower dozen acres with tents and campers except this one—the first forty percent of the rifle line,” she said.

      “Yeah, I guess I hadn’t really thought about that,” Josh admitted. The two were slowly strolling through the field. There was a small berm at the fifty-yard markers, but other than that, there was essentially a big flat football-field sized space not being utilized. “But we will still need to sight-in our rifles. We already have some crowding at the other end of the rifle range, tucked into the berms as they go up hill to the farthest cliff,” he countered. “Putting stuff here would interfere with that.”

      “Yes, but you only need one shooting lane for sighting-in. Just sight-in one or two rifles at a time from Bench 24,” she countered. She walked over to the edge of the field to get into the approximate spot between that bench and the down-range berm.

      Josh followed her and started looking back and forth. “Yeah…I guess we could keep people from putting tents in this line of fire. Of course, we’d have to clear everyone out of the other tents anyway, for safety.” He looked back at Payton. “What’s all of this have to do with the logs?”

      “So other than this line-of-fire, you agree that the first half of the rifle line could be better utilized?” She needed Josh on her side so they could team up if her father or the board objected.

      “Let’s say I do…” he said, cautious to commit too early. She’s good… “Quit teasing me.”

      “I think with the horses and the logs and some ropes and pulleys, we could stand up a big log structure that could become almost like one of those old-timey revival tents. Roof. Open-sided. Big spot for meetings, meals, church…”

      A smile started to form on Josh’s face. He locked his eyes onto hers for a moment, then shifted his gaze to her strawberry-blonde hair when he realized she wasn’t going to avert her gaze. Beautiful and smart… “Alright.”

      “Alright?” she asked. “It’s frickin’ genius, thank you very much!”

      “It’s…good…no—great. It’s a great idea. I’ll back you. But I save genius for things like curing cancer and picking winning lotto tickets twice,” he joked.

      Payton reached out and put her hand on his elbow, smiling. “Well, thanks anyway!” Then she switched her tone a bit. “Since I have your attention, I’d like to go over something else. Follow me back that way for a few?”

      “Sure.” They started heading back to the firepit. The youngsters—nine of them, all between the ages of five and eleven—were out there tending to the class homestead center in between the two conex boxes. They were learning to compost, help with meals, and tend rabbits. In spring, they would plant a garden. Josh and Savannah waved to each other when they met glances. She’d taken to him since the rescue.

      Payton continued to hang laundry. “I’m worried about the food. I mean—I’m grateful that Eli and Jeff and a few others are bagging what deer they can. It just isn’t going to go very far.”

      Josh noticed that there were drying racks with some of that morning’s kill positioned around the near side of the firepit. He figured the rest was in the several Dutch-ovens that were hanging over the fire itself. “Yeeaahhh…somethin’ I’ve been thinking about a lot, too. I want to start working some patrols into the schedule, but I need to go over it with your dad and the others at tonight’s big meeting first.”

      “Patrols?” Payton questioned.

      “Well, that’s just a simple way to describe it. I don’t mean send people out to aimlessly look for bad guys. They’d go map the area, look for cargo trucks, see which houses are occupied, which ones look abandoned, scrounge for stuff people left behind, including food.” He could tell by the look on her face she was skeptical. “What?”

      “You mean steal,” she said flatly.

      “No, I mean procure. And get intel. Is it really stealing if we’re sure people have abandoned it? I see it as a moral obligation over letting the tweekers find it first.”

      “But you can’t be sure,” she objected.

      “Okay,” he said, not believing he had to debate ethics with a woman who just admitted to being worried about the food supplies. “I’ll give you a mathematical win—we can’t with 100-percent certainty know that the owners are completely gone, some of the time. But the law of probability will be on our side.”

      “Meaning what?” she said skeptically. She was second-guessing her secret crush’s moral code.

      “Meaning that just like hunting for game, there are signs. Missing vehicles. House is boarded up tight but vacated. A lot of earthquake damage.” Natural deaths and signs of violence, he didn’t add.

      Payton was thinking quietly. After a minute, Josh decided he had tasks to perform. He was going to talk to some of the dog owners about using them for hunting and guard duty. He also wanted their thoughts on killing coyotes and raccoons and using the meat to feed the dogs. He started to walk away.

      “It’s just a lot to take in,” she said to him before he’d moved far. “I’m not saying you’re right…but I’m not saying you’re wrong, either.” She paused while they looked at each other. “I just need to come to terms with it.”

      “With the fact you think we’re stealing?” It was his turn to sound slightly put-off.

      “No. With the fact that in 21st Century America, we have to scavenge to make it through winter.”
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        * * *

      

      Phil leaned on his crutches, his left pant leg rolled up and pinned under his stump just below the knee. The informal jokes and conversation had gone on for the requisite amount of time. It was time to get everyone on track. “Alright, everyone,” he said, a little louder than normal. They were all sitting around a large fire Phil had built in the flat grassy area next to the pond that sprang up every fall and disappeared every summer. They were across from the openings to Bays 7 and 8, near the base of the road that went up and back to The Field.

      Small conversations died down and people began to shut up and listen. “Our guests will need to return to their homes as soon as possible, so let’s get down to business,” Phil instructed. It was only about six in the evening, but it was dark. The day had been one of several heavy days of torrential rains, but the rain had stopped a few hours earlier, which meant sitting by the fire was a pleasant necessity. Most of the people present were currently staying at the range. The rest were the men Phil had met that night at the off-road park, plus the leaders of some similar preparedness groups.

      “Since the introductions were somewhat spread out and muddled, I’d ask that all of the key leaders of the different MAGs introduce themselves.” MAG stood for Mutual Assistance Group, a common term for different groups of families and friends that may be of benefit in terms of self-defense, barter, and similar survival initiatives. “I’m Phil Walker. Yes, that Phil Walker,” he said, deflecting the usual questions about his locally famous incident. He’d learned that even on crutches, people still felt compelled to ask. “I’m one of the board members and the day-to-day manager here at West Sound Sportsmen’s Club,” he said as he sat down.

      The formal introductions went around the fire. The rest of the board and heads of range-families introduced themselves to Gary Stonefence, Kenny “Skinny” O’Brian, Lonnie Everly, and the leaders of five other groups. There were about forty people in all sitting around the fire, representing closer to five hundred people in their various groups, almost a third of whom were already living on the property.

      “I’d like to start, if that’s okay,” Gary said, looking to Phil, who gave him the nod. “First off, it’s not too many places that can sport an open-fire like this anymore,” he commented, primarily to the various family-heads in the group. “If you haven’t realized what a special place you have here, then you need to put some thought into it.” He saw some heads nodding. “Seriously, the fact that you have an armed perimeter with natural barriers and a fence project that is improving every day…that’s hard for us smaller groups to achieve.”

      Phil looked over to Josh, who was sitting to his right using a stick to doodle in the dirt while he listened. I wonder if we should be taking minutes or something, Phil thought. “We’re very fortunate to have the people we have here. I haven’t…” Phil started to feel the frog in his throat. “I’m…” Damn. He couldn’t help but think of Crane. People could see the emotion creep onto his face.

      “It’s ok, Phil,” Don Kwiatkowsky called out. A few others mumbled support, and some even teared up just seeing Phil get emotional.

      He let out a big breath and choked it down. “Thanks, everyone. I’m fine.” He paused just to make sure. “I’ve been a bit short with people lately as I deal with Crane’s death. I’m just thankful that God has sent people like Josh, Eli…all of you. Sorry if I’m forgetting anyone…” With that, Phil started sobbing a bit as the tears fell.

      “Hey, everyone here feels a hole in their heart,” Gary said, taking the heat off Phil. He looked at Skinny Kenny, who gave him a nod. He changed the topic to get the spotlight off Phil’s breakdown. “Some of us had a chance to link up on the trip over here today, and we have something you need to think about.” Gary looked around to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “You need to send a disproportionate response to the people that attacked you.”

      Josh looked up for a moment while the crowd started buzzing. Several “come again” type responses rang out as men and women digested what that meant.

      “Easy to say when it isn’t your lives on the line,” someone called out louder than the rest. Murmurs and comments started to fly as emotions started to flow.

      Phil stood up to signal to everyone to calm down. “Hey. Listen up—”

      “Jerry and I have some things to talk about,” Josh finally blurted out as he stood. Phil didn’t normally take interruptions so gracefully, but he sat back down. Josh had earned some extra tolerance.

      “Jerry, you first.”

      The HAM operator stood up. “I and my assistants have been hand-writing this for days.” He walked over to Gary and handed him a stack of papers. “I want every group here to take two copies of this comms plan.” Gary did as instructed and passed the stack along. Jerry continued. “First, if you don’t have a good radio in the local bands with a decent wattage of power and an antenna as high as you can get it—you’re failing.” This earned a few murmurs.

      “This plan assumes you can transmit in seventy centimeters and two meters, but there’s some six- and ten-meter stuff in there, too. I’ve laid out standard times for regular comms checks four times a day. There’s also a whole set of frequencies in there that everyone should program into their radios and set them to scan. That way we can still get each other’s attention without waiting for the next calling window.” Jerry could see the light coming on for most of them. “I can’t say this enough—power and antenna height are your friends. We can easily talk from one end of this peninsula to the other, especially if we relay messages back and forth.”

      “What’s this’n here list of codes?” Skinny Kenny asked.

      “That’s for Josh to answer,” Jerry said, looking at his cohort.

      “Phil told me about the posse idea,” Josh started. “This will get it rolling.” He looked around and noticed every set of eyes was intently paying attention. “We’re going to start patrolling for supplies, mapping houses and activities, looking for resources. In doing that, we’ll spray-paint the standard CERT markings on the buildings and trucks that have been vacated. Under that we’ll put one of the code words. That way you know it’s us, and we’ll know it’s you. In short, though—we all need to start conducting area intelligence assessments.”

      “I take it the codes are for our people to verify each other in the event they meet unexpectedly? Like ‘flash’ and ‘thunder’ on D-Day?” Gary said.

      “That’s half of it. I think we need some sort of physical mark, too. Double verification will be much harder to fake.”

      “Like a patch or something?” Lonnie suggested. “My sister has an old-school sewing machine. Big one, for leather and canvas. Making a simple patch would work.”

      “Until the scum-bags see it and make it themselves,” someone yelled out.

      “Keep it hidden,” Josh suggested. “Only pull it out when the code-test is passed.” This got a general round of agreement.

      “I like it, Josh,” Phil said, getting up on his crutches. “May I have the floor while everyone ponders that for a bit?” Everyone concurred. “Lonnie, have you all made a decision about moving out here?”

      “We have,” he said. “If you’ll still have us, we plan on moving tomorrow. We have our stuff loaded in several trucks and three cargo trailers. I verified our route through the broken roads on the way today.”

      “Good,” Phil said with a succinct nod. “Actually, great! That’s some great news. We can use your help.” He turned his attention to the other group leaders. “I know you all have your retreats established, but you can consider this a safe rally-point if something bad happens.” This resulted in a few spoken thanks and smiles. “Now. What was this thing about a response, Gary?”

      “You guys were attacked. If you want to reduce—greatly—the chances of that happening again, you need to find the home base of those people…and destroy everyone in it.”

      As the voices started to speak out again, Phil had had enough. “Stop!” he yelled. “He’s my guest, and I want to hear him out!” He was starting to get tired of people cutting him off. Holy Hell, people, just shut up for a second…

      Looking back to Gary, he said, “You know that is easier said than done.”

      “Actually, Phil, it’s pretty simple. Do you know who did it?”

      Phil blew out a deep breath, thinking again of Fred. “Undoubtedly, it is the Matthews clan, the Canal Vista patriarch family of meth-cooks and general, all-around white-trash.”

      “Then that’s who you need to destroy.”

      “There’s some real issues with that, and I don’t mean the moral kind. I have no problem killing those animals,” Phil said. “One is, what do we do with the kids?” This got a bunch of mini-conversations going. “The second is that this county is chomping at the bit to come confiscate weapons. That will surely draw their attention.” More ruckus from the crowd.

      Phil and Gary scanned the crowd a bit, each deeply thinking of their next counterpoint. Phil noticed Josh had gone back to drawing in the dirt with the stick. The rest of the crowd got into their mini-deliberations for close to ten minutes. Phil had finally had enough.

      “Listen!” he commanded, trying to get everyone quiet again. “Josh, do you have an opinion here?” he barked.

      Josh stood up and scanned the faces staring at him. He looked back and forth for several seconds, waiting for an almost-awkward silence to fall. Finally, “This.” He pointed down in the dirt. Everyone looked at him like he had gone mad. “This,” he repeated. “I mean it. Get up! Get up and come look.” Slowly, butts started to get out of folding lawn-chairs and off of benches. He made sure they formed up and passed his dirt circle in the correct direction.

      The crowd slowly filed past his inscription. They were staring at a circle with crosshairs in it, eerily similar to looking through a rifle scope. In the upper left quadrant was a volcano shape with a few steam waves coming off it. The other three quadrants were occupied by three letters— SPP.

      “What is it?” Craig Wageman asked as he walked by.

      Josh ignored him for a moment, looking at Gary and Skinny. “Will you be our ready reserve when we hit them?” The crowd was dead quiet.

      Gary looked not just at Skinny, but at the leaders of all the other MAGs in attendance. “Yes. Each and every time. For any of you.”

      “Then the what-ifs will have to sort themselves out,” Josh announced. “We hit them at 0330 the morning after tomorrow night.” He looked at Lonnie. “Sorry to do this mere hours after you move in, but we can’t do it without your help. Go, or stay back here and guard—but we need you.”

      With no hesitation, Lonnie said, “We’re in. This is our home now.”

      Josh scanned around the crowd once more, finally ending on Craig to answer his question. “Then I present you with the mark of the Slaughter Peninsula Posse.” This got a few nods and approving looks. “Now we just need a motto.”

      “Well, that’s easy,” Phil commented. “I’ve been saying it for years when people ask me why I prep or why my classes are so affordable.” He looked around, realizing he’d actually had quite a few of the non-members in classes over the years. “Well, most of you have already heard this a time or two.” The crowd was silent, waiting for him to say it like it was some sort of spell that would make it official. “Our duty is to be ready.”
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        Road Blocks.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 1 Day.

      

      Natalie and the triage team were taking cat naps in the one tent set up for them throughout the first night. She and Doc Sandra had been taking opposite shifts, assisted by a couple of nurses and ER Techs and CERT and local Fire Department Volunteers. Sleep wasn’t coming—it was mainly a form of eyes-closed rest. Everyone was too amped on adrenaline and worry. As First Responders, they had the same desire to go home and check on things as anybody else—without the liberty to do so.

      Natalie’s husband, Roy, had tried to come down and check on his wife the evening before, knowing her Kia would never make it home. He’d wound up with a slight goose-egg and a broken tie-rod when he drove right off an eighteen-inch tall shelf in the road. The old ’78 Chevy short-bed already had a few spiderweb cracks in the windshield—running the wipers only made the sticky ash smear into streaks. Roy and his minor concussion hiked four miles home and slowly took the farm’s yellow Cub Cadet utility quad the eleven miles into town. The dedicated nurse had shooed him away to tend to the kids and animals with instructions to come back early the next afternoon.

      It was about 6:30 in the morning at this point. Natalie had spelled the doctor for her break about a half hour earlier. Mostly they were tending to the overflow of patients waiting for a chance to go to the hospital. The Ellensburg police, with some backup from the university police, had to start guarding the hospital to force people to the park’s collection point the evening before. The ER department had been vastly overwhelmed, and most people thought they were the exception to the rule about victims checking in at the collection point.

      A few had even dared to vent their frustration about it to Natalie. Most of them said some variation of, “But we were already there! Don’t they know it’s (insert loved one here),” to which Natalie would load her verbal shotgun with a full magazine of truth-slugs and open fire. I haven’t even been home yet! She would exclaim each time. None of us have! The ER could operate faster if morons like you would quit interrupting! We didn’t put the signs up for our own amusement!

      The flow of new patients had slowed drastically around midnight. Natalie expected two things as the sun began to turn the eastern sky gray—the pace would pick back up and a large portion would wind up in the dreaded black-tarp tent. She knew from her turnover that Doc Sandra had been quietly administering morphine to those in the most pain. They had decided early into the event to halt the use of IV bags on those in this tent. Doc’s been giving them direct shots, Natalie could tell from the simple band-aid. I wonder how much? It is dark in here…If she accidentally gave too much, who am I to argue? As the sun rose and more volunteers came back, she would have them start moving the expired victim’s out to the morgue staging area on the other side of the playground.

      True to her theory, she could see a Coca-Cola truck bouncing slowly up Maple Street, heading for the park. The roll-up doors were raised and there was a small squad of men and women holding on for dear life as they stood in the compartments and rode along on the sides. Like a bunch of firemen riding on the outside in the old days, she thought, momentarily amused. There was also a small contingent riding on the truck’s flat roof.

      The truck stopped and the mobile hopped off, helping the injured down. Natalie noticed that two men on the top used a blanket with ropes tied to the corners to slowly lower a victim to the waiting arms of several people below. While that was happening, a husky man in a filthy gray and red uniform made a fast jaunt over to her.

      “These people were stuck in a mangled mess of vehicles out on 82 all night. Where do you want ‘em?”

      Natalie saw some of her team start to come out of the break tent to help with the fresh patients. “Put the one in the blanket here on this picnic table. The walking can go to the green tent, the rest go to the yellow for a moment.”

      With a piercing whistle, the delivery driver got the attention of the makeshift stretcher bearers. “Right here on the table, guys!” he yelled. He walked back over to the others to start giving directions.

      Natalie reached into the pocket of her filthy-scrubs top, feeling for the flashlight that was supposed to be there. Grrr, she growled to herself. Must be on the tent floor. It was hard for her to see very well in the gray-dusk. Everyone was the same filthy gray, both in lighting and in actual ash on their clothes. The woman had collected at least two inches of ash on her during the drive over, except where the rescuers had kept her filthy, bloodied face covered with a hand towel.

      As Natalie started her assessment, one of the men from the top of the truck made his way over to her. “She was in an older car, no air bag. She was only moaning at first, but she hasn’t made any noise for at least ten minutes.” It was obvious to Natalie that some of these rescuers were emotionally invested in these patients.

      Natalie used her scissors on the woman’s shirt to reveal deep purple—she supposed it was purple—blood pooling in the ribs and sternum. She did a quick check for lung sounds, and barely heard some air moving. “Black,” she ordered the ER Tech who had strolled up.

      Just then she heard her name. “Natalie…”

      It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. Almost instinctually she turned and saw who it was. She had actually turned her head back to the ER Tech for a moment before her tired brain caught up to her eyes and ears. Monica…what are you doing here? “Monica?” she asked out loud, looking back up at the visitor. It was her mother’s best friend.

      “I’m so sorry, Natalie!” the woman cried out in anguish. “I tried! I tried to help her!” She broke down wailing and would have fallen if not for the two rescuers helping her bear her weight. “I’m so sorry, dear!”

      Natalie was confused. Monica? She asked her exhausted mind again. Then a deep, dark, looming sensation swept over her as a realization occurred. Wait!—Where’s my mom? She looked back down at the ash-covered woman she’d just committed to the death tent. A blood-curdling scream that could be heard for two blocks escaped Natalie’s soul as her tired mind caught up to her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Tengo dudas, Reynaldo.” I don’t know about this. How can you be sure it will work?

      Some probably thought it was luck that all three ships in Rey’s fleet were in port and more or less deployable when the worst natural disaster in modern history hit America. Rey knew, deep in his core, that it was providence. The Americans had become a country rooted in laziness and greed. The hardest working people in that country, in Rey’s mind, were born in Mexico or farther south.

      “Nos cortara las dos cabezas si fallas,” Rey’s boss continued to press. He’ll cut both of our heads off if you fail. Javier Ortiz was one of three second-in-commands in the Mendoza Cartel. He’d been elevated to that status in part because of the success of Rey’s Fleet. If this massive gamble didn’t pay off, they and the rest of their under-staff would find themselves hanging from a bridge en masse.

      “Es una senal de dios, Jefe,” Rey explained. It’s a sign from God. The Santa Maria had to come back to port for a repair to the desalinization unit, but she’s fixed now. She should be in El Salvador this very night. La Nina just finished a two-month maintenance period. We just happen to have a fresh batch of foot-soldiers that have been trained. Rey continued to press his boss. This is the exact reason we’ve been building this fleet up all these years!

      “El plan es demasiado grande, Reynaldo!” The plan is too big!

      They’ll never see it coming, Jefe. The Americans have no idea how bad things are about to get. They have a massive panic every time they kill the electricity to fight wildfires. Just imagine them in two months…or six…I have already ordered the stores to be loaded. We can have the first ship at sea in a week and debarking the troops and supplies in two. I just need your approval.

      “Esa es el comienzo,” his boss countered. That’s only the beginning. Where will you land? What will you do when you’re there? The army will wipe you out in a day!

      Look at these satellite photos, Jefe. The Mendoza Cartel had full access to the Mexican Army’s military satellites due to a combination of bribes and threats. There isn’t an airport, seaport, or highway that is usable within 300 kilometers of Tacoma. There won’t be any army in there for months! Their local State Militia will abandon their posts within days. I’ve already made contact with our Washington Captain—they are ready and willing to take this facility way up here near Blaine. See? The pier still looks usable. Jefe…they know full-well the costs for failure, and they’re chomping at the bit to get started! Once we’ve secured the northwest, the army you’ve been building in Los Angeles for thirty years will be able to take over the rest of the west coast with ease. Especially once the other cartels are forced to join us.

      Javier Ortiz knew that merely proposing this was dangerous. If Mendoza thought it was foolish, he would lose all future faith in his judgement. It was a defining moment, the kind that forced him to figure out if they were in the game, or ready for pasture. “Vamos a verlo.” Let’s go see him.
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        * * *

      

      “You guys taking cash?” Nick asked the small-town clerk. He had pulled it all out of his gear-bag and stuffed it into a front pocket the moment he had to abandon his truck. He was on his way back from the west side of the Hood Canal, having gone up to the small town of Quilcene for a quarterly trek to a friend’s house. She was a horse owner and outdoors-woman he’d met at a big sportsmen’s show two summers earlier. What had started out as a friendly visit had evolved into a quarterly trip. He enjoyed both her company and the fact that she didn’t pressure him for a deeper relationship than he was ready for. He was coming off a long weekend and was heading back to his part-time job driving auto parts to shops.

      “Cash is king,” the young gas station attendant said. “But we’re closed, dude…”

      The bridge on Highway 101 where it crossed a fork in a river had collapsed, but Nick wasn’t going to let that stop him. He was on a mission. It would have been quick and simple to make his way back to his quarterly booty-call’s ranch, but this natural disaster had just reset his life’s meaning. Scaling down two hundred feet to a creek bed and back up to the highway was nothing but a small obstacle to the retired, light-infantry sniper.

      With nary a second thought, Nick packed every usable item he had in his truck into his already full pack, which he never went anywhere without.  A full career deploying to the third world had taught him to always be ready. Better to have it and not need it than the other way around, he always thought. Not caring that he had a seventy-five-mile trek ahead of him, he took that first slippery step down the slope and never thought twice about leaving his truck behind.

      It was only a few hours into the second day until he’d made it to the Cove RV Park and Country Store. He was pleasantly surprised to see there was still an employee there. Looking around at the shattered windows and every item in the store that had migrated south to the floor, Nick said, “You sure? I buy it, and you don’t have to pick it up. Right?” He could read the look—it was working. “No change, man. I’ll round up. C’mon…”

      “What’re you lookin’ for?” the attendant asked.

      “Any food you got,” Nick said. “Preferably nuts, granola, tuna, mac-n-cheese…”

      “Back corner,” mumbled the apathetic twenty-something.

      Nick went back and dug through the piles to get every bit of food he could. He knew that hiking seventy-plus miles after an event like this could take several days longer than he was prepared for. It was raining and October, so he had no doubt he could find and filter his water along the way. He was set with high-quality gear. Carbs and protein were what he was really after.

      He stopped at the counter and pulled out three twenties to slap down. “Thanks, man,” he said. He stopped a step or two from the door, seeing a laminated map of the area that had fallen off the spinning rack. He picked one up and stuffed it into his back pocket, not caring if the kid said anything. He started heading south again, toward his home northwest of Olympia…toward his boat and his other gear.

      Nick didn’t believe in God anymore, but he believed that the universe was telling him something. The day before was his birthday—the hammer had to fall on somebody’s birthday, after all. He’d just received the one present that no man could give him: the one chance that he’d wanted since the day that piece of human filth was committed to a secure island in the South Puget Sound. Nick was on his way to assassinate Christopher “Sticky” Wood.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie had sat with her mother in the tent under the black tarp for several hours. She had cried herself dry, which added to an already growing dehydration effect. She continued to monitor her mother. Sandra had tried to override Natalie’s triage call, but she wouldn’t have it. Her mother had bled out internally and had a dangerously low core temperature to boot. She was gone, and the woman’s heart and mind would soon shut down all systems for good.

      In less than an hour, Natalie had once again been proven correct. All the other hospital staff and volunteers left her alone. Sandra relayed word to the police and her superiors at the hospital. While they couldn’t spare anyone to go fetch Roy, they did put the word out to the HAM volunteers at the Kittitas County Sheriff’s Office. Eventually a 4X4 Brush truck from Kittitas Valley Fire & Rescue was able to make its way to the farm and make a notification. Roy opted to take the Cub back to town in case the truck was needed elsewhere.

      In all, Roy arrived an hour or two earlier than he would have anyway, but it was something. People helped him trudge through the two-foot deep paths in the ash to the correct tent. He noticed it sagging quite a bit.

      “Hey, Honey-Bun,” he called out softly when he saw her. He immediately noticed that there were still dead and dying in there. The sagging roof caught his eye again as he fumbled through the process of sitting on the ground. He took her extended hand. Seeing her husband had triggered a new round of sniffling.

      “She suffered all night!” she exclaimed as her husband pulled her into his grasp and held her. He said nothing as he caressed her messy, ashy hair. Roy gave her a water bottle and she began to take tugs on it. They sat there silently for a long time, occasionally quietly interrupted as people carried out recently deceased. The influx of patients had slowed.

      After about twenty minutes, Roy finally broke the still air. “I need to get up and knock out this roof, Honey-Bun.” Nobody had been thinking about such things since Natalie went offline. He found a broom and went to work, which prompted Natalie to think about the present.

      “We need to take her home,” she said, grief still oozing from her words.

      “Of course.” Roy was glad their Cub had a bed and a pull-behind cart, but neither were big enough to respectfully carry a deceased loved one. “We’ll need to arrange that. The truck is out of commission.” He wasn’t sure if Natalie had remembered that with all she’d been through. “Let me get you home.”

      “No! I need—”

      “I’ll come back—” Roy interrupted her “—and see to it. You need to get home and hold your kids.”

      The kids! Oh, God! “Did you tell them yet?”

      “No. I wanted to wait for you.”

      Through eyes that had found enough moisture to wet themselves once again, she looked up at her husband’s extended hand. She took his assistance getting off the olive drab canvas floor and fell into his hug once again.

      Roy guided his grieving wife out through the flaps and ash to the Cub. He took the rocks off the 8’ X 12’ tarp he’d covered the Cub with and dragged it off the roll-cage. He threw those items into the small bed and trusted that the triage staff would tell someone they had left. Roy used a metal water bottle to wet a couple of bandanas, tying one around his head and neck to cover his nose and mouth. Natalie followed suit.

      As the small, two-seat, utility quad slowly rolled north out of town, the pudgy balding farmer realized his wife was able to get her first glimpse of the destruction. “You should buckle up, Honey-Bun,” he suggested. They both had a bad habit of not buckling in on the farm.

      She complied when she realized how much jostling the gravel, ash, and cracks were truly causing. She took Roy’s hand into hers. “How long do you think the ash will stay around?” She hollered through the makeshift respirator, trying to distract her own mind.

      “Weeks,” Roy hollered back, thinking. “Maybe a couple of months…”

      Roy took it slow with the drive home, giving them time to contemplate the damage in Seattle, what the effects to next year’s hay might mean, and how long until the government showed up with help.
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      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 19 Days.

      

      Somewhere in the United States Air Force a head or heads were going to roll. It would take a while for the guilty parties to be identified, but when they were, they would be made an example. Somehow, an official and encrypted message had been sent out. On several bases throughout the Air Force’s supply chain, an official order went out to perform a sortie of air drops across the Pacific Northwest. Pallets upon pallets of parachuted goods were loaded onto C-17s and C-130s around the nation. Some of the goods had been staged as the relief efforts needed a place to park the food while a delivery plan was figured out. The rest had been triggered right out of the military supply system.

      Rumor was that it had been Chinese or Russian hackers. Possibly, but more probable was that it had been a “hacktivist” with intimate knowledge of the USAF’s supply system. That gave the FBI a place to start looking. Regardless of the how it happened, a large airdrop of food, medicine, and gear did make it over the Portland, Olympia, Tacoma, and Seattle metro areas. If only it had happened sooner. At almost three weeks into the event, the strong would decide who received any of those supplies. Those municipalities with some semblance of functioning government ordered that people turn in the goods that had landed in their neighborhoods. It was truly the funniest joke that had been told in twenty days.

      What had been the reasoning for the delay? They weren’t saying, but everyone on the inside knew why—there was a move internationally that was scaring the hell out of Washington DC. The Pentagon noticed movements in ports and on satellite photos of both China and Russia that caused them great concern within a few hours of the hammer falling. Activities were happening that could only mean Massive—with a capital M—military operations had begun. Sending the planes and the goods did not meet the “risk-threat” matrix when compared to defending the entire country if WW III were indeed about to break out.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, I wanna go back to that other place,” Kiersten Reeves told her father. “The one with the school.”

      It broke Charlie’s heart to see his family hurting like this. “I know, Honey,” Charlie told the seven-year-old. “But that may not be possible.” It had been six days since he moved his family into the first responder’s tents at the Bartlett FEMA camp. It was the largest of three such encampments on the peninsula, and any day coming, Charlie knew, they would fold the northernmost camp. There just weren’t enough guards and cases of food to keep it open.

      They were sitting on their cots, listening to the light rain, a welcome relief from the several days of pounding they’d been taking. The ground was soft. Tent pegs were coming loose, causing issues. Trees that had managed to stay up during the earthquakes were losing their hold and causing a new batch of transportation issues. Charlie looked at his wife, then back at his daughter. “I may take you guys to Uncle’s on the Reservation, instead.”

      Charlie’s wife, Melinda, hi-jacked the conversation. “You two go play with Danny and Seth for a bit,” Mom commanded.

      “But I don’t wanna!” Kiersten protested.

      “Yeah, Danny’s kind of mean,” Charles Jr. confirmed.

      “Just for a few minutes,” Mel reiterated. “Go on.” She and the other spouses had worked out a privacy deal to watch each other’s kids for a few minutes whenever a First Responder spouse had come in. Once the kids were out of earshot, she turned to Charlie. “I don’t understand what happened between you and Phil, but you need to fix it!” she hissed.

      “Look,” Charlie started, but his wife cut him off.

      “No! You listen!” She didn’t normally talk over her husband like this, but it was time for him to see Mama Bear. “We’re basically confined to this part of the camp. We are families of the ‘government,’ and it isn’t safe for the kids to go down to the school and medical tents anymore!”

      The thud of the rain on canvas was picking up, almost as if to mirror the perplexed look on Charlie’s face. His wife continued. “People are bored, hungry…but mostly they’re angry. They think we’re living like kings up here.” The first responders’ tents were in the confines of the National Guard armory, but the larger camp with all the medical and dining facilities was established at the next-door soccer and softball fields. “You know the Rez isn’t much better off. Why would you take us there when we’ll be perfectly safe at Phil’s?”

      Charlie’s brow was wrinkling as his face gave away his mixed emotions. He knew she was right, but he also knew something she didn’t. “Listen, Mel—”

      “You were the one who dragged us out there!” she said, raising her voice loud enough for a few other families to turn their heads. “You were right! Is that what you want to hear?”

      “That’s enough!” Charlie hissed through his teeth, trying to keep his cop-voice from taking over. “I know! But it isn’t that simple!” He knew that the police and National Guard staffing levels were low, and more were deserting every day. He was thinking about it, too. If he took them to the Reservation, he was staying there himself. He wasn’t ready to admit that the region had entered a point of permanent change. He took in a deep breath.

      “I need to tell you some stuff, but you cannot repeat it! At all!” he said, letting the big breath exhale audibly through his nostrils. He had Melinda’s full attention. Charlie went back to the low murmur most families tried to use while in the tent. “The gun range won’t be safe much longer.”

      “Why not.” It was a command, not a question.

      “There’s been a few instances that I can’t discuss, but I can tell you that the Unified Command is going to start cracking down on the violence, and we won’t be able to take sides. I’ve been watching the FEMA Director, the Police Chiefs…and especially Sheriff Raymond. There’s rumblings of starting door-to-door home inspections, taking weapons and drugs…rescuing sex-slaves…” Charlie hoped his wife was starting to get the picture.

      “Is that even legal?” she dared to whisper.

      “They’re using some language about martial law and confiscating resources from an old National Defense Authorization Act to justify it,” he answered. “I’m no lawyer. I don’t know if it’s legal or not.” He looked his wife in the eyes. “You have no idea—none of you family-members in here do—of the things we’re seeing and getting reports about. This is the only place I can guarantee your and the kids’ safety.”

      “Then tell me those things!” she quietly pled with her husband. “Let me in!”

      Charlie’s eyes filled with tears. “I can’t…I can’t tell you the worst stories.” He was envisioning his family as victims in the scenes he’d seen recently—the burning victims, killed for their food—and he let the tears roll down his cheeks. “You wouldn’t forgive me for telling you.” He was turning his head so no other families would see the look on his face.

      Melinda started to cry, too. “What does that even mean?” She could sense his fear, and she began to radiate it herself.

      “It means it’s going to be a hard winter,” was all he could muster.

      Melinda took his hands into hers and put her knees and forehead to his, respecting his wish to not talk about it, while also absorbing the fear of the future that was gripping her husband.
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        * * *

      

      “I need you to fully understand what I’m saying. We have nothing to give. I wish we did, but we’re in dire need, too. If we catch you trying to sneak onto the property, we will hang you. Clear?”

      The beggars at the gate were in disbelief. “That’s murder!” one woman screamed at Josh. “You can’t threaten us just for asking for food!” Most of the group of a dozen men, women, and children were all crying out in offense.

      Trying to steal our food is attempted murder, as far as I’m concerned, Josh thought. “It’s not a threat, because I don’t plan on doing it—unless you try to kill us first. And stealing our food is trying to kill us.” The skinny, disheveled group was openly protesting again. “Red Rover, make your way to the front gate,” Josh said into the microphone clipped to the top left corner of his hunting raincoat. “And bring a few people with ya’.”

      He and the two people on gate duty would need some back up if this group insisted on not dispersing. This was the third time in two days they’d had to repel beggars. He knew someone sneaking onto the property at night was an eventuality. We’ll need to discuss some sort of food dispersion program, if we can find some abandoned trucks that haven’t been stripped clean yet. Josh needed to make sure that the range’s neighbors weren’t starving, too, not just the families living on the property. Fed neighbors became part of the solution, not the problem.

      The debate continued for another two minutes. The now-unusual hum of tires on cracked and broken asphalt started to reverberate down the Canal Vista Highway. About the time Tyler Wilson, call sign “Red Rover”, showed up with three other people, the entire debate had come to a grinding halt to watch a convoy headed down the highway toward them.

      “Ahh, Anarchy, this is the Northwest corner—the convoy is approaching,” Josh heard the northwest fighting-position guards call on the radio.

      “Copy, Northwest,” Josh replied into his mic. “Help us get this crowd dispersed,” he said to Tyler and the rest of his back up. Counting himself and the gate-guards, there were seven members. They began to walk the group back onto the road. One woman insisted on being shoved. She tried to dodge Tyler’s grasp, but the starving people just didn’t have the energy to put up much resistance.

      Josh was keeping an eye on the people and the incoming trucks, which had started to slow down. “Rubber Ducky, we’ll have the gate clear. Keep comin’. Slow down, but don’t stop,” he ordered Lonnie over the radio. He slid back to the secondary gate that led down to the rifle line and opened it up.

      The beggars figured out they were losing the fight, and as a group, they slipped into the drainage ditch on the far side of the two-lane road to watch the vehicles creep into the property. Six SUVs and trucks—numbers 2, 3, and 4 towing trailers—slowly passed through the weak melee and turned left on the gun-club’s property. Every vehicle had men, women, and older teenagers “riding shotgun,” some in the beds, others in the cabs. Windows were down and rifle barrels were pointed out.

      “CP, show the convoy on the property,” Josh radioed up to Jerry at the Command Post.

      He waited to see the group’s reaction once the vehicles were through and the gate was being reclosed. “Move along,” he ordered them.

      “You can’t make us!” one man yelled back.

      “Move!” Phil yelled from the hilly brush behind and west of the group. “Now!”

      The startled group never knew he was behind them, having come from the isolation of the western Listening & Observation Post in the woods on that side of the highway. Phil had opted to take a shift, just to have some time to himself and his thoughts.

      The startled group’s initiative had just been fully deflated by the appearance behind them of a camouflaged man with a rifle out of nowhere. They started walking south down the highway, knowing the battle had been lost. Phil looked at Josh for a moment and turned back into the woods to reman his post.

      Josh stared at the brush where Phil had disappeared, worried about their leader. I can’t imagine what you’re going through, he thought, sending good vibes to Phil. But we need you back to normal.
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        * * *

      

      Sandy stood at the window of her dark office, prying open two of the blinds to stare down at the rest of the National Guard compound in Bartlett. Past the fence and through two rows of maples that lined a road, she could see the tents and fences of the larger community camp down at the sports fields. Her office was cold. To save fuel, the heating and ventilation was only being used in the EOC to keep the humidity from building up to a level that would damage computers. The spot in the moisture she’d wiped off the window to look out was starting to get covered from her breath. She heard a knock at her office door.

      She turned to see her trusted Number Two standing there. “Gerry, you look tired,” she told Geraldine Johnson.

      “Aren’t we all, though,” Gerry replied. “Anything interesting out there?”

      “Rain. And the Guard trying to break up a fistfight down the hill. The usual,” she replied.

      “This morning’s tally,” Jerry said, handing The Godfather the latest data. Sandy noticed that there was some upside-down, unrelated data on the back. Gerry had expected the puzzled look. “We’re down to a couple of cases of paper. Decided we should start using the second side of discarded paper on the daily stuff,” she explained.

      “Good catch,” Sandy commended. “This is why I need you, Gerry. I’m a big picture gal. But you—you catch the little details that glue it all together…” Her voice trailed off, betraying that she was deep in thought, her mind elsewhere.

      Gerry closed the office door. “Is there anything I can get you, Sandy? Are you getting enough rest?”

      Sandy smiled the same way she might if one of her grandchildren—thankfully they all lived in California—had just asked about her day. “I’m fine, dear,” she said. “Like everyone else, I’m painfully aware of the math.”

      Gerry nodded in understanding. The Math was how everyone at the Slaughter County EOC had started to refer to almost any logistical problem. The examples were everywhere—cases of MREs divided by mouths to feed, or gallons of fuel divided by amount used every day. The math had forced the Unified Command to start coming up with creative solutions.

      The National Guard was starting to take their fuel trucks to the local gas stations and draft fuel from the underground storage tanks. It was an idea that they had as a result of a firefight the sheriff deputies had with some midnight thieves in the north end of the county several nights earlier. This had been the latest thing the citizens staying in the FEMA camp were complaining about. How come you can steal, and we can’t? they wondered.

      Because we’ll eventually pay it all back, Sandy would think to herself. It hadn’t escaped her attention that those people didn’t gripe at night while the generators kept their government-provided tents warm.

      Sandy snapped herself out of it. “I’ve been thinking a lot about that Navy re-supply mission,” she told her protégé. “I’m sure they’ll have another one, eventually…” She paused.

      Gerry caught on. “It did have a positive effect on everyone when those helos showed up—for a while, anyway…”

      “Right,” her boss replied. “Knowing how valuable these bases are to the Navy…knowing they’ll be here again, eventually…” She looked for some sort of nod or face-twitch from her number two to let her know she agreed. “Maybe we can help ease some tension with a lil’ dash of hope.”

      “Ehhh, I don’t know about that,” Gerry hesitated. “That has the potential to backfire.”

      “All things remaining the same, sure,” Sandy mentored. “But they won’t be the same. Food, medicine, and supplies are running out looong before winter is over. They’re going to be pissed. We’re going to have big riots on our hands. The end result will be the same.” Gerry’s face was showing the lightbulb come on. “We might as well get the benefit of the hope factor.”

      Gerry was still hesitant.

      “And we can always just blame the Navy for being late when they start to catch on,” Sandy added.

      It was quiet for a moment as Gerry stared at Sandy’s back while her boss wiped a spot to look out the window again. “We’ll need someone from the radio room to be in on this, Gerry said.

      “I’ve already thought about that,” Sandy said. “Those boys know what it’s like out there. If any of them don’t play along, they’ll just find themselves being escorted to the gate.”
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        * * *

      

      “The insulation in here came out pretty good, Dad,” Payton told her father.

      “Yeah, not bad,” he agreed. “You girls will be a lot warmer in here.” He looked at Savannah. “And you won’t have to listen to Grandpa fart at night anymore.”

      “Ewwwww! Grandpaaaa!” she screeched.

      The three of them were in Phil’s fourteen-foot enclosed cargo trailer. He had never gotten around to buying himself a travel trailer—he called people who used those “glampers.” What he had done years earlier, though, was build some shelves that could double as bunk frames. He borrowed Craig’s truck and went and retrieved the trailer after his watch at the LP/OP had ended. He wanted Payton and Savannah to have their own space.

      The members had dismantled the small portable trailer that had acted as the restroom building before Cascadia dropped it. Everything was being reused in some fashion. The insulation from the walls was being used to line several cargo trailers. Some people used spray glue to hold it up, while others framed the trailers and sandwiched the insulation with cross-member framing or plywood. The destroyed trailer’s metal siding was going to be part of the “common hall” idea that Payton had come up with.

      “One good thing about moving to the trailer is that we’ll be closer to the potty,” Payton told her daughter.

      “Well, sure,” Phil said, “but you’ll also have the privacy for a privy bucket in here so you don’t have to go all the way there in the middle of the night.”

      “True,” Payton said, nodding and looking around at how they would set up their stuff.

      “Olive,” Phil said, using his daughter’s nickname, “I just want you to know how much I appreciate the things you’re doing out here,” Phil opened. “I haven’t been very square in my head these last few days…since…” He started staring at the trailer floor.

      Daughter and granddaughter moved in and formed a group hug. “I know, Dad,” Payton said.

      After a quiet moment, Phil decided to deflect. “Savannah, hopefully this room will allow you to sleep a little better.” He didn’t want to directly trigger any memories of the abduction, but he knew she was very restless most of the nights since. “And girls—I’m sorry if I’ve been a little temperamental with you. I haven’t had much patience with people lately.”

      Payton just squeezed her dad harder. Neither of them would have ever guessed that this catastrophe would be the catalyst to start repairing their relationship. “It’s okay, Dad. People understand.”

      I hope so, Phil thought. “I’m going to the tent to get a little rest. We’ll be heading out around midnight.” He saw the concern on his daughter’s face. “I’ll be okay, honey,” he said, not realizing there was another man she was worrying for.
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        Contact.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 2 Days.

      

      “Nat? You okay?” Roy asked through the screen door on the trailer. It was an older travel trailer, one Roy had inherited when his father had passed away. It mainly provided a spot for the kids to have their friends sleep over—what farmer can just leave the animals and crops to go camping several times per summer? Natalie had suggested they move out to the trailer after a secondary quake around midnight. They were both a bit uneasy staying in the 1930’s era, balloon-framed farmhouse.

      As the morning crested, Roy and the kids went out to clear ash, evaluate how to get water to their chickens and goats, and most importantly—how bad the grass crops were damaged. Next to Natalie’s job, their largest source of income was selling a variety of hays for export. It was now closing in on lunchtime and he hadn’t seen her yet, figuring she needed the additional rest after her horrible two-day marathon.

      “Migraine,” came her one-word whispered reply.

      Roy knew the protocol—silence and darkness were the only two things that would help her pass time. “I’ll bring you a bucket and washcloth,” he said, knowing the bad ones induced puking.

      Natalie lay in the small bed with a t-shirt blocking out what light the trailer’s shades couldn’t. Mom! I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you. This migraine hadn’t evolved into a puker yet, but it was the worst one she could remember because all she could do was physically lay there, hoping for sleep, yet she couldn’t stop thinking of her mother’s pain and suffering. I just wish I could cut my head off and be done with it.

      The reality and bleakness of what had occurred was compounding the headache in a way she would have never expected. I need to tell Dad. Her parents had divorced many years earlier, and her father had never remarried. He was stubborn and crotchety, not unlike her brother, but she knew her father would still be heartbroken to hear about her mother’s demise. But how? How long until they have the phones up again?

      She heard the little trailer’s door open. Roy was trying to be quiet, but he wasn’t a thin man, and the whole trailer shook as he stepped onto the roll-out steps. “I brought you some water,” he said with a quiet rasp. Water only—Roy knew any food smell would be bad for her.

      Even with her headache, Natalie could tell his asthma was acting up. “Your chest,” she said, using the code that comes with many years of marriage, in which sentences don’t need to be finished.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Just a little ashy out there.”

      “I forgot to pick up our refills,” she said worriedly.

      “It’s okay, Nat. I have close to a month’s worth still.” He was fooling nobody. They both knew that his lack of asthma medication could be a big deal in short order. “I’m keeping my face covered,” was all he could think to reassure her with. “I’m going back into the house for our CPAPs and stuff.” He figured that not using it half the night might have triggered her headache.

      “I just need peace and quiet,” she reminded him.

      “Try to sleep,” he said. “I’ll come back in a couple of hours.”

      Natalie listened to her husband go back outside and start issuing chores to the kids. I need to figure out how to check on Dad. Bubby—her brother near Seattle—can take care of himself. I wonder if Dr. Tennant or Dr. Gupta will hook me up with Roy’s medicine? How long until the hospital gets overrun? How long until we run out of food or water? Natalie knew the headaches were just beginning.

      Several hours passed and the only time Natalie got up was to go pee. The thought of food made her want to throw up. Finally, around five or six that evening, she managed to sit up for a while. She felt like she’d been hit by a truck, yet the feeling that the headache was gone was somewhat enlightening. She put on some more clothes and ventured out.

      She found Roy and the kids sitting in the lawn furniture around a campfire and eating hot dogs. “Mommy!” she heard Katherine yell excitedly.

      “Hey, baby,” she said, trying to muster a smile at her daughter. To Roy and the boys, she said, “Sorry you boys were stuck out here all day.” She looked around at the piled ash, not believing her eyes. She started to tear up and turned toward her husband, seeing that he had already gotten off his chair and was walking toward her.

      He opened himself up for a hug position in front of her, not sure if she was wanting that due to the headache. She leaned in and lazily threw her arms around his waist. “I need to go to work tomorrow and get us some meds,” she mumbled.

      “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Roy said seriously.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” she asked, not changing position.

      “One of the volunteer fire trucks stopped by to check on our water situation. They said that there was a big riot at the hospital this morning—well, big by our little town’s standards, anyhow.”

      “What? Why?” she exclaimed, picking her head up off his chest.

      Roy just shrugged, mostly at a loss of words. “Just angry, I guess…”

      What are we in store for? Natalie worried to herself.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you want from us?” the man screamed. He was bloodied and had a large goose-egg that had formed overnight on the left side of his head.

      “You don’t need to scream,” Legion said calmly. He was squatting in front of the man, who was handcuffed to the pipes under a deep sink in the shop’s greasy utility room. They had left the man on the cold, concrete floor for several hours since the club commandeered him, his wife, and their food and radio gear. “The sooner you accept the new reality, the sooner you’ll be able to live a functional life again.”

      The middle-aged balding man just glared at Legion in a mixture of fear and anger, not saying anything. He winced and gave a sub-conscious glance at his cuffed arm, which had grown numb hours earlier.

      Legion caught the glance. “Let’s not go taking crazy pills,” he said, shutting down any notion of release. “What’s your name?” Silence and lip trembling. After a quick moment, “Alright. You’ll come around. You see—you’re ours, now. It’s real simple. You’ll be our radio-guy, and in exchange—we’ll protect you.”

      “I don’t need your protection!” the man screamed in rage.

      This caused Trip and Hoosier, who were standing near the door to the room, to bust out laughing. “Obviously not!” Hoosier said sarcastically.

      Legion ignored the commentary but was smirking at it while he looked at the captured man. He stood up. “Sorry, Mitch, my knees just aren’t what they used to be,” he said stretching. The man’s eyes grew wide. He recognized his own wallet as Legion pulled it off a shelf and started pulling cards out of it. He tossed them on the floor but stopped when he found the portrait of Mitch Witt and his wife. “Nice!” he said, flipping the picture over to see if anything was on the back.

      This made the man start to cry. “Please don’t!” he pled.

      “Well, that’s up to you, ain’t it, Mitch?” Legion instructed. “See…you’re gonna cooperate…and be fed and protected…and this will buy—Allison?” he said, squinting as he read the back of the picture. “Yes, Allison. This will buy Allison’s safety.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Right?”

      “Y-yes,” the man stammered through tears and the type of bad adrenaline that immense fear brings.

      Legion turned to Hoosier. “Get ‘im a blanket, would ya? Floor’s gotta be cold.” He turned, smiling, back to his new slave. “It seems we’ve had a breakthrough, Mitch. Atta boy! I’m gonna get you some chow, and in a while, you’ll get to go set up your new radio shack in the attic.” Legion turned and started to leave as Hoosier was returning with a blanket. “Get him some soup, too,” he ordered.

      “C-can I see my wife?” the man hollered to Legion’s back.

      “Baby steps, Mitch,” Legion replied without stopping as he and Trip left the man in Hoosier’s care. It’s your own fault for advertising yourself to me with all those damn antennas.

      They were transiting through the tipped over racks of parts and tools back toward the door that led into the clubhouse. “Get him up in the attic as soon as Sweet-T and the others have the new generators wired up and moved all the radio junk up there.”

      Trip nodded. “The families are going to see ‘im when we drag ‘im up to the attic,” he pointed out to his boss.

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that,” Legion acknowledged. “I’m sure most of them are fully aware of the new situation already. I mean—how many fires did Weasel and his ol’ lady have to move through to get here?”

      “True,” Trip said. “But we should know what we’re going to do when someone’s ol’ lady or kid starts to mouth off.”

      Legion stopped at the door and turned to his big Enforcer as he caught up. “Simple. Club first. Everyone knows that,” he said, pausing. “If his family has an issue with how we provide, they can leave. But if any brother tries to leave, ‘out bad’ rules will be in effect.”

      “Agreed,” Trip said. “But it would still be a good idea to have all the officers on board with this before it happens,” he advised. He changed the topic. “And we’ll probably need to get a few more houses when the other chapters and support clubs start trickling in.”

      “Yep, been thinking ‘bout that, too,” Legion agreed. And about how we’re going to get Sticky off that island, he didn’t say.
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        * * *

      

      “Contact,” Conner Moore mumbled to Earl. The former Ranger was watching his buddy’s back, scanning in all directions. The thirty-nine-year-old divorcee was thinking of his kids in Montana—thankful for the first time in his life that they weren’t around.

      Conner had jogged all the way from West Seattle to Earl’s Des Moines house with only two small breaks. He knew after the big one that his buddy would wait for him. He “Ranger-ed Up” like he did when he was in the Army, thankful he’d quit smoking five years previously. When he arrived a few hours earlier, Earl was in disbelief at the picture of the devastation that Conner painted. After a nap, he joined Earl on one last preparatory detail. He had no intention of trying to get to Tacoma. One look at the dark fist in the sky told him his life was tethered to his Army-brother’s for the foreseeable future.

      “One male, one female, approaching from the PCH,” he said, referring to the Pacific Coast Highway to the east. The two men were topping off every jug and water bottle they could fit into their pull-cart. They were at Safeway just a couple of blocks from Earl’s house. Earl knew the big commercial structure would still have plenty of water pressure left in its plumbing and that he could access the outside spigot with his little sillcock key.

      “Let me know if I need to stop,” Earl said. He knew Conner’s experience and fully trusted him to be scanning for threats, but he didn’t want to stop draining water from the building. I want to get back and keep preparing for the late-night departure.

      “What’s up, guys?” they heard the female say as they approached.

      “Hey,” Conner said in a voice that was a half-octave lower than normal. The natural comedian wanted to be all-business with his voice. He continued to scan in all directions one last time, lest these two be the distraction for the real threat. Despite the recent weather, his jacket was unzipped and ready to provide quick access to his holster.

      “Could we possibly purchase or trade something for water?” the pretty but disheveled female asked.

      Conner moved around Earl and the cart to have a better position in front of his partner. “Is it just the two of you?” he asked bluntly. He could see the girl’s wheels spinning behind her eyes. Both were in dirty but nice clothes and had luggage, hers being a duffel bag.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Conner did one last scan in all directions, moving his eyes in sectors and looking for anything that seemed like an ambush. “Looks clear,” he said to Earl. “I think they’re alone.”

      Might as well get rid of these two, Earl thought as he shut off the spigot and pulled the key out. He turned and faced Carmen Martinez and Stuart Schwartz.

      He looked Carmen and Schwartz over for a good ten seconds before saying anything. “Alright. Get your bottles out.” He pulled the sillcock key back out of his pocket and inserted it back onto the recessed valve-stem in the wall fitting.

      “That’s it?” he asked when the lady handed him a pair of the small disposable water bottles. He was all business and his serious tone shocked her.

      The man piped up, trying to help his partner. “Look, sir, we don’t want any trouble. We’re just thirsty. We don’t have much to offer…”

      “First off,” Earl replied, “I was an NCO. Don’t ever call me sir again. Secondly, I wasn’t scoffing at you. Sorry if that’s how it sounded. That’s just not a lot of container.” He paused for a second, looking back and forth at the odd couple. “Where are you two headed?”

      “Olympia,” Carmen said. It was obvious to Earl she was lying.

      “Olympia,” Earl repeated incredulously. We’re done, he thought. Move along. “Yeah. Okay. Olympia. Good luck,” he said, as he turned around to fill his own jug again.

      “Wait,” she exclaimed. “Okay… Look, we just don’t know you guys. Alright?” She appeared and sounded sincere.

      “Lady, if we wanted anything you have, it would already be ours,” Conner said. “But…we get it. You can’t be too careful. Go wait by the corner while we talk.” After the pair had moved to the corner of the building, he kept his eyes scanning while he addressed Earl quietly. “Thoughts?”

      Earl had never been a very religious man, preferring to go fly-fishing on Sunday mornings over listening to lectures on morality from flawed men. But as the world had continued to digress in the years prior to the hammer falling, he had started reading his Bible again. As he aged, he found himself yearning for answers. He knew there was no way the universe was random. Choosing to believe there was a loving God, he knew the top two Commandments were to love God and to love one’s neighbors as he loved himself.

      “Let’s hook ‘em up. Soon the world will be full of a-holes. Let’s try to keep the non-a-holes alive, if we can.” Lord, I hope you remember this deed on my Judgement Day…

      Conner waved the pair back over. “Tell you what,” he said. “We know you two aren’t your average scumbags. We’re willing to sell you a water-filtering straw and four one-liter sports-bottles, filled, for a fair price. Say… sixty bucks?”

      “Sixty bucks!” Schwartz started.

      “Deal. Pay him,” Carmen stated to Schwartz. “But I want our little bottles filled, too,” she said to Conner.

      “Agreed,” he replied. He detected an annoyed look on the man’s face.

      “May I ask why you’re being so generous?” Schwartz asked sarcastically as he pulled money from his pocket.

      Earl had heard enough. We’re trying to help you, you little pip-squeak! “Mister, you may not realize this yet…” He paused to look the man over. He was obviously not going to make it long in this world without some help from On High. “But everything is a resource. Water bottles. This little tool. Your shoes.” He pointed at Schwartz’s filthy expensive loafers. “If it has value, you can’t expect it for free. Not anymore. Not in this world.” Don’t you realize that I don’t need your cash?

      He topped off their bottles, and Conner retrieved the rest of the items from the cart. Schwartz kept his mouth shut while Carmen retrieved the items from Conner. They turned south and started to move away, saying nothing else.

      Help them, Earl heard his inner thoughts say. “Listen,” he stated. The man and woman stopped and looked back. “I don’t know where you’re headed. But you’re going to want to upgrade your clothing. And find yourself some leaf-bags. You can turn them into a poncho or collect some rain to drink.” He watched the pair nod and continue south.

      They spent the next several minutes filling jugs, but the pressure started to die off. It was taking a long time. Earl decided they were done. “Let’s roll,” he said, mimicking the saying made famous on September 11th, 2001.

      The two men kept their heads swiveling on the trip back to Earl’s house. “What made you say yes to helping them?” Conner finally asked. “It’s not like the money will be worth anything in a week.”

      “I know…” Earl said, not knowing exactly how to say what he felt. “I guess…I guess I just don’t want the rest of my human interactions to always be like when we were in Ramadi—constantly worried about people’s motives. We both know what’s coming.” He went silent for another minute as they walked. “I don’t want to harden my heart permanently,” he concluded.

      The normally talkative Conner was quiet but finally acknowledged his pal’s rationalization. “I get that.” After another ten steps and a left turn onto Earl’s street, he asked, “What should we do with the cash?”

      “We’ll pool together every dollar we got. I want all of us, especially the kids, to keep some cash on them. If they get separated or someone gets the drop on us, that cash might just buy them out of a pickle.”
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        Crossroads.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 18 Days.

      

      The hot-iron brand sizzled for almost two seconds against the back of the man’s neck, just under his hairline. “Tu coraje no sera olvidado,” Reynaldo told his companion. Your courage will not be forgotten. “Gracias, hermano.”

      “Para el futuro,” came his soldier’s reply, through a painful grunt and clenched teeth.

      Reynaldo Hernandez insisted on doing this task himself. It was all part of a plan. He motioned for the orderly to tend to the burn with a head nod. As the woman with the burn cream and sterile dressing moved in to do her job, the soldier started to stand up. Rey looked down at the brand, staring at the burnt skin on it for a moment before tossing it back down into the farmhouse’s fireplace.

      “Jefe, los autobuses estan listos.”

      Rey looked at the messenger and acknowledged him with a nod, which sent him on his way. The busses are ready. Good. We’ll get those moving at first light. Need to keep the humanitarian mission moving forward.

      If there was one eventuality that Rey had prepared for, it was this one. This would be the thing that locked his place in la familia into permanency. There was a point in the cartel in which a man knew he no longer had to look over his shoulder, wondering when betrayal would come like a shadow at dusk, snuffing out life without warning. Once the upper echelon was reached, everyone in it died all at once—or not at all.

      Rey was a master of winning hearts and minds, having been implementing the infrastructure for it in the Mendoza Cartel’s North American market for the last four years. So many American movies and TV shows portrayed the cartel leaders as mega-wealthy buffoons with a mansion full of bikini-clad models. Extravagance had its place, but much of that money went into preparing for the future. His cartel alone had over 300 million dollars—almost all of it originated by American drug usage.

      His cartel’s warriors had performed flawlessly, standing up Mar de Paz services within days of the disaster. They had established a protected bus service, and now that two-thirds of Wave One’s supplies and men were on location, he’d get started on Operation Trueno. While he did that, the ships would return to Mexico and load up for Wave Two. The beauty of the Mar de Paz’s—the Peaceful Sea—mission was that it enabled them to sail right past the US Navy on a legitimate humanitarian mission.

      The young, plain-looking orderly finished putting the dressing on the neck of the men who had been branded. “Vete,” Rey said, ordering her to leave. She was fortunate for her plain looks, which enabled her to be…less desirable for some of the prettier lines of work. Rey took the brand back out of the fire.

      “Hermanos, no te pedire que hagas algo que no hare,” Rey said, handing one of the two men the brand. I will never ask you to do something I won’t do. He unbuttoned his sky-blue business shirt, revealing a muscular, smooth chest under a simple gold necklace and crucifix. He slapped the spot over his heart, looking at his soldier, readying himself. The cartel member did as commanded and plunged the humanoid-shaped figure onto his boss’s chest, sending smoke into the air for all to smell.

      The man pulled the iron off his boss, looking at him in admiration. “Doy gracias a Dios que eres neustro lider,” the man said. He thanked God that Rey was their leader.

      Rey pulled both soldiers into his space and embraced them as if he were their father. Heal, he whispered to them. I will let you know when it is time to go. With that, the two men left the leader alone in his farmhouse office.

      The day before Rey arrived, his local cartel branch secured several facilities near Ferndale, Washington. In addition to the arrival pier at the Alcoa plant, they commandeered two large farms and a church just a couple of miles east on Mountain View Road. This enabled Rey to house his army and their equipment while he brought everyone up to speed on the game plan. He had several operations planned, and all were important. Some were large in scale, such as the one with the large satellite photo of the Monroe Correctional Facility taped to the dry-erase board. Others required small units, operating independently. For these missions, he chose only former special forces operators.

      He was extremely proud of his army, but he genuinely loved his special operators. All, like he, were true believers in their mission. And they were diverse—mostly from Mexico, but from a variety of other countries, too—a true grab-bag of races and languages.

      As the fresh burn on his chest began to welt and weep, he picked up a sharpie and went back to the large photo on the board. There was a lot of work to do. We must drive home the importance of laying low and providing aid to the locals while we gather intel! Winning hearts and minds is the key! Invading the United States, while insane for even Rey to say aloud, was exactly what they were doing, albeit in an incognito fashion. To do so this far away from Mexico could prove to be either the most brilliant or fast-losing war strategy in modern times. Southern California had been so inundated with cartel in the two decades before this, that when the time was right, the entire West Coast would fall.  Rey was operating not just on ambition, but on faith. Our time has arrived.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 19 Days.

      

      “Jerry, is the CP ready?” Josh asked the Communications Lead.

      “Yes,” he told the group assembled in front of him. “I’ve made this as simple as possible.” Josh was wrapping up a pre-mission brief. Its purpose was to ensure everyone knew the game plan. He had two regrets regarding this operation. One was that there was no time to get the cooperating groups there to hear the plan in first person. The other was that he had to do all the planning from maps. There was no time to scout from the woods, and they would’ve been too obvious going out there by vehicle. At least our maps have contour lines.

      Jerry pointed to the dry-erase board he’d brought down to the rifle line. “Memorize this list of code words. These are your waypoints. Call these in to indicate a position as you pass it or a task as you accomplish it. You’ll notice they’re alphabetical to make it easier to memorize. I went with TV shows for pneumonics, but you’ll still need to memorize the location or task the hard way.” Jerry saw the forty-one people start to scan the board. “Questions?”

      “Since we don’t all have radios, do we all need to know this?” Emily Roberts asked.

      “Yes,” Jerry said flatly. “You may need to take over for someone injured. Any others?”

      Jerry had done a thorough job explaining which groups would use which frequencies and how some radios would be using both. He also explained where Gary and Skinny’s groups would be positioned and how to trigger their assistance, if needed. They would be monitoring from a central location that had decent line-of-sight for the antennas, about fifteen miles away and ready to come to assist. There were no follow-on questions.

      Good, Josh thought. Everyone is serious and paying attention. They all know what this means. “Phil? Final thoughts?”

      The silent group looked at Phil as he used his crutches to assist getting out of the lawn chair. He slowly settled into a standing position and scanned the crowd. “It’s a good plan,” he affirmed, recognizing the worry on the faces. “Surprise is of the essence, if we want to overwhelm them and not lose any of our own. And we’ll maintain the surprise by everyone knowing their jobs. I know it’s a lot to ask. I had an old mentor who used to say this —slow is smooth and smooth is fast. I can’t say it enough—you’ll be amped on adrenaline. You need to control your actions, not the other way around.” He looked back at Josh. “You’ve done good, young man. You have my every confidence in this operation.” Phil sat back down.

      Josh could see a hand go up just a bit, like the person wasn’t sure if they wanted to ask a question. “Yes?” he asked the man whose name he didn’t remember.

      “I’m still wondering why I’m going and not the doctor,” newly arrived chiropractor Thadeus Werner said open-endedly. “I want to be clear—I’m happy to go, and I’m not trying to make him go. I’m just curious about the logic of it.”

      This caused Phil to scramble back out of his chair as Josh started to answer. “I get it, Doc,” Josh told the man. “I hate to say it like this, everyone,” he said looking around, “but we’re not risking the surgeon on this.” He could see a few faces get wrinkled. “And remember, he’s kind of a guest here. He hasn’t actually asked for residency.” Yet, Josh told himself.

      “Your role will be to assist Tony and Sheila with field trauma,” he said, pointing toward the Manners couple. They would be staged a few hundred yards away from the assaulting force, prepping any wounded for transport via pick-up truck. A total of four young men and women would act as a team of stretcher-bearers if they needed to move any wounded assaulters back to the triage station. Tony would be ready to drive them back to Schwartz and Alice at the range.

      Thad Werner and his wife had arrived at the range as part of Lonnie Everly’s group just a few hours earlier. She was a physical therapist, so their combined skills would prove to be quite valuable to the group. “Got it,” he said.

      Phil reined in the rest of the skeptics. “I’d like everyone to think about this perspective. We lost Fred. We have a baby on the way, and there will be others of both. And if you think a flood of disaster-related illnesses isn’t on the way, you’re fooling yourselves. I said it once, and I’ll say it again—political correctness died with the volcano. Despite how any of us feel about it, some people’s skills are more valuable than others, and doctors and nurses are near the top of that list.” Most everyone started to do the slow, small head nod in agreement.

      “Friends,” Phil continued, “I need to make sure everyone gets just how serious this is. Some of you may not make it back.” He looked around and saw at least a couple of hypothetical lightbulbs coming on. “Combat is life changing, even if you get through it unscathed. Taking life is something you need to start squaring away in your souls, now, ahead of time…” He studied the faces. “This is the last chance. If you don’t understand why we need to respond with an overwhelming show of force, then just head on up to Fred’s grave and get reminded.” The group was deadly quiet and attentive. Phil slowly sat back down and nodded to Josh to indicate he was done.

      After ensuring there were no other questions, Josh ended the meeting with an order for everyone to go rest before the 2330 assembly time. As people were filtering out of the rifle line area, he and Phil cornered Jerry. “Remember, you’re in charge here while we’re all gone. Is the CP going to be functioning if some other crisis pops up?”

      “J.R. and James can handle it,” Jerry said confidently. In actuality, he’d started training more people than he could remember. Communications training had suddenly become something everyone wanted to know.

      “Good,” Phil said, looking at Josh and then back to Jerry. “What about the mods to the drone? And the Gotennas?”

      “All A-Okay,” Jerry affirmed.

      “And our little experiment?” Josh asked.

      “It’ll work. They’ll all work. Just remember—timing is key. The fuses aren’t guaranteed to be consistent.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 20 Days.

      

      The drone came back to hover over Jeff. It made sense to let the young man operate it—youth were just naturally better at using joysticks then the vast majority of the older men and women in the assault force. Once he was done with both halves of this task, he would become one of the stretcher-bearers.

      He’s a natural, Phil thought. Hmmm—this is twice that I’ve been glad this kid played video games. What’s that mean? The device’s little green and red lights had been disabled, so Phil had to squint to see it, finally catching sight when it was a mere thirty feet up. It was 0300, and the assault teams were making their way to various positions around the Matthews’ clan main homestead. Jeff landed the expensive asset on the ground in the clearing 120 meters northeast of the objective structure.

      Planning the operations—primarily Josh’s task—was the easier thing to do. Phil and the other board members had the tougher task—developing their rules of engagement and desired mission statement. People were no longer in denial—it had been nearly three weeks since the events, and it was more apparent with each passing day that society was shifting. In many ways, the Dark Ages had returned to the 21st Century. Everyone had mixed emotions about entering a facility as the attacker. We aren’t, Phil reminded them. We’re defending ourselves from attacks, both past and future. Still, though, there was the temptation to round up the one’s that gave up and drive them down to Bartlett. That will only result in our arrests, Phil reminded.

      After the meeting had broken the night prior, Tony had made one grim suggestion to Phil. “Brothuh, it pains me to say this, but there is one solution…”

      He was extremely hesitant. “Go on,” Phil prodded, not patient for bush-beating anymore.

      “Well…we could hang ‘em,” Tony suggested, not able to conceal the disgusted look at even muttering those words. “Cut the head off the snake, so to speak.”

      “You mean, like…’Judge Roy Bean’ hang ‘em?” Phil asked, shocked.

      “I’m not crazy ‘bout it, neither,” Tony said, just as shocked. “But you said yourself they’ll come arrest us all.”

      Phil was silent for a bit. “I know the world’s gone sideways, but…wow. Are we really talking about hanging them like horse thieves?” Phil couldn’t believe the conversation—and the fact he was taking it seriously.

      “Well, I never studied the Wild West or nothin’,” Tony started, “but…uh-huh. I guess so. I mean, think about it. They did that back then because stealing people’s horses and cattle was basically threatening their lives an’ livelihood.”

      “That’s a line we can’t uncross,” Phil replied. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, by the way. But…as long as there’s an elected sheriff, I’m going to have to rely on the law that was.”

      It was enough of a seed, though, and Phil took the idea to the board. They knew there was still a functioning government down in Bartlett. They deliberated half the night before concluding that any of the opposition not killed in the raid would be arrested and dropped off close to town. Knowing that survivors may be revenge seekers in the future, the group was still having a hard time coming to terms with the rules of the New World—that there were no more rules. For better or worse, the group decided to maintain an old-world view of murder and take their chances with possible arrest.

      Phil watched Jeff and two others remove the camera from the bottom of the drone and go to work attaching the makeshift device to the bottom. A solenoid from a radio-controlled airplane was being mounted under the drone. When commanded from a different controller, the little electric gizmo would rotate, opening a claw. Jeff knew from the recon flights what direction he needed to fly at max speed and for how many seconds. Timing is key, Phil caught himself repeating Jerry in his mind.

      Minutes earlier, Phil had radioed the assault teams in the positions of the sleeping guards on the north and east sides of the property. If there were any on the west or south, he hadn’t seen them. The target property was a run-down horse ranch in the extreme west end of Slaughter County, close to the Hood Canal. There were three fairly open acres in the middle with a large home and shop in the northwest corner and a barn south of that. The teams would be approaching from the east and north, cutting through other properties, the majority of which were wooded and undeveloped.

      Many of the assaulters were now using a variety of night vision optics on their rifles or helmets, courtesy of many of the older range members who had acquired them over the years. Each four-person team—six, in all—had at least one radio operator and one person equipped with a suppressed rifle or pistol. Two teams each would attack from the north and east, taking down the house and shop under Josh’s command. One would clear the barn. The last team—Phil’s—was the commanding squad, ready to surge if the plan turned to garbage. Murphy. He undoubtedly will show up at some point, Phil thought.

      Phil looked to Jeff and the rest of the stretcher team for one last confirmation. When he got it, he led the command squad through the last stretch of trees and brush to their overwatch position. “All units, this is Six,” he said into the microphone. “Status of the sleeping guards.”

      “Sleeping permanently,” he heard Josh report back. The suppressors worked well, Phil thought.

      “Copy. Stand by.”

      “Light ‘em,” he told Charlotte, Lonnie Everly’s wife. Charlotte and her brother Bob started lighting several homemade smoke canisters albeit several seconds apart. Jerry had made them using a mixture of potassium nitrate, sugar, and baking soda. He put the mixture into cardboard tubes topped with the heads of several matches and a fuse. All of this was stuffed into a soda can and taped up to contain everything but the fuse.

      Phil switched to a special AR-15 that had been repurposed with a device he’d purchased just for this kind of reason. The “can-cannon” operated on blank cartridges—they had no bullet, just gas—and would launch any soda can or tennis ball sized item out of a tube that served as a barrel. He dropped the first lit smoke device into the cannon, aimed up about fifteen degrees, and squeezed the trigger. Whoompf! The can launched as predicted, leaving a slowly increasing trail of smoke. It landed twenty meters from the house. “Fred. Fred. Fred,” he said into the radio, letting everyone know the operation was commencing.

      Upon hearing that, back in the clearing, Jeff lit a fuse of his own. It was a sixty-second fuse, and Jerry had spent a lot of time making sure it was accurate to within a second or two. The drone took off, trailing a lit, one-pound sparkler bomb with it. One of the members had discovered some sparklers in their travel trailer, leftover from an Independence Day campout. While not intended to do any real damage, it would put off a noise and flash that was sure to wake and confuse the dead. A small servo, receiver, and battery from a radio-controlled plane had been placed under the drone, along with a modified piece of hardware. With a separate radio-control, one of Jeff’s team would release the sparkler bomb on the west side of the house.

      Whoompf! Whoompf! Phil had continued to launch the dozen smoke grenades as fast as he could, in a variety of angles and distances. Within forty-five seconds, the area around the house and shop was starting to fill up decently with smoke. Five assault teams started to run in fast and stage themselves around the entrances to the structures. At sixty-four seconds after calling out the signal, the sparkler bomb exploded—Ka-Boom!—and twenty men and women entered the three buildings.

      Here goes nothing, Phil worried. Most of the assaulting force were experienced, amateur practical shooting competitors. Most had also taken at least a couple of the tactical training courses the range offered over the years. Josh and those few that were combat veterans spent the day running everyone through “no-shooting” movement drills. They had built an assortment of rooms with the shooting props so everyone would get refresher training in muzzle control around other people. Avoiding friendly fire in close quarters was Josh and Phil’s biggest concern.

      Ka-Ka-Krow! Phil and the command squad kept a close ear on the radio and eye on the action. He started to raise his rifle when he saw an armed scumbag crawl out a bedroom window of the house, only to lower it back to low ready when three shots rang out, causing the fleeing drug dealer to go limp in the window frame. Pop-Pop! Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! Phil could hear a variety of shots ringing out in all the directions. It occurred to him he should probably take a slightly better position behind a tree before a stray round found its way to him. He stood behind a tree, impatiently waiting for a clear signal from each squad leader.

      Over the next few minutes, he did indeed get each of his status reports. Bob Huddlesten had received a bite wound, of all things, when he was jumped from behind by a tweeker-chick. One other member reported a sprained ankle during the run-in on the house, and two reported that the scumbags managed to get off some pistol shots, but they missed their marks.

      The smoke cleared from the property while Phil and his squad started to light several oil tiki-torches they had brought with them. It cast an odd, orange glow that contrasted with the lingering smoke and smell of gun powder. His stretcher-bearers came forward to pull guard duty when it became obvious that they had received no casualties.

      Phil was headed toward the house to make his own check on the enemy KIA when he heard some radio traffic. “Six, this is Squad Five. We found something in the woods on the far side of the property you need to see ASAP.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Holy…” Phil murmured, at a loss for what this meant. He was staring at a semi-trailer full of goodies. Mostly it was a huge cache of fireworks. There were some more weapons, mostly pistols and an assortment of rifles that had most assuredly been stolen. He even saw a few customized semi-auto shotguns in the pile. There was a bunch of ammo, too. While there were lots of two and three-inch mortars, the fireworks were mostly the professional grade six and eight-inch shells.

      “Where do you think it came from?” Josh asked.

      “Wellll…if I had to guess, probably from…” Phil looked up, in his mind’s eye searching for the name. “Shoot, I don’t recall the name, but there’s this company around here based out of West Slaughter. He’s the guy that does all the big fireworks shows for several of the smaller cities here in West Sound.” Phil thought for a moment longer. “Actually, I bet there’s more trailers than this.”

      Phil decided he wanted to scramble up into the semi-trailer to take a closer look. He stepped up onto the bumper and placed his butt on the trailer’s floor. First he swung his good leg up, and as he tried to follow it with the prosthetic left leg, the heel of his boot caught a piece of the bumper’s structure and sent him reeling sideways to the ground. “Crraaappp!” Phil cried on the way down.

      Josh scrambled over, trying to hide his grin. Phil’s left shoulder was buried in the soft mud and grass. He looked up at Josh’s face and started cracking up. “Bwa-ha-ha-ha!” This eased the tension for the others, who started chuckling, too. “Josh, the look on your face trying not to laugh was almost funnier…” Phil said as he slowly picked himself up. All the magazine and gear pouches on his battle belt and plate carrier were covered in mud. “Guess I didn’t need in there that badly,” he said, stretching his back and knocking mud off himself.

      “If it matters now that you’ve been slimed, we’ve only found the one so far,” Josh told him.

      “Hmmm,” Phil hummed. “Could be hidden anywhere on any of these properties.”

      “Or some other up-and-coming crime-clans got ‘em,” Lonnie said as he walked up.

      “Hey, Lonnie,” Phil called out, sticking his handout for a shake. “Glad your assault went smoothly.”

      “Glad you think so,” Lonnie said, a little edgy as he shook Phil’s paw. “We made some mistakes. I think we got plain lucky.”

      “I concur,” Josh said, looking back and forth between the two men. “But considering what we’re working with, this little victory will motivate everyone to improve, if we hot-wash the mistakes without sounding like we’re chewing butts. I think a good ‘After-Action Report’ is called for.”

      Over the next hour, Phil and his Posse started their collateral duties. Everyone knew what they had to do, and time was of the essence. He wanted to be back on Salal Road and headed toward the range before the sun started to come up. At least we can take the road out.

      His team acted as if they’d been doing this for years. Some gathered the dead from the opposition. Counting the two guards, they’d killed twelve and left none wounded, probably because Josh and Phil taught everyone that in combat, shoot your enemy three times to ensure you remove the threat, with five shots being even better. They found drugs everywhere, mostly crystal meth. It was so predominant, even with children in the house, that Phil second-guessed himself on the “no hanging” decision. Animals. He looked at the seven women and thirteen kids that were now their prisoners. Will I have to put you down, too, some day?

      Eli fired up the semi they found in the barn and was able to hitch the trailer up. “We need to convoy this thing as if it is all the gold that used to be at Fort Knox,” Phil quipped to Josh. He thought about torching the structures but decided against it. He stood back, watching his team secure prisoners and pack vehicles with captured loot—much of it already stolen from its rightful owners, Phil was sure. At least we don’t have to hike back through the woods. With that, Phil said a little prayer of thanks, wondering if they would get so lucky next time.
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        “Face reality as it is, not as it was or as you wish it to be.”

        —Jack Welch

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 3 Days.

      

      Early in the wee hours of the morning on the first Friday after the hammer fell, a young family plus one slipped into their Chevy Suburban and started to bug out. There was a common 5’ x 8’ open utility trailer—the kind someone gets for hauling lawn mowers or a motorcycle—towing behind it. Everything that had the most value was in the Suburban, while the utility trailer had bicycles, a pull-cart, tables, chairs and such. Earl had left the headlights operational, though he had no intention of using them. He dimmed his dashboard light. It was an older Suburban with analog gauges, not the more modern digital variety. He was wearing his bump helmet with his Armasight night vision binoculars mounted, which caused him to slouch while driving. Clan Garren and Uncle Conner were bugging out of Des Moines, Washington.

      After the move to Des Moines and the purchase of the river cabin near North Bend, Earl had started taking the bulk of his camping and preparedness supplies and leaving them on his weekend trips. The family would assuredly be okay through winter, even with Conner along, as he would help fish and hunt his own needs. If we cut calories, we can even support the family, if they come over, Earl realized. He wasn’t too worried about that. They lived well east of the mountains—he couldn’t see a need for his extended family to come closer to the devastation.

      Earl’s mind did weigh heavily with how his kids were dealing with all of it. Fifteen-year-old Piper Elizabeth had been doubling-down on her usual amount of angst and drama. She had threatened to go stay at her bestie’s house “until it all blew over.” Earl had just about lost his cool. He was not enjoying the age of insolence. Owen Henry, two years her junior, was obviously worried, but he was also full of the bravado that came with being in an outdoorsman’s family—they would be fine. “This will be like camping, but without cell phones, right?” Not exactly, Earl had told him. Earl was keeping a close eye to be ready when reality hit his kids in the face like a Mike Tyson punch.

      The small family had made it about one-and-a-half miles before they were forced to make their first major decision. The overpasses at I-5 and 272nd St. had collapsed.

      “What ya’ thinking?” Conner asked.

      “Tough one,” Earl said. “We could chase flattened bridges for miles in both directions.” He went silent again.

      “I’m really wishing you hadn’t left the quads out at the cabin right about now,” Tori said, concern in her voice. It was eerie dark but not quite pitch black due to overcast skies with mixed rain. “But we need to do something besides sit here in the open,” she concluded.

      Earl had been scanning his memory and the blackened horizon where the treetops met the dark gray skyline. “We know the elementary school is right there,” he said, pointing south, “but I think we should go into the big park-and-ride lot on the north while we think.”

      The family unit made their way into the big parking lot, which despite being covered in a foot of ash, showed several cracks and shelves. This kept them close to the entrance. Earl and Conner made a security check, sensing that there were a few camps in the woods around the big lot. They decided not to stray any farther and made their way back to the vehicle to begin deliberating the options. Travelling at night seemed attractive, but it was not without its own hazards. Only Earl had night vision. It would be easy for simple ankle sprains and complex ambushes alike to become a problem. After forty-five minutes of discussion, they decided to switch to a daytime bugout.

      “HHHuuummmpphhh,” Piper huffed. “Seriously? Why didn’t we just stay in our beds?”

      “Shut up, Piper!” Owen said, defending his dad.

      “That’s enough,” Earl said. He didn’t need to yell. Over the years, he’d found that by consistently giving them one warning and then upholding whatever discipline they’d earned, that his warnings went heeded on the first try most of the time. This was something Tori blamed on the length of his deployments. They never listen to me on the first warning, she’d complain to him. Earl decided to review the new plan.

      “All four of us Garrens have laminated maps in our bags that I made explicitly for a foot bug-out.”

      “Really?” Tori asked. She had never been much into preparedness, and Earl hadn’t pushed it. She figured any time and money he put into it was about hunting and fishing.

      “Yes. Really,” he said with an ever so slight “why don’t you trust me” tone to his voice. “Most people don’t realize that when they use Google maps, there’s a little walking-person icon. It will give you a much different route than the standard car version. I printed that and laminated it when we moved here to Des Moines.” Even in the dark, he could tell that his intelligent, strong wife was looking at him dumbfoundedly. “I told you all this like two years ago!”

      “Sorry, Sergeant Grumpy-pants,” she said. Conner let out a little snicker. “I’m just not into the prepping thing,” Tori chastised.

      You’re about to be. Earl looked in his rearview mirror at the grinning Conner. “Not a word,” he ordered his old battle buddy.

      “Of course not, Sarge…” he said, before quietly adding, “…ant Grumpy Pants.” Owen and Conner burst out laughing, joined by Tori. The boy and the uncle in the middle row were high-fiving. The back-bench pop diva known as Piper just groaned in annoyance.

      Once the little distraction had quieted down, Earl went back to business. “Con-Man, you slept most of the day. You good for first watch?”

      “HUA,” came the familial Army reply. It meant Heard – Understood – Acknowledged.

      “Thanks, brother. Wake me on the split. Clan Garren, get comfortable and sleep. We have a lot of biking and walking ahead of us.”

      “Why can’t we just go home!” Piper pleaded.

      Because I said so, Earl thought. “Too much commotion. We’ve left that place, and it will be a long time before we go back. You’re going to have to face facts, Princess.” He received a massive huff in return. Piper was down to three percent charge on her cell, and she used it to once again see if her friends had texted. I believe when that girl can’t listen to her music anymore, we are all in for a new level of spoiled brat. With that, Earl took his bump cap off and donned his tan Ranger ball cap for his nap.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 4 Days.

      

      She’s screamed herself hoarse, Sticky thought. He felt weird watching—not at all sexually arousing for him. I’m wondering after most of a week where her mind is? Maybe she’s invented a happy place…He was growing tired of the nuts running the cuckoo farm.

      Immediately after the hammer dropped on Tacoma, the staff and counselors had begun guiding residents through the process. Remember—we’re here to help you. Don’t panic, everyone. We’ll get through this. “Denial ain’t just a river in Egypt!” Sticky heard one of the serial rapists say to the Chief of Psychiatry for the facility, Dr. Lillian Gomez, right before he punched her in the side of the head hard enough to knock her out. The lone male staffer in the counseling center at that moment was hopeless, once the residents figured out that the security office’s electronic lock had turned off. It was a safety feature intended for a structure fire. In some form of unspoken rule, almost the same way that giant flocks of birds all turn together instantly, every non-resident was free game. The males wound up being beaten to a pulp and handcuffed in the boiler room. The residents had different plans for the female staff.

      All staff within the confines of the fence were unarmed—these weren’t prisoners, after all, but confinees. Even the double fence line had no guard towers—just electronic sensors that had suddenly become worthless. There was a small armory in the chief security office outside the main gate. Once the shaking was over, the nine guards on duty began to deliberate the proper procedure. There should have been twelve, but almost every day, a few guards had to escort a few residents to medical or attorney appointments in Tacoma.

      The security staff geared up and made entry into the facility, not sure what to expect. They had to come in through the manually-locking personnel gate next to the electric drive-thru, which wouldn’t open. That meant it was just them and their riot gear—no heavy vehicle to use as a fallback point.

      Within hours of that fateful Tuesday’s main event, the first guard had been murdered, freeing up an M-4. This quickly led to the demise of the rest—197 to eight were not fighting-odds, especially when the 197 had prisoners as leverage.

      Here it was, four days later, and Sticky had been brewing an idea. With the lone exception of the lack of wells, this island would be a perfect stronghold for the motorcycle club. And it rained plenty—between rain collection, boating over supplies—and offing 200 psychopaths, Sticky thought—there would be no water issues. It had been several days in which he’d wanted to give his left arm a good rest before he started making moves. Break-time’s over! Sticky moved through the pile of men, shoving a few out of the way. He stopped just behind the sixty-two-year-old Level III rapist who was currently on top of Dr. Gomez in the middle of the dayroom, hearing some vocal complaints about cutting in line. Using a piece of twine from the gardening shed, he dropped it over the rapist’s head and began to strangle him from behind.

      As several of the cheerers started to move towards Sticky, two other residents dropped kitchen knives out of their long sleeves and began to violently stab those who were trying to stop Sticky. Two others with captured firearms held the rest of the crowd at bay. He was a biker, first—a man from an organized criminal enterprise. He knew who the real criminals were. He’d slowly been building an alliance, with Legion’s help. His MC had been caring for the families of several residents, making sure that harassers were dealt with and ensuring that they had food on the table when money was tight. Now it was time to call in the favors.

      The large, out-of-shape man assaulting the doctor was scratching his own neck violently, trying to get the little rope off his windpipe. Sticky could hear the cartilage cracking as he pulled. His own fingers were ghost white from the several wraps of rope around his hands cutting off circulation. The man tried to flail, but Sticky had a wide base for his stance and was leaning backwards. This wasn’t the first time he’d done this, after all. After twenty-two seconds, the man slumped. Sticky kept yanking. Dr. Gomez rolled over to her side—shrieking and afraid to see what would happen next.

      After one minute, the circle of men had shrunk considerably. Those who had no criminal training other than rape—especially the pedophiles—knew immediately that they’d better disappear. After close to seventy-seconds, Sticky let the fat piece of human waste fall to the floor. Sticky was panting a little. He slowly turned and looked at his new crew, smiling. They all were. At their feet were four bleeding bodies, wails and moans still emanating from some of them. He approached the closest, not-yet-dead rapist. As he plunged his own knife into the man’s heart, he screamed, “I’m in charge here now! Anyone else feel like dyin’?” while his four accomplices began high-fiving each other with bloody hands.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 5 Days.

      

      Earl knew that he and Conner could have rucked the forty-five-plus-mile goal in three days, and that allowed for extra time navigating obstacles and scouting threats from a dead stop. But as a family, he was starting to doubt they would make it in a week. They were now halfway through the third day of hiking the foot route to his cabin on the North Fork Snoqualmie River north of North Bend, Washington. The untrained unit did indeed have to stop for threats and obstacles…and to tend to a few blisters and emotional outbreaks. Princess Piper was starting to realize the full extent of what had happened. And she had refused any moleskin for her feet’s hot spots until the blisters had started to form, which was too late. She had been so sure that she wouldn’t get blisters peddling a bicycle.

      Thanks to the jet stream, the ash was only about a foot thick. The rain was turning it into a sloppy paste. They stuck with riding and walking in tire ruts. The ash even showed them the way people had figured out over and around obstacles.

      They had just left the roughly due-east travelling on major thoroughfare Kent-Kangley Road,  for a less travelled Summit Landsburg Road. Up to this point, the obstacles had all been made by the disaster. Earl was expecting to round a bend at some point and face a roadblock. Their travelling had been hindered a bit by the population density—it took quite a bit of time before the mid-autumn dusk to find a good place to hang hammocks and pitch the one tent. They wanted out of sight, off other people’s private property, and close to the road—all at the same time.

      On the first day of hiking, the kids and Tori had learned the value of the pull cart and the over-fender racks that Earl had installed on their bikes. They were able to keep their packs on the bikes to save their backs. Tori and Earl were mostly pushing their bikes, mainly because Conner was setting the pace with the cart. He and Earl would swap every hour. It had taken a couple of scoldings for Earl to get his kids to quit riding ahead. Every once in a while, Piper would try it again, reminding her parents she was practically old enough to vote and move out.

      On the first night, the three family members were rudely introduced to the joys of camping in the rainy October weather without a fire. This went over with Piper much like a fart goes over in church. Owen also found out that MREs can be eaten cold when his water-activated heater failed. Earl made sure that his and Conner’s MRE heaters went to the family to act as hand-warmers once they were done heating entrees. He had them put them in their armpits so as to warm the blood closer to the skin’s surface.

      On the first day of hiking, the mix of foot traffic was going in both directions. There was some vehicle traffic, but they often caught up to trucks and cars that had passed them when those vehicles came upon downed bridges, trees, billboards, and flipped over vehicles. By the third day, the foot traffic was noticeably eastbound—everyone was employing their I’ll just live off the land prepping strategies.

      “I ever tell you kids ‘bout the time your old man went swimmin’ in a plastic room?” Conner said, breaking the ice of boredom after a particularly long quiet spell. He’d heard enough bike tires and wet footsteps for a while.

      “Stop.” Earl calmly stated an order that he knew was about to be ignored. When Conner got started, it was a losing battle. His best bud suffered from what he jokingly called “center-of-attention-deficit-disorder.”

      “No!” exclaimed Owen excitedly. Piper pretended to ignore the whole conversation.

      “We were in Yakima, qualifying for deployment—what was it—’06?” He was starting to giggle as he spoke.

      “Stop,” Earl said, just a little louder.

      “And there was this one fella…Muldoon, was it?...who just could not say no to a dare.”

      “I dare you to shut up,” Earl challenged.

      Con-Man was grinning at the kids, trying to get some morale going.

      “Aaaanndd?” Owen asked. Tori was staring at her warrior, smirking.

      “And somebody–I don’t recall who—dared Muldoon to run into the outhouse while your old man was…talking to a man about a horse, let’s say.”

      “Huh?” Owen queried.

      “Somebody,” Earl repeated his buddy’s innocent tone. “Somebody? Or you?” he said, the amusement not exactly showing itself.

      “Not important,” Conner brushed it off quickly. “Dropping the kids off at the pool,” he explained to Owen. “Pinching a loaf?” The kid still had a blank look. “Takin’ the browns to the Super Bowl—”

      “Enough!” Earl almost yelled. Tori started laughing openly.

      “Ewwwwww!” exclaimed Piper. She started to ride ahead to get away from all the embarrassing adults.

      “That’s far enough!” Earl yelled when she was only twenty meters ahead.

      Conner continued. “But what somebody didn’t realize was that the pallet on which this porta-potty sat was broken on the far side. When Muldoon hit it, the whole stupid thing went flying onto its side!”

      “No way!” Owen screamed elatedly.

      “Guh-ross!” Tori stated, her face making the sympathetic puke response.

      Earl just stared at the road ahead of him. He knew what was happening. Conner was playing the court jester at his expense, but for five minutes his family had forgotten the world was ending. He could live with that.

      “What happened?” Owen wanted to know, staring at his dad.

      “Whatever you think—it was worse than that,” Earl said calmly. The little family continued to march on slowly, taking on the huge voyage one step at a time. I can only hope that what lies ahead does not make that seem like a cakewalk…
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        “I had reasoned this out in my mind, there was one of two things I had a right to, liberty or death; if I could not have one, I would have the other.”

        —Harriet Tubman

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 20 Days.

      

      The various impacts to the world’s economy were becoming very apparent. Markets had tanked overnight for fear that the trade in and out of the North American West Coast was going to come to a grinding halt. The cost to replace the infrastructure alone would cost trillions. Most people just assumed that the government would reach into the pocketbook and work miracles. What they didn’t pay attention to was that the United States had entered a point-of-no-return on its debt years earlier. Even without the largest, natural disaster in recorded history, the U.S.’ tax income was not even enough to pay the interest on its securities, let alone the actual loan.

      This was complicated by other factors, too. The world operated in a “derivatives bubble” that was going to burst eventually. For years, markets had operated more on predictions about future earnings than on actual money. The markets traded an amount of fake money nearly ten times over the actual money that existed in the entire, actual world. The day after that wet, October day, the bubble popped. Stock markets around the world began to take record losses. It took two days for China to demand that the trillions the U.S. had borrowed years earlier to bail out the auto and real-estate markets be repaid. As everyone knows, what doesn’t exist can’t be repaid.

      Portions of the internet were affected by the hammer. Amazon and Microsoft were the heart and lungs of the e-commerce world. Even Silicon Valley was affected by the severe power outages. This brought about accusations of meddling by the U.S. from foreign states—and vice versa. Rhetoric of WW III started to be thrown around like an old baseball. Only in this game, the baseballs were being tossed by angry kids with nuclear weapons.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean it sounded like a war zone?” Sandy demanded of her staff member.

      “That’s what they’re reporting, director. Would you like me to get the HAM who took the report?”

      “Yes,” she commanded as the staffer took off for the communications center. “Gerry?” she yelled across the EOC to her number two. She was already headed that way as Gerry looked up and moved towards her.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Where’s the sheriff?”

      Gerry glanced at her watch and started flipping through her clipboard. She stopped on the sheriff’s standard plan of the day. “He’s probably at the deputies’ roll call over in the apparatus building,” she told her mentor. “Should I send a runner?”

      “Nope. Follow me,” Sandy said curtly, not meaning to unleash her wrath on her friend. As they made their way out of the EOC, she saw the HAM coming out of the communications room. She waved a finger at him, commanding him like a dog to follow.

      Sandy brought her number two up to speed on the two-minute walk to the big building nearby. She could move fast when she was motivated. When she made it inside, she could see various National Guard units doing rig-checks on their HumVees. “Where’s the sheriff?” she barked at a soldier, not caring who he was.

      “Back corner, Ma’am,” he answered, pointing. She made her way through different units of men and women with her two attendees in tow. She finally saw the khaki and brown uniforms she was looking for and approached the group. A lieutenant was giving a tactical update. The sheriff looked around when he noticed many of his deputies and sergeants staring behind him, and he turned to see what the issue was.

      That’s right, you friggin’ idiot, Sandy thought as she smiled at him. Come here! The sheriff smiled back and was thinking similar pleasantries himself. He broke off the line of senior leaders behind the officer giving the briefing and made his way over.

      “Mornin’, Director,” he said flatly. He was tall and skinny with a full head of silver-tipped brown hair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Sheriff Raymond, we’re getting reports of a big gun-fight out in the western portion of the county. Have you heard about that yet?”

      “No, nothing yet.” He was genuinely caught off guard, something he didn’t like, but especially in any conversation with her. “Do you have some details?”

      “Tell him,” she ordered Dillard Hawkings, the lead operator for the comms team.

      “Several HAMs have reported a large-scale conflict over the last few hours. At first it was hard to pinpoint a location, but it’s sounding more and more like way out in Cranston. There was an explosion at 0330, followed by a several minute firefight. It was—” The HAM was cut-off by the commotion of several soldiers nearby who were slowly starting to buzz. Something on the Guard’s radio network had started to wake them up.

      The foursome exchanged glances and made their way through the various vehicles and Guard members to the offices near where they entered the building. Before they could get to Major Matsumoto’s office, Sandy saw him following two of the unit members into their communication center. Her little entourage followed her as she tried to catch up.

      “What’s going on?” Sandy asked as she entered.

      “Director…” Adam Matsumoto said with not even faked enthusiasm. He made his way past her back out into the apparatus bay before her entire group could squeeze their way in. Sandy could hear some radio chatter that caught her interest. The major was trying to keep them out of his people’s way. “One of our patrols just found a bunch of women and children tied up to a light pole on Slaughter Avenue, near the bottom of Canal Vista Highway.”

      The group all wore concerned looks as they each evaluated the responses of everyone else. “Come again?” Sandy asked.

      “We’re bringing them in through the usual holding process,” Adam noted. “We’ll know more soon.” By this time, the sheriff lieutenant had ended roll call and had dispersed all the day-shifters to start their thirteen-hour shift. They were now in double pairs everywhere they went, which didn’t afford them much area. The department wasn’t that large to begin with, and with the staffing level slowly dissolving each day, things were looking bleak. They were down to less than forty members per shift, and that was including the corrections officers who became available after the jail was emptied.

      Sandy noticed a large portion of the on-coming shift had drifted over to hear what they could of the new events. She looked at Sheriff Raymond. “Your department is starting to get thin, Ward,” she said loud enough for all of them to hear.

      The career lawman turned politician tried to control the situation. “Perhaps we should go into the major’s office?” he suggested to the group.

      “Yes,” Adam agreed, exchanging glances with the sheriff. “Let’s.” He made his way towards his room before Sandy could manipulate the situation anymore.
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        * * *

      

      As the small group of leaders disappeared into the major’s office, a small contingent of deputies had been keenly observing from the other side of the apparatus bay. “I have two burning questions in my mind,” said Deputy Matty Wildman to the group. “Who did it? And how long until they turn on us?”  The rumors of the night’s events and the news of the arrested women and children had spread through the soldiers and deputies faster than a case of Montezuma’s Revenge.

      Charlie shot the young peace officer an annoyed look. “Those aren’t the questions we should be worried about, Deputy.” Charlie knew Matty was fishing for a story about Phil. He turned his head back toward the closed office door.

      “Then what is?” Deputy Wayne Luzon asked from the other side of the gawking group.

      Where is Sheriff Raymond’s line in the sand with the FEMA lady? Charlie didn’t say out loud. How long until this no longer feels like America? “Get to your rig checks,” he ordered as he left the group to file a shift-plan with the Operations Chief.

      He made his way out of the large motor pool building and crossed over to the main facility, but instead of heading into the EOC, he turned right down a dark hallway until he found a half-lit room labeled “Operations.” A variety of officers from most of the police and fire agencies and National Guard unit were addressing a number of maps and dry-erase boards.

      Upon seeing him, one of the few remaining officers from the sheriff’s department greeted him. “Reeves.” She gave a nod for Charlie to come over.

      “Mornin’, LT,” Charlie said. “I assume my plan is in the middle of changing? Maybe you guys can let us know before we head out, today…”

      Lieutenant Shara Murphy ignored the subtle sarcasm. “What’s all the scuttlebutt?” Even the civilians in a Navy town used the lingo.

      “I’m sure you know as much as I do,” Charlie told her. He could see by her face he wasn’t getting off that easy. He let out a frustrated sigh. “Just something about the mother of all battles and a bunch of women and kids being brought in by the Guard. They were found not too far from here—should be here soon.”

      “Did this happen in your sector?” Murphy asked.

      “Yes, I’m hearing way out near the canal. Hence why I figured my shift-plan was evolving as we speak,” Charlie said. He was tired, and it was getting hard to hide it.

      “You figured right. Check it out. Talk to the Guard Liaison over there and get yourself a squad for back up,” she ordered flatly, looking back down at her papers.

      “Since I’ll have them, can I release Luzon and Hornet to join another unit?”

      She was skeptical. “Who’s that leave you with?”

      “I’ll still have Wildman, and those two will be able to back up either of the other two units in the east sector,” he explained.

      “Approved,” she said. “Now get ‘er done…”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m surprised you’re not asleep,” Payton told Tony. The pair were scouting the start of the log-house project, joined by Tony’s wife Sheila and their twin daughters, Talia and Tasha.

      “Yeahhh, well, I didn’t have quite as much post-adrenaline-crash as most o’ those other folks did,” Tony said. “Plus, I wanted my baby girls here to know I’m alright. I can make it ‘til some of them get up.”

      “Sooo…what is it you’re trying to build here?” Sheila asked Payton. She was staring at the big pile of logs somewhat skeptically.

      “Hopefully,” Payton began, emphasizing hope, “a large, open-walled but roofed common area—for dining, church, meetings, and such.”

      “Just with logs?” Sheila asked, not following.

      “Babe,” Tony began, but Payton cut him off.

      “It’s alright, big guy! Let the ladies talk!” she said, smirking.

      Tony began to smile. “Awww, daaannnng! Am I gettin’ it from both sides now?” he played along.

      “Dadddd,” Tasha said, embarrassed.

      “I could be in bed right now! It’s all I’m sayin’. All I’m sayin’!” They all had a good chuckle. Moods were elevated after the success of the midnight-raid and bounty they had captured.

      “Anyway,” Payton continued to Sheila, “one of the members out here brought a couple of chainsaw mills to turn these logs into lumber,” she explained. “But, from what I’m learning, we want to season that lumber before we use it. So, in the meantime, we’re going to build smaller log stacks for the corners and occasional spots to bear weight, and then put a log roof on it.”

      “What’s a mill?” Sheila asked.

      “From what I hear, a regular mill is a big piece of equipment. The roads and downed trees may make it a bit tough to get one of those, but for now, they’re gonna use a fancy cutting device that just guides a chainsaw to cut straight lines.”

      “Sounds big,” Sheila said. She was staring intently at the open spot in the middle of the rifle range, trying to visualize it. “How are you going to get them up there?” she wondered.

      “What the Kubota won’t be able to reach, we’ll use the horses,” Payton said.

      “Say what?” Sheila was thoroughly confused. “How on Earth are horses going to put logs twenty-five feet in the air?”

      “Mommm!” It was Talia’s turn this time. Tony was smiling and enjoying the show.

      Payton grinned a little. “With block and tackle,” she answered. “Ropes and pulleys,” she said, cutting off the next question at the pass. Sheila started to look embarrassed because of her confusion. “Don’t worry!” Payton said. “I didn’t know any of this stuff, either.”

      “And I come into this,” Tony jumped in, “because Payton and I will be the co-chairs of running this facility. She’s in charge of the kitchen and hall’s schedule, and I’m in charge of organizing the storage we’ll use some of the space for,” he said proudly.

      “And I’m still in charge of you,” Sheila reminded him with The Look.

      Payton excused herself and headed for the kitchen. She occasionally caught some of the older women—and one man, she reminded herself—getting a bit stubborn and passive-aggressive with each other about how things should be done. She walked into the middle of a conversation about the influx of deer meat they’d all be consuming.

      “All I’m saying is that it’s dry and hard to chew!” Teddy Wilson was explaining. Payton quickly figured out that he and Donna Gladstone were in a friendly squabble.

      “It beats starving, doesn’t it, Teddy?” Donna countered.

      “I never said it didn’t!” He saw his new bestie walk in and tried to get Payton to ally with him. “Would you please tell her I’m not unappreciative?”

      Payton replied with the same sass she would give anyone, in true Walker style. “Fight your own battles, pal. It sounds to me like you two are just looking for something to argue about because you’re bored.”

      Donna knew that when Payton figured out someone was bored, she would have them do dishes. “No, no. Not at all, young lady. I know what will happen if we agree,” she said winking at Teddy. “We’re just having a conversation, right, Teddy?”

      “Yes—about how bland deer meat is. It’s too lean for my tastes.”

      “Exactly,” said Payton. “We’re out of spices.” Spices! It occurred to her that Josh had better prioritize that on his ‘shopping list.’ “Fat is what we need,” she continued. “Usually butchers cut deer sausage and ground deer meat with a small percentage of pig to add some fat.”

      “Well then, we need to figure out how to do that!” Teddy agreed. “My palate can’t take this survival stuff much longer!”

      Having worked in the Safeway deli for several years had taught Payton a few things. “If we can grind and blend in some high-fat nuts, maybe…Good luck finding those. What we need to do is start trading for some butter or avocados—even cheese would work. We’re running low on the canned, clarified butter that Dad had stocked up.” Fat! Who’d ‘a thunk how important that would be when we were storing up all those carbs and sugars.
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        * * *

      

      In all, three Hummers with a dozen Guard members had accompanied Charlie and Matty’s patrol rig out to the west end of the county. They had a pretty large area to check. The EOC’s radio operators were able to eliminate quite a bit of it by noting where the reports were coming from on the map. It was a rough form of triangulation based on, “Bill said it was coming from the east, but Pete said it was coming from the north.”

      A few people had come out of their homes when they saw the authorities. Most of them were hoping it was some form of food delivery. After three weeks, these people still think the food fairies came and delivered stuff while they were sleeping, Charlie thought. Amazing. Most didn’t want to talk about what they heard. Are they scared? Or protecting someone? Or both… Charlie couldn’t tell.

      After being out and looking for close to two hours, someone finally opened up. “Pretty sure it was the Matthews’ place,” he said. “They been out here robbin’ everyone. No thanks to you,” the skinny man said bluntly. “As far as most folks are concerned, they had it comin’,” he summarized.

      “Had what coming?” Charlie asked pointedly. I bet everyone out here already knows every detail. Shoot! I bet they’ve already picked the place clean! The man hesitated. “C’mon,” Charlie nudged. “You already spilled it. Just finish.”

      “Hmmph. A’ight…” he paused, looking around. Charlie just kept staring. “They say that a whole army attacked ‘em. Killed ‘em. Every man—dead. Even a couple of the women.  Made the rest of the women and kids march out to a truck.”

      “Did you go out and check?” Charlie asked. “The Matthews ain’t but, what, a mile from here? Mile-and-a-half?” The sheriff’s department was well acquainted with that family.

      “No way! Not me, man!” the man exclaimed.

      Of course not. “Thanks. The last hummer will stop and give you a couple of MREs for helping.” Charlie gave Matty the nod to get going and called in the order to the last rig. In less than three minutes, they were slowly rolling through the woods onto the property. Matty came to a stop about thirty feet in front of the house. The Guard rolled in and parked. The soldiers started to set up a perimeter, while the staff sergeant in charge walked over to Charlie and Matty.

      “We’re just going to maintain the perimeter and stay out of your way. We’ll call you if anything comes up.”

      “Roger that,” Charlie said. He exchanged glances with Matty, and the pair started to move towards the house. They were moving slowly and watching where they stepped. “Well, bullet holes aren’t in short supply here, are they?” They continued towards the front door. “What are these soda cans?” Charlie asked out loud, more to himself than his junior partner. He stopped and used a pen to pick one up by the pour-hole. He peeked in and sniffed it without getting his nose too close to it. “Smells burnt,” he said. “Like food or firecrackers, though, not drugs.”

      He stood back up and they continued towards the house. “Blood,” Matty called out. Charlie looked at where he was pointing, at a broken windowsill on the end of the house.

      “More soda cans,” Charlie observed. “Look around, there’s a bunch of them.”

      As they arrived at the porch, Matty called out, “Brass. Lots of it.” There were shell casings galore, mostly in 5.56 caliber, but a few others, too. He looked at Charlie with a questioning look.

      Charlie read his face. “We’ll walk the rest of the property and then call the Guard in for a much tighter perimeter when we go inside.” He spied some deep ruts in the ground running between the house and barn. “I want to see where those go.”

      The two deputies started tracking the fresh, deep tracks in the mud. The property had been covered in fresh tracks and footprints, as it was, but these belonged to a semi. They were deep and wide, and the treads were for a highway, not a construction site. They went around a couple of crudely constructed fences. There didn’t appear to be any animals on this small property in quite some time. They stopped at the dead end inside a tree line in which there had been recently cut low branches. Those were thrown into a pile in the brush.

      “Looks like a trailer was here,” Matty stated the obvious.

      “Yep. Makes me wonder if this was some sort of payback from whoever they stole the trailer from,” Charlie wondered as he squatted at the muddiest set of prints. “Lots of people walked through this.”

      “Or maybe the attackers just decided it was victors’ spoils,” Matty counter offered.

      “What’s this?” Charlie said, spying some plastic in the muck. He stuck his gloved fingers down and started to pull, but it was taking its time with a small suction. He eventually pulled out a polymer rifle magazine. He stood up and handed it to the junior deputy. “See if you can wipe that off in the grass while I clean my glove.”

      Matty wandered back out into the field and made for a grassy spot. He spent a few seconds trying to wipe the magazine clean and eventually stood up. “PEW?” he said, reading it. He flipped it over and was able to eventually make out the other side. “Anddd…the number 17,” he finished. Charlie had finished wiping off his glove and came over to take a look. He knew immediately what this piece of evidence meant, but he didn’t say anything. Matty finally broke the silence. “Want to go clear the house?”

      Charlie just stared at the magazine, silently. Finally, he said, “Sure. But we won’t find any survivors.”
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        “The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men…”

        —Robert Burns

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 6 Days.

      

      Cedar Falls Road, Earl thought. The home stretch. Though they had a good fifteen to eighteen miles still to travel, he was starting to feel pretty good about the trek. Everyone was wet, cold, and tired. Now they were contending with real slopes, too. The gradual elevation increase had given way to no-kidding hiking trails on the western slopes of the Cascade Mountains. I don’t miss this part of rucking, Earl thought, reflecting on his Army days. Fort Stewart had some hills, but not slopes like these.

      They weren’t actually on the road for a good portion of this leg but a forestry access road that roughly paralleled it. Earl knew the four-legged threats would avoid them, and the two-legged threats would be easy to spot. They had to get onto the actual road for the last push around Rattlesnake Lake and through the towns of Riverbend and North Bend before they made their way to the cabin.

      Earl, Tori, and Conner had been engaged in a planning meeting, discussing things like meals, getting the neighbors organized into a defensive group, and the state of Seattle when Earl noticed his daughter had quietly started to increase the gap between herself and the nerd-herd. She was at the farthest reaches of yelling to get her attention. Earl was pulling the cart—it was Conner’s turn to ride the bike. “Piper!” Earl yelled as she rounded a curve and kept going.

      Without a word or hint, his old partner took off. I’d forgotten how much you can communicate with just a look when you’ve trained thousands of hours with someone, Earl thought. He looked down at the rifle cases in the cart and suddenly realized they had probably entered the period of time where they needed to start wearing the rifles slung. He watched Conner slow down and start hugging the shoulder on the right side, which was the inside of the curve. He was probably two hundred meters ahead. The road was fairly rural, with household driveways every quarter mile or so.

      Suddenly Conner took off at full speed and completely disappeared around the bend. “Get off your bike!” Earl ordered his son. Owen knew by the tone not to argue. “Get into the bushes right here!” he told Victoria. “You guys stay put until you hear from one of us!” He looked at the nearest landmark, which was a mailbox stand. He unzipped his rifle case and slung it on his front, pulling the adjustable strap tight to keep it from interfering with peddling. He jumped on Owen’s bike, taking off as fast as his tired legs would peddle.

      Pop-Pop! Pop-Pop-Pop Pop! the gunshots screamed. Dammit! Hold on, Princess! I’m coming!
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        * * *

      

      “Big Mac!” Legion hollered out in glee. “Great to see you, brother!” he yelled as he bear-hugged his just-arrived Kent Chapter President. The exhausted, chubby biker, his wife, and their two kids had strolled in on foot. He didn’t say much at first, but the relief on his face was obvious. Legion moved on to Ronnie and the kids, giving them all hugs as a welcome.

      Big Mac was average in size and a bit portly. His road-name was a play on his real name—Sam Burger—more than a reference to size. He dropped a heavy looking pack off his back—they all did. His face was both grimacing from the toll and relieved to be rid of the weight on his back. “Glad to finally be here,” he mumbled. It was rainy, but Legion could see the man was sweating heavily once he started to pull his high-dollar biker’s raingear off.

      Weasel and Shorty had started to help scoop the Burger family’s gear off the floor. The hang-arounds and prospects were all on various assignments, primarily working the perimeter and guarding the radio operator in the attic. Shorty was the Kent Chapter’s V.P. “Glad to see you, bro! What took you guys so long?”

      Big Mac was already looking for a low-ball glass behind the clubhouse bar—three fingers of Crown Royal was called for…a couple of times. “Ronnie and I were on the way to Sammamish to visit her mom for the day when this lil’ quagmire started with the first quake.” He took a long pull on the glass, nearly draining it in the first drink. He nodded to his wife to move the kids to wherever Weasel was dragging their gear. Once the kids were out of range, he continued. “It’s hittin’ the fan out there,” he said with a look of concern.

      “Depends on how you look at it,” Legion said. “But go on. Where’s your bike?”

      “In a ravine somewhere along 900. We figured it wasn’t rainin’ too bad, and we wanted to get a ride in. After that first quake, you’d have thought we went home. ‘Might as well keep going’ we thought. ‘Aftershocks won’t be too bad.’ Quake flipped us like we were on a carnival ride. We both got banged up real good. Took through the night to get home, which turned out to be demolished. Luckily one of the kids’ friends took them home from school with ‘em.” He had everyone’s undivided attention, so he finished his tale. “So…we dug our camping gear out of the rubble and rested for a couple of days. Then walked here.” He looked around. “Surprised she’s still standin’, honestly…”

      “That’s cuz I built her strong when I remodeled a dozen years ago,” Legion said. “Why do you all think I’ve been pushing the prepper paranoia all these years?” he asked the whole room. “Brothers, it ain’t the end of the world. It’s the beginning! Everyone get in here for a shot!” The few members in the room at that moment strolled over and complied.

      “We do need to bring you up to speed on some things,” Legion told Big Mac.

      “Like what?” he asked, with a look of concern.

      “Like the fact that I called for a meeting with the brothers, the Russians, and the rest. Seems that some of our supporting networks”—he was referring to the informal array of people he used to distribute and sell the meth they cooked— “have been gettin’ hit. We can’t allow that. Rather than start a big war, I called for a meet to see if we can come to terms for real estate.”

      “And?” Big Mac asked.

      “The Mexicans didn’t show up.”

      “I still say we wax those turds!” Shorty exclaimed. This elicited a general sense of agreement from around the room.

      “Me, too,” agreed Weasel, who’d returned from showing Ronnie and the kids where they could rest. “Need to send a message.” The consensus was starting to build.

      “Due time, brothers…due time,” Legion placated. “But, first things first. Everyone knows we’re the crank dealers. Everyone knows the Russians got the AKs. And everyone is figurin’ out that the coke and heroine will stop rollin’ in soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Natalie? I think you’d better come look at this!” Roy called out from the barn. While not a dairy farm, they did have their own small herd, like a lot of farmers. They weren’t dairy cows—they used them for grass control in the pastures that were taken off-line after being used for commercial grass several years in a row. They were also a source of meat for the family.

      Natalie was in the house’s side yard retrieving every usable apple she could from their three trees. She heard Roy call and plowed her way through the ash. When she got to the barn, she removed the N95 paper dust-mask she took from the hospital on her very last trip there three days earlier.

      “What’s goin’ on?” she asked her husband with a slight concern. “Why aren’t you wearing your mask?” she immediately said upon seeing him. “Your asthma!”

      “Stop,” he said calmly ignoring her. He pointed to the third stall down on the left.

      Natalie saw one of the cows laying on the ground, hyperventilating. “Ooooohhh, nooo,” she said sadly. “I was afraid of this! I figured it would be dehydration, but the ash must be killing them!”

      “That’s what I figured, too.”

      “It could actually be a combo of both,” Natalie surmised. “We just aren’t going to be able to keep them watered and there’s definitely nothing we can do about the air. They stir it up when they walk!”

      “I’m going to take the Cadet and go visit some of the others,” Roy said. “I think releasing them to fend for themselves is the best option.”

      Or just putting them down, Natalie thought. “Okay. Drive carefully. And wear your mask!” she commanded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “A couple of dudes found an outboard motor and small john-boat in the maintenance shed down by the main pier,” Georgie Coryell told Sticky. Georgie had proven himself to be his closest ally, one of the men the Risen Dead had paid for. The fellow serial rapist had been a resident of the island for seven years.

      The two men had just enjoyed a session with their new, involuntary partner, Dr. Gomez. They were in one of the residential structures on the island, the former home of the recently tortured and deceased chief of security.

      “We need to get down there, then, before everyone wants to take off,” Sticky said.

      “You want them all to stay?” Georgie asked, confused.

      “Naw…I don’t give two licks if any of these perverts live another second. But they’ll take off and we’ll be at the mercy of Mother Nature to find another boat. No. We send out smart men—men we trust, and they bring us back an actual boat.”

      “Got it,” Georgie agreed. “You think O’Reilly and Kilgore?”

      “Naw, I trust them too much. We all need to watch each other’s backs for a while, ya know?” Sticky answered. “How ‘bout Brady, Watson, and White?”

      “Sure.”

      “I also want to check out that large garden on the southwest corner of the island.”

      “Except it’s fall, right? We ain’t growin’ squat…”

      “Plans, my friend…” Sticky thought. I gotta lot of bikers to feed next year. “Always plannin’.”

      As they made it to the front door, Georgie asked, “What about her?” They’d left her handcuffed to a radiator in the old house. A motivated person could easily escape if noise weren’t a factor.

      “Where the hell’s she goin’?” Sticky said with a laugh. “It’s an island!”
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        Mission Statements.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 20 Days.

      

      “Twelve!” Slaughter County Commissioner Sean Fox asked incredulously. Charlie had just been brought into the Unified Command’s mid-afternoon meeting at the sheriff’s insistence. The Sheriff knew he would be peppered with questions, and he wanted the lead investigator to be there to answer them. He had just given the report on the number of dead at the latest shootout. They had pockets of violence every night throughout the county, but this was the first time the death toll from one incident had broached ten bodies.

      “And you said they were all men?” the Bartlett Police Chief, Brandi Farrly, asked.

      “Mostly, Chief,” Charlie answered. “There were two women. That makes us think they were probably engaged in the actual fight—that the attackers were not shooting everyone, just those with weapons.”

      Looking at the rest of the command council, she stated the obvious. “That just validates the stories of the women and children brought in this morning.”

      “Walk us through the scene with these photos you took, Sergeant,” Commissioner Fox said. As long as the command council had gas station fuel tanks to commandeer fuel from, they would be able to enjoy big screens in their meetings.

      “Well, sir, these pictures of the house show a number of bullet holes, mostly coming from the inside-out.” This drew a number of puzzled looks as Charlie kept going. “These cannisters were some sort of homemade smoke device. The attackers obviously have some tactical experience.” The slides kept going. “This scorched spot in the back yard near the bodies was some sort of sparkler bomb.”

      “Bomb?” Sandy interrupted.

      “Not for fragmentation, Director,” Charlie explained. “Very similar to the flash-bangs we use to enter a building.”

      “How’d it get onto the middle of the property?” she asked.

      “Not sure,” Charlie said directly before continuing. “Once we did our initial walk-through, we pulled the Guard unit in and had some of them help us process the evidence.” If that’s what we’re still calling it. Charlie thought. It’s not like we’re still trying cases… “We found a total of 179 cases. Most of them in the .223/5.56 caliber. Blood patterns seem to support a theory that the majority of the deceased were shot as they had just gotten off of the floor or a bed. That tells us this was well-coordinated and a lot of people attacked at the same time.” He paused to see which photo he was on. “We think between three and five of the deceased died in the nearby shop.”

      “You mean victims,” Sandy corrected.

      “Director?” Charlie said quizzically.

      “You said deceased. They’re victims, Sergeant. Right? They were attacked in their own home?”

      “Perhaps I should’ve mentioned the large pile of drugs that had been set on fire in the backyard, ma’am,” Charlie said. “And the piles of stolen clothes and jewelry. These people were one of the county’s most well-known meth-syndicates.”

      Sandy decided to let it go. “Go on,” she directed.

      “These photos show some makeshift huts that the Matthews household was probably using as some sort of guard shack. We found 22-caliber casings near those. I’m guessing they used a suppressor to take out the guards first.” This drew mostly grimaces as well as a few audible gasps. In addition to the large body of politicians, police, fire, and Guard personnel on the command council, there were also a number of aides at the meeting.

      “Sounds like professional mercenaries to me,” Sandy observed, really ramping up her fake Southern drawl. “This was no doubt about one group of thugs trying to steal from another.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Sheriff Raymond said.

      “I concur,” Chief Farrly said. “It was a lopsided victory, for sure, but the fact that the women and children were spared may support a different conclusion about motive.” This caused a few small conversations to buzz on both the council and the audience.

      “Order!” Commissioner Fox said, trying to rein-in the noise. He looked at Charlie. “Anything else, Sergeant?”

      “Uhh, yes. There was a picture of a rifle magazine. It had some stuff inscribed on it. That’s a lead I’d like to follow.” How much do I tell them? Charlie was hiding it, but he was stressed…torn between supporting his oath as a peace officer and trying to keep Phil out of trouble. I need to get ahead of them on this.

      “What was on it, Sergeant?” Sandy asked. “Some sort of racist propaganda, no doubt.”

      “No, ma’am, it had a number and the word ‘pew’,” Charlie half-lied. “Many people who train in firearms etch some sort of markings”—he chose not to say initials—"on their magazines so they know whose are whose when they’re all on the ground.”

      That triggered Sandy’s full attention. “Where?” she asked, being mis-directional on purpose.

      “Where…what, ma’am?” Charlie asked confused.

      Sheriff Raymond knew where this was going. “I think the director wants to know where do you want to follow the lead, Sergeant?”

      Crap! I walked right into that! Charlie was kicking himself inside his head. I hate bureaucrats. “There’s a firearms training facility in West Slaughter that might be able to help me identify what ‘pew’ means,” Charlie said, trying to recover. “They’re a valuable asset.”

      “Or the perpetrators,” Sandy said, squinting her eyes at Charlie. “Very well. Conduct your investigation, Sergeant. Thank you for your service and this great report.” She looked directly at the sheriff. “Sheriff, I think the council could benefit from every detail you can scrounge up on this firearms training facility.”
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        * * *

      

      Josh saw Payton and Savannah giving Maya Jorgenson and her mom hugs near the horses. He decided now was as good of a moment as any to go see how phase one of the common project was coming along. Pam Jorgenson owned the three horses the range had started using for various tasks. Not only were they helping with hauling logs and plowing, but they were grazing down grass in the future garden area, which saved on fuel. They were helping haul things like firewood wherever it needed to go. Payton was giving the ladies the grand plan when Josh walked up.

      “Hey, everyone,” Josh said, politely interrupting.

      All four smiled at him when he approached, but Payton’s and Savannah’s smile had a little extra something in them. “Hi,” Payton said. “Josh, have you met Pam and Maya yet? We go way back.”

      “Don’t think so,” he said, extending his hand. “You were Crane’s friend, right?” Moron, he thought, seeing the sadness appear on her face in an instant. “Sorry. I’m not that bright sometimes.”

      “It’s okay,” she said.

      “We can’t pretend he didn’t exist, right?” Maya said. Pam looked at her daughter with an empathetic eye.

      After all the introductions were finished, Payton explained, “I was just going over the plan with them. Pam’s been wondering why they were dragging all the logs down here.”

      “Yeah, I can see you got some groundwork done while a lot of us were sleeping today,” Josh said. He was looking at what used to be a slightly bumpy and unlevel field in the rifle line was now graded with the blade of the Kubota’s loader bucket. There was mud and tracks everywhere.

      [Brrrt—Lon: “Got something to show at CP”]

      “Sorry to be rude,” Josh said, checking the text. Love this mesh network!  “Duty calls,” he said, smiling as he turned towards the southern perimeter road.

      “Wanna eat with us tonight?” Savannah yelled at him as he started to walk away.

      Josh turned back and walked to her, putting a weathered hand on the back of the little girl’s head as he looked at her affectionately. “I’d love to, but sometimes I get distracted doing stuff. If I’m not there by 6:30, don’t wait on me. Deal?”

      “Deal,” she said.

      Josh looked at Payton and smiled, heading off once again. If a man were looking for an insta-family, he could do worse, he thought to himself. Quickly, the thought of two failed marriages and a bout with problem drinking returned to him. Stop! He scolded himself. Deep in his psyche, he thought of a promise he made to himself when he cleaned up his act. It would be a long time coming before he set himself up to hurt yet another woman he cared about.

      Six minutes later he was entering the CP tent. The enclosed canopy had been retrofitted with interior wood walls, both to cut down on wind chill and provide places for maps and other sheets to be stapled up. There was a workbench with battery chargers for the various devices. What was now absent was the actual working radio gear.

      The CP had been augmented with a small, U-Haul enclosed trailer that someone had procured for their one-way trip to the range. It was only five feet tall and about forty square feet, but it worked for a small desk, radio gear, and a seat for two operators. The equipment had been moved into the trailer because it was much more durable against the large branches that were bound to get blown off the weakened trees during the fall and winter windstorms.

      “Hey,” he said to the assembled group. “What’s up?”

      Lonnie Everly showed him some patches he had in his hand. “My sister used to make extra cash doing patchwork, mostly for motorcyclists. She has an old manual sewing machine, big needles, leather, etcetera,” Lonnie explained. Josh had taken one of the patches and was eyeballing it as Lonnie went on. “Anyway, she found an old, faded, brown canvas tarp here on the property and decided this would be easier on her needles if she was going to make dozens of these things.”

      A big smile crossed Josh’s face. “These are awesome!” He was looking at the sewn version of the simple logo he’d come up with two nights earlier. She had installed the circular emblem with volcano shape and SPP into the quadrants, and she’d hemmed the edges to keep it from fraying. “How many of these has Patricia cranked out already?”

      “About twenty. Give her a couple of days, and it’ll be a hundred.”

      “Really…” Josh commented, his face showing surprise. “That’s pretty impressive! I’d like a patrol to take a batch to at least Gary and Skinny’s groups tomorrow, if we can arrange it.”

      “That we can,” Jerry chimed in. “The comms signal instruction is working pretty smoothly. Several groups are participating with check-ins every six hours. One of the things I included on the list of code words was a set of training duress words.”

      Josh quickly knew what he meant. “Ahhh, so we can call out for duress at any time, but the word will tell them it’s a drill?”

      “Precisely. But we’ve all agreed not to use one of those for a couple of weeks, while we work out the bugs.”

      “I’d also like to go over everything for the patrols tomorrow,” Lonnie said. The plan was to have the first two patrols conducted by those who would then be the leaders as the squads grew and travelled farther away.

      “Right,” Josh agreed. “Yep, let’s dial in the final mission statement, goals, and marking system now, before the actual pre-patrol brief tomorrow. You’re right, sorry. We’ve all been so busy, it slipped my mind.” The group concluded with agreement to meet later that evening, allowing Josh to grab some papers from Don Kwiatkowsky’s RV. The whole family had been crammed into it since they had to make the last leg of their trip on foot.

      On the way back down to the main area, Josh got another text from someone manning the front gate. Now what? When he got there, he saw Phil had beat him meeting the pair on watch. “What’s up?”

      “More beggars,” Phil explained. A few other range members were drifting towards the gate in a show of force.

      “Go on!” Tyler Wilson told the crowd. “Move along. You can’t stay here,” Josh and Phil could hear him directing.

      Tyler is showing some real decisiveness. I think he should be leading one of the scavenge and intel patrols. “This is getting worse,” Josh commented to Phil.

      “Ummm-hmmm,” Phil acknowledged. “The question is what to do about it…”

      “No easy answer, there, but you might want to make sure that everyone is fully aware of it at the morning meeting,” Josh suggested. “I think some of the families out here have gone out of their way to avoid the perimeter so that they can avoid seeing this.”

      Phil looked at Josh. “Maybe,” he concluded. “I hadn’t caught on to that, but now that you say it…”

      “My real concern is wondering what night we start getting night raids. I think it’s a matter of ‘Not if, but when’,” Josh continued.

      “If what we did last night isn’t a deterrent, I don’t know what will be,” Phil responded.

      “From organized attack, sure. What I’m talking about is something more primal. Not an attack, but people slipping in one or two at a time to steal. Hungry people will do anything.”

      “Hmmm,” Phil said. “Like the Bedouin when I was in Desert Storm. Those crafty dogs came right in through the perimeter and stole all of our water one night.”

      “Yep, exactly like that,” Josh agreed with a nod.

      The pair watched the beggars start travelling south down the highway for a few minutes, then decided they could disperse. “Have you noticed more people getting a cough?” Phil asked before they parted directions.

      “Matter of fact, yes,” Josh thought out loud. “I’ll go down to the sick-bay and talk to the doctor.” He made his way down to the enclosed facility they had built at the end of the rifle line. He’d noticed that someone had framed in an even larger area in the last few days and used Tyvek paper to make a wind-breaking wall.

      “Doc?” he called out as he wandered into the space.

      “Back here,” he heard Stu yell. Josh could see the light of a candle dancing out through the crack around the mostly closed door. He slowly pushed it open and saw Stu laying on a cot, writing a letter. The candle flickered a bit as the door opened.

      “Hey,” he said in his familiar greeting. His face went quizzical. “You staying warm back in here?”

      “Cozy enough,” Stu replied, remembering sleeping next to a wet log under a holey tarp. “You offering better?” he asked with a twinge of sparkle in his eye.

      “Uh—no.” The two men chuckled a bit. “It wasn’t why I came back, but I’ll see if someone has a small propane camping heater or something…”

      “That sounds good,” Stu said, “but I just appreciate the roof. What can I do for you?”

      Down to business. I like that. “Someone just asked me a question that made me realize I know nothing about the potential medical issues we’re facing. Is there anything contagious going around?”

      Stu sat up and slipped his donated house slippers on to keep his socked feet off the bare concrete. “Have a seat,” he said pointing to the small, rolling mechanic’s stool that doubled as his exam chair.

      Josh fully entered and closed the door most of the way again. “We need to rig up something for people to get a hold of you that doesn’t require you to leave that open.”

      Ignoring the side-bar comment, Stu asked, “What’s on your mind, Josh?”

      “Well, Phil and I have both noticed that more and more people are coming down with the flu. Should we be worried?”

      “Oh, I see,” Stu said. “The short answer is no, except for those already sick or in the higher age brackets.” Stu caught on. “Ohhh, yes, there is quite a large number of elderly here, huh?”

      “Exactly,” said Josh.

      “That’s something to watch for sure, but it’s the long-term effects that we should probably worry about more.”

      “Meaning?” Josh prodded.

      “So, the weather is forcing us all into tight confines, right? People aren’t washing their hands very often now, or covering up when they cough. Yes, we could be in for a rough cold or flu season. That’s not what I’m as worried about.”

      “As worried,” Josh parroted. “What does that mean?”

      “It means with the number of older people here, yes, we could see some of them get sick enough to have complications. A few might even die. But it won’t be an epidemic. What will be problematic, though, are the diseases that normally pop up after natural disasters. Dirty water, lack of hygiene, and poor nutrition—those are the things that lead to diarrheal diseases. Things like cholera and TB are springing up in the more populated areas by now.” Stu thought for a moment longer. “If you can improve handwashing and find vitamins and minerals, we’ll all be ahead of the game. I mean really get on everyone to wash their hands multiple times a day. Keep some water on the fire at all times just for that.”

      “Guess we need to add soap to the shopping list…” Josh mused.

      “Sure. But tell them just to find a good dish soap, like Dawn. We can blend it with water to make that foamy stuff in a hand pump, which will last a lot longer than bar soap.”

      Josh thought about that for a moment and then changed the subject. “Should we build you some sort of quarantine?”

      “I’m just the hired help,” Stu said, lifting his hands. “You all know better than I what the facilities here are capable of. But it wouldn’t be a bad idea—especially if you can procure an RV that already has insulation and a bunch of beds.” Looking around, Stu added, “Then we could dedicate this space to people with injuries.”

      “Thanks, Doc. Come up and get some stew,” Josh suggested.

      “Now that’s funny,” Stu said, chuckling.

      Josh didn’t remember the doctor’s first name and didn’t quite get it, but he smiled anyway. “Thanks, Doc.” He started to head out, then turned back, hesitating. I wonder if he’s ever delivered babies…

      “Something else?” Stu asked.

      Josh changed his mind. “Another time, Doc. Good night,” he said, slipping up to the chow trailer to find two special somebodies to sit with.
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        * * *

      

      Reynaldo inspected the healing scars under the bandages of the two soldiers in his New World Army. “Sanando bien!” he exclaimed. Healing nicely. He hoped that the healing would be completely over by the time the soldiers needed them to be authentic.

      Before him in his farmhouse operations center were several pairs of operators, along with his various unit commanders. They were being fully briefed on the high-level views of the plan. True to the nature of his multi-racial/multi-lingual army, he had before him not just Hispanic warriors, but Black, White, Asian, and Russian, too. Each two to four-man team was garbed in attire that would help them blend in with their operational surroundings.

      “Amigos, Dejanos rezar. Padre nuestro…” Friends, let us pray. Our Father. Offer your protection over these brave men as they fulfill our mission. Should they fall, oh, Father, shower them with blessings in Heaven. We will provide for their families until the ends of the Earth. Amen.

      With that, Rey excused the soldiers and held back the commanders. After his special operators had departed, he made sure the unit commanders were aware of why he’d been sending the soldiers out in the form of humanitarian missions for the last two days. If all eight hundred of us were travelling down the broken highways together, we would draw their attention. But escorting busses of citizens as they travel south? That is just a civic duty. Of course, they had been conscripting needed skills at gunpoint—forcing “hired labor” to start clearing obstacles from roads with bull dozers—since the first day they were operational. Some of the busses actually did carry citizens, starting the process of endearing the local populace to whomever could provide for them. They were delivering them right to the feeding tents they were setting up in the more populated areas. The other busses were stuffed with their army and special tools, though.

      Rey pointed to the maps and photos hanging on the boards and walls around them. “Alguna pregunta?” Any questions?

      “Solo uno, Jefe.” Just one, Boss. “Cuan lejos esta de Monroe?” How far is it to Monroe?

      “Hermanos...” Brothers. We’re eighty-seven miles from doubling the size of our army.
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        The Point of No Return.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 6 Days.

      

      Earl flew around the curve on his son’s bicycle and hit both sets of brakes as tight as his grip would allow. The bike started to skid sideways just a bit as the tires had locked up on the wet and ashy pavement. Instinct took over as the skid neared its completion, as Earl pushed the left peddle down and leapt off on that side, flipping the bike towards his right as he did. The slung rifle had been held fairly close to his left abdomen area, and considering his pistol was holstered under his rain gear, it was the obvious choice. It came up in a flash. He had a Holosun optic, and the battery kept the device powered for years on end—true to its reputation, the little site held a red reticle directly on the head of the walking dead man who was holding his daughter hostage.

      Earl was walking sideways to the left, careful not to cross his legs as he navigated to get a second position that wasn’t directly behind Conner. Between Conner and the stand-off lay two other soon-to-be-dead meat-bags, bleeding in the sloppy ash. Conner had placed two pistol headshots on number one, and in his haste to get rounds on the other two, had shanked his third and fourth shots. You can’t miss fast enough had been drilled into him in the Army. He concentrated on his trigger control and front sight, and shots five and six found their marks. Unfortunately, the knife wielding scum had managed to close the gap on Piper. The four people now found themselves in a stand-off, right in the middle of the road.

      Piper was clutching her assailant’s arm around her throat, crying hysterically. Earl wasn’t having any. As soon as he had a good angle and fully realized the perp had a fixed-blade knife to his daughter’s throat, his choice was made. The perp was trying to walk backwards, maintain control of Piper, and pivot to keep an eye on both armed defenders. It was too much, particularly as Conner began walking at an opposite angle as Earl, to the right. This was increasing the amount the perp had to pivot his head to keep an eye on them. The tension in the man’s swearing was obvious by the increase in pitch and desperation. It was a matter of moments in which he made the fatal mistake of letting too much head get exposed from behind his human shield’s head.

      Earl was close enough that he knew he could aim an inch to two inches high—the rifle was sighted for fifty meters, which meant for closer shots the bullet would hit lower than was aimed. The offset he practiced at three meters was between three and four inches. He figured for a twenty-meter shot, the needed adjustment would be a small part of that. He squeezed the trigger. KA-KROW!

      Piper screamed in sheer terror as the would-be terrorist’s gray matter exploded out the back of his skull at almost 3000 feet-per-second. The shot had even made Conner flinch. The standing corpse loosened his grip around Piper’s throat, and she fell to the ground in a terrified heap. Earl rushed in to double check for a case of possum—that what he thought he saw wasn’t just a trick being played on his mind out of the fear for his daughter’s life. He saw the damage and knew the threat was down for good.

      Meanwhile, Conner checked on his first two targets—the first was expired, but the second had received torso shots and was still quite conscious. “H-Help”—POP!

      “Nope,” Con-Man said coldly as he ended the man’s suffering. He scanned the woods on both sides of the road as he did a magazine change. Surely there were more rats in the pack. Finally, “Looks clear.”

      Earl was kneeling on one knee, holding Piper close. “I need you to go fetch Tori and Owen,” he said to Conner. “They’re hiding near those mailboxes.” As his best friend hopped back onto the bike and rode west, Earl scanned the scene around him. I can’t believe this just happened, he thought in shock.

      Piper sobbed uncontrollably, squeezing her father with all she had. Earl tried several times to calm her. A few minutes later, Owen and Tori came flying up on the bikes, while Conner was jogging the cart down as quickly as he could. Tori screamed her daughter’s name when she saw the three corpses still oozing the red stuff into ash. Earl suddenly found himself holding and trying to calm all three of his kin in a mass huddle.

      Conner finally arrived. “We need to get moving,” he reminded his old boss. For the next several minutes, he busied himself dragging corpses into the woods while Earl tried to compose his family.

      Unlike in his combat deployments, this Immediate Threat Action had completely shaken Earl. It was different when one’s family was in danger. We’re on what…day seven? And it’s already come to this?

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 7 Days.

      

      “Your lung sounds are horrible,” Natalie told her husband as she removed her stethoscope from his back. She didn’t really need it. Anyone could hear his wheezing. The ash was everywhere, kicking up as a dust anytime a person moved. The Cascades were holding the autumn storms to their west, keeping the wind and rain from pushing the ash east or down into the creeks that led to the mighty Columbia River. “You need to start using that albuterol I scored on the last trip down.”

      He was in the little trailer, sitting upright in the bed the way asthmatics do when they can’t seem to get the elephant off their chest. “I know, Nat. I don’t know what to do.” Wheeze. “It’s not like we have the power to run a humidifier,” Roy pointed out.

      “Good thing for you we have some essential oils. I’m going to get some water boiling for tea.”

      “I don’t want tea!” he said in a somewhat child-like voice.

      “Eucalyptus,” she said, ignoring him. “And peppermint, I think. Those will help. And, yes—we can run the generator tonight to power the humidifier. Peppermint oil in that will help, too.”

      “Nope.” Wheeze. “We haven’t been running the CPAPs, and you’ve had two migraines. No fair to you,” he objected.

      “The difference is that asthma is much more likely to kill than sleep apnea. Who’s the nurse here?” She’d won, and they both knew it. “Think about the kids.” Got ya’. Now shut up and obey. “I think we need to think about going to Bubby’s,” she said to change the subject.

      “Closer to Seattle? You’re kidding, right?”

      “Not at all. And…I need to tell Dad about Mom.”

      “Nat, we live on a farm. This is where your brother and his family should be coming.” Wheeze. “Not the other way around!”

      “There’s like two feet of ash out there!” she exclaimed. “The PH will be all jacked up next year. We’ll be lucky to feed ourselves—not even thinking about crops to sell! We just let our cows go loose, for crying out loud!”

      “No,” he countered. “We have hay and oats for the winter.”

      “But the surface water is all tainted. We can’t live on a generator for months on end! Think about it. Bubby’s place has plenty of water and it’s isolated.” She could see he was thinking. “And protected,” she added.

      “I guess we could take the Cub that far,” he conceded. “We’ll need to bring as much gas as we can.” Wheeze. “I don’t think I can walk over that pass this time of year. What about the hospital?”

      That was in a past life, she thought. “It won’t last much longer. I think Sandra and Doctor Gupta are about done. Once they’re gone, the hospital will be done for. Nobody there knows when more meds and supplies will show up because the highways are unusable.” Nope. We’re going to Bubby’s. He’s much better suited for this crisis.
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        * * *

      

      It was early afternoon, and the Garren Clan was finally strolling and riding up the small lane to his riverside cabin. The last mile is the longest, Earl thought. Some of the thirty-three residences—twenty-three on the river side, ten on the mountain side—on Coho Spawn Road were site-built homes. Most were framed cabins, and some were log. Each had a good spacing between the nearest neighbor, but not so distant as to forget they’re there. The Garrens’ log cabin was about two-thirds of the way down the road on the river side. The roar was loud, as the fall rains had it swollen and running fast—too fast for wading for a while…Looks like we’ll be bank fishing. As he eye-balled the river, he could see it was much murkier than usual. Probably all this ash.

      “Finally here!” Owen said with a groan.

      “Arrrggg! Shut! Up!” Piper yelled.

      Tori was about to get on her when Earl shot her a look. Let her process it, he said with telepathy. He wasn’t sure if Tori read his mind, but she read his face and didn’t say anything. In Owen’s youth, he knew what had almost happened to his sister the day before, but the true impacts to her psyche were lost on him. Earl had board games and cards staged out there, but he figured it might be a while before she was up to doing anything with anyone that required patience.

      “You see that?” Conner asked him.

      “Huh? No. Lost in my own thoughts. What?”

      “Curtains on that house flickered. Like we’re being watched.”

      “I noticed that we just strolled right up the road,” Tori added. “Almost like they think they’re safe out here…”

      “I think once those closest to us see us go into our own place, word’ll get out,” Earl concluded. After a moment, he added, “Still, I’ve met those closest to us a couple of times. Can never remember their names, but we should get ‘em together and try to organize some sort of civil-defense plan.”

      The five-some strode the last five minutes quietly. Piper let the bike hit the gravel driveway after she removed her stuff from the fender rack. She made a beeline for the front door. It was locked, of course. “HHHmmmpphhh!” she said without words.

      “You didn’t seriously think I just left it unlocked, did you?” Earl asked, smirking.

      “Well, what if you had died or something?” she said, annoyed.

      I’m so glad ‘how you will get into the cabin’ would be your biggest worry in that scenario, Earl thought. He was biting his tongue to give her some time to process her ordeal. I’m about done with this attitude. “Mom knows where the hidden key is,” he said evenly. After picking her bike up and putting down the side-stand, he walked over to the front door and unlocked it.

      “Wait here,” he ordered his family. He and Conner took a minute to clear the small cabin before allowing everyone to enter. It had been a couple of weeks since he’d been in there. Needs some airing out. “Brother, would you get a fire going?” he asked Conner. Thank God I built up the wood pile this summer. Earl went and opened a few shades and windows while Tori and the kids hauled their bags into the cabin. It was basically a three-room cabin with a loft serving as one big room, the space under serving as another, and the kitchen and common area on the river side of the house. There was a cast-iron woodstove in the far corner. Earl would have loved to have a big river-rock fireplace, but at that moment he was  thankful for what was there.

      Owen tried to flip a light switch. “Really, bud?” Earl asked.

      “I was just checkin’,” his son said, bummed.

      Now that’s optimism, Earl thought. We just walked over forty miles and killed three people in self-defense, and he thinks the power might be on out here. “Son. You know you’re going to have to share the back-room with your sister for quite a while…right?” The thirteen-year-old still held the dejected look. This got Earl thinking. “Tell you what. Give me five minutes and we’ll get the quads out of the shed, hook up the cart, and haul a bunch of firewood up from the farthest stack.”

      “That sounds fun, and all, but, uh…”

      “Cabin aint gonna heat itself, son. Better get used to chores taking the place of your video games.” He looked towards the woodstove. “Any water left in that can?” he asked Conner.

      Conner looked into the old coffee can. “Bone dry.” This made him suddenly realize something. He’d been out here at least twenty trips and had never thought to ask this. “You on a well out here?”

      “Yep. And one of the first things I did when we bought this place was see how deep it is on the state’s website. When I saw the water table out here was shallow enough, I installed a hand-pump on the head. Bring the can. We’ll fill the water-jugs while Big-O gets the quad warmed up.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 8 Days.

      

      “I need you two to do me what I would consider an un-repayable favor,” Legion said. Shorty and Trip just looked at him stoically. I knew they’d be up to it. “I want you to go rescue Sticky from exile.”

      The pair looked at each other. “Just the two of us?” Trip finally asked. “I mean—yes. Hands down—yes. But it’d be nice to have a couple of prospects with us.”

      “Can’t spare ‘em, brother. You know that. Still waiting on the other chapters and the support clubs to file in. With a lot of the overpasses pancaked, it could take weeks.”

      “No sweat,” Shorty replied. “Consider it done.” He looked at Trip. “We can just get over to the Sound and find a boat, I’m sure…Right?”

      “That’s what you’ll need to do, for sure,” said Legion. “But it could take a couple of days to get there, and a couple to find one that didn’t get wiped out.” He looked back and forth. “You two up to this?”

      “Of course!” Trip exclaimed with confidence. “We’ll ride as far as we can. There’s a bunch of marinas. My cousin took sailing lessons somewhere over there when we were kids.” Trip changed the subject. “Who’s gonna be Enforcer while I’m gone? There’s a lot of people here now.”

      “We’ll be alright,” Legion said. “You two get ready. Just leave tomorrow since today’s half-over already.” He turned to leave them in the bedroom he’d dragged them into for the conversation. “Oh—and take a little ‘party product’ with you. Sticky’s earned it. So, have you guys.” With that he headed to the attic to find his radio operator.

      “What’s the news, Prospect?” he asked the man he’d assigned to guard and play student to the kidnapped HAM.

      “Things’re startin’ to get sketchy all over the place,” he said. “It’s kinda cool to sit here and listen to stuff all over the state, but at the same time…” He drifted off.

      “What stuff?” Legion demanded.

      “I dunno. It’s almost like one of those end-of-the-world movies. We actually heard a couple of gun battles between the cops and someone on the radio this mornin’.”

      “Well, did you map it?” he asked, pointing at the big map on the wall. “Never frickin’ mind!” he said, annoyed when he saw it was unmarked. Stupid prospects. Sheesh…

      “When we can, boss. They need to drop street and neighborhood names and stuff. It’s not like I can Google it anymore,” he explained.

      “Yeah, Prospect, I get that. Just get what you can—but listen up. It’s called ‘intel.’ And we need it. I need to know who’s fightin’ who, where, why, when. Pretty much all the damn W’s. Got it?”

      “Copy that, boss.”

      Not too much longer and our quasi-pact with the Russians and Blacks is gonna fall apart. We need to be ready.
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        Hope and Hopelessness.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 21 Days.

      

      “Wait here,” Charlie told Deputy Matty Wildman, who had just parked their patrol rig with the engine idling in front of the sign and small flagpole at the main gate to the West Sound Sportsman’s Club. Charlie got out and approached the sandbag wall under the brown plastic tarp as a man and woman stepped out from under it.

      “The club’s Executive Officer is on the way up,” she said.

      “I figured as much,” Charlie said. There was a second patrol car idling still out on Canal Vista Highway. Charlie and the two gate guards stared at each other in awkward silence for about four minutes until Phil finally showed up from the direction of the secondary gate that leads down to the far end of the rifle line and action bays. He opened it enough to just pass through it and re-latched it behind himself.

      “Sergeant Reeves,” Phil said.

      “Really, Phil? It’s gonna be like that?” he asked his supposedly best friend.

      “Last time you were out here, you made it pretty clear how things are,” Phil replied bitterly.

      You mean the time before that, Charlie said in his own head. He remembered holding Phil up under the weight of the world crashing down on him on the last visit. “I think we can both agree that things are complex now,” Charlie parried.

      “Sure,” Phil agreed. “Is there something we can do for the Slaughter County DEM?”

      “Seriously? We’re gonna keep up this little game?” Charlie was starting to get annoyed. “Fine.” He keyed up his lapel microphone. “Zeus, you guys stay in your rig. Matty, bring up the evidence bag.” Matty walked up to Phil and Charlie about thirty seconds later with a plastic bag, though Phil couldn’t tell exactly what was in it.

      “Can we come in?” Charlie asked.

      “Got a warrant?” Phil countered.

      “Do I need one?” Charlie retorted.

      Phil stared at him for about five seconds and finally turned around and opened the lower gate. “You’re getting good at this, Charlie,” he stated as the two deputies started to travel in after him.

      Oh, boy. “What’s that?” he asked, knowing he would receive some sarcastic answer. Best friends are figuratively family that people get to choose, and nobody knows how to pull a person’s strings like their family.

      “Serving the crown,” Phil said flatly.

      Charlie stopped and then looked at Matty. “Why don’t you stay here.” It was an order, not a question. Matty complied without resistance.

      The two men strolled down the gravel road slowly, and Phil finally asked, “So, what’s in the bag, Charlie?”

      “In a minute,” Charlie said. “First, what did you hear about a big firefight out in the west end, night before last?”

      “You might have to be more specific, Charlie,” Phil said. “There’s all kinds of danger out here at night.” Neither man was enjoying playing this game of mental chess, and both were a little angry that it was with someone they cared for. “We’re constantly sending beggars along their way—will be any night now that we’re arresting them and calling you guys. Non-violently, of course,” Phil said, adding the dig to draw a reaction. “Wouldn’t want our guns to get confiscated.”

      You’re being a jerk, Charlie said with his stare. Phil understood it. “Enough games, Phil! What happened out there? I know you were there.”

      “If something happened somewhere, brother,” Phil said, thinking through his words as if they would come back at him in court someday, “I’m sure it was self-defense.” He was doing his best to remain calm. He remembered learning, once, that he who loses his cool first, loses the debate. It was a lesson he rarely remembered.

      “Could be, I guess.” Charlie was choosing his words, too. “But usually the self-defense argument goes to the people who were attacked, not doing the attacking.”

      “Well, Deputy, since I have no idea what you’re talking about, I’m going to have to keep speaking hypothetically—unless you give me some specifics.”

      You asked for it. “You want specifics? Okay—remember that kid you arrested here the night after the quake?” He was observing Phil’s face. He thought he saw the pupils widen just a bit. “His entire family and several other people were obliterated the night before last. Funny, though. He wasn’t with ‘em.”

      “The Matthews? That’s what you’re talking about?” Phil deceitfully asked. “World’s better off without them!” he said emphatically. The two men stared at each other for another ten seconds before Phil finally pushed, “What’s in the friggin’ bag, Charlie?”

      Charlie couldn’t help but let the corners of his mouth curl up ever so slightly. He barely took his gaze off Phil when he pulled the AR magazine out of the plastic evidence bag, still full of ammo and covered in dried mud. Phil looked at it, and his face went blank, but he said nothing.

      “How many classes have I taken here, Phil? Only shooter I know whose initials spell ‘pew’,” Charlie said. Boom goes the dynamite! “Nothin’? You all out of sarcasm, Phil? Smart-ass tank empty?”

      Phil’s face was turning beet red. He just stared…and stared…Finally, he said, “What’s this mean, Charlie? You all here to arrest me?” he asked, waving towards the highway.

      “No, Mr. Walker,” Charlie said, returning to the fake niceties, “I’m here to deliver a message—well, two messages, I suppose.” Phil just kept staring with a face that could no longer hide his anger. Charlie continued, “One—the Slaughter County Unified Command is the authority in this county, whether you like it or not. They’re the ones who will decide how justice is dispensed, not private citizens. We can’t allow vigilantes to take over, Phil.”

      He waited, but Phil was lock-jawed—afraid anything else he said would be so insulting that it would indeed get him arrested.

      “And two—you have a friend who was shot in an altercation last night. I thought you would want to know.”

      “Who?” Phil demanded, intense anger still radiating from his face.

      “Reverend Sherman Robertson.”
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        * * *

      

      Stu pulled the seamstress-style measuring tape off Payton’s belly. “I’d like to see this grow a bit,” he said. “Are you getting enough to eat?” They were in his little room, evaluating the state of her pregnancy.

      “Is anyone?” Payton wondered aloud as she sat up and pulled her shirt down.

      “Touché,” Stu replied, smiling softly. “But, seriously—you need it. This baby’s chances of starting his or her life healthy increase dramatically if you get enough good food. No sharing your portions with your daughter. Take seconds, even. Doctor’s orders.”

      Payton smiled. Having Stu at the range was a big relief, though she knew he could decide to leave at any time. “I’m glad you’re here, Dr. Schwartz.”

      “All things considered, so am I. Three weeks back feels like a lifetime ago.”

      Three weeks? Is that all it’s been? They both fell silent for a moment until Stu got it rolling again. “I talked to Josh about trying to get vitamins. I know they started their foraging patrols today, or whatever they’re calling it. You and a few other patients get first dibs on whatever they bring back.”

      “Cool. What about you, Doctor?” Payton asked, trying to find a way to plant seeds. “What does your future hold?”

      “Well, I have a couple of parents up in Sequim I need to go find,” he admitted. Payton noticed the worried look cross his brow ever so slightly. “Though my Jewish mother is probably too stubborn for the disaster to have affected her.”

      They both knew he was deflecting, but Payton had the sense to let it go. “I’m sure they’re managing, Doctor,” she said. Now isn’t the time to ask him…

      “Please—call me Stu. I—I…” He started to choke on his words as his eyes turned moist. He missed Carmen.

      “Stu.” Payton put her hand on his arm. “Whatever it is…” She paused and smiled until he looked back up at her. “We’ve all lost someone…we’ve all had to grow up—fast. It’s okay.”

      “Thank you, young lady,” Stu said, composing himself again. He was starting to enjoy medicine again, especially when there was no rush to get the next paying customer onto an operating table.

      “And you’re welcome here as long as you want, as far as I’m concerned,” Payton said. Seed planted! “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go check on things.”

      “Of course,” he said. As she stepped past the patient bunks out in the rifle-line area, he called after her, “And get more rest!”

      “Will do,” she hollered back. Once past the windbreak wall, she turned right and started moving towards the construction site between the fifty and hundred-yard markers on the range. She was making a beeline for Tony, who was helping two other people muscle a notched log up onto a stack.

      Tony saw her wobbling up to the worksite. “‘Sup, girl? How’d your appointment go?”

      “Says I need to gain weight. Not exactly rocket science. But he’s right, I guess.”

      “Course he’s right, Payton! Everyone knows you’re workin’ too hard!”

      Payton grinned. She enjoyed the big man’s husky, Virginia drawl. “Pregnancy is no excuse to slack,” she said. But it would be nice if my feet weren’t swollen for a change…

      “Never said it was,” Tony replied. “Whatcha think?” he asked, changing the topic to the progress of the common.

      “Coming along. Why you guys moving these logs the hard way?”

      He looked over at the far end of the layout and pointed. “The Kubota’s taking over after we get the first couple o’ rows up and plumb and level,” he explained.

      Unlike a traditional log cabin, this structure was going to have a much larger footprint and be open sided. They were building up the corners and key load-bearing points with traditional notched logs, about six-feet long, in either an L or a T shape. In the middle and tops of the stacks, they would occasionally use an additional piece to be the “hypotenuse” and hold the stacks square. They wanted this facility to be at least eight feet tall on the open sides. When finished, they would have a 70’ x 120’ common area with a log roof. There were even plans to get rocks from the nearby salmon stream and make a fireplace at each end.

      “Your man make it back from the patrol yet?” Tony dared, smiling. He just threw a big rock in the pond.

      “What?” Payton jumped. “What man?” She blushed. “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “Nope! Nope! Nope! Ain’t buyin’ it, girl. Tony ain’t buyin’ it. Everyone knows you and Josh got a thang— ‘cept you and Josh,” he added for fun.

      Payton just let out a big huff to go along with the jaw that had fallen to the bottom of her neck. Tony started busting a gut. “Maaaannnn—the look on your face!” He walked over and wrapped her up in a Big Tony bear hug.

      She huffed again, smiling and still speechless. Finally, “W-what else are people saying?” she asked as Tony let her out of the loving hug.

      Tony slowed his laughing and took on a more fatherly tone for a moment. “It’s a good thing, Payton. Your baby…love in the air…it gives people hope,” he said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      “I saw the worst fight I’ve ever seen today down in the main camp,” Melinda Reeves told Charlie as they laid on their side-by-side bunks. They were speaking in hushed tones while Junior and Kiersten played Uno for the seven-hundredth time. Charlie was unwinding as best as he could. The shift wasn’t just about his showdown with Phil—he, his peers, and the Guard had been involved in containing a large riot at the mall in Sylvan. Charlie really had no interest in hearing about the FEMA camp, except for needing to stay abreast of any threats to his family.

      “I thought you guys didn’t go down there anymore,” he said.

      “We went and stood in line for vitamin shots. There’s a crud going around, and I want the kids to be as protected as they can be,” she explained. “I and three of the other spouses all took our kids down as a group. Safety in numbers.”

      “Heh—yes, Mel,” Charlie laughed. “I get the concept.” He turned his head and saw she wasn’t laughing. “What was it about?” he asked to smooth his quip over. He knew Melinda was itching to talk—once she got started, he would only have to grunt every minute or two.

      “Well,” she started slowly, “not that people need a reason to fight anymore…but rumor has it”—the rumor mill ran any and all news, fake or otherwise—“that the Navy is supposed to be here in a week with more supplies. Some of the conspiracy theorists called that ‘fake news,’ which pissed off some of the others. Soon everyone was throwing out racial and political insults. It got ugly real fast. It looked like a flash mob, but scarier. I hate to see what happens when food starts running out.”

      The talkative Melinda continued for a few more minutes, knowing full-well her husband was passively listening. The topic usually didn’t matter—her chewing his ear off was part of their routine. She didn’t mind, because she knew it helped him relax. She considered it part of helping him rid some stress.

      Charlie noticed her wrap up a description of how the MPs came in and got things under control before she went silent. “Sorry, honey. I’m listening, I swear.”

      “I know you are. I’m just trying to help you relax.”

      “It sounded a lot like my day in Sylvan.”

      “Want to talk about it?” she asked, knowing the answer already.

      “No.” He went silent on her. What I want is for this living Hell to be over. I’m tired of drinking rainwater through filter straws. I’m tired of getting bruised and sliced breaking up fights. I’m tired of finding the aftermath of the worst crimes imaginable. Mostly, I’m tired of knowing what’s coming and not being able to do anything about it. “It would just sound a whole lot like the story you just told.”
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        Starting New Chapters.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 8 Days.

      

      “Thanks for coming,” Earl said to the small group. It was around noon, and the two closest homeowners were people that Earl had said hi to enough times that he decided to see if they were home. Both couples were home and agreed. “Like I said, I’m Earl. That’s my wife Tori, and my brother, Conner.” Sometimes it was just more natural to tell people that. “And Owen. Our daughter Piper is resting. I’m retired Army—was working at Bass Pro Shop when all this went down.”

      “I was an admin assistant,” Tori added.

      “Heavy equipment operator,” Conner mentioned. He looked at the next pair.

      “Hi,” the woman said. “We’re Chopper and Dorothy. Good to meet everyone!”

      “Chopper?” Owen asked gleefully.

      The old biker carried a very friendly, smiling persona, which revealed several holes where teeth belonged. “Name’s Windell, but everyone just calls me Chopper” he said, laughing. The man’s attitude was infectious in a good way.

      “Cool!” the young man said.

      “Hi, ya’ll. We’re Jack and Diane,” said the next man, a southern twang making his words almost musical.

      The bait just hanging there was too much for the large-mouthed bass named Conner to resist. “Jack and Diane? You guys grow up in the heartland? Doin’ the best you can?” Tori slapped her forehead.

      Jack just said, “Yep! Ne-e-ver heard that one, before…”

      There were a few chuckles, and Earl chimed in. “You’ll have to excuse my brother. He has this…condition. Idioicitis. It gives you diarrhea of the mouth.” He shot his buddy a discerning look. This is why you were never gonna make it the full twenty, he said with his glare.

      “Sorry,” Conner mumbled to Diane.

      “You’re just lucky she doesn’t kick your butt to next week!” Jack said. The whole room broke out laughing. Conner had a couple of more one-liners about football stars and chilidogs that he wisely let go.

      After everyone reined themselves in, Earl continued. “To clarify, Conner is my Army brother. We served together through several deployments and have a lot of experience in security.” He scanned the other couples. “Which is why we’re wanting to talk to everyone…”

      “Yes!” Diane exclaimed. “Finally!”

      “Oh, yeah?” Earl said, somewhat surprised by the enthusiasm.

      “Yes. Dear, God, yes. I was just telling Jack yesterday that I can’t believe nobody has set-up a roadblock or anything!”

      Jack was nodding and ready to add his two cents. “Yes. Problem is, we both worked in software. We have no idea how to get started. I think everyone out here is waiting for someone else to do it…”

      “We were thinking the same thing!” Dorothy announced. “But…” She looked at Chopper.

      “But,” Chopper picked up, “I’m sixty-two. I have high blood pressure. Just don’t know how much good I’d do. I was a Machinist’s Mate in the Coasties, but that didn’t translate into any real security experience.”

      “Do either of you live here year-round?” Earl asked.

      “We do,” Dorothy said.

      “Not us,” Jack contributed. “This was our weekend getaway.”

      “That’s alright,” Earl said. “Dorothy, do you think you could take us around to meet everyone you know this afternoon?”

      “I suppose. That soon? Don’t you guys want to settle in?”

      And get murdered tonight? Earl thought. “No. I think we should have a bigger one of these meetings tonight, if possible.”

      This got the other couples to start chirping up a little more. Earl shot Conner a glance and could see his buddy already thinking it, too—we’re going to have to teach everyone from scratch, aren’t we?

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 9 Days.

      

      It had taken Natalie and her misfits the entire next day to get ready. It wasn’t just her husband and kids—there was a predominantly black lab mutt named Tomfoolery, two goats named Jerk 1 and Jerk 2, and a reinforced lumber chicken tractor hitched to the cart that was hitched to the Cub. They had started the loading with gasoline, water, and chicken feed to let Natalie know how much room was left for food and gear. Creative packing, meaning a lot of rope, straps and bungees, ensured that both Cub and cart were tall and top heavy. Looks like the Grinch’s sleigh, Natalie thought. She was letting no space go unused. She even had small gardening tools tethered to the wire fence on the chicken tractor.

      The Cub had two seats, which meant the four adults and teens were taking turns walking. She tried to arrange it for Roy to have the most driving time—she didn’t want the uphill and off-road journey to blow all the moisture out of his lungs. The ash was already doing enough damage. Four-year-old Katherine would get to ride, mostly. Natalie didn’t want to deal with the inevitable blisters on a tyke.

      Roy was keeping a close eye on the Cub’s engine. He’d rigged up a t-shirt as a pre-filter over the air intake that he shook out every chance he could. The engine was buried under the bed, which made it difficult to access when loaded up. He had also covered all the loads in both beds with plastic. Being mid-Washington farmers, they were all decked out in a mix of winter-lined outdoor gear. It was October, after all, and the chance of encountering snow in the mountains was pretty high.

      Their first destination was Natalie’s father’s house near Cle Elum. They would be making a steady uphill path along Old Highway 10. She remembered reading a local hiker’s blog article that taught her about the trail that paralleled it. At times, this would take them several hundred yards away from the old highway and a few miles away from the main interstate. Fine with me, Natalie thought. The less people, the better.

      At a few points the trail got very close to the Yakima River. “Go try this thing out,” she told Wesley and James, handing them the never-used back-packer water-filter pump. “Wes, keep an eye on your brother.” It was a little agreement that she and thirteen-year-old James had made a couple of years earlier—to pretend his autistic brother two years his senior was watching out for him. James shot her a look of understanding and wandered the two hundred or so feet over to the river’s edge with his brother.

      “I’m going to stretch, too,” Roy said. He unstrapped a lawn chair from the side of the stack. “Here, honey. Sit.”

      “I think I will,” she agreed, smiling from under the damp hood. It was starting to drizzle. “And I think it’s Wes’s turn to walk.”

      “Heh, we’ll see how that goes,” Roy said, stretching. He pulled the Remington 700 from behind the driver’s seat. “Be back in a few,” he said as he wandered down to the river to find his sons.

      Natalie looked over at the other barrel sticking up behind the passenger seat. It belonged to their only other firearm, a cheap Winchester Defender shotgun. They usually used it to scare coyotes away with birdshot. Roy had found four rounds of buckshot, and they were the first four rounds to get fired if it came to that. After that, the birdshot was all they had. Whereas both guns were kept in gun-socks at home, Roy had left them well-oiled and open to the elements, minus taping some nitrile gloves Natalie found in her scrubs, over the barrels. Nurses aren’t supposed to think this, but…why in the world don’t we own an AR-15?
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        * * *

      

      Retired Army sniper Nick Williams could only hope that he wasn’t too late. His venture back took way longer than it should have, primarily because it turned into a full-on cross-country hike for most of the route down the west side of the Hood Canal. The entire hillside had slid into the canal for close to twenty-five miles, taking with it every home, road, deer, tree, and insect. Nick’s first thought was to go try to bargain for a boat and navigate through the mess. Then he used his binoculars.

      He could see that the canal had been literally destroyed on the south end. It was technically still a mappable waterway, but there was so much mass and fill from the unimaginable mudslide that all he could see was murk and treetops as far down as the binoculars would scan. It took him four days just to climb up the rest of what used to be the hill, down into the next valley, and south through the brush to a point where he was back out of the wilderness.

      As badly as he wanted to get on with his mission, he’d spent the day before resting and triple checking his gear. This was a long-range, no-resupply mission that would fail to launch if he couldn’t even get his boat in the water. He was relieved when he got home to find the house standing. It was trashed, as the foundation had split in several places, allowing the roof and windows to leak badly. But at least his stuff was relatively secure. More importantly, no trees had fallen on his boat.

      He talked a neighbor into letting him use his truck. They had to craft some ramps out of fallen trees with chainsaws. The road into the park where the boat launch was located had split, with the half closer to the water now fourteen inches lower than the rest. Nick and his neighbor both knew that going back up the makeshift ramp would be the real challenge—something the neighbor was happy to do to earn a free AK-74 and 600 rounds of ammunition. I’m never going to need that thing again, Nick thought. It used a different ammo than the two most common semi-auto rifles—a person was less likely to find that ammo when times got lean.

      After running his mind through a few hundred items in his mental checklist—Water? Batteries? Ass-wipe?—he decided it was time to shove off and head out. Anything else of real value that Nick owned was hidden as deeply into the broken crawl space as he could get it. As the small amount of daylight dissipated from the gray sky and evolved into night, he crept the boat along slowly toward McNeil Island. He landed right in the spot he’d planned for after his countless practice runs over the years. He was on the northside of the island, away from as many structures as possible. Time to send some pedo-rapist souls to hell.
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        The Trek.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 22 Days.

      

      “You’re making a big mistake,” Josh warned Phil.

      “Probably,” Phil admitted, putting a hand on the side of Josh’s shoulder for a second. “But my mind’s made up. I’m going alone. We can’t afford to lose two gunfighters here, especially now that you’ve got the scavenging and intel patrols started.” Josh started to protest, but Phil kept going. “I’ve made sure the board members know that you’re in charge of all things security while I’m gone. Whatever you say. You have my complete confidence, brother.” He could still see Josh’s skepticism. “Other than this last week, the Reverend was there for me in the worst moments of my life—I have to at least try.”

      No! What we can’t afford is to lose you permanently. Josh thought about his choices. Try one more time? I think it’ll only piss him off. “Alright. I get it...And, I’ve known you long enough to know I won’t win this.” But there are alternatives to winning. Josh stuck his hand out for a shake, which Phil took firmly. After the handshake, he turned back toward the midnight blue Jeep that was Crane’s pride and joy.

      Phil double checked that his pack and tennis racket case were secure in the passenger seat with the seatbelt. He was wearing cargo pants and a hunting raincoat, not the multicam battle dress he’d kept on pretty much since Savannah’s abduction. Payton was nearly at the point of knocking him out with something so she could wash those clothes. Phil wasn’t wearing his plate carrier or battle belt—he was back to an inside the waistband holster for the tan Glock with several spare magazines on his person and in the orange tennis racket case. Also inside it was a fully assembled AR pistol and several magazines, ready for action, but not drawing the wrong kind of attention.

      As Phil turned left off the club’s property and started slowly driving south down the Canal Vista highway, Josh called out, “In case I didn’t say it, you’re making a big mistake!” Phil gave him a backwards wave over his shoulder and kept going. Josh could hear weird noises from the jeep and couldn’t decide if it was due to all the cracks in the asphalt or Phil’s prosthetic leg interfering with his ability to clutch.

      I need to find Eli and Lonnie, Josh thought as he started walking back through the main gate and the sandbag vehicle trap. I think Lonnie was about to take a patrol out. No time to waste. He saw the green John Deere Gator utility wagon near the office and jumped in. Three minutes later he was pulling up to the CP up on the hill. He could hear the generator running. Must be charging batteries.

      Sure enough, when he stepped in, he saw eight men and women—two four-person teams—reviewing the maps from the areas around the club’s property. “Lonnie, got a second?” He waved Lonnie outside with his head.

      “What’s up?” he asked, instinctively pulling his rain hood up.

      “Can you have Tyler run your squad today?”

      “I dunno about that,” he said hesitantly. “That makes it three, and four is already a bare minimum number as far as I’m concerned.”

      “We’ll take the east fighting positions down to one person to back-fill, then.” Josh’s mind was already made up. He wandered over to the tent and yelled for Tyler to join them. Josh was right to the point when he showed up. “I need you to run today’s intel patrol.”

      “O-o-okayyy…” he said slowly, looking at Lonnie, who just shrugged.

      Josh caught the look. “I need him for a special assignment. I was already thinking about culling you into the leader of a future squad. We need to expand anyhow, if we plan on scavenging enough stuff for winter. What I really need to know is—are you ready? Will the others listen to you?”

      “Yeah, I think I can manage.” The insurance salesman was an Air Force logistics officer a dozen years back. He’d been a practical shooter at the club for several years. “I mean—Gene’s a bit preachy. As long as he and I can maintain a system of respecting each other’s differences, we’ll be fine.”

      Huh—guess I missed that, Josh thought. It dawned on him that even after all they’d been through, not everybody was going to have the same ideals and values. People were going to have to get a lot more tolerant of others who disagreed with them. “You think he has a problem with you ‘cause you’re gay?”

      “Uhhh…not yet. I don’t think he knows. Don’t get me wrong, we get along. It’ll just be interesting to see his reaction when he figures it out.”

      “Okay. Let me know if I need to mediate. I’ll find you another body or two in a bit. I have to get Lonnie and Eli going on this other thing.”

      Tyler excused himself to go back into the tent, giving Lonnie the opening he wanted. “So why all the mystery?”

      “I need you guys for a special task.”

      “What’s that?” Lonnie’s curiosity was piqued.

      “Let me go grab Eli. We’ll be right back. See who you can grab from the mid-east foxhole to fill in for you.” With that he jumped into the gator and took off for the northern road to find his way to their trailer. Eli and Jeff were preparing to leave on a much longer hunting trip into the state forest to the southwest. “Eli!” he yelled out, not even getting out of the Gator.

      “What?” he heard from inside the trailer. Older brothers were never going to answer to the younger ones without a fight.

      “New mission. Grab your gear and hop in.”

      Eli looked out and could tell by his younger brother’s face and tone that it was serious. “Alright. Don’t get your panties bunched up…”

      They made their way back up to the CP and ran into Lonnie, who was coming back from the eastern perimeter. “So, what’s all the excitement?” Lonnie asked as soon as the rig shut down. He didn’t like having to bail on his little squad now that they were starting to gel.

      Jeff threw a nod in his brother’s direction as he said, “I know he can ride.” He looked back to Lonnie. “Can you ride a horse?”
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        * * *

      

      The Cartel had moved themselves down the passable highways and by-roads over the course of two days in busses that had been stolen from the City of Bellingham’s school district. They had spaced themselves out, choosing to hide in plain sight as they travelled. The evening destination for the last night before the first major operation was a series of fields west of Highway 2 between Marysville and Monroe. Rey had dispatched several teams to steal as many Jeeps and trucks as they could from the auto lots in Marysville. It was almost midnight, and he was overseeing the last-minute preps.

      “You did good, anticipating roll cages on some of these Jeeps, Armando,” he said in English.

      “Si, Jefe. I figured there would be a few. I like the way these clamps are working out for the 50-cal mounts and Mark 19s.”

      Within a hundred feet, sparks were flying on a few of the freshly stolen trucks. “And the welded mounts? They’ll hold?”

      “Si, Reynaldo. Every vehicle will be outfitted,” Armando said enthusiastically.

      Rey went over to the crates that had been dragged off the nearest bus, and imagined what it would look like in a few hours, when the 50-caliber, belt-fed machine guns and 40-mm grenade launchers would turn these vehicles into Somali-style “technicals.” The only technicals in the world to have new car smell, he guessed.

      “Keep it up, Armando. You do the cause proud!”

      He moved back to the SUV he was using to move his personal gear and battle plan materials around. He watched as a large tow truck with a snowplow blade pulled into the field and parked. Three of his men hopped out of the cab and went to check-in with a superior. In Mexico, there would have been cheers, music playing in the background, probably some drinking. Up here, though…Everyone knew the consequences of failure. They were all acting like professionals. Most were working by lantern. They would probably attract some curiosity from locals but were far enough off the beaten path that Rey didn’t anticipate any law enforcement threats. They had still established a violent security plan but were trying to keep things as low-key as possible.

      One of the men who had returned in the tow truck walked over to Rey. “Estos son para ti, Jefe,” he said. These are for you.

      “En Ingles, Geraldo,” Rey commanded gently. I need you all to be able to understand the locals.

      “Sorry, Boss. These are your keys.”

      “You keep them. I need a driver tomorrow morning.” Rey studied the tow truck a bit. “A snow plow?” he inquired.

      “We thought it would stop bullets,” his man said in broken English.

      “Good thinking, Geraldo!” He and the cartel soldier stood and talked for a few minutes, until another man came up.

      “The overwatch is all set up, Reynaldo. Are you sure you want to use the big missiles?” The man knew that they would definitely send a big, expensive message.

      “You’ll decide that in the moment, Sergio. The second unit will set up along the highway, but the timing with mortars will probably be off a bit. If too many of them make it through, the big missiles will have a much greater effect on more of them. The idea is to bottleneck them into one, big, fiery pile.”

      Reynaldo counseled more and more unit leaders throughout the night. The next day would be a big test. There was more on the line than just dying in a simple battle. This was about establishing dominancy in a new world without rules—or laws.
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        * * *

      

      Phil had finally been granted access to the section of the large FEMA camp in Bartlett that contained the mobile hospital. The main civilian hospital was just too isolated on the wrong side of the one intact bridge to make guarding it practical with dwindling staff levels. At first, the protection was specifically for the narcotics and antibiotics. It eventually became for every type of supply. Ultimately it was about employee safety—someone had tried to kidnap a doctor and a nurse a week earlier. Apparently, a highly valued skill could be a detriment if those who possessed it didn’t also have a protection plan in place. Moving all hospital operations to the FEMA camp also made for improved fuel savings.

      When the Jeep had finally made its way to the correct street where Phil would need to turn to enter the complex, he saw a large volume of Guard members manning a barricade and conducting bag searches on the civilians trying to enter. That won’t do…

      He weaved the Jeep a mile farther south, passing an apartment complex on the other side of the road. He figured most of the residents would be at the FEMA camp—or dead or bugged out—by then. He regretted not finding some big chain to at least make the steering wheel un-steerable before he started the venture. Oh, well. It is what it is…

      Phil cinched up his pack, took the tennis racket case into his left hand, and started walking. He couldn’t be sure he wasn’t being watched, but he had no choice—he darted into the woods for about a hundred meters and hid both bags in some brush next to a log. No way am I not keeping at least the Glock on me…

      Fifteen minutes later, he had to stand in a line to be run through a metal detector. He triggered the electronic beep—barely audible over the sound of generators—and was stopped by a Guardsman. “Sir, I’ll need to wand you,” he stated, starting to move toward him. Phil turned so that the man could see his left side and hoisted his left pant leg, showing the bottom of the prosthetic.

      The soldier looked up at Phil. “IED?”

      “AK round,” he said. Hey, I’m not lying. Lucky me if he thinks it’s because I was in the sand box…

      “Carry on, sir,” the soldier said.

      Phil continued on, thinking, There isn’t that much metal in this thing. It’s mostly carbon fiber and polymer. Better to be lucky than smart, I guess… He went through several other processes over the next hour trying to find his way to the medical sector. He discovered four large, green inflatable buildings. They each had generators running air blowers that fed large ribs almost three feet in diameter. The giant tents were about 60’ x 100’ in size and nearly thirty feet high. What we could with one of these…

      He followed the signs and waited in yet another line. After a half-hour, “Yes?” came the un-thrilled response to his presence by a young Guardswoman.

      “I’m looking for Sherman Robertson. Woulda been brought in the night before last.”

      Clickity-clack-clack. Silence. Clack-clickity-click-clack. Silence. Clickity…

      Computers? Really?—even after the start of the apocalypse…Phil was starting to get irritated.

      “I’ll need to get one of the nurses,” she said after reading her screen for a moment.

      After a minute, a man came up to Phil. “Sir, you’re the one asking about Sherman Robertson?”

      Uh-oh. “Yeah…”

      “Are you immediate family?”

      “Kind of?” Phil was a horrible liar. The Reverend was black, for starters…

      The nurse smirked ever so slightly. “Look, let’s just say you are, okay?” His face returned to business. “Mr. Robertson passed away from his wounds in the late evening yesterday. Sorry.”

      Phil was dumb struck. When will it stop? He was at a loss for words.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?” the nurse asked.

      Phil read his name badge. “Y-yes, Sal…Is there anything you can tell me about what happened? All I know is he got shot in some sort of altercation. Do you still have his clothes or anything?” Phil was having a hard time accepting yet another death to contend with.

      “Sorry. His remains were interred here, and his clothing and effects were returned to his family down in Bartlett. Maybe you should go see them…” the nurse suggested.

      “T-thanks,” Phil mumbled as he wandered out of the facility. He was too dazed to take a good look around and see just how many tents there were. People were milling about in all sorts of directions, too, without much to do but wander in the light rain.

      As he slowly made his way towards the main gate, he had another idea. He spent three hours trying to track down whoever was on patrol that night. He wasn’t going to be allowed anywhere near the barracks. He had tried three times to get someone with clearance for entering that section to take a note to whoever patrols in Bartlett at night. Each time, the wait grew longer. He figured the people were just tossing the note as soon as they were out of sight. During the middle of all of that, Phil noticed a procession of vehicles head out—a forest green MRAP, followed by six HumVees.

      His presence at the interior gate to the barracks had not gone unnoticed. A HumVee pulled up and stopped, and two MPs approached Phil.

      “Sir, I’m going to need to see some ID,” he ordered. Phil couldn’t lie and say he lost it, as he had to show it just to get checked in earlier. He dug it out of his wallet and handed it over.

      “What’s your business, Mr. Walker?”

      “Maybe you guys can help me with that. I’m trying to talk to whoever found my friend shot while on patrol the other night.”

      The two cops looked at each other. “We encounter that multiple times, every night. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “Sherman Robertson. Night before last. East Bartlett. Somewhere within a couple of blocks of Allandale Baptist Church. Some sort of gang shootout.” He looked at the two disinterested MPs. “You guys aren’t gonna write this down?

      The two soldiers looked at each other once again. “Look. We can’t bother the patrol guys every time someone comes to the fence.”

      Phil grew agitated. “Then why bother asking for specifics?!”

      The junior partner said, “I got an idea. Let me pull up the night-blotter and see if we can find something.” The senior MP kept Phil in check while his partner opened the rear passenger door of the HumVee and started digging through binders. He returned after a couple of minutes.

      “Report says they heard a firefight. It was over when they got there. Four dead, one wounded, all shell casings on sight were 9mm and 40-caliber. They brought the wounded party back here for treatment.”

      Phil looked at the ground, trying to think of any more questions. The senior MP wasn’t having any. “That’s all we got—and you need to leave.”

      Phil looked up at him. “Thanks for your service,” he snarked as he walked past them.

      After Phil had made his way back to his gear, and ultimately to the Jeep, he decided to try to make it to the church and see if he could learn anymore. The ride over was eye opening for him. Trash was strewn everywhere. The storm and sewage drains were clogged—every low spot was a large, stinky pool of God knows what. The big billboards by the highway had fallen into a heap, as had many of the business signs along the city roads. He was forced to drive over some large steel plates that the DEM had laid out over large pieces of road that had dropped off. It was much like driving an obstacle course at three miles-per-hour.

      He noticed he couldn’t make the left at 17th street that he wanted to. It was blocked off. The road was on a hill, and it was about eighty feet higher in elevation than most of 17th, and the point where his current road and 17th met was basically a large bridge structure that had collapsed. This forced him even closer to downtown, near the shipyard. He noticed that the big stack that used to be a cooling tower at the shipyard’s powerplant was conspicuously absent. After I check on the Widow Robertson, I might as well camp. Tomorrow I’ll see what the Feds will tell me about Crane.

      Phil saw fires in barrels with people camped around them right in business parking lots. It was ironic, since many of them were in front of the remains of burnt up buildings. He detected what appeared to be crude checkpoints on most of the side streets. People ‘bringing the fences in’, just as I figured. He remembered from Crane’s and the Reverend’s visit that he would have to use the bridge on the far side of town. He had an uneasy feeling the entire trip, as if he were being watched. I am being watched, he reminded himself. And like a fool, I have nobody riding shotgun.

      After forty-five minutes of slow zigzagging, Phil finally managed to pull up to the Reverend’s church on the far east side of Bartlett. He was greeted by several men, a couple of them openly armed approaching the Jeep. He got out with his hands up. He noticed that group was an even mix of black and white church members. “Peace!” he called out. “I come in peace.”

      The man who seemed to be running the watch spoke up. “Not too often we get a rig rolling right up to the front door. When it does happen, nothin’ good comes with it.”

      “I’m just here to pay my respects to Martha,” Phil said.

      This eased the tension a little bit. “What’s your name, friend?” the leader asked.

      “Jerome O’Malley!” they all heard a small, old lady’s voice call out. The whole group and Phil looked up the stoop at the old church’s front door. “Don’t you know a celebrity when you see one?” The whole group turned back to Phil, not giving a crap who he was.

      “Hello, Martha!” Phil said, smiling. He looked at Jerome to see if he was going to give way a bit.

      “What—never seen a black Irishman before?” Jerome asked as he stepped aside.

      As the small guard detail began to open up a little bit, he made his way up the ten stairs and into Martha Robertson’s waiting arms. The two embraced like long-lost siblings, though to Phil, she could’ve been his mother. “I’m sorry,” was all he could think to whisper during their hug.

      “Me, too,” she said back to him once the hug had broken.

      It took him a second to think about it as he and Martha went into the church and closed the door. “Oh…you heard then?”

      “Oh, yes, dear…everyone in town knows about what’s happening at the shipyard.”

      Phil felt a wave of tears slam into the front of his eye sockets out of nowhere. He let out a shuddering breath as he tried to compose himself. “A-and here I was trying to comfort you!” he said, laughing as he had to wipe his eyes. The pair moved deeper into the darkened building. First the smell told him and then his eyes confirmed that there were dozens of people living on the pews. The building’s windows had been completely boarded up with 2” x 4” lumber and scraps of plywood to protect the interior from small arms fire.

      As they sat down, Martha told him, “It’s alright, dear. I’m old, an’ God will reunite me with my better half when He wants to.”

      “I don’t know how you’re holding up so well, Martha,” Phil sniffled.

      “Well, I’m still human, Phil. I get mad and sad…and all those things you supposed to get!” she exclaimed.

      “They said they buried him up there?” Phil queried.

      “Yes, that’s what they told us, too,” she sighed. “At least he was buried, unlike all those poor people that died a thousan’ diff’rent ways on Reckonin’ Day,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Reckoning Day…Is that what this is?
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        Rude Awakenings.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 11 Days.

      

      “Remember—go west, first. We’ll try north on another day,” Sticky instructed the rag-tag crew of pirates. Piracy…that really is what this is, ain’t it? Another idea was being born. Forget the sex crimes—people’ll start moving goods by water and there’ll be no cops to stop the piracy. Others are gonna do it. May need to establish dominancy in that quickly…

      “We got it, Sticky,” said the man, somewhat annoyed by the micro-managing. “We brought the boat back, didn’t we? If you don’t trust us, get your own butt on the boat!”

      Sticky knew that like himself, these men were real killers, not just rapists. He decided to tread carefully. “Not distrust, Chris. Just making sure you all don’t waste your time in Tacoma again. Lessons learned and all that.”

      “Don’t worry. Just leave this to us. You figure out how to get that MC of yours involved, or we may need to rethink this deal.”

      Oh, no, you didn’t. Without so much as a word, Sticky raised the captured AR-15 up to his eye—Ka-Krow! The man standing on the stern of the cabin cruiser suddenly felt his jaw and throat explode. It caught everyone else off guard. He screamed in pure agony as blood began to shoot out of the hole in his neck. Sticky was close—he’d been aiming at the spot between the man’s eyes but shot low.

      The screams were intermixed with gurgling and choking as blood started to take the path of least resistance down the man’s throat and windpipe. He dropped to his knees, clutching his throat with terror in his eyes. Sticky had aimed at the next man over, just in case he had any bright ideas.

      “Holy hell, Sticky!” Gary White screamed. He pulled the gagging and struggling man over to the cruiser’s wall and hoisted his torso onto it. The bloody deck of the boat was getting downright slippery. Gary pulled a pistol out of his waistband, chambered a round, and shot Chris Watson right through the temple. The body fell back onto the deck. Gary looked up and immediately raised his hands when he saw the rifle aimed at him. “Whaddya doin’, man?!”

      “You two dip-wads got any ideas about changin’ plans, too?” Sticky asked him and Anthony Brady. “I thought not,” when he saw two heads clearly shaking no. “Now, go get a little of everything on the shoppin’ list—women, girls, boys—and bring ‘em back. We need to keep the creatures on this island fed, right?” He looked over at Georgie. Do we have to do everything ourselves? his look silently asked.

      “What about him? You guys need to come get ‘im and bury ‘im,” Anthony suggested.

      Sticky looked at the meat pile. “Give him to the crabs.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dad?” Natalie said loudly as she opened the front door to his small house. Don’t want to get shot. “Dad?” she repeated.

      “Natalie?” she heard the old man’s voice call out. “Is that you?”

      “Yes!” She could hear some rustling back in the bathroom. What is that stench? Oh, no! She knew immediately what the accumulation of human waste smells like. Her father suffered from congestive heart failure, high blood pressure, and emphysema, all courtesy of smoking his entire life. He was only sixty-four, but she knew he was having a hard time getting around as if his body thought it was fifteen years older.

      She bumped into him as he closed the bathroom door in the tiny hallway, heading out to see her. “Hi, Grandpa!” they both heard as the kids were making their way into house.

      “Ewwwwwww!” said the always honest Wesley, still not making eye contact, but definitely calling out Grandpa for the weird odor.

      Katherine followed her oldest brother’s example. “What stinks?” the four-year-old yelled.

      “Roy?” Natalie said, giving him the look to get the kids under control.

      As soon as he stepped in and smelled it, he knew there was no way they would be staying in there for the night. “C’mon kids. Let’s move the stuff into the garage.” After all the kids hugged and greeted Grandpa, they complied.

      Once they had the room to themselves, Natalie asked him point blank, “Dad, have you been using your toilet?” She was starting to worry about him.

      He looked at her eyes for a moment and then looked down at the ground. He hobbled past her and went to the old, worn-out recliner that had his butt shaped into the flat cushion. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

      “Dadddd…” she started.

      “It’s none of your business, Natalie Rose!” he insisted.

      She started to tear up, not for being yelled at, but out of sympathy. He used my middle name! “Dad, I’m just worried about you. Have you been getting enough water? Do you have your meds?” She looked around for pill bottles as tears started to flow. The old man started to cry, too.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said through small gasps. “I never wanted your kids to see me this way!”

      She knelt on the floor by his feet and grabbed his hands. “We had to, Dad,” she said. “We’re going to Bubby’s. You need to go with us.”

      “No! No, not that,” he objected.

      “You two need to bury the hatchet and start talking again,” she demanded.

      He looked at his kneeling daughter’s eyes. “It’s not that, Sweetie.” He paused.

      “Well then, what?” She was confused. “Why not? You can ride in the Cub! I’ll walk—”

      “Listen! Just give me a second here,” he said to shut her down while he chose his words. “This is my home. This is where I’ve made my life since your mother and I got divorced.” He looked out the front window. “I wouldn’t even leave if I could, and I can’t.” He finished by looking down at his severely swollen ankles.

      Her eyes followed his. “The edema…Dad, I can get you some meds. You just need—”

      “No. No. Natalie?” He paused until she grew quiet. “Just…no. I’m glad I got to see your kids, again. But you all can’t stay here and see me end like this!” He started crying again, sticking his wrinkled hand over to the empty tissue box and finding nothing.

      I still have to tell him about Mom! Natalie’s heart was breaking for her father. She started to bawl, too. “I have to tell you something about Mom.”
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        * * *

      

      The entourage of trucks and SUVs being led by one bright yellow civilian Hummer H2 rolled north and west towards Seattle, taking the same zigzag detours that any police or National Guard rigs would. In every populated area, there had subconsciously sprung up a certain few paths that had no civilian-run tolls or checkpoints. Those that profited from them didn’t set them up on main thoroughfares, mainly as a way of not having law enforcers stopping and asking questions. Legion and several of his extended club members were on the way to another meet near Seattle. The roads had been cleared of the largest obstructions—trees, billboards, flipped over vehicles. Any stranded cargo trailers had been long ago stripped of goods, leaving behind empty shipping containers.

      “Stop here,” Legion commanded his prospect driver from the lead vehicle. The whole convoy stopped behind him. “What’s up?” he heard Weasel say over the radio from the next rig back.

      “Just running a little litmus test,” Legion replied in the radio. To his driver he said, “See that?” He was pointing towards the front end of a dirty police cruiser, parked in a Jack-In-The-Box parking lot. “Whaddya wanna bet he takes off in the next minute?”

      “Nothin’,” the prospect wisely said. As if on cue, the squad car drove off and turned at the next intersection.

      “Told ya,” Legion boasted, not particularly impressed with himself. “It ain’t exactly rocket science. The rule of the wolf pack is returning.” Before his prospect could crack a joke, he looked at him and said, “You make one joke about that stupid movie, and I’ll beat you senseless. Got it?”

      “Crystal clear, boss,” said the wise nobody.

      “Keep going,” Legion ordered. As the procession started back up, he scanned the road the cop turned down. Nowhere in sight. Cowards. Won’t be long before they don’t even leave their compound anymore. Not when the wolves are roaming.
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        * * *

      

      The roost was perched on the military crest of the small hill east-southeast of the main compound. It wasn’t much of a hill—maybe thirty feet higher than the compound itself. From there, he would have 500 to 600-meter shots over a field and between buildings. Nick had used 3D imagery on various apps to study this island for years. He knew where every structure, intersection, and field was. He would’ve preferred the view into the courtyard between the buildings offered by the north profile, but he wanted to be able to move south in a hurry—just in case they make a break for their boat. He’d parked his own boat in a small cove on the north shore and covered it with branches. It took quite a while to skirt the island and find his favored position, but he wanted the boat on the opposite side of the island’s pier.

      Nick had been on the island for over thirty hours at this point. The day before, he had set up two backup sniping positions—one near the primary one and one overlooking the pier—just in case I need to chase them down. I’m here for you, Nick told Sticky Wood subconsciously. But I’ll kill every last one of you pieces of dung if I get the chance. Earlier, just as he had found a decent spot for his roost near the head of the pier, he caught sight of a van travelling north and a thirty-something-foot cabin cruiser departing the island. He used his spotting scope for the wider field of view to glass down and see two men dump a third man’s body into the water. Not my concern, he told himself.

      Currently he was in his primary position, looking into the courtyard, observing. He decided that if he positively identified Sticky, he would take him out immediately. After that, it was game on. He didn’t want to die, but he figured there was no purer reason to die in battle in the entirety of human existence, than to eradicate sexual predators. He could occasionally see men milling about. He wasn’t about to open fire on just anybody. C’mon, you son of a whore. Where are you?
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        “A fondness for power is implanted, in most men, and it is natural to abuse it, when acquired.”

        —Thomas Jefferson

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 22 Days.

      

      This is surreal, Charlie thought. I feel like I’m in a bad movie. He and seven deputies were stuffed into the back of an armored MRAP, rolling up the Canal Vista Highway as part of a convoy. They were backed by two squads of National Guard and were on the way to the West Sound Sportsman’s Club to “serve warrants.” Warrants…I can’t believe that’s what they’re calling them. The big Native American was starting to wonder how bad things were out at one of the coastal reservations.

      Their vehicle came up to the front gate area of the club’s property and ground through the gravel to a halt as the deputy driving hit the brakes. It had been a bumpy ride, with major cracks in the road to avoid, coupled with the horrible suspension in the giant IED-resistant-rig. Charlie and Zeus opened the back doors and climbed out, leading the deputies on a fast walk.

      “Get me Phil,” he coldly barked at the man and woman on watch at the front gate. The southwest corner fighting position had been so mesmerized by the site of the rigs that they had failed to call it in. The front gate only had the sound of big tires rolling up the broken asphalt as a thirty-second warning.

      “Josh to the front gate immediately!” Donna Gladstone yelled into the radio, scared.

      Charlie could look onto the parking area and a little bit through the woods at the rifle line and see people scrambling. “I said Phil!” he barked. “And open this gate!” None of the sheriff’s or soldiers had their slung rifles up in any kind of shooting position, but every one of them had one or both hands on their firearm, ready to use them if need be. They were all fully-kitted, as if they were about to raid a drug-house.

      Josh was running across the parking lot at a full sprint, hands on his rifle to keep it from bouncing. “What the hell is this?” he demanded. The site of his sprint caused a couple of Guardsmen to begin covering him with their own rifles. He maintained his cool and didn’t return the action as he slowed to a stop at the metal gate.

      “Get Phil up here, Josh,” Charlie demanded. “And get this gate swung up or that big old truck is going to roll right through it and over those sandbags.” He wasn’t playing.

      Josh nodded at Vic and Donna to comply with the demand. This wasn’t the moment to play Butch and Sundance—they’d be slaughtered. After they raised it, the deputies and soldiers began to trickle onto the property. “Phil’s not here,” Josh said coldly, giving Charlie a pissed off look.

      “That’s a load of bull if I ever heard one.”

      “Personal matter. Wouldn’t say where he’s going,” Josh lied. “What is this, Charlie? You guys here to arrest someone?”

      Charlie sized the former 11-Bravo combat vet up with a stare and then reached into the map pocket on the front of his plate carrier. “Here,” he stated as he slammed a stack of papers into Josh’s chest and passed him. “We’re under orders,” he began yelling out to the crowd of residents who were gathering in the parking lot, “to serve warrants of intent and confiscate firearms that are out in the open!”

      Josh flew back around to Charlie’s front. “What do you mean by ‘warrant of intent’?!” he screamed, crushing the papers in his hand before he threw them at Charlie.

      Charlie let the stack bounce off him and hit the mud. “It means that evidence exists that multiple residents of this property attacked and murdered residents of another property—” Charlie was interrupted by the rapidly-growing protests and vocal displeasures. This made him start to raise his voice over the crowd as he continued. “—based on physical evidence found at the scene! You are to surrender your arms! Nobody is to leave the county without checking out of the DEM’s Command Post in Bartlett first!”

      “This is tyranny!” erupted from the crowd, in several formats and colorful metaphors.

      “What evidence?” Josh demanded

      “It’s all in the warrant,” Charlie replied. He yelled out to the crowd once more. “You all should consider yourselves very lucky that we’re not chipping you per the new protocol. We’re only taking firearms that are openly carried,” Charlie told the crowd as he stared directly at Josh. And not searching your trailers and conex boxes.

      Josh didn’t break his stare with Charlie’s eyes as a junior soldier began to remove the slung rifle from Josh’s front. His nostrils flared and his face was beet red with rage. “This is illegal!” he announced, trying and failing to regain his composure. “You’re triggering things that can’t be undone!” he said through clenched teeth. There was no mistaking his look—he wanted to throw a hard punch right into Charlie’s Kool-Aid-hole.

      That’s what I’m afraid of, Charlie thought. “You would be smart to let this go.”

      “You tell your sheriff to bring his own butt out here and do it himself next time!” Josh dared.

      Next time will be a bad day for all, Charlie thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Deeper into the hill,” Josh demanded the man digging with the tractor. We’ll be ready next time. He was directing cache construction in several spots around the property. “This is one of the ones that will only have dirt covering it, so it needs to be deep into the berm.”

      Burying caches was something he’d been thinking about anyway, but the confiscation they’d just been through drove home a need to prioritize it. He wasn’t just burying firearms and ammo—he was safeguarding some of anything that had value: food, medicine, batteries, radios, much of the new fireworks haul—lots of things. All caches were meant to be hard to find, but some had to be quick to access. This meant a combination of techniques.

      In the kitchen and office, drywall was being removed and repaired so that items could be stuffed into the insulating space. In the rifle line berm, holes were being dug with the Kubota. They used hot water tanks they’d scavenged from nearby abandoned houses. They used a small grinder to cut an opening into the end that would be nearest the opening of the long, slender, horizontal hole it was stuffed into. In the woods in various spots, darkly painted PVC of varying diameters was being lightly hidden in the brush and given paracord handles to grab onto and yank it back out in a pinch.

      One of the key details was to ensure that the caches would offer decent weather protection, but the items inside would still need to be weather-tight independently. This meant a lot of cans, jugs, plastic bags, and tape. For firearms, they were coating them heavily in axle grease and then wrapping them in plastic sheeting. The water tanks and old, holey barrels that served as shooting barricades for competitions were given false wood floors to keep the items out of any puddles that formed.

      Josh was still irate at the loss of a decent number of good firearms—they’d lost over half of their night scope enabled rifles—but they weren’t screwed by any means. Most of the range’s residents still had several in their trailers and tents. Part of me wants to believe Charlie swayed the light search in our favor on purpose, Josh thought. They also had the firearms they had collected from recovering Hope Braswell’s body, as well as those they had confiscated after the two battles. To the victor goes the spoils, Josh thought glumly. Only, there is no victory in all of this. Just lesser degrees of losing.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 23 Days.

      

      Phil had a hard time sleeping. How can they be snoring? he wondered. The church pews were packed—even the floors had a lot of people sleeping on makeshift pads. He had his gear and had been tempted to set up a hammock but decided against it. He didn’t want to seem rude to the people who were probably living here for the unforeseeable future. He was trying to use his gear as a pillow while on the floor.

      The evening before had evolved into a two-hour storytelling of sorts, as Phil asked people about what had happened to the Reverend. None of them knew for sure. The rumor on the street was that the National Guard had killed him, not the gangs.

      “In fact, we think one of the gangs was escortin’ him home,” Jerome revealed.

      “Hmmm,” Phil said. “I take it some of them used to go to church here?”

      “Yeah,” Jerome told him, nodding. “He was loved and respected by everyone around here.”

      They sat silently while Phil pondered his next questions. “Any chance the local gangs are going to start comin’ after all of you?”

      “Why d’ya think we guard the stoop?” Jerome countered. “Man is by nature sinful. An’ when people get hungry, they forget stealing’s a sin.”

      “And murder,” Phil said quietly, as an afterthought.

      “Pardon?”

      He cleared his throat. “They forget that murder is a sin, too. And that murder and killing aren’t necessarily the same thing.” He wasn’t thinking about gang members when he said it. Directly to Martha, he gingerly asked, “Would you mind if I see the clothes he was wearing that night?”

      She was a bit shocked. “Why, dear? What good could come of it?”

      “Honestly, probably nothing,” Phil said. “There’s just this nagging thought in my head…” He hoped that would be enough and was rewarded. Martha went into one of the rooms at the far end of the church and came back out a minute later with a box.

      She had tears in her eyes when she handed the box to Phil. “I haven’t really even looked at it myself.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” He couldn’t think of anything to say that would comfort her. He opened the lid and pulled out the reverend’s pants. “Looks like they laundered everything,” he said softly. He had Jerome and several other’s full attention. Phil pulled out the shirt and coat and laid them out on a pew. After staring for several seconds, he opened the coat and put the shirt in it to see where the man had been shot. Then it dawned on him…

      “Jerome,” he said, asking with a nod if he would follow him outside. To Martha he said, “Would you mind if I stayed here tonight?”

      “You’ll always be welcome with me, Phil, and I’m sure the Lord don’t mind you bein’ in His house, neither!”

      “I’m going out to grab my stuff, then.” He gave her a quick hug and then headed out the church’s main entrance followed by his new friend.

      “What’d you see?” Jerome said.

      “Something I didn’t like. What do most of the gangs around here carry?” Phil asked.

      “Nine-mil, just like everywhere else,” Jerome answered with a quizzical look.

      “Hmmm. That’s what I thought,” Phil said, not believing what the facts told him.

      “What?” Jerome asked, his voice lowering a bit as his face turned even more stone-like.

      “Those holes are less than a quarter-inch,” he explained. “Could be a common .22, but more likely .223 or 5.56 because of the damage it caused.” He wanted to test Jerome’s deduction against his own.

      “You sayin’ the streets may be tellin’ the truth??” Jerome was pissed.

      “Only way to know for sure is to ask someone who was there and decide if they’re lying,” Phil answered. And I got a feeling the Guard has already lied about it. “But, yeah, that’s what I think.”

      Phil decided to wait the night out. Jerome and some others helped him get his Jeep around to the back—the church’s public lot was much too likely to be robbed on a nightly basis. He’d spent the night there, getting a true sense of foreboding as they heard gunfire, yelling, screeching tires, and screams most of the night. There were no lights to cast shadows, even when cars drove by. Everybody had figured out to disable every light on their vehicle when they drove at night. Nobody wanted to say, Hey, everybody, here I am—rob and kill me. Anyone driving was probably on gang business, as it was. Fuel had become much too valuable to waste. At one point, Phil thought he even heard a couple of wild dog packs wandering around hunting. Mama never called me smart, he thought, as he decided he needed to talk to that gang when the sun came up.
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        * * *

      

      Snohomish County, Washington had been preparing for at least one aspect of a massive natural disaster for several years. As one of the counties that houses a state prison—the Monroe Correctional Facility—they had been pushing the state for extra money and people ever since 9/11, most of a generation earlier. They had prepared for the capability to ensure that should the state fail, they would be able to provide for the guards and their families for up to four months. Indeed, the foresight had become invaluable. Despite some structural damage, the newer buildings in the facility had withstood the quakes. They released the least violent twenty percent of the inmates within two days.

      The county had implemented their various emergency responses, including building a tent city for the prison guards at nearby Monroe High School. Without the ability to feed the prisoners for much longer, though, the prison officials themselves had to make a quiet decision. They released another forty percent of the prison population, retaining only the worst offenders, most of them members of organized gangs. In essence, they allotted some of the food that had been stored for guard staff and used it to be able to retain the worst-of-the-worst for a few months until the relief started to trickle in.

      The guards that had actually come to the prison had known they could bring their families to be protected, which was a powerful remover of leverage from the criminals inside. They had been corralled into much tighter confines so the guards could be closer together. At just over three weeks into the post-disaster efforts, the prison and county officials had started to feel that all of their planning efforts were starting to find an equilibrium. If only they’d planned for RPGs and mortars.

      One rocket-propelled grenade would probably not have completely breached the main gate at the prison—which is why Reynaldo chose to employ three at every guard tower along the back of the property. He also had mortar teams targeting the main gate and front side towers. The hardened structures were not intended to repel small bombs from directly above. Once the perimeter was breached, a few more RPGs shot into the main building convinced the remaining staff to give up. Reynaldo rewarded them with a relatively quick firing-squad death.

      A mere fifty minutes after their initial attack and he was standing on the back of a tow truck with a bullhorn in hand, addressing the remaining 779 former prisoners. “My friends,” he said in near-perfect English, “you may be surrounded by my army now, but at your feet is the moment you were born for.” He let that linger for a moment or two. “Not all of you are cut out for my all-star team…but most of you are.” He looked around. There was a soft hum of silent conversation drifting from the men corralled on the softball field.

      Rey continued. “Many of you were enemies. That will end now. Close that chapter. Start the next one.” He gave a small wave to a unit of men who had contained a large percentage of the white prisoners—not every white prisoner, but those who openly sported white supremacist markings. All of them had been forced at gunpoint to lie in the mud in front of all the rest. Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! His men started to shoot them in the back of their heads. A few had tried to scramble to their feet when the shooting started, but they were vastly outnumbered. In all, sixty-seven white racists had been killed in a matter of three seconds.

      Every prisoner had some sort of reaction, regardless of their ethnicity. “Brothers!” Rey yelled into his hand-mic to get the loud buzz to die back down, “I’ve been advised by my leaders that I cannot trust the Blacks, the Whites, the Asians... Is this true?”

      A raucous course broke out, as men emboldened by this new vision all cheered out, hoping for an opportunity. The vast majority were thrilled just for the chance to escape, but almost all of them recognized what was happening—this Mexican Army was going to take over the Pacific Northwest, one city at a time. Better to join than die, most of them thought.

      “Los policias ya casi estan aqui,” Rey heard in his earpiece.

      “Hermanos…Brothers…the time to stop killing each other is here. Join us! Help us rebuild a society for the strong! The pigs and the Army are moving in. Now is your chance to join us in the fight for our New World!”

      Rey began firing a rifle into the air, and hundreds of new members of his army roared in unison. He watched his men back a truck into the crowd and begin issuing weapons and orders to their new soldiers. They had anticipated a response from the local police and National Guard. He had an overwatch poised to launch two javelin anti-tank missiles right down Highway 522 into the column of response vehicles. They have no idea what they’re up against, Rey thought as he smiled.
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        Cleansing Breaths.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 12 Days.

      

      Nick had a choice to make and plenty of time to think about it on that long hike home. He had qualified with a few different platforms in the Army, and in the years since, had purchased the civilian equivalents. He knew immediately he didn’t need his Barrett 50-caliber. Don’t need that distance on that island. A lot of weight, considering I might need to fight my way back to the boat. He truly loved his Remington 700, most similar to the M24 he started his career with. The stand-out choice for this mission had been the Knights Armament SR-25. It was chambered in .308, and he trusted it out to eight hundred meters, even in the crosswinds he expected.

      This twenty-inch model was fairly new—it had been purchased for him as a retirement present, and he’d spent the years since tricking it out for this mission. On the front was a quick-disconnect suppressor. He had folding bi-pod legs and a dual-system scope mount, which held an expensive Leupold sight and in front of that, a clip-on PVS-30 sniper’s night sight. He preferred very light triggers on his work platforms in the Army, but for the expected dual-role of this model, he kept a heavier, two-stage trigger that would be forgiving in engaged combat. He also had a standard sixteen-inch barrel AR-15 in the boat as Murphy insurance. Other than those two rifles, he had brought with him only a Glock 17 with an RMR red-dot sight and an Esee fixed-blade knife.

      He looked through the spotting scope one last time to check the wider field for last minute surprises. After two-and-a-half days of waiting—several years, actually, he corrected himself—the reason he still lived in Washington state was in front of him. They were having some sort of assembly in the common area between all the buildings. There was a pretty hyped up crowd ranting and worked up over something. Could have to do with the van that came from the pier this morning. I wonder if that boat came back?

      He’d buried the better of the two roosts that covered the main compound a little farther back into the trees. The back-up roost was farther east—it still covered any escape toward the pier but had much less angle into the center courtyard. His range finder was hanging around his neck, as was a back-up pair of binoculars. He had to be ready if he needed to abandon the spotting scope. 627 meters. He did some quick math and figured out the bullet would need three-quarters of a second to lob to its target—plenty of time for the crosswind to push it right-to-left.

      He started deep, cleansing breaths, breathing in through his nostrils and slowly out through his mouth. Slow the heart rate. This one was personal. The rush reminded him of the first few of his career. Breathe…Slowly exhale…He had his body positioned directly in line with the rifle, feet spread apart and flat, toes pointing out. No parallax in the site? Check. Good solid pull into the shoulder? Check. Cheek weld? Check. One last breath in, exhale it half-way...squeeze…
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        * * *

      

      The Grace family had stayed in Natalie’s father’s garage for the night. Roy had found an old propane camping heater and a couple of one-pound bottles. He’d found the twenty-pound bottle for the home BBQ, too, but he doubted the old man had the cheap cable and adaptor to enable it to hook up to their camping stove. Nevertheless, he added the big bottle and a few tools to their kitty. Roy had also reminded his wife that her father owned a .357 revolver, which she asked for and was gifted. She had mixed emotions on that, knowing that as dark as the thought was, leaving it might be the more humane alternative to the death that was coming for him. Ultimately, she remembered something that had helped her cope with her mother’s death—God chooses when, not us.

      On the evening of arrival, Natalie and Roy had busied the kids with getting the chicken tractor onto some grass and tying up the goats while she told her husband the entire scoop. He was no fonder of the idea of leaving the old man behind than she was, but they both knew that getting their kids to Uncle Bubby’s was the first priority.

      The next morning, the drizzle had finally evolved into rain. Everyone was buttoned up tightly. She made sure the kids and Roy had an adequate goodbye with Grandpa. I think James understands that this will be the last time. Wesley will, too, but he probably won’t show emotion about it. Katherine won’t even remember him! This made her tear up again as she watched the farewells.

      Animals tethered, Roy shepherded the kids and “wagon train” to the end of the driveway to give his wife some space. He knew she was the toughest member and leader of the family but that she would be fragile for a while.

      “Dad,” she said through tears as she leaned in to hug him and kiss him on the cheek. “I love you so much!” The water works started. “I feel like this is the last time I’ll ever see you.”

      “No, honey. We’ll meet again,” the old man said, smiling through his own tears. “I love you, too. I’m so sorry you had to see your mother suffer. I think you’re old enough to get that despite being divorced, we still loved each other.”

      “Yes…I get it,” she nodded.

      “Tell your brother,” he started, pausing to collect himself. She waited patiently. “Tell him I’m sorry.” The memories of a painful past of regrets he had as a father made him start bawling again.

      “I will,” she said through her own emotion.

      “Tell him,” he continued, “that I wish I’d gotten to know his family better, and that I’m proud of him for standing up to me and making his own life!”

      Natalie embraced her father for a while longer, finally letting go and turning. She chose not to look back, preferring to close the painful chapter and start moving forward into a scary and uncertain future.
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        * * *

      

      The barricade had been built with the nearest resource in large quantity—downed logs and river rock. At the head of their road on the south side of the river, Earl and Conner had instructed the residents in how to construct a zigzag pattern out of logs that would allow cars and trucks to work their way through slowly. They used the quads to haul river rock up and reinforce the gaps from the logs to the forest hill on the south side of the choke point and build a wall to the bridge on the north.

      The bridge was on the crossroad and led north to a similar road on that side of the river. Like theirs, that road was sparsely populated with homes every three to five acres. After working with the various residents in the principles of watch-standing for a few days, Earl had decided to go check on that road. He and Conner were slowly walking across the bridge, armed, but elbows bent up a bit to show their hands.

      “You gettin’ that sense?” Conner asked. He was referring to the feeling they’d had in Iraq when they knew they were being watched.

      “Yep,” Earl said.

      The partners subconsciously spread themselves apart. Whereas in peace time they would walk next to each other like anyone else, in alert-mode they had spread out about fifteen feet. As they crossed and rounded the bend where the road went along the river, they saw an elaborate chokepoint crossing it. They were surprised to see several men and women, all of whom were well-armed. There was a teenager pushing a garden-cart behind two of the women and one man, who didn’t seem to be part of the guards. Those four were on the near-side of the intricate gate and walking toward Earl and Conner, smiling.

      “Don’t be alarmed!” the older of the women said.

      Earl could see a few other people still on watch on the far side of the gate. They were using the big plastic jersey barriers that could be filled with water for weight. The barriers had been spray painted a camo pattern. Their zigzag had two, parallel lanes. At the far end of those lanes was a huge log tethered to an old pickup with chain. It looked ready to be pulled in front of the lanes to allow for an instant cut-off. There was a decent-sized wooden shed kit with an asphalt shingle roof that had been constructed. Makes a rainy night on watch quite tolerable, Earl figured. He saw that the cart had a big jug and some supplies in it.

      “We brought you guys some coffee!” she said. “Please—come in and have a seat!”

      Earl and Conner looked at each other as they closed their own gap and approached. They both knew that if there had been danger, they would’ve died having never seen it coming. “I’m impressed,” Earl opened, looking around. “You all didn’t just happen to throw this together. I’m Earl.”

      “Conner,” his wingman introduced himself.

      “I’m Vince,” the graying-man in his early seventies said. The mother-daughter combo introduced themselves as Erin and Lacey as they all went into the little shack on the other side of the gate. Earl noticed the men and women still on watch and the teen with the cart had maintained their sense of alertness to the outside world, even as they passed through. Everyone was armed—even the teen—and well-equipped. Serious folks, Earl thought. Lacey brought the coffee urn and stuff in from the cart.

      The shack was about eight feet wide by twelve feet deep. It had a table, chairs, lantern and radios being charged by a bank of car batteries. Must be solar on top. There was a large map on the wall that showed every property by address. Earl started studying it.

      Erin saw his gaze. “Just a quick reference. We don’t want to give away too much detail to any invaders,” she explained.

      “I’m still impressed,” Earl said. “I’m retired Army. That’s hard to do. And, you all were expecting us, which tells me you have a good perimeter and communication system running. I didn’t see any antennas on this building, but I’m guessing you have some in the trees…maybe even a mesh network.”

      “Go on,” Erin urged as she sipped some coffee.

      A test…MMM-kayyy…”Coffee to spare. I’m betting that won’t run out for months. Maybe years. Those barricades were already out here, somewhere...” He looked at Conner. What am I missing?

      “You didn’t just know we were coming,” his bestie took over. “You knew we were worthy of a sit-down. That means you’ve been reconning our side of the river.” He nodded his head towards the door. “The junior high kid outside is strapped. That means you all are not only highly trained, but your kids are, too. And, everyone trusts each other’s kids to have firearms. You aren’t just neighbors. You’re family. Some of you anyhow.”

      Vince chuckled. “Just cuz I’m Hispanic doesn’t mean I can’t be part of the family!”

      The usually flippant Conner was caught off-guard. “I—I…wasn’t—I’m not…”

      “Relax, Con-Man, he’s screwing with you,” Earl said, taking his brother off the hook. Everyone but Conner and Lacey were laughing. “I’m guessing you were a Joe, too,” he said to Vince.

      “That was long ago. I was a Huey ‘Slick’ crew chief. Took that trainin’ and became a full-fledged helicopter mechanic.”

      “HUA,” Earl said with the familiar Army groan. “We gettin’ warm?” he asked Erin.

      “Baby!” Erin exclaimed, who was probably in her mid-fifties. “You guys are on fire! You Army, too?” she asked Conner.

      “75th Rangers. Vet, not retired. I’ve been an equipment operator for several years.”

      “What brought you guys across the bridge?” Vince queried.

      “Well…unlike you all, the south side of the river is occupied by well-meaning but ill-trained folks,” Earl explained. “We have a basic check-point set up. Conner and I decided to see where this road went.” He looked back and forth at all three of his hosts. “I guess our northern flank is secure.” This elicited a small chuckle from Erin and Vince. Earl looked at Lacey. “I noticed you don’t say much.”

      “I speak when I got something to say.” The look on the young woman’s face was set in stone.

      Got ya, Earl said with his look. “Roger that.” To Erin, “We’ll get out of your hair. Thanks for the cuppa joe. Doubt you all need anything from us, but…maybe we should set up some sort of comms strategy to alert each other…”

      “You said what I was thinkin’, Earl,” Erin agreed. The group as a whole went outside and prepared to separate. Lacey loaded the cart and started heading east. Erin turned back to Conner and Earl. “My daughter’s been through a real rough patch.”

      So has mine. “No explanation needed,” Earl assured her before changing the topic. “Can I ask you how long you all have been preparing? I gotta admit I’m just a bit jealous. It’s like you hypnotized your neighbors and ordered them to be preppers.”

      “Years, darlin’,” Erin said. “Vince and I are just the reception committee. Some of us are related,” she said, answering Conner’s guess, “ but mostly we’re all just friends that’ve been working together on this for a long, long time. Eventually someone bought a place out here. Rest followed suit as life allowed ‘em to. People around here know us all as Phalanx.”

      Like the Spartans, Earl realized. He stuck his hand out for both of them to shake. “I’ve got some radios. Let me get a few other people from my side to come back this time tomorrow. There’s a few like me an’ Conner that aren’t completely helpless. You should meet them.” And help me train them, he didn’t add as they left.
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        * * *

      

      Ka-Krow! The lower brainpan of a man fifteen feet in front of and to Sticky’s left dissolved as if it were a flesh-colored water balloon filled with red paint. Blood and brain coated everyone between the two. Almost simultaneously, Chuck O’Reilly’s chest to Sticky’s right caved in. That three-quarters of a second for bullet-travel had been enough time for the walking man to literally be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The thin bone of the face was not enough resistance to skew the bullet’s trajectory very far…but it was enough to deflect it into Chuck. Fate had saved Sticky Wood.

      Ka-Krow! Ka-Krow! It wasn’t conscious thought that drove Sticky straight down to the ground like an eight-penny nail—it was the subconscious survival mechanism that triggers fight or flight. Not everybody possessed it. Ka-Krow! Another chest exploded. Then two more heads. But Sticky’s mind was in full-alert. Body parts don’t explode, his subconscious mind said. Lower yourself to the ground rapidly. Here, let me help. His knees went limp, and after two full seconds of staring at the five—No! That’s six! —victims on the ground, he started low-crawling like mad. Any drill sergeant would have been proud. No butts were sticking up in the air that day. Seeing the flyswatter up close was a powerful motivator.

      Most of the resident-perverts had run into various buildings. Sticky had crawled back into the main rec facility. How many of them are there? It took him several minutes to work up the courage to crawl around in the building. The sniping had slowed and then ceased after the targets had all disappeared. Holy crap! Double crap! Cops? No! Maybe…naw! That’s someone else…He’s a… Sticky actually smiled when he caught himself getting ready to think it. “Up yours, Predator!” he yelled to nobody in particular. Just like the day the hammer fell, Sticky started laughing uncontrollably. The rest of the men sheltering in that building just looked at him as if he’d gone mad.

      Look at ‘em all. “Dealers of death and destruction” until it’s their neck on the chopping block! Sticky reveled in the opportunity. His first instinct was to start helping the sniper. I could take all the pedos out, for sure, he thought. He ultimately decided against it. Numbers were safety. There’s just one or two guys out there. Why would I reduce their number of targets? He looked around at the terrified residents. Shoe’s on the other foot, now, ain’t it, perverts? He decided he would make someone go out and “play canary” after dark.
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        “The two toughest kids on the block, I guess. Sooner or later, they gonna fight.”

        —Lt. Col. Andy Tanner

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 23 Days.

      

      In the weeks since the events, both China and Russia had been making motions. Each was motivated by the intense desire to feed its population. Each also had ulterior motives. For Russia, it came down to proving after the thirty-plus year gap since the first Cold War ended that they had been right all along. For China, it came down to the fact that they felt they were due. It was their turn to be the world’s provider, protector, and dominating superpower. Their system of government was less than a century old, but their culture was almost five thousand years old. It’s. Our. Turn.

      The former biggest kid on the block—the U.S.—now had a broken arm. Russia and China, while both establishing aggressive foreign policies towards the U.S., were now eyeballing each other, squaring up. Trains in both countries were starting to load up with troops and gear and move toward their mutual border to conduct exercises. Navies started loading ordnance and food onto ships. Both bullies figured they’d better fight each other at full-strength and get that broken arm kid afterwards. The trickle-down effects of Tahoma’s Hammer were getting dangerous for the entire world.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll need to pay a toll ‘bout two blocks that way,” Jerome told Phil. “Once through there, about four to five blocks north ought to get you the audience you seek.” He gave Phil a concerned glance. “I still think you need to reconsider this.”

      That’ll put me a couple of blocks from the house Crane was renting, Phil thought solemnly. “You’re the latest on a growing list of people to tell me that,” Phil told the big man with a small smile. He stuck his hand out. “Take care of these people, my friend. Come summer, I’ll make sure some of our yield makes its way down here.” The church had fed Phil some soup, and Martha had insisted he stay for their daily prayer vigil. It was already late morning by the time he made ready to leave.

      Jerome gave him a firm handshake and a respectful nod and stepped back from the jeep. A month earlier, these two men from different worlds would have hardly looked at each other at the gas station or grocery store. That distinction was not lost on people from different cultures who had to start earning trust with actions, not words. Phil figured that most modern racial strife was probably more about cultural differences rather than skin tone. In the grand scheme, Phil didn’t care what the scholars decided—he just cared if the people around him shared the same core value—treat others well.

      With the clunkiness of a half-sized clutch leg, he caressed the Jeep to the intersection and turned east. Just as Jerome predicted, he rolled up to a series of cars and lit barrels forcing him to stop. The three young men and women staffing this checkpoint approached the jeep with caution. They weren’t openly carrying firearms, but Phil was sure he was in someone’s sights at that moment.

      “Turn around. Leave,” he was ordered by the tallest one. He looked of Islander descent and had tattoos on the backs of his hands sticking out from under his raincoat. He started to eyeball the jeep with the look of a wolf.

      Phil was scanning the other three as they started to surround him. Don’t get tunnel vision. “I’m trying to set up a meet with the Terrytown Kings,” Phil said. “I can pay the fee.”

      “TK don’t want to meet you,” the lead guard said. “An’ you can’t afford the fee.”

      “Bet I can,” Phil said. He nodded towards the tennis racket bag on the passenger seat.

      “Slowly, brah,” the man said.

      Phil could sense their unease. He unbuckled the far seatbelt and pulled the bag toward himself. He barely unzipped the side pocket, pulling out a sandwich bag with a hundred rounds of 22-caliber ammo and fifty rounds of 9mm. He lightly tossed it to the man.

      He scanned it and looked back up at Phil. “What else is in the bag?”

      “There’s a hefty fee to find out,” Phil said coldly. He kept his eyes locked on the man’s eyes. If I’m going down, you’re the one I’m killing in the process, his eyes said.

      After a tense moment, the man nodded the rest of his crew back to their post. “Go north until you can’t go no mo’,” the man said.

      Phil cautiously snaked the jeep through the fiery barrels and cars and slowly drove north at the next intersection. Many of the older houses in this part of Bartlett had been shaken off their foundations. Some had collapsed. Trees were laying on others. The entire area reeked of human waste, as every low spot was a pool where the rain kept pushing stuff. There were fires in the front of some houses. Phil deduced those were probably a marker for the ones that were intact. There were boards over windows and wind-damaged tarps flapping from broken roofs.

      He was five blocks along when a gray Chevy pick-up with five armed men in the back pulled in front of him and came to a stop. He slowed down and checked his mirrors, which confirmed the same thing happening behind him with an older blue truck. Ambush 101…If I make a run for it, my clutching alone would let them catch me. Here goes nothing.

      On the slow drive up, he’d pulled the AR pistol out of the case and slung it around his neck, leaving it in his lap. As he put the rig in neutral and set the parking brake, he slowly unbuckled the seatbelt and stepped out. When he did, the AR yanked down with a motion, revealing itself to the locals. Phil had his hands up just high enough to be above his elbows. He’d left the jeep running for obvious reasons. He scanned around. The men in the truck to his rear were still in the back of the pickup. He figured that truck was poised for the chase, should he decide to rabbit. The five men to his front were slowly spreading out, and the one in the center was approaching.

      He was a tough looking Filipino in a brown trench coat and leather plateau hat. He looks like an Asian Stevie Ray Vaughan, Phil thought. “You made a mistake coming here,” he said. “Bad mistake, dead man.”

      Phil knew there was only one way out of this pickle, and it involved both luck and earned respect. In one swift motion he grabbed the pistol, flipping off the safety as he raised it to the firing position aimed at the man ten yards to his front. He could feel the blood start to pound in his temples as the adrenaline started to surge. He waited for the impact of a bullet to his skull. One second. Two seconds…

      “I’m here to talk. Tell them to stand down,” Phil said coolly. The man before him was a cool cat with crazy in his eyes. He just stared at Phil, smiling as if deciding whether or not he was going to pick that day to die. “It’s about the Reverend Sherman Robertson!” The man’s delay had spooked Phil into thinking he needed to keep trying. “I know the soldiers killed him!” Pandering wasn’t beneath Phil when he was outnumbered ten-to-one.

      This was enough to spark curiosity with the gang leader. “You first,” he told Phil. Phil scanned the others and all four of them were still squarely beaded on shooting him. He slowly lowered his weapon to low-ready. The leader looked at the others and nodded, causing them to lower their weapons. “So…whatcha want, dead man?”

      “I want to hear the story about how ‘the man’ shot the Reverend from those that were there,” Phil replied.

      This seemed to genuinely surprise the gangster. “Gonna cost you, bro. That jeep,” he said smirking and nodding at the vehicle. Phil knew they were going to take it anyway. It pissed him off, but he knew he had to bury that for a time when he was out of danger. He nodded at the man. This was the moment he realized he might just get to see Caroline and Crane again, very soon.
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        * * *

      

      “Spring?” Stu asked. “I don’t know, Josh…I know I can’t string you guys along, but I need to go check on my folks.”

      “I get that, Doc, but I’m thinking about Payton. She’s well past half-way on this pregnancy. It’s mutually beneficial for you to stay here with us, too,” Josh explained.

      “Oh, I know,” Stu said. He’d had enough life experiences in the prior twenty-four days to appreciate the people around him—and their capabilities. The arrogant Stuart Schwartz was dead, and the new one didn’t particularly miss him. “And I truly appreciate you all for putting me up here. If it weren’t for needing to get to Sequim, I’d be committed to the cause…”

      “What if our radio guys can get hold of someone up there. Do a welfare check.” What if they find out your folks are dead, he didn’t add.

      “That’s something to consider, for sure,” Stu confirmed. “But in reality, they’re going to need me. They’re in their seventies, after all.”

      “Sure, Doc, I get that.” Josh was silent while pulling up the words for his Plan B. “How about this—go get them and bring them back.”

      This caused the light bulb to come on over Stu’s head. “That might be worth thinking about…” He discarded the idea fairly quickly, though. “Except we’re moving toward winter. I don’t know if I could get there, convince them, and get back that quickly. I mean, we both know that this will be on foot. It literally takes an army to drive anywhere now-a-days.”

      He’s got me on that one, Josh thought. And we can’t spare the people to take him…or could we? “Tell you what, Stu. Let’s both agree to think some more before any decisions are made.”

      “Sure thing,” the good doctor agreed.

      Josh left Stu’s little cubby hole and headed toward the front gate. As he passed the end of the rifle line structure, he looked at what was the back wall of Stu’s office. This is like fifty feet from the gate. Need to line this wall with sandbags! When he got to the gate guards, he talked to them while they all watched a couple of wanderers. He could see Tyler’s daily patrol slowly driving down the road from the north in a pick-up truck. They opened the lower gate and let them drive down. Looks like they scored quite a bit of canned goods and gasoline today…

      As the patrol members piled out, a few other range members came over and started helping unload. Josh helped with the chores. As the group eventually dispersed, Tyler and Teddy Wilson started towards their tent holding hands.

      Gene Hackett just stared. Then he looked at Josh for a moment, then looked back. “Those two brothers sure are close,” he mused.

      Josh almost laughed out loud and could see thorough confusion on the man’s face. Might as well get ahead of this… “You mean husbands,” he corrected him.

      “Huh?” Gene was a bit slow on the uptake. “What?”

      “They’re married. Pretty much everyone knows,” Josh explained.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake! Does Phil know?”

      Josh wasn’t sure, but he knew it wouldn’t have mattered. “Yep. Why? What’s the matter?”

      “I’m just surprised, I guess,” the middle-aged man said. “They don’t seem gay.”

      “Not all gay people act queer, Gene. Most of my gay friends don’t.” I thought everyone understood this by now. “Is this really a problem for you?” Josh was a little concerned.

      “No. Not as long as my Christian beliefs are equally respected.” He could see the doubt on Josh’s face. “Seriously. Recent history is full of examples of Christians having the viewpoints of others crammed down their throats, usually in court. I respect those two, because I know I’m no better than them. But I won’t cause any drama as long as they don’t.”

      “Judging by the fact that you just learned about them being gay, it seems that they’ve already proven they won’t. Right?” Before Gene could answer, Josh headed off to find Payton for some quality time before he got trapped into a philosophical conversation. People are in for some tough conversations as this thing plays out. People need to learn to respect the ones they don’t necessarily agree with.
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        * * *

      

      “You got balls, dude. I’ll give you that,” the older man seated across from Phil said. “Giant, hairy ones.”

      He had been taken to a house one block north and two blocks east. He was sitting across the dining table just off of what used to be the living room in the older home. Phil presumed the man to be about his own age. He was also of Filipino heritage. Phil noticed that the entire group was Filipino or Islander.

      I need to connect with this guy. “Reverend Robertson was my friend. I just want to know the truth about what happened. Word is that you guys were escorting him that night.”

      “That’s true.”

      “So…was that just for general safety, or was there some threat on the Reverend? Another gang…”

      “All of the above, homes,” the man said. “This heavily medicated society is fresh out of their stock. Plenty of crazies out there. ‘Specially at night.”

      “All of the above…” Phil repeated. “So, he had some sort a threat against him?”

      “Word is that some of the others weren’t happy with him feeding and helping people clean up,” the man said matter-of-factly.

      “Who actually shot him?” Phil said, getting to the point.

      “Why, brah? You won’t accept it anyways…”

      “It was them, wasn’t it?” Phil said, already knowing the truth.

      “What’s it matter?” the old mad asked again, laughing. “The people in charge always been shootin’ whoever they want. Just seems you white dudes forgot that for the last hundred years. Some friend o’ yours gets shot and now you care?”

      “So why did you guys protect him?” Phil asked, unsure what he might hear.

      “Most of us are Catholic,” he said, looking around. “But all the black and white kids ‘round here grew up going to that church. Robertson was a good dude. Not a pedo. Cared equally for the whole flock, you might say.” The man paused and looked up, searching for his closing words. “He was old. People like him aren’t gonna make it long in this world.”

      “Old people?” Phil asked, appreciating the moment and hoping he still had a way out of this. Need to connect! “You and I are old compared to the rest of these guys.”

      “No, homes, I mean nice people.” The man made a small nod toward The Hat, who with a second man, swooped in behind Phil and grabbed his arms and shoulders. He struggled to use his one full leg to stand, but they were too strong and fast. They hauled him out of the chair and tried to force him to his knees. As he succumbed to the force, his below-knee prosthetic became askew a bit and turned awkwardly.

      “Yooooo!” The Hat said. “Dude has a fake leg!”

      Dammit!!! Phil was screaming in his head. He was scanning with his eyes, both arms still under the full control of two powerful men. Counting the old honcho, there were six of them. I’m in deep kinchee here!

      “You shoulda never pointed my new gun at me!” The Hat hissed into Phil’s ear.

      The honcho had stood up by then, slowly moving around his men to see the fake leg. “Hmmpphh. You a vet?” he asked Phil.

      Phil was breathing heavily from the small struggle and stress. He tried to calm down, but said a very pissed off, “Yeah!” Try to connect, he told himself. “You?”

      “Uh-huh,” the man said. “But stuff like that just don’t matter no more, brah.”
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        Cat and Mouse.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 13 Days.

      

      Nick’s alarm woke him up as the cloud-blocked sun was lowering. It was turning the wet, nasty day into a dark gray instead of a light one. There was no need for a radio, so he left it in the hidden boat. This freed up his ear for an earbud. Guess the phone was still handy for something. Glad I put it on the small solar panel. He had a career’s worth of experience to know how deep he could catch some Z’s out in the field. Logic told him that the initial volley would hunker all of them down for at least a couple of hours. He knew it would be a long couple of days, so he got some rest after moving to the back-up roost.

      Nick left his helmet and mounted night vision in his pack, relying only on the night vision mounted on the rifle to watch the field and structures before him. At about one-and-a-half hours after dusk, he saw movement. Predictable. One fat perv. Must be a child rapist. Shame to let him go. He was going to let as many single runners go as it took to convince Sticky that the coast was clear. He’ll be in the middle of a big pack.

      The fat rapist made it all the way from one building to another. Ten minutes later, Nick saw another leave the first building and start running for the trees across the wide open field. Headed for the pier. C’mon, little mouse. Draw them all out. He waited. He checked his six to make sure he wasn’t being sneaked up on himself. When he reacquired his zone, he saw four more running to the southeast. Patience. They’ll start flowing soon—just like the time in Ethiopia.

      Ten minutes later, Bingo! Looks like a zombie horde. Must be fifty of them. Look at ‘em all run! Most of them are out of shape—they’ll be too tired to run back once I start. He let the front of the pack get two hundred meters from the building—almost halfway across the gap to the next tree line—when he started plinking targets. Ka-Krow! Ka-Krow! The SR-25 used twenty-round magazines. By the time he emptied one, the pack was too scattered to keep an eye on without a spotter—especially at night. Shoot…I’d better get to the pier roost and get that boat out of commission. No telling if I got him yet. He stood up, threw off his ghillie suit, threw on his pack, and started a speed-run through the forest.

      He got to his pier-roost about twelve minutes later. He was breathing heavily, which meant his one-shot kill-ratio was going to drop significantly. You got soft in retirement, he kicked himself. He could see a few of the younger ones trickling in off the road. He had a choice to make—open fire on the boat’s engine compartment and send everyone scurrying or let Sticky flush himself. He hoped that he’d already gotten him and that all he needed to do was kill them all to verify it. He knew his luck wasn’t that good, though.

      Wait, his instinct told him. He knew the boat wouldn’t fire up until whoever the top dog was had ordered it. What the… Well, dang, scumbag’s smarter than I gave him credit for. Entering the area that fed the pier was a tightly-packed group of men all holding a large amount of brush and branches next to their part of the mob. It looked like a giant bush with about two dozen feet. Nothin’ a little infrared can’t fix…

      Nick calmly pulled the battle helmet out of his pack and removed the mounted night vision. He pulled the little FLIR monocular out of its case and mounted it onto the helmet. He swung it down in front of his non-dominant eye after he donned the helmet. The walking bush had made it another thirty meters in that time. Through his FLIR, he could clearly see the men’s individual body heat. He picked the one in the middle of the pack and opened fire.

      Whoever that was dropped like a bad habit while the rest scurried. He flipped the FLIR back up since they dropped the cover they were holding. He resisted the urge to shoot at will, scanning the crowd for the face he’d memorized years earlier. He heard the boat fire up. Crap!

      He looked on the pier and saw a flurry of activity as seven or eight men were trying to board the vessel and cast off lines. He saw Sticky dive into the cabin of the boat and splintered the helm panel with a shot that was a milli-second too late. The boat lurched forward. He shot the rest of the men he could see, but whoever was throttling was hiding behind a bench that he couldn’t see around. Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! He started opening fire on the engine compartment by shooting through the boat’s transom. I could sure use that Barrett right about now! What he lacked in grain-weight with the .308, he made up for with volume. He switched mags and kept dumping rounds into the engine compartment. Smoke started to roll out of it. Yes!

      Nick Williams was in full combat mode. He started packing up his gear, ready to run the three miles down the back roads of the island as fast as possible. Their boat was wounded with a head start. They wouldn’t make it far. Need to get to my boat!

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 14 Days.

      

      Nick got back to his fishing boat and dragged the branches and brush off it, trying to flip it uphill into the woods so that it wouldn’t become caught in his prop. He untied it from the tree and shoved off, dropping his pack and setting down his rifle. It was dark and rainy. Take a breath. Another minute won’t hurt. Make a plan. He started the engine and let it get warmed up while he continued to drift out a few feet, engaging it into reverse and letting it slowly pull him out a bit more. Maps…

      He went to his pack and pulled out his Garmin full-screen GPS device and put it into its holder above the steering wheel. He turned it on, memorizing the shape of the shoreline for the next island to the northeast and the main body of Tacoma to the south. Engine’s warm. Need to make up time. He hit the throttle and started to steer for due east.

      He was hoping to see something obvious, but visibility sucked. As he started to clear McNeil Island, he took the throttle down to troll for a few moments, listening for sounds. The rain and wind were too loud—they also had made any smoke trail break apart. Son of a—! Nick was pissed that the one person he was after may have slipped past him. He powered back up and decided to speed over to the most likely land mass that they would’ve headed towards—Tacoma. As he headed south, he kept playing the scene over and over in his mind—they had an easterly trajectory. Something in his mind said to turn east, and he listened to it. They must be trying to get across the Sound…

      He consulted the Garmin and started to head northeast, shooting for the gap between Fox Island and Tacoma. In desperation, he slowed one more time, pulling the binoculars up. He could see nothing on Fox Island’s shore. I wonder…On nothing but gut instinct, he put on the helmet from his pack and flipped the FLIR down. There it was, glowing like Homer Simpson’s fuel rod. Gotcha! The boat’s engine-fire had been too small for its light to break through the rain and fog, but it shined like a beacon in infrared imaging. They had taken the stricken craft to the south end of Fox Island.

      He jammed on the throttle and banked hard to port. Need a plan. This monster is too crafty. He decided he would keep a few hundred yards off shore when he got close and try to land to the west side of the island. He didn’t want to be counter-ambushed. As he got closer and closer, he started to slow and veer off towards his destination away from the wrecked cruiser. SNAP-Whirrr… He hit the throttles and ducked. Anyone who has ever received incoming hypersonic bullets knows exactly what they sound like when they pass by. So…you think you can take me, huh? Nick asked his adversary with his thoughts.

      He cruised north-northwest for a couple of minutes at full-speed and then cut power to one-third and started heading for shore. He wanted to be close enough to find a trail, but far enough away to land safely. Once he tied up to a tree between two large, spacious mansion properties, he donned his gear and rifle and climbed ashore. He looked at the boat—he was running some risks not covering it, but time was too critical. He checked his G-Shock watch. Almost midnight. He started pushing his way through the brush. Ding-ding—Round two, you human waste-of-space…
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        * * *

      

      There’s a lot of patrols on this island, Nick thought. Either they’ve had training or something’s got them scared. In the fifty-five minutes he’d been trying to sneak east-southeast, he’d had to hide in the shadows three times. The lack of proper gear and procedure that these rich people had, showed they were being reactive, versus proactive. Something has them spooked to be out in the rain like this. He could hear them discussing something about bikers. They were yapping as if nobody was listening, but he could hear it all from quite a ways off.

      He decided he needed to be proactive himself. These people need to know what just hit their island. Must be some sort of command post somewhere. They can help me trap the animal. I’ll do the dirty work for them…He slowly started following the latest threesome of men, armed with two hunting rifles and a golf club. The pack took him north, but he figured that Sticky Wood would be heading that way anyhow. He kept a good 150-meter spacing so that he could counter-surveil to see if Sticky was watching them, too. They slowly made their way up the main north-south road on the long, slender island. They occasionally stopped and shined a flashlight in between properties, never once moving into the area to check more closely. They’re afraid of something, for sure, Nick noted.

      He’d heard a few generators going along the way. People were running every light they could around the properties. This just validated their reactiveness in Nick’s mind. As the team he was trailing neared the center of Fox Island, they walked into a well-lit canopy with two generators running along the side of the main road. The command post…here goes nothing.

      Nick used his FLIR to look around for heat signatures. Satisfied he wasn’t being stalked, he slung his rifle backwards onto his back and walked up to the lit canopy. It alarmed him to know that he got within three meters and had to announce his presence. Some of you are bound to die, he thought bluntly. He put his hands in the air. “Ahem!”

      “What the—?” he heard about five different men and one woman say. One of them immediately leveled a shotgun at Nick.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” Nick said loudly. “My hands are up!”

      Two of them almost tripped on each other trying to get out of the canopy. “Stop right there! Who are you?!” the taller one said.

      “Retired Army Master Sergeant Nick Williams. You people are in worse danger than you thought.” His full tactical attire and hands-up approach had given itself a certain air of legitimacy. Regardless, his inexperienced captors were confused and nervous, a dangerous combination.

      “How’d you get here?” the tall one demanded.

      “Can I get you to lower those muzzles? I’m here to help.”

      A cooler head prevailed as a pudgy and short man came out. “Forgive us if we don’t trust you, Nick. We’ve had some devastating news lately. If you agree to step back a couple more paces, you can put your hands down and we’ll lower our weapons a little.” Some of the men looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “I’m Michael. What’s your business?”

      “Michael…Folks…I’m tracking a sexual predator whose last known location was on the south end of this island. Member of a motorcycle gang—” Nick stated, getting cut-off before he could finish.

      “We know,” Michael said, showing a level of relief. “Your worries are over, friend.”

      Nick was confused. “I’m…not…sure what you’re referring to, Michael, but the animal I’m hunting just landed on this island less than two hours ago.”

      The entire group made a strange noise collectively as some of them gasped and the rest erupted chaotically. “What—” The noise was disruptive. “What—” Michael couldn’t hear himself talk over the panicked commotion. “Hey!” They all shut up and stared. Michael turned back to Nick with a worried look. “What do you mean? Please explain,” he almost begged.

      “Look, no offense, but it’s obvious you people don’t know much about this. As you can see, I have two firearms that I haven’t used. I’m going to ask for a little trust here. You first. What did you think I was talking about?” I’m in charge here. You just don’t know it yet.

      Michael looked around and got nods of approval from a couple of the others. “Two nights ago, two of our residents on the south end were viciously murdered in their home. A couple other victims managed to kill the two thugs as they were escaping. Now—I need to know what you’re talking about.” Michael was all business.

      How to say this nicely… “You know who the residents on the island to the southwest are, correct?” The air became still as realization slammed these people like a wrecking-ball. Thanks to the shop-style floodlights scattered around, Nick could literally see them turning pale. “This evening, a boat with about three of them crash-landed on your southern shore.” These people will die if I try to use their help. “I need all of you to get indoors and barricade yourselves into the deepest, safest part of your home.”

      The commotion started back up. “We can help!” Michael said. “First the bikers, now this. Tell us what to do!”

      Bikers! Nick saw a connection that he hadn’t picked up on earlier. “These guys are armed killers. I can guarantee that if you help, most of you will die.” He looked around at their stunned faces. “Or all of you.” The silence was broken only by the generators. “If you’re indoors, then I have greater confidence that I won’t be shooting at one of you. Get it?”

      “We get it,” Michael affirmed. “But just realize we have another patrol of two men down on the south end right now!”

      “You got radios?”

      Michael held up a little handheld radio. “Just this cheap kind from the sporting goods store,” Michael explained. “But they haven’t been replying for the last forty-five minutes.” He started to hyperventilate.

      “There’s nothing you can do now. I’ll look out for them.”

      “W-what are you going to do by yourself?” Michael asked.

      Nick pulled the sniper rifle off his back and re-slung it to his front. “My job, Michael. Now—tell me what you did with these bikers.”
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        Guardian Angels.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 23 Days.

      

      Phil’s face, neck, and scalp were getting hot. His body was coursing blood to all of his senses, enacting nature’s reaction to extreme danger. I’m not dying like this! He kicked his right knee up, trying to throw his one good foot onto the ground. He’d used the upward momentum to try and break the grasp of the two people holding him down. It was no good. Both of them tightened their grips and shoved him back down, yanking his arms farther behind his back. He turned his head and glared at The Hat, who just smiled.

      “Up yours!” Phil screamed angrily.

      The old man pulled a nickel 44-magnum with a six-inch barrel out of an old U.S. Calvary holster on his hip. He walked a bit to get squarely behind Phil. “Look, brah. Nothin’ personal. We mighta even been friends in da old days…” Thump!

      Something heavy hit the front door. Phil didn’t even catch it at first. He was panting heavily and squinting, trying to say one last prayer. The old man, The Hat, and the four others all looked at each other. The old man used the magnum to point at the front door. The Hat moved over and yanked it open, ready to yell. “What the—"

      A body—the man who had been guarding the front porch—had been pinned to the front door through his skull by a carbon fiber arrow. He slid off the arrow as The Hat yanked the door open, landing on his boots. It caught them all off guard. In that moment of surprise, Phil finally looked up and behind him. What’s happening…?

      The front window exploded into a thousand fragments as the old man dropped where he stood. Ka-Krow! echoed into the house. Ka-Ka-Krow! Ka-Ka-Krow! The controlled, rapid bursts of two semi-auto rifles was unmistakable. Two more men dropped from multiple, well-aimed shots.

      As The Hat and the last two men both began to seek cover behind the same bookshelf, Phil couldn’t believe it. He flipped over to his butt, straightening the prosthetic. The sounds of a legitimate gunfight were emanating from the front of the house. Rival gang! Need to get out the back. He slowly crept backwards toward the kitchen. He kicked a dining chair as he was nearly there, getting The Hat’s attention. The Hat turned—Pop!—and tried to fire off a rapid shot at Phil, who managed to get around the fridge. He flew across the kitchen, grabbing a skillet off the stove as he passed it. He yanked open the back door and jumped the three steps down to the concrete. Pop!—The Hat tried another shot that splintered the doorframe right next to Phil. The run for his life had begun!

      He scanned left and saw a small, detached garage. He just rounded the corner by a bush when The Hat—Pop!—took another shot. Around the corner, he ducked so the bush would obscure his rival’s view. No choice! Cover too far away! The Hat’s lack of training revealed itself when he rounded the corner full speed and right into Phil’s swinging skillet. Clang! It was a dizzying shot, for sure, but it wasn’t a knock-out blow. The inertia and excitement caused Phil and The Hat to tangle and tumble together, with Phil winding up on top. The Hat dropped Phil’s Glock, which scattered toward the house about ten feet and went under a different bush. The Hat lost his hat when they hit the ground and started wrestling. They both looked at the Glock and then at each other. The Hat tried to shove Phil off, and Phil grabbed the loose skillet. Clang! He swung at the same moment The Hat had gotten his feet on Phil’s chest and kicked off.

      Phil landed upright and on instinct, turned and started running. He shot between the garage and the house next door heading for the back yard, tossing the trash cans next to the house down as he flew past them. He wasn’t sure what kind of lead he’d built up, but by the time he got to the far end of the fenceless back yard, he heard The Hat trip over the cans. He thought that maybe the skillet, the dropped gun, and the cans had bought him a hundred feet. Goose egg or not, he’s younger and faster. He’s gonna kill me! Just need to make it to the next block!

      There! Phil limp-ran for a big RV in the driveway across the street. As he rounded it—POP!—he heard another rushed gunshot come his way and splinter into the rig. He ran down the concealment of the RV and through the next gap between two houses. He plowed right through an old wooden fence with his shoulder and tumbled into a backyard. Dogs were starting to bark, but the gunshots had guaranteed nobody would be coming to his aid. Nearly there!

      Phil ran right up onto the back porch of the old house on Marilyn Dr. and plowed into the back door at full speed, fracturing the frame as it gave. He fell once again and scrambled up. He saw a flash of The Hat coming through the gap in the smashed fence. Hell! He darted through the tiny dining room of the sixties era rental home and shot up the hall looking at the ceiling. Son-of-a—! Where’s the stool?

      Out of shear desperation, he went into the bedroom and grabbed the small bedside table that his beloved son Crane had used his entire life, dragging it into the hall under the attic access cover. He heard The Hat scrambling onto the back porch as he braced his arms onto the walls of the hall to assist the right-leg squat up onto the table. He shoved the drop-in access cover up and over, feeling with both hands. Yes!

      He yanked one of the rifle cases down in such a hurry that he fell backwards into the room he’d fetched the table from. He could hear The Hat shoving a chair out of the way to start up the hallway. From his knees, Phil pulled a loaded magazine out of the side pocket on the soft case and frantically unzipped the main compartment, grabbing the AK-47. With the muscle memory of  thousands of magazine reloads to draw from, he inserted the mag and chambered the well-tested battle rifle. Just as The Hat got to the corner, Phil leveled off the AK from the hip, shooting right through and next to the doorframe. KA-KA-KA-KA-KA-KA-KA-KA-KROW!
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        * * *

      

      Thank you, son…Phil thought. I miss you so much. He looked at the gasping man in front of him. He could see the life leaving his eyes as rapid blood loss drained his life with it. “That’s why you always keep a ready-mag with your gun cases!” he yelled as a release for the stress.

      After the ringing started to dissipate from his ears, it occurred to him that he may still have others on his tail. The AK rounds were sure to let any trailers know exactly where the action had happened.

      Phil got back up onto the table and grabbed the second rifle case. It was one of the hard, foam-filled kind. He knew it would have Crane’s shotgun and two pistols in it. He also pried his own pistol out of the cooling, dead hands of The Hat and put it back into his empty holster. It had taken lives all those years ago, and now it had almost ended his. “Have fun reaching room temp, you piece of garbage!”

      I want my crap back. I want Crane’s Jeep. Something deep in his mind was telling him to let that stuff go, but he didn’t always listen to that voice like he should.

      He slung the AK around his neck, checking its case for anything else of value. He picked up the other full case and walked to the end of the hall. He caught movement outside and dropped the case. Hell’s bells and shotgun shells—here we go again…He heard the back porch creak under someone’s bodyweight.

      “Jarhead?” he heard a familiar voice call out his radio call-name.

      Whew! Phil sighed in a big way. “Papa Bear?” he replied. He saw Eli slowly look around the broken frame of the door, big compound bow in his left hand and rifle slung around his neck. Phil smiled. “I don’t know what angel sent you two,” he said, catching sight of Lonnie, “but I owe him a steak dinner!” Phil picked up the rifle case and headed out back to meet them. He was taken aback at the sight of three horses hitched to the porch’s post.

      “How’d you…?”

      “Josh,” Eli cut him off, as the two men had a big handshake. “Figured you were a fool for coming to town without help. Looks like he’d be right.” Phil detected a tone and knew he had no reason to be angry about it.

      “Look, guys—”

      “Save it,” Lonnie said, coldly.

      Phil’s elation at being saved had just been replaced with shame for putting these men in this position. Whereas his natural instinct was to be defensive, in this case he realized he’d let foolish pride endanger all of them.

      Eli caught the tension and changed the subject, glancing at the house and the cases Phil was holding. “Whose place is this?” he asked quizzically.

      “Crane’s,” Phil said. “I remembered the last time we spoke he mentioned hiding his guns inside the attic access.”

      Eli’s eyes grew a bit and he shook his head. “Lucky!”

      Or maybe not, Phil thought.

      “Let’s make tracks,” Lonnie urged.

      “He’s right,” Eli agreed, looking at Phil. “It’s already dusk. We’ll need to camp, and it should be nowhere near here.”

      “There’s a lot of heat where we came from, plus the cops and the Guard’ll be patrolling around here,” Lonnie pointed out to Eli. “Not to mention these guys’ families. I know it’s the long way, but what’s your thought on going around Orca Inlet?” It was becoming apparent to Phil he would have some damage control to do later on.

      Lonnie looked down and thought about it. “Yeah, I think you’re right. We can find cover at the county fairgrounds.” With that, the three men saddled up on borrowed horses and headed north out of Bartlett.
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        * * *

      

      Reynaldo’s army had made it to Seattle. When he arrived at the Monroe Correctional Facility the day before, he knew he didn’t need all of his several hundred soldiers for that operation. He had planted an ambush along the highway. After the two anti-tank missiles wiped out the front two-thirds of the responding Guard units and police, killing and capturing the rest had been easy. The first rule of an ambush is to push through. Multiple vehicle fires prevented that. Retreat was cut off by an encircling cartel army. Rey had planted units on both sides of the highway in a textbook ambush.

      A few of the captured were enslaved and kept alive for their knowledge of which bridges and roads were navigable. The Mar De Paz army rolled west into Seattle, setting up camp in the multiple ballpark facilities at the University of Washington. There was no hiding it now—they were an army of nearly two thousand, and they were taking over. The Seattle Police, Washington State Patrol, and National Guard tried to approach the campus, knowing what had happened to the prison the day before. They were targeted with mortars, which the initial wave wasn’t prepared for. A communication down to the state’s EOC at the makeshift Camp Crandall near Vancouver revealed that nobody—not the National Guard, the U.S. Army, or the Washington State Patrol— had any intelligence whatsoever on what was happening.

      “We start by carving out Seattle,” Renaldo had told the bosses before he departed Mexico. “When they realize they can’t take the city back, they’ll try to bargain. The fools will hold onto the notion that their states and cities will somehow return to the same borders and operating principles as before.” Carve them up like a roasted pig, he was told. We will attack California from within when the time is right. The entire West Coast will be ours. The Cartel had proven time and again that even the Mexican Army was no match.

      “Jefe, tenemos algunas noticias,” a runner told him.

      News? News of what?

      The Risen Dead Motorcycle Club has formed a coalition, our sources say. Them, the Blacks, the Russians…even the Asians.

      Rey had anticipated this scenario. He wasn’t worried. “Gracias, amigo.”

      Reynaldo stared down from Husky Stadium at the burning police and Guard vehicles on the quake damaged Montlake Bridge. He was enjoying watching some of his new recruits down there mopping up the wounded Americanos. Rey then pondered his multi-ethnic special operators, confident that at the correct moment the next day, all of those amateur gangs would fall to his masterful plan. Soon, we’ll be the only providers in this entire city—protection, food, drugs, medicine, whores—it’ll all be run by us, he thought, smiling to himself.
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        Close But No Cigar.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 14 Days.

      

      “Arrrrggghhhhh!” the old, white haired man cried in excruciating agony. “Why are you doing this?” he cried out at Sticky. He’d just had a toenail yanked out with a pair of his own pliers. He was tied down flat and naked to his dining table.

      “Well…” Sticky paused. “What’s your name?” he asked calmly. He was puffing on one of the man’s cigars, savoring the moment.

      “D-Don. Don Kemper!” the scared man cried.

      “Well, Don, a few reasons,” the psychopath said, almost in a teaching manner. “For one, my friend in there wants some…shall we say ‘quality time’ with your missus…” Don started to scream at Sticky, which drew a scolding from the psychopath. “Now, Don…don’t you go interrupting me again. If you cooperate, I’ll see to it the end goes quickly for both of you.” He let that dangle for a bit. “Then, there’s the other way…”

      Don just stammered. He could hear his wife being brutalized, and there was nothing he could do about it. Sticky continued. “Now, there’s a guy out there about a half-block over—something Smith, I think… He and his pal just died, by the way,” Sticky said matter-of-factly. “Surprised me how good of a fight they put up! There were three of us. You got lucky, Don! They took out one of my men. Anyhow—Smith told me that two Risen Dead members were murdered next door two nights ago. He told me that you were the one who helped—” He paused to scan the letter and business card in the light of the sole, flickering candle—“Doctor Stuart Schwartz leave the island after he killed my brothers. You see, I just found this here signed confession from the doctor in the house next door, and I’d like very much to speak with him.” Sticky was angrily serious. “After all, Don, I saw the blood. My brothers were butchered like cattle.”

      “Y-y-yes! They did it! Him and the girl!”

      “Keep talkin’, Don,” Sticky encouraged in a sinister tone as he moved the pliers towards another toe. “What girl?”

      Don was trying to talk and watch the pain procession, which caused him to really ramp up his pitch. “T-they t-took some gear and left the island! Please don—Arrrrggghhhhhhhh!” as another toenail slowly and painfully ripped itself from the toe.

      “You’re doin’ great, Don! Really! Keep goin’.”

      “I d-dropped them off about a mile o-off the island. That’s all I know!”

      Sticky grabbed the fresh, throbbing, fleshy part of where Don’s left big toenail used to be with the pliers and squeezed hard. While his prey was screaming, he yelled, “I don’t think it is, Don! You want me to start yankin’ nails off the wife? Keep going!” Sticky was screaming directly into his face.

      “G-Gig Harbor!” Don screamed. “They wanted me to take them! I wouldn’t g-go that far. She was trying to get to the Navy base in Bartlett. He s-s-said something about Sequim! Oh, God! Please stooooppp!” Don yelled as Sticky put the glowing end of the cigar on one of the old man’s nipples.

      “Sequim, huh?” Sticky asked. He laid the pliers down right on Don’s exposed private parts, sending a big message in the process. “Business card says L.A.”

      “Y-yeah! His parents live there! T-that’s really all I remember!” He started sobbing. “P-p-please!”

      Sticky listened for few seconds. “I believe you, Don.” Sticky sighed. “What’d you all do with my brothers’ bodies?”

      “Back!” Don shouted. “We buried ‘em in the backyard over there!” He was bawling for his life. He saw Sticky move over to the kitchen and get a big butcher knife. He started to beg again, but Sticky went to work.

      “Now, Don. A promise is a promise.” He started stabbing Don in the chest and belly repeatedly. After nineteen blows, he stopped. And I promise I’m going to find Stuart Schwartz…

      Sticky went upstairs to find Georgie in the process of flipping the old lady over and re-tying her up. He looked at Sticky as he walked in and smiled. “Kinda like to finish in the back side, ya know? Kinda my thi—”

      Ka-Krow! Georgie dropped dead from the leaks that had suddenly sprung on each side of his head. A second shot put Mrs. Kemper out of her pain and suffering. Sorry, pervert. Sticky thought. Don’t need to keep fueling your habit every day or two. This thing is all about me, now…
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        * * *

      

      Nick had switched back to the night vision device on his helmet. He’d spent forty-five minutes moving most of the way down the island to about where he thought the boat had been stranded and another half-hour slowly searching for it. The FLIR caught a mass of odd-shaped heat. Nick switched back to night vision and quietly made his way to what turned out to be three cooling dead bodies. He figured the third body could either be an escapee or a different resident. Well, Sticky obviously found the patrol. No evidence as to who this other one is. Still have to assume it’s 1-on-3 right now. From cover, he scanned with both devices, but all he could see were the large lawns of waterfront mansions. He found the address he’d been given and slowly made his way around the property.

      Another fifteen minutes scouring inside the mansion had revealed the scene of the killings and not much else. He went out to the fresh graves in the back—three of them. Michael had told him that the Sorensons had been given a proper service and burials in the heart of the grand lawn, while the brutes that killed them had been lumped together in one grave close to the garden house. Nick found one of the shovels that had been used on the patio and went to work uncovering the bikers. Any clue might help… He was hoping for some sort of message or communique that would reveal how they and Sticky had wound up so close together.

      Whew! He’d seen plenty of grotesquely dead and bloated bodies in his career, but it did not prepare him for the smell. He was almost glad to be looking at the whole scene through his “nods”, as it gave it a “watching it on TV” vibe that helped his mind. He dug through each man’s pockets, pulling out anything he could find. Michael had told him about the drugs, so he was taking his time, careful to avoid getting hit with a dirty needle. He collected two wallets that had nothing but cash, a Zippo lighter, two pocketknives, a glass pipe, and an expensive looking watch. It had something inscribed on the back, but he couldn’t read it.

      Nick took a knee in the tree line to think for a moment. Obviously, Sticky hasn’t dug up these bodies. He knew of Stuart and Carmen’s existence because Michael had told him the whole story, but he didn’t have a name. Why would this biker have a Mariner watch in his vest pocket? He decided to make a light-locker with his rain-poncho by draping it over himself while he knelt. He turned on his flashlight to take a better look at the watch’s inscription. “Hand-crafted by Mariner for Dr. Stuart Schwartz,” it read. He scanned the rest of the items but felt the watch might actually be a lead.

      Nick packed up the rest of his gear and hunkered down to wait for Sticky. He killed that patrol not five hundred meters from here. He’s close… Nick yawned. The pre-dawn glow was just starting to break through the rain and clouds to the east. He popped a couple of caffeine pills. After another twenty-five minutes, he thought he heard the pop of a gunshot. What? He listened intently, scanning his head in the direction of the next mansion to the north. Just as he convinced himself he was hearing things—Ka-Krow!—he heard it again, just as the wind died momentarily.

      Nick picked himself up and left his pack on the ground, sprinting. His heart started pounding. He had close to 250 meters to sprint to get to that structure. As he approached, he slowed to a muzzle-controlling combat walk that allowed him to keep his muzzle up for an instant shot. He approached the back door of the mansion from a very wide angle, slowly peering into the building as sharply as he could to the far side. He then walked a slow semi-circle about six to eight feet out, around the door, keeping his eyes inside the entire time. Finally, he tried to push in the door. Locked!

      He proceeded to stroll around the building as quickly as he could without exposing himself any more than he had to. From cover between two windows, he slung the large sniper rifle onto his back, suppressor up, and drew his pistol. He kept his muzzle on the front entry as he approached the door. It opened, and he entered. He began the slow, steady process of clearing a large facility without back up. As he was on the south side of the mansion, he heard an engine come to life on the far side. Shoot! As he sprinted back across the formal sunken living room, he heard a large crash come from the four-stall garage. Tires barked as the BMW made a sharp J-turn in reverse while hitting the brakes.

      Nick finished sprinting out of the building and across the covered entry to see a BMW peeling out and fishtailing down the driveway. Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! The rear window shattered and the BMW swerved wildly as it veered off the property, heading north. Nick began to sprint up the driveway, changing the pistol’s magazine as he ran, and trying to get to the road before Sticky was gone forever!
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        * * *

      

      Retired Master Sergeant Nick Williams came to a screeching halt when he got a few feet into the road. He slammed the pistol into its holster as he lifted the nod off his face and back above the battle helmet with his other hand. With fluid speed, as he finished those tasks, he pulled the SR-25 off his back and fell to his knees. He continued the lunge down to a prone position, falling in behind the implement of precision and death as fast as he’s ever dared. The BMW’s taillights were like rapidly shrinking beacons, waving back and forth as Sticky drove wildly away at rocket-speed.

      Ka-Krow! Ka-Krow! Nick began to pour his fire into the zig-zagging car as best as he could, remaining calm as the car approached a curve in the road about 400 meters away. The tinkled of .308 brass complimented the sound of the suppressed shots and acrid gunpowder. On his seventh shot, the car’s wild waving intensified. It lost control and slammed into a tree! Nick clambered to get back up off his tired, bruised knees and began to sprint. “Arrrghhhh!” he yelled in frustration as he punched the rifle’s mag release. As the mag was clearing the well, he was already slamming a full one into it. He re-positioned the night-optic over his eye as he sprinted, trying to see any movement down the road.

      He reached the car about ninety seconds later, finding it still idling up against a Douglas fir in front of a house with a private pier and boathouse. He took cover behind a tree, scanning for movement. He approached the car cautiously, peering in and not seeing any signs of blood. Figures. He looked around, seeing the boathouse. That’s where I’d go! He started trying to speed walk down the property quickly, keeping his rifle up as he went.

      As he got near the rear corner of the main house, he had a decent view of the boathouse in his nods and could tell the door was forced open. In a repeat of events a few minutes earlier, he heard an engine fire up. Not again! He began to sprint.

      He began to “slice the pie” again on the broken door to the boathouse. He could see the big powerboat with nobody at the helm. In the exhaustion that had accumulated, he made a mental mistake. He was right next to the door as he began his pivot to see inside. He’s right here! Can’t let him get away again!

      Suddenly, a pair of hands reached through and grabbed the barrel, yanking it inside and dragging Nick with it. Sticky used leverage to pull the barrel and attached body past him and throw Nick directly into the water at the boat’s stern. Nick began to sink under the weight of all the gear and rifle. No! He could tell by the chop that he was dangerously close to the boat’s propeller. Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! The biggest luck factor was the pitch black—Sticky didn’t have night vision. Nick exhaled all his air, sinking to evade the rifle fire.

      This caused a negative buoyancy, and at eight feet down, he unslung his rifle and let it go. He stripped off his plate and magazine carrier, too, ditching it to swim under the pier directly under Sticky. He slowly surfaced and gasped for air. Sticky had already cast his lines and boarded the vessel. He gunned it and drove straight out of the boathouse. Not only had his quarry bested him, he’d lost half his gear and was watching him motor away.
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        * * *

      

      Nick opted to run north to the Command Post. Of course! Vacant under my own orders! He saw that one of the sporting goods store radios was laying there and hoped for a miracle. “Michael! This is Nick! If you’re out there, I need your help!”

      After an excruciating nine seconds, he heard a response. “Yes, Nick. I’m listening.”

      Nick told Michael about finding his lost patrol dead and had Michael come back to the command post. He asked Michael to drive him back to the south end via car. On the quick drive down, he grilled Michael about the events of two nights earlier. “Who’d you say killed the bikers?”

      “A doctor and a girl. Why? What’s that got to—”

      “What do you remember about them? Any detail.”

      “When Don Kemper took them off the island, we took their photos and names, just in case we ever found them sneaking back on. Will that help?”

      Yes! Finally, a break. “Absolutely.”

      First they checked on the dead patrol. Michael confirmed that the other man was not an island resident he’d seen at any of their meetings. Once they parked at the Sorenson’s, Nick ran down to the woods for his gear. As they started heading north again, he pointed out the house next door which the chase began. “Wait—stop. I’m in a hurry, but I need to check out this house.” Why were you in there? “This is where the chase began.”

      “Oh, no!” Michael exclaimed. The man was wearing a lot of worry. “This is the Kempers’ house. They’re the ones who helped the doctor and the girl off the island.” The retired litigator was starting to feel the pressure of the mounting body count.

      Nick stopped him after they got out of the car. “Why don’t you let me check first, Michael? Take a breather.”

      “I-I’ll be okay. I’d rather not stay out here by myself…”

      Suit yourself, but it won’t be pretty. “Alright.” Nick drew his pistol and led the way into the house. Their flashlights led them around multiple pieces of garage door that were thrown all over the driveway. There were muddy tracks in the lawn.

      Nick stopped after they were in the living room. “However bad you expect it to be, it’ll be worse. Last chance.” Michael just nodded Nick to lead on.

      They eventually found their way to the formal dining room. Nick smelled the large volume of blood before his flashlight beam caught Don Kemper’s body. It was twice as horrifying looking at the gore in the pitch black and flashlight shadows. Surprisingly, Michael held his food. Nick proceeded to clear the house with the assistance of his helmet and nods. Thank the stars I had my chin strap in place when he dunked me. He went upstairs, leaving Michael behind to compose himself.

      When he found Mrs. Kemper and the other body, the gunshots made sense. He took this guy out so he wouldn’t slow him down. He’s even smarter than I thought. But…it truly is 1-on-1 now.

      He caught Michael at the bottom of the stairs. “You don’t need to go up there. Just wait ‘til daylight,” he warned. “There’s another dead scumbag, too.”

      Michael was sobbing. “What did they do to him? Why…How could he do this?”

      “They had info, and he wanted it.”

      “What info?” he demanded.

      Nick pulled the Mariner watch out of his pocket. “He’s going after that doctor.” And that poor girl… “Look, Michael—we need to go. I need a copy of the picture and anything else you can tell me about them. They’re the only lead I have.”

      Michael took his laptop out of the backseat of his car, pulling up Doc and Carmen’s photos. “Oh, yeah. He left a couple of more of these business cards, too. They were both very traumatized and ready to assist with the authorities when things return to normal.”

      Nick suppressed a skeptical laugh and took one of the cards. “Anything else?”

      “Just that they were trying to get to Bartlett—and for him—to his parents’ in Sequim.”

      Nick climbed into the car. “I need you to take me to my boat, please.”

      “Are you going to Gig Harbor?” Michael inquired.

      “Yes.” Eventually. First I need to get home and re-arm. You win this round…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tension You Can Cut.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 24 Days.

      

      The U.S. Navy’s response to the destruction zone was highly publicized in the national media, though their actual mission priorities were not broadcast. Part of Task Force Truxtun finished up its objectives and headed back to Southern California for re-supply. The Feds intended on sending them back—not only for national security efforts, but for civilian relief, as well. The Pentagon even highlighted the Air Force air drops—it wasn’t until hackers leaked the info that the U.S. populace learned those air drops were never supposed to happen.

      What was tightly controlled, however, were the other operations. The Department of Defense was highly aware of the growing tension between Russia and China and why. A submarine that was specially outfitted with the most secure and secret spy capabilities in the entire U.S. Military limped into Pearl Harbor with battle damage, and another one was flying a Jolly Rogers flag, using crossed torpedoes instead of bones. The first submarine was normally homeported with the ballistic missile boats at the submarine base in Washington State, not the attack fleet in Pearl, San Diego, or Guam. The Navy sent her to Pearl for two reasons—the facilities at Bogdon were in the largest bug-out in American Military history, and they knew the sailors that lived off base would go “UA”—Unauthorized Absence—rendering the boat inoperable.

      On top of the ocean, Battle Groups on deployment were being extended, and others that had recently returned from missions were being told to stand down their leave and training cycles. In other words, “be ready to deploy.” The Pentagon was shuffling ground forces from the East Coast to Southern California, Hawaii, and Okinawa. Food and supplies were being re-routed. The President issued an Emergency Executive Order, declaring that companies that produced ammunition and MREs could only sell to the U.S. Government for the next 180 days. As these actions were noticed, the American citizens added it to their frustration and reasons to organize not so peaceful protests. The war-drums were starting to be heard by governments and civilians alike.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The clippity-clop of horse hooves on broken asphalt announced their presence to the northwest fighting position. It was just past noon. The wayward cowboys had rescued their lost sheep—three tired men were finally home. Home, Phil mused. We passed my house back there, but this is my home…He was going to have to eat some crow. He wanted to give Lonnie a little more cooling time, but the lack of a Jeep was noticed by everyone immediately. By the time the three horses walked into the lower gate and down to the rifle line, half the range’s population was walking over to them.

      They got off the horses on the side road. Phil stopped and hugged Payton. “Your building is looking sharp!” he said to her as he waved at Tony.

      “Don’t even! Where’s the Jeep? What happened?”

      “Hi, Grandpa!” yelled Savannah as she and the rest of the school-aged kids came running up to see the fuss.

      “Peaches!” Phil said enthusiastically. He picked her up and held her for a bit, looking back at Payton. “Later, Olive. Right now, I need to find the board and Josh and have a chat.”

      She gave him a skeptical look. “You’re holding out on me. I can always tell when you’re trying to hide something.”

      “Just like your mother…I know, honey. We’ll talk later. I promise.” He set his granddaughter down.

      The crowd was murmuring. Maya and her mother walked over from the bay that had the chickens and took custody of their horses. “Any issues?” Pam asked Lonnie.

      “Not with the horses,” Lonnie said in his usual straight-shooting fashion.

      As the commotion started to die, Phil went around and assembled the range’s officers, Josh, Eli, Lonnie, and a few key family leaders. They all crammed themselves into the office.

      Most were still quite talkative. “You going to regale us with the tales of adventures in Bartlett?” the always happy Don joked.

      “Not exactly,” Phil said with a serious look. He scanned the room, waiting for the last of the banter to die down. He was leaning against the counter, pretty much in the middle of the room.  He saw that Lonnie was still wearing the pissed-off look and noticed that Josh had been conspicuously silent. “I owe everyone here an apology. Lonnie, I’d like to start with you.”

      Lonnie looked out the window for a second. It was not in his nature to keep silent about something that was pissing him off. He looked back at Phil and nodded.

      “I figured out why you won’t talk to me,” Phil said.

      Lonnie didn’t believe him. “Why’s that?” he challenged. He figured Phil’s apology was coming from the place of a bruised ego.

      “Because you rolled the dice, trusting me and my leadership…my judgement. And right after you move your family here, I get you involved in a battle and then make you come rescue my dumb butt.”

      “The retribution fight I got no problem with,” Lonnie acknowledged, still annoyed.

      Several guffaws shot up around the room. “What are you talking about, Phil?” Alice Huddleston asked.

      He looked at her directly. “I let my ego get the best of me.” He scanned the room again. “Josh tried to talk me into taking help, and I thought I didn’t need it.” Silence. He took a good breath and blew a bit out. “You know—I’m ‘Phil Walker’, like that’s supposed to mean something. I should’ve been dead for the last eighteen or so hours. These two saved me,” he said openly, pointing at Eli and Lonnie. “Well, them and Crane. Lonnie…Eli…I’m sorry I put you two in that position. I hope my sincerity will convince you that I’ve learned a big lesson about myself.” He saw a weight lift off both men’s shoulders.

      For the next thirty minutes, Phil told every detail he could remember about the whole trip, finishing with a warning. “I think it is a matter of time. Very soon, the National Guard and Sheriff will be out here to arrest me.”

      “Speaking of that, we got something to tell you, too,” Josh said, finally breaking his silence. He brought Phil up to speed on the authorities’ first visit and the actions they’d been taking since.

      “Do you think Charlie was favoring us by not inspecting every square inch?” Phil asked.

      “Maybe,” Josh admitted. “I was pretty pissed, so I might have missed some non-verbal cue.”

      “Either way,” Eli chimed in, pushing off the merchandise rack he’d been leaning on. “We need to figure out the next steps. This ain’t no game of chess. I say hunker down.” He leaned back against the rack to indicate he was done.

      “What’s that mean, exactly?” club officer Joe Santillan asked. “Like—resist?” He looked around. “Are we actually talking about fighting the National Guard?”

      “Whether there’s a fight or not is up to them,” Phil said. “But next time they come out—and they will—they’re taking every gun we have. They may even try to tell us we have to move to their camp…for our ‘own protection’. I agree with Eli. We need a plan, and everyone has to be on board with it.” He went silent for a few seconds, but when nobody spoke, he added one last thought. “We need to let the rest of the Slaughter Peninsula Posse know what’s happening, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Look at the log entry!” Sandy yelled at Sheriff Raymond and Major Matsumoto. “While you were supposed to be arresting him!” –she pointed at the Sheriff— “you were letting him traipse around this supposedly secure facility!” she finished by pointing at the major. They were in the meeting room surrounded by a couple of dozen other people.

      “We had a communication lapse, Director. Those things are only going to get worse as we both continue to suffer from AWOLs,” the sheriff said rationally, looking at Adam. “Perhaps if you had gotten some more people and equipment from Camp Crandell, like you promised…” This caused an eruption that everyone who witnessed it would later refer to as “Volcano, Part Deux.”

      “What…the…hell did you just say to me, you old miserable son of a dog?” the Godfather screamed. She started up from her seat at the head of the conference table and marched down that side of the table. “Why—you two-bit, cereal-box tin-star, poor-excuse of a politician! Me and my folks are still here doing our jobs!” The fake-southern twang was long gone. It was replaced by flying spittle. “Don’t you daaaarrre blame your shortages on me! You neither, Major Screw-up!” she said, stabbing at the air in Adam’s direction. “A Grand Canyon mule train has less asses than your two staffs!”

      Some of the rest of the Unified Command started to interrupt due to her demeanor, but she walked right over them. “Gross incompetence! That’s all I’ve seen from you two and your whiny departments.” She pointed at the mayors, commissioners, and police and fire chiefs, as she made points about all of them. “Bartlett’s had riots on the Navy base fence for days on end! Firemen! Hmph! Those lazy boys ain’t done nothing but eat MREs for the last three weeks!”

      Wham! The table shook and people jumped as the sheriff pulled his collapsible baton off his duty belt and slammed its handle down. “That is enough!” he yelled after standing up. “Sit down and shut up!”

      The room exploded into chaos as the policy-planners and frontline leaders began to argue. What on Earth, freshly promoted Lt. Charlie Reeves thought as he watched from one of the chairs around the outer wall. We’re screwed with these clowns running the circus. He stood up, put the whistle hanging around his neck into his mouth, and blew the little noisemaker hard enough to make his cheeks hurt.

      Charlie made sure they were all looking at him. The people closest to him were just starting to uncover their ears. “You people done being jerks?” the handsome Native American said bluntly. Some composed themselves, while others were silent, but they all turned their seething glares at him. “You all are arguing about things that just don’t matter! Why don’t you talk about the things that we can actually affect?” Bureaucrats! Sheesh!

      The senior leaders seethed for a few more seconds. Then the sheriff broke the ice. “What lawful action do you propose, Director?” He had emphasized the L-word.

      “Was Phil Walker involved in the massacre of that Filipino family in Bartlett last night? The ones that killed his friend?”

      “We believe so. An AR pistol and Jeep found there were registered to him and his son, according to our databases,” the major answered. “Plus some other gear with his name on it.”

      “Then, Sheriff,” Sandy said with a snarky sneer, “go chip and de-arm that law-breaking vigilante, just like every other criminal!”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      It was about 0200 when the Guard vehicles came roaring up Canal Vista Highway. Some of them veered to the right and through the gate on an old piece of federal property that the Navy and Marines used to use for training. There was a clearing for them to park and begin to hike north, where they would find themselves on the range’s eastern perimeter. The next vehicles flew past the range and came to a stop at the round-about a half mile north of the club’s property. They started beating a trail east into the brush and forest to find the club’s northern boundary.

      The rest of the procession had yet more Guard, as well as a combined task force of county deputies and Bartlett police. They came to a stop all along the road, right where it bordered the gun range on the west. They had the club and all its residents surrounded…or so they thought.

      About a hundred meters on the west side of the highway, twenty-year-old Shay Bryant, Eli’s only daughter, had been on the observation post watch. Her primary connection to the range was the radio earbud in her left ear. She quietly buried herself in the brush, trying to become one with the mud. She heard the heavy-duty zip-lock bag that held her phone and radio vibrate. She checked the phone and saw a mesh-text from Phil, telling her to stay quiet and feedback anything she could see.

      The arresting force had rolled in so quickly that most of the range residents were still getting dressed when they heard Sheriff Raymond’s voice come over a loudspeaker from one of the MRAPs. “This is Slaughter County Sheriff Ward Raymond. You are all ordered to lay down your firearms and come to the front gate with your hands in the air.”

      I can’t believe this is happening! Charlie thought. He’d been promoted to Lieutenant when Shara Murphy had disappeared and never returned. This allowed him to be part of the commanding squad. None of this sat right with him, and he felt that most of the others felt the same.

      The sheriff and Major Matsumoto looked around and then at a few others, including Charlie. “Reeves. Get over here,” Sheriff ordered. In some counties, the sheriffs were still active peace officers. This wasn’t the case for most of the counties in Western Washington. Most of the serious sheriff candidates figured out about halfway through their careers that they were actually politicians. By the time they were under-sheriffs, the job was entirely about budgets, personnel management, and networking. Sheriff Raymond hadn’t been on an actual arresting force in over a dozen years.

      “Sir?”

      “You know this man. What’s he going to do?”

      Now you want to know? Charlie thought angrily. “My guess is that we’re going to have to go in by force, Sheriff.” Why didn’t you ask me this two hours ago!

      The sheriff’s face was strained. He looked at his watch, stalling.

      “Let’s give Walker a call-out by name,” suggested Major Matsumoto. “Get him to the gate and talking to us. That’ll buy some time while my troops are getting set on the rest of the perimeter.”

      “Good thinking,” the sheriff agreed. He reached into the open MRAP door and pulled the corded microphone back out. “Phillip Edward Walker. You are ordered to the front gate by a warrant issued by Judge Rudolph Floor. You have five minutes to comply.”

      “I don’t recognize Commissioner Floor’s authority, as he is not a duly-elected judge,” they heard Phil say on their radios.

      Phil had proceeded up to the command tent as soon as the blockade had started. He knew Jerry had every conceivable frequency the local emergency departments used. He figured they would be scanning all their normal tactical frequencies, so he gave it a shot. This had shocked the sheriff and some of the others. Charlie would have smirked if he wasn’t so worried about the very real threat of violence at play.

      Sheriff Raymond threw the PA-mic back into the rig and took the radio off his belt. “Did anyone catch what channel he was on?” he yelled angrily.

      “Tac-8, sir,” Charlie heard one of the other deputies say.

      The sheriff changed his output to the proper channel. “It doesn’t matter what you recognize, Walker. You need to comply, or we’ll enter by force.”

      “This is illegal, Sheriff. Do you see my two gate guards under that tarp?”

      “Yes,” he answered, not knowing what to expect.

      “We have a signed answer to your demands. Please send Sergeant Reeves over to retrieve it.”

      The sheriff didn’t reply to Phil. “I can’t send you, Reeves,” he said to Charlie. “He needs to know who’s calling the shots.”

      “Understood, Sheriff,” Charlie said. Besides, I can guarantee that you won’t be happy with whatever it says.

      “Wildman,” the sheriff barked. “Go get it.”

      The young deputy got about halfway from their line of departure to the gate when Phil’s voice came to life. “You’re not cooperating, Sheriff!”

      “Neither are you, Walker!” the normally collected sheriff barked. “You want me to read it? Then I choose who goes up!”

      After several seconds of nothing, Buddy Chadwell stepped out from under the tarp and behind the sandbags with a big envelope. Phil had ordered him to pass along the proclamation on their own frequency. He flung it like a frisbee and it did a big, curving, flip-flopping arch and landed in the mud near Matty Wildman. He picked it up and took it to the sheriff.

      He wiped the mud off the golden yellow envelope and opened it, pulling out a stack of papers and a small book. Charlie saw the sheriff’s face sour while Matsumoto’s eyes rolled. He leaned in for a look. The U.S. Constitution…Ohhhh, boy. Here we go. He started craning his neck to see the papers.

      The sheriff’s face turned red and he glared at Charlie. He slammed the stack in Charlie’s chest, pacing past him and exhaling a stressed breath. “What’s your friend thinking, Reeves?”

      Charlie looked at the papers. Several of them had signatures—dozens upon dozens of them. The very top one was the one that had set the Sheriff off. In big letters, it said, “Nuts! – General Anthony McAuliffe, December 22, 1944.”
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        Investigations.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 18 Days.

      

      “You’re crazy if you think we’re giving you all of our chickens!” Roy said, raising his voice in anger but not quite yelling.

      “You wanna add them goats to the cost?” the scraggly looking service station attendant said, looking back and forth between Natalie and Roy. Roy’s face was flushed.

      Natalie, with Katherine in her arms, looked at the man while pulling on her husband’s arm. “Give us a minute,” she ordered the man, dragging her husband from the dirty, small shop-bay back out the front where the Cadet had been parked with Wesley and James guarding it.

      They had limped it into town as slowly as they could on a flat. They had no spare tires and wheels for the small utility vehicle. Roy had brought a little 12-volt powered air pump and the battery from the truck. With those tools, they had been able to keep the tire inflated enough to keep the bead from popping off the rim. It was taking longer to fill each time, as the battery was losing its oomph.

      Out of earshot from the opportunist, Natalie said, “He’s got us, Roy. We need the Cadet fixed. We’re hosed without it.”

      “I know, I know,” he mumbled. “It just pisses me off! What’d we ever do to him?” he exclaimed, casting an angry look back toward the smirking worker.

      “It pisses me off, too, but I’m going to be really pissed if he jacks the price up! Let me talk to him,” she encouraged.

      Roy huffed. He knew his wife was right, but he was too upset to say anything. He nodded, and the pair and toddler went back in. “You get the whole chicken-tractor, but not until the tire is fixed. And—we want our spare battery charged. Deal?” she said squarely.

      “No problem,” the middle-aged grease monkey said like a fox.

      Natalie wasn’t sure if he owned the small town gas and service station or was just the last worker to keep coming to work. I can’t believe this is where we’re at, she thought. This would’ve never happened at a Firestone or Les Schwab.

      Roy scowled at the man as they went back outside and unhitched the small trailer and chicken tractor. As they moved the Cadet into the building, Natalie heard a small generator and air compressor fire up. Natalie and James took Katherine into the woods behind the shop to find a spot to go, and then Roy and Wesley took their turn. By the time they were all done getting a bite to eat, the Cadet had been fixed.

      Forty minutes later they were back on the trip, passing through the small neighborhood near the town of Snoqualmie Pass. They had only been averaging four to five miles per day, due to someone always being on foot. The tire issue had slowed that down even more. The trail they were following was going to take them quite a way off the highway for a few miles. It would follow some power lines up the worst of the slopes before they were on the longer, downhill leg of the venture. Because it was a powerline run, it resembled more of a barren ski-slope than a small trail through the forest.

      Over four hours and two uphill miles had gone by when Roy commented, “Brrrr. I was afraid of this. I think we may have snow on the way.”

      “You think? I mean, it’s still mid-October…” Natalie replied.

      “The temp isn’t just dropping because were climbing,” he explained. “See how dark the system has gotten?” he asked, pointing up at the clouds crossing the Cascade Mountains.

      “Maybe we should go back to town and stay on the highway’s shoulder,” she suggested. “The highway pass is cut through a lot lower than this trail.”

      “I disagree,” said her husband. “We’d be doubling back, travelling on the highway—and back in town with that shady mechanic.” He was instantly pissed again.

      “Well, then let’s at least find a good spot to camp,” she advised.

      “Now that I agree with,” Roy said, smiling. They were just rounding a bend where the powerlines made a slight turn toward the southwest when Roy hit the brakes. About three  hundred yards ahead of them was a wagon and team of horses that wasn’t moving. “Hello,” Roy said aloud to himself. “Who are you?”

      Natalie looked ahead, scanning. She could only see one man and one woman. “Hon, where’s the binoculars?”

      “Bastard!” Roy said, chastising himself. “They’re in the truck!”

      This is why I told you to write a bug-out checklist! Natalie yelled in her head.

      “Bastard!” Wesley yelled. His autistic mind always took advantage of when the funny-word rules were suspended. James started to laugh. “Bastard!” Wesley yelled again.

      “Not now, Wes,” Natalie said in a short tone.

      Four-year-old Katherine was sitting in Natalie’s lap. “They said bad words, Mommy,” Natalie heard slip out from under a tiny, camouflaged rain-hood.

      Natalie shot Roy a look, who had a look of his own. He wasn’t so much worried about the cussing. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up at full attention. He looked at his wife. “What do you want to do?”

      Good question, she thought.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 20 Days.

      

      “You gonna let me in, Louie?” Sticky asked the heavyset, graying biker in the doorway.

      “Sticky?” The man couldn’t believe his eyes. “What’s happenin’?” he said excitedly, pulling his MC brother from another mother in for a bear hug.

      As the two embraced, Sticky said, “Fate led me this way, bro. I need shelter.”

      “Get in here,” his comrade ordered. The man looked like garbage—gray, pasty, and breathing heavily.

      In the six days since he’d barely escaped the chase from his unnamed predator, Sticky Wood had been resting and laying low. The boat he’d stolen got him to Gig Harbor to investigate. He’d discovered the bus service to Bartlett run by Mar de Paz Services. Other than raping and killing a middle-aged woman for a house to rest in, he had maintained a low profile. He was trying to see if his stalker was going to show himself.

      On Day Plus 18, he bartered himself a bus ride to Bartlett, using the Doc’s photo on his business card to try to track them down. A couple of new-homeless near the bus station remembered them passing through just the day before. Since the bus route went no farther north, he had to weigh his options, landing on needing to see if any of the Slaughter County Chapter of the Risen Dead was still around. It is good to have a network, he reminded himself.

      He ditched his stolen pack and raingear in the entry to Lame Louie’s house. After an unusually beautiful day on his arrival, the rain had returned. “You the only one?” he asked the retired welder.

      “Soup took the crew to Legion’s, like the standing order said to,” he explained. “I’m not going,” the sickly man said.

      “What’s going on?” Sticky asked, concerned.

      “I was in the middle of chemo, brother. Lung cancer,” he said rolling his eyes matter-of-factly. “Started smoking when I was nine, so not exactly a surprise, right?” He laughed, which triggered a round of coughing. “And—I been out of smokes and oxygen for days! Truth be told, I was thinking about sittin’ in the bathtub with a toaster. ‘Cept the power’s out!” More laughing and coughing. After he’d gotten his spell under control, he told Sticky, “But it’s weird. You know what I’d actually kill for more than anything right now?”

      “A big joint?” Sticky guessed.

      Louie shook his head no. “I want a no-kiddin’ Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup so bad I can taste it.” That got a good chuckle out of Sticky, but the mood turned more serious. “So, what’s your story? Why did fate bring us together, brother?”

      Sticky went into the long rendition of riding out the earthquake on the island, plans for turning it into a secure site, and the massive hunt that shoved him north against his wishes. “That little turd killed Trip and Shorty, bro. I can’t let that go.” It seems like if I could feel emotions, this would be a good moment for them. “Once I make him pay very slowly, I’ll link up with the club.”

      “Understood, my man. I only wish I could help.” Lame Louie looked around his house. “I got nobody left. Consider this your place. Take what you need. All I ask in return is for you to…” He couldn’t find the words.

      Sticky’s face soured. “What? No, no! Don’t ask me to do that.”

      “Sticky…Brother, it’s okay. You’d be doin’ me a solid. And I don’t mean right this second. We’ll do it when you’re ready to resume your hunt. So,” Louie continued by changing the subject, “any idea who the dude after you is?”

      “Not sure,” he mulled for a bit. “But I’m guessin’ he’s her brother. The one in the Army.”

      “Who?” Louie asked, but then quickly remembered the trial. “Ahhh. Yup, that makes sense.”

      Sticky had a realization. “You know anyone in Sequim? Friends of the club?”

      “Sequim?” Cough-cough-wheeze-hack. Once Louie’s latest spell lapsed, he said, “Why would you want to go up there?” he asked, smirking. He saw that Sticky wasn’t returning the sentiment. “Oh…uh—I know a couple of cats in P.A.” He was referring to Port Angeles, the “big” city on the Olympic Peninsula’s north coast. “These guys are plumbed into anything shady that goes on up there.” Louie went back to hacking.

      “Do me a favor, bro. Jot down anything you can that will help me find them. I’ll probably need some help finding where the doc’s parents live.”

      Listen to that cough. Yep. I need to put this dog out his misery, all right, Sticky realized. He thought a bit longer while Louie found a charter fishing company’s business card and started writing on a notepad. After Louie was done, Sticky stood up from the recliner he’d been parked on for story hour.

      “Where you been pissin’, brother? I don’t want to make a mess.” He started walking past Louie toward the hall.

      Louie looked at his friend’s eyes and saw no soul hiding in them. “Buncha Gatorade bottles on the back porch, brother. Keeps the smell down.” He didn’t turn around to keep looking at Sticky. After several silent seconds— “Thanks, Sticky. We’ll meet up in Hell, brother.”

      Sticky pulled out a pistol and said nothing as he killed for something other than the demons for the first time in his life.
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        * * *

      

      “This is the fourth time in a row, people. We can do better!” Earl said, trying to pump his team up after yet another loss in a training exercise very similar to capture the flag. “Phalanx may have years of training on us, but they aren’t ninjas. How’d they get past us this time?” He knew the answer. He wanted to know if they knew.

      “They floated down on the river,” Tina Howard suggested “Something we were never looking for.”

      “Exactly,” Earl agreed. “We’re stuck in our own paradigms that they’re coming from that road or over the hill.”

      “So what’s the answer?” Larry Jacobs asked, somewhat annoyed. “We can’t always have people watching the whole river. This road is almost two miles long!”

      “This is why I’ve been lobbying for a foxhole at the dead end of the road,” Earl advised. “Terrain can be taken advantage of, but you never assume it is impenetrable. Once you do, that is where your enemy will enter. Take the hill, for example,” he said, pointing toward the steep slope on the south side of their road. “If you’re starving and the only food is owned by the people in the next valley, would you go to their front gate, or would you cross over that sucker because they aren’t watching it?” He saw a few heads bouncing.

      The crew before him was comprised of most of the security volunteers from his road, almost thirty in total. That represented the bulk of the able-bodied older teens and adults. They were on their fourth of five days training with a cadre from Phalanx, whose leaders knew that having a well prepared and allied neighbor could only help them. They were providing the training gratis. The training cadre had already departed for the evening. Conner, Chopper, and Jack maintained the guard station at the head of the road and were not participants.

      After the first two days of basic security, movement, and communication principles, Phalanx had started running them through drills. Their goal was to stop the entering team from getting to an objective. Both groups were using small branches spray painted orange as rifles because there were no paintball guns. That was done so that nobody took the enemy as a real threat. Each time, the objective was changed up. This time, Phalanx had to smash a rotting pumpkin next to a road cone that had been staged near a house by Earl. For this drill, he and the invaders were the only people to know where it was—he didn’t want his defenders to camp on the spot and cheat the game.

      “That isn’t fair!” Diane Naud complained when she heard the rules of this round.

      “War isn’t fair,” Earl countered a bit too bluntly. “Your enemy knows who they’re trying to kill. You don’t. We have no idea which direction they’re headed, or why, until after the battle.”

      They would run two more drills on the final day. Earl hoped they could have a win on the fifth game, because then they would get one chance to be the attackers.

      “It’s getting dark, and I’m sure we’re all hungry,” Earl said as he went around collecting his small contingent of radios that he’d been lending for the drills. “Don’t be too hard on yourselves. You’re all getting better with each game. Tonight’s homework is to reflect on what you learned. And your push-ups and sit-ups,” he said, grinning ever so slightly. “Don’t forget those.”

      With that everyone broke loose. Some of them would be back out to relieve Conner and his team in a few hours. Earl decided to go check on them.

      He jumped onto his quad, aware that at some point he would need to go procure some replacement gasoline. A half-mile later he pulled up to the make-shift gate where Chopper was standing. He gave Earl a little wave. Conner and Jack were sitting under an improvised structure that had been built out of branches, paracord, and a tarp. Occasionally one of them would get up and pace the entry control point out of sheer boredom. Earl strode under the tarp structure, un-slung his rifle, and took Chopper’s empty seat. From day one, he decided he wouldn’t go home until the bored guards had been relieved.

      “What’d they learn today?” Conner asked.

      “The importance of watching the entire perimeter,” Earl said frankly. And I learned that I wish I’d built a trustworthy retreat-group years ago. “They came in over the hill again this morning. Then they floated down the river this afternoon.”

      “Sneaky devils,” Jack commented. “Did we even see them?”

      “Nope,” Earl replied. “I expect tomorrow they’ll cross the river upstream without drifting down and attack from the east.”

      “Here’s to hoping that our team figures that out on their own,” Conner said.

      “Yep,” Earl agreed. We can’t be everywhere to do the fighting for them, can we?

      After a longer silence, Conner opened up again. “What happens when we need to put together a larger unit? Something like what that town had to do against the biker-horde in the book One Second After? I mean—we both know that eventually the bad guys will morph into something big and hard to fight.”

      Good question. “I don’t rightly know. I get the feeling Phalanx may have already networked for something like that.”

      “Really?” Jack wondered. The software engineer couldn’t fathom that some people had been preparing for a day in America when the authorities could no longer protect them. It still felt like science-fiction to him. “What about the Army? Wouldn’t they just obliterate a horde?”

      Earl just looked at him. It took a few seconds for the urge to treat him like a Private passed. Once it did, he calmly said, “What Army? Most of the guys Conner and I served with are deployed or got covered in mud three weeks ago. I ain’t seen the rest of the Army show up. Have you?” Jack turned his head with a slightly burnt look. “Sorry,” Earl mumbled. “Your question just made me realize that people are still stuck in the fantasy that things will be normal again.”

      “You think they won’t?” Jack asked.

      “I think ‘normal’ will be redefined,” Earl said. The whole group remained silent in thought after that.
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        * * *

      

      Just an hour or so after dusk had given way to rainy black, Nick Williams tied up to a large, broken tree laying on the shore at Sequim Bay State Park, east of Sequim, Washington. The sleepy town was just a few miles as the crow flies from the Strait of Juan de Fuca, which connected Puget Sound and the Pacific Ocean. It had been a fast six days since he’d nearly been chopped up by a propeller.

      When he left Fox Island, he knew his adversary had too big of a lead. He also knew he needed to hit the reset button. A rookie error from being tired had nearly cost him his life. He motored home and ate five chewable melatonin pills to jump-start what was fourteen restless hours of sleep. It was filled with nightmares. His entire being—body, mind, soul—was completely wired to this mission. His failure thus far was haunting him. It took two more days of rest to feel fully ready.

      Down into his crawl space he went. He replaced his missing sniper rifle with a Lapua chambered in .338. It would have the range and speed to make up for the notorious winds pushing around the Olympic Mountains, but not weigh as much as the Barrett. This meant needing to carry a separate battle rifle, which turned out to be his HK 416. Most of his magazines were for 5.56, so he stuck with what he knew best. The one thing he learned on the first, failed mission was that his quarry was crafty—nothing would go according to plan. He brought his back-up plate carrier, which was older and heavier. Still beats getting shot.

      An experienced sniper knows that his best advantage is being set up where his target will be. Playing catch up sucks. All signs pointed north—Sticky’s tracking the man who killed his brothers. Nick knew his one chance was to get to Sequim, find the doctor’s family home, and set up for the long game. He had also consulted every set of notes he’d ever built on the man that raped and—ultimately, in his mind—killed his sister. He knew there was a chapter of the Risen Dead Motorcycle Club in Bartlett where Sticky could lick his wounds. The biggest gamble in all of this is that Sticky finds the doctor somewhere on the trail to Sequim. Nick couldn’t control every factor—some things were up to the universe.

      After his recovery, he stopped in Gig Harbor, but the trail was cold. Needle in a thousand haystacks. That was when he decided to trade a case of ammo for a full tank of fuel. He wanted to travel at night, but even with night vision, the marine hazards were too numerous. It was sheer luck that he hadn’t run straight into a tree during the high-speed chase that night. Nick travelled a moderate speed during the day. He noticed that the few craft out in the open were full of armed people. I wonder how long until piracy comes back? One worry at a time.

      As he surveyed the wave-damaged beach, Nick had three immediate concerns. First was making sure his supplies would last. He opted to spend the night moving his stuff into the woods in a particularly hilly and brushy area, covering them with a tarp and bushes. If he lost the boat, he could recover. The mission was a bust, though, without food, ammo, and supplies. Operating without the support of the pencil-pushing Army was quite different.

      Secondly, he needed to find the doctor’s family home. It might be as easy as looking in a phone book, but he was doubtful. Once he found the home, his last concern was finding a good roost to watch the front without drawing attention. A different, abandoned house would be ideal. Gonna have to cross that bridge when I get there. All of Nick’s eggs were in this one basket. The intel and analysis were the best they could be—he should track that doctor up here. After hours of unloading and moving supplies, Nick set up his hammock and tarp, settling in for more restless sleep.
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        "The basic tool for the manipulation of reality is the manipulation of words. If you can control the meaning of words, you can control the people who must use the words."

        —Phillip K. Dick

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s hammer Plus 24 Days.

      

      “What chapter you say you’re with?” Legion asked the two men suspiciously. RDMC was the biggest, baddest motorcycle club in the northwest part of the U.S. There were a few hundred full-patched members plus hundreds more of the prospects and support clubs.

      “Eugene,” the taller one said. “But we’re trying to make our way back. We were on a detail in Spokane when this thing hit.” A patch on his “cut” identified him as “Bad JuJu.”

      “Ohhh,” Legion said, nodding. He’d never met these two, and he had no way of checking with the Oregon State hierarchy to verify. “Who’s your chapter prez?”

      “Pipes,” he said, giving the man’s road name.

      “Pipes…Pipes…” Legion was searching his memory for any of the rallies, wondering if he’d ever met Pipes. Sturgis? Laughlin? Our Snake River campout? “What’s his real name?”

      “Nelson Pettit,” the shorter one, who went by “Fireball”, replied.

      The two men were in the middle of the clubhouse. They had walked in, wet and ill-prepared but otherwise healthy. “Look,” said JuJu, “I know you don’t know us, but it’s all legit.”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you boys,” Legion said, smirking. “It’s just that…well…I don’t trust you…boys.” He nodded, and several of his own men grabbed the two and shoved them to the beer-stained throw-rug next to the pool table. “Check ‘em,” he ordered.

      The two didn’t go down without a fight. A couple of guys took elbows in the nose before they had them secured. “They got the brand,” Hoosier said. “Looks pretty fresh, though.”

      Legion hadn’t expected this. “Really? Check it again. Make sure it’s right!” he emphasized that word because the RDMC branded every member on the back of the neck with the zombie and rising moon symbol. What most people didn’t know, though, was that the moon was off set more on the brand than it was on the patch they wore. That was a tightly held secret to help verify narcs and posers.

      “They got the right brand, brother. They’re good.”

      “What about ink?” Legion demanded, walking over to scan them for himself. They were covered in plenty of old and fresh ink, some of it prison symbology, but only JuJu had club ink. It looked a couple of years old, at least. “Huh…” You’re getting too paranoid, old man, Legion told himself. “Let ‘em up,” he ordered.

      As the two began to pull themselves off the floor, Legion stuck a big arm out and helped yank them up. First Fireball, then JuJu. “No hard feelin’s,” he said, almost more of an order than a question. He gave each of them a welcome hug. “Welcome, brothers. Prospect!” he yelled at the nearest lowlife. “Get them some water and food!”

      The two men wore looks of relief. “Thanks, Legion. We get it. Stuffs gettin’ hardcore on the road.”

      “So—where’s your bikes?” he asked them

      They looked at each other. “Some of the overpasses along 90 just dropped where they stood. There’s pileups all over. It looks like a zombie movie out there. We walked most of the way,” JuJu informed him.

      “Right,” Fireball confirmed. “I actually laid mine down when the rear tire caught a big crack and threw me off the high side.” He picked up his shirt to reveal road rash.

      “Geez,” Big Mac sympathized. “That explains those bandages. How fast were you goin’?”

      “Like…fifteen. You gotta go slow, now. That’s the only reason I ain’t dead!”

      Big Mac told him about getting thrown into the ditch. Slowly the two newcomers were being accepted.

      Zombie movie…Ironic, Legion chuckled to himself. “You look like trash! Why don’t you two go in back. We got hot water, women, whatever you need…

      As the two men disappeared down a rear hallway, he nodded for Big Mac and Sweet T to come over. “I think they’re legit,” he almost whispered. “But keep an eye on them. Remember that Mexican Army that hit Monroe. Anything goes now.”

      Little did Legion know that at that moment, the City of Seattle and University of Washington were getting well acquainted with what an organized and motivated cartel could do.

      “But they’re white,” Sweet T said. “Chill-ax, old man! They’re patched members.”

      Legion reached out behind the man’s shoulder and gave it a friendly squeeze-n-shake with his hand. He looked around the room. “It’s a great time to be alive, ain’t it? I’m so glad all of you are here!” He was the leader, and paying those little kudos went a long way. Now…where the hell are Sticky, Trip, and Shorty?

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      The morning sun was starting to peek through the forest. The lingering, tropical system had finally blown completely east. Josh and his team felt the temperature drop rapidly in the pre-dawn as the lack of clouds allowed the earth’s crust to cool. There was a light fog enveloping everything. About 150 meters east of the club’s eastern border, a small fighting position had been hastily assembled the evening before. When the meeting had broken up, Josh had proposed to Phil that they have a few surprises planned.

      The four-person team had been texting the info about the troops on the eastern perimeter for almost four hours. Those little Gotennas are worth their weight in gold, he thought. Phil and Jerry in the Command Post had a decent idea of the number of Guard surrounding their property and where they were hunkered. At about 0530, Josh had heard what sounded like a shotgun come from the highway. He learned via text that the Guard shot down Jerry’s drone.

      The brush in this area was very dense. The little trails the hunters had been blazing for the last few weeks were the only place people could walk and maybe not be heard. These guys are rank amateurs, he thought. They haven’t once sent anyone up this trail to see if we’re here. He could hear them talking, and it seemed to be getting a little more intense. He looked at his team, who had been working hard the last few weeks to learn everything they could about infantry basics.

      Josh was taking point, due to his experience. He had the father/son team of Theron and Stephan Middenberg, and John Horn as his other teammates. In a small column that couldn’t stagger very well due to the noise it would make, the four men very slowly proceeded west on the small trail, heading towards the range—and the troops in between. Each was decked out in camo clothing and tactical gear. I still can’t believe I’m in a combat situation in Slaughter County. His mind was taking him right back to Iraq.

      He called for a stop and they all went from crouch-walking to kneeling. Like he’d trained them, the other three covered a different direction, setting “360-degree security.” They were probably thirty meters from the nearest troops, just around a sharp bend and definitely exposed more than he liked. They seemed like rookies, and he didn’t want to startle them into shooting. It sounds like a couple of them are arguing. He gave the signal for the others to stay put and proceeded to the last tree that would offer him both cover and concealment. He turned up the microphones on his electronic hearing protection, which had a decent chance of letting him eavesdrop.

      “…up for this, Sarge!”

      “I know, Jacobs, but what choice do we have. We’re under orders!”

      “We got the same choice everyone else has been makin’! Just leave!”

      “I can’t desert,” a third voice said. “Not after all this time.”

      “All’s I know is—I ain’t shootin’ people who haven’t done anything wrong! And what this county’s tryin’ to pull is BS!”

      “Maybe,” said the sarge, “but that ain’t up to you or me to decide. We’re grunts. We follow orders. That’s how we get back to our families without bein’ court martialed.”

      Josh turned the volume back down a bit and cautiously retreated to his small squad. He gave a hand signal and they slowly made their way back to the prepared fighting position—a set of logs near the top of a small dell that they had made a primitive branch roof over. Everyone had a firing lane that they had spent the evening making with pruning saws. It would be easy for anyone paying attention to see all the fresh cuts. Josh just hoped the little unit between them and the range kept bickering amongst themselves.

      “Keep those smoke-cannisters dry but accessible.” He double checked that the small butane torch was staying dry, too. That was the best way to light a bunch of fuses all at once.
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        * * *

      

      Sandy showed up to offer ‘encouragement and support’ about an hour or so into the afternoon.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” the sheriff said without even looking up from his map.

      “Feckless as usual, I see,” she said nonchalantly. “Why haven’t you boys entered yet, Sheriff?”

      “Look, Sandy,” he said. “Despite what we may think about each other, I don’t think either of us wants to see bloodshed. Right?”

      “Well, of course not, Ward. You make me sound like a tyrant when you ask it like that.”

      “Then let us do our job. This is not a twenty-person gang in Bartlett. Good people on both sides will die for no reason if we just go in guns blazing. So, please—get back in your HumVee and go home.” He looked over at the major. “We don’t need any more people in charge out here.”

      “Nice try, Raymond. You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” Sandy countered. “Major—you’re in charge, now,” she ordered.

      Adam Matsumoto’s face twisted with irritation, while the sheriff flushed with anger. “Absolutely not! No offense, Adam. This is a county issue, not a state or federal one.” He looked at Charlie. “Reeves! Get her back to her HumVee!” he barked.

      “If you like living on the right side of the bars, Lieutenant, you’ll ignore that order!” She turned back to the sheriff. “The Unified Command passed a resolution this morning, giving me the authority to put the major in charge of this operation. Judge Floor approved it.  After all, ninety percent of the men out here are his. Step aside, Sheriff. Or get arrested. I really don’t care which!”

      Sheriff Raymond looked at all the faces around him. Confused fool needs time to think!

      “Judge Floor? You mean the judge who was a county commissioner three days ago?” Sheriff Raymond yelled. He found the whole situation extremely iffy.

      “The law is the law, Sheriff!” And that would be me! “Major? What is your plan to arrest Phillip Walker?”

      Adam was not happy with the situation. Like everyone else present, he was buying moments, trying to think things through. But she was pressing. “We have people surrounding the entire facility. We’ll enter from here and keep them contained to their own property.” He was lying—he had another plan, but he didn’t want her to know.

      There was an awkward silence while Adam thought he was done and Sandy didn’t. “That’s it? Great. Get started. Go on, Major.” What’s the problem with these weak men? We need to wrap this up and be ready for that cartel!

      “Director, I’ll need to perform some last minutes checks and tasks. I need you to go wait in your HumVee for your own protection.”

      The irony of what the major was doing to Sandy was lost on her. “I’m fine, Major! I’m in charge, now. Let’s get this show on the road!” she said, clapping her hands with her last words like some sort of basketball coach.

      “You said the resolution placed me in charge, correct? Specialist?” Major Matsumoto called to a young soldier. “Escort the Director to her HumVee. Ensure the crew of that rig knows she is to stay put until I give an all-clear.” He looked back at Sandy when he said, “For her own protection.”

      “Yes sir,” the young lady replied. “Ma’am?” she said to the director, trying to passively push her with a force field.

      Sandy glared at Adam Matsumoto, but the frown eventually turned up into a knowing smirk. Good to see your balls finally drop. Don’t try it again…Sandy complied and moved back into the rig she showed up in.

      Adam looked at the sheriff. “Why don’t you monitor from the back of the MRAP so she’ll stay out of the way?” The stunned sheriff nodded and moved back there quietly. “Charlie,” the major called out. “Did I hear your friend on the radio say something about talking terms?”

      Charlie was confused. “Uh, no…I didn’t hear…” Then he caught the look on the major’s face. “Ooooh—Yeah!” He pulled the cell phone from his pocket.
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        * * *

      

      “How ya doin’, Princess?” Earl asked his daughter. They were on the river, attempting to fish. They still hadn’t caught anything. Earl figured the ash runoff had killed off a lot of them. No need to tell her that. Just happy she’s starting to integrate.

      “Alright, I guess,” Piper said. She had opened up to her mother, and even to Conner, about the attempted abduction. She was reluctant to talk to anyone very much.

      “Piper, I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to be straight with me.”

      She had just finished casting. They were floating flies in a quieter pool not too far from their cabin. She finally looked at her dad with tears in her eyes. “Yes, I know it’s my fault,” she said passively.

      “Princess…” Earl said sullenly. “I’m sorry that’s what you thought I was going to say.” They fished for a bit more. “Are you mad at me for taking the shot? Do you think I would’ve killed you?” Piper started crying. Earl reeled his line in and set his pole on the bank. “Baby…” he said, at a loss for words. The father and daughter embraced for a bit. “Let’s go up. They ain’t bitin’ today.”

      When they got near the cabin, Owen was coming out. “Dad!” he called when he saw them, oblivious that his sister had been crying. “Conner called on the radio. Told me to drag you to the gate.”

      “What’s it about?” Earl asked.

      “He didn’t say, but he did say to hurry.”

      “Alright. Go on in and help your mother, Princess,” he said to Piper. “Big O, could you secure this gear for me?”

      “Yes, sir,” the teen said. He got busy, and Earl jumped on one of the quads to scoot up to the gate. When he approached, he could see Conner, Dianne, and Jack as well as two youth. His jaw dropped as he stopped the machine. Before him were two tired, grungy, worried, familiar faces. They had depleted backpacks and one shotgun with them. He almost thought his mind was playing tricks on him.

      “Wesley? James? What’s going on, boys?” He looked around, confused. “Where’s your mama?”

      James started to sob a bit. The autistic Wesley wasn’t going to cry, but he was rocking at the hips with stress. “Uncle Bubby!” James said, running to Earl and grabbing the big Ranger. That’s when the boy really started sobbing. He was gasping too much to talk.

      Earl looked at Wesley. “Wes? Can you tell me what happened?” Wes just added heavy exhales to his rocking and his face crinkled even more. “Buddy, it’s okay if you can’t. Calm down.”

      “Bad. Bad. Bad! Bad!” the fifteen-year-old started to repeat. His rocking intensified until tears finally started to come.

      Earl dragged James with him and went over to wrap his arms around his older nephew. What. The. Hell. Happened! “James. I need you to calm down, now. What happened? How’d you get here?”

      “Th-th-they killed my dad!”

      “Who did? What happened to your mother and sister?” Earl was using his entire career in the Army as a foundation of calm, but inside he was exploding. “Talk to me, son. Where?”

      “Way east of here!” the boy exclaimed. “Up near the pass. We’ve been walking and hiding for days!” Earl had finally looked at Conner, and his best friend’s face was as concerned as he had ever seen it. James finally composed himself enough to finish. “We were on the way to here,” he said. “We stopped at Grandpa’s first.”

      “When was that?” Conner asked.

      James looked at him. “Like about two weeks ago.” He looked back at his uncle. “It was going slow ‘cause the Cub got a flat. We were staying on hiking trails south of the highway, mostly. We made it to Snoqualmie Pass about a week ago.”

      “Go on,” Earl nudged.

      “The trail cuts through some homes and then follows power lines across the mountains. We were quite a ways off from the highway. We came up on a team of horses and a wagon. Mom and Dad made me and Wes hide in some trees a little bit away!” The boy started getting anxious again. “They got jumped by a whole bunch of men! They killed my dad, Uncle Bubby!” The boy yelled, grabbing onto his uncle again. “W-we couldn’t bury him! We had to just leave him there! Th-they took M-mom and Kathy!” he screamed into Earl’s coat.
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        “What?”

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      “What?” Legion yelled.

      “The law and soldiers had to retreat in Seattle last night,” the kidnapped radio operator repeated in his attic dungeon. “Plain as day. They were outnumbered and outgunned. Not only did I hear it on the local freqs, but that is the story being talked about on the HF channels all around the country. I even heard a conversation from South or Central America. They’re talking about it.”

      Unacceptable, Legion thought. This is our territory—it’s our time! “How many?”

      “No idea, but the cops were guessing at least two thousand.”

      Two thou— “What?!” Legion repeated. How is that possible? It’s only been four weeks! Less than, actually! “Keep listening!” he barked at the man and the prospect guarding him. He flew downstairs. “Praetorium! Five minutes!”  he yelled loud enough for everyone to hear. Members of the support clubs started scrambling to go let people in the other houses know. Family members were put on lock down. Something bad was going on.

      Praetorium. It was sacred to the club. More than a meeting or church, it was where brothers were made and business was handled. Members and invited guests only were locked in chambers—no guns, no phones, no grudges or beefs. If someone had something to say against another brother, it happened there. If a brother was being put “out bad”—kicked out of the club—Praetorium was where they had their club ink skinned off with a knife and lost an eyeball. It was balance—war and peace…yin and yang…heaven and hell.

      The chamber wasn’t meant for more than the normal compliment of members and guests, maybe twenty people. With invited club’s officers there were almost fifty crammed in, all with a concerned look. There was a nervous buzz.

      “Seal the chamber!” Legion ordered.

      The two men closest to the door did as ordered. Legion sat in his big, padded chair, looking over at where Trip and Shorty should be. “I appreciate how you all have rallied, and how we’ve been able to go about conducting business here in the valley.” He looked around. “You all need to keep it zipped when I say what I got to say. Feel me?”

      There was a chorus of agreement. The room was heating up with all the bodies, made worse as nerves were starting to swell. Legion continued. “There is a no-kiddin’, two-thousand-man Cartel Army that took over North Seattle last night.” Despite his orders, the room exploded with comments. What? Are you sure? No way!

      Legion rubbed his temples for a moment, then picked up the big battle hammer that he kept on the floor next to his chair. Big Mac had been quiet. When he saw the hammer, he plugged his ears. The big chair went flying backwards as Legion stood. Wham! The eight-pound maul came down and splintered the thick, oak table where he slammed it with all his rage. His most trusted brothers were absent, his plans were falling apart, and these knuckleheads couldn’t follow a simple instruction to shut up. It had all added up.

      “Quiet!” he screamed. Some of the members of the subservient clubs were not happy being treated like that. Men quieted, but nostrils were flaring and foreheads were darkening with anger.

      He looked around the room. If he caught any attitude, the hammer was getting bloodied. “We need to get hold of the others—all of them but the Mexicans. They obviously knew this was comin’. This is real. They had rocket launchers and mortars. Get it?” He paused. They were all paying strict attention this time. “We got one choice. Find the Russians and the Blacks and form an immediate alliance. I’m not even puttin’ this up for a vote! Anyone got a problem with that?” The room was in stunned silence.

      “Now’s your chance,” Big Mac said, backing up his state president. “I will personally de-patch any brother who whines about this after Praetorium is over!”

      Nobody felt like losing skin and an eye. They all knew Legion was right. If all they were being told was true, it had become a numbers game, and a real shooting war was on the way.
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        * * *

      

      The standoff was entering its fourteenth hour. The sun was starting its November descent and the shadows in the forest were all growing. Phil was coming back from the north perimeter when he got a few texts from the guys at the gate, and from Shay. He learned that some lady had arrived and essentially emasculated the sheriff. He texted back to Shay.

      [Phil: “Hang in there, kiddo. You’ll be having company soon. Approaching from the west. You should see them any minute now.”]

      He pulled the old piece of tarp out of his pocket and looked at the circular stitching. If this doesn’t work, it’s going to be a bad night…
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        * * *

      

      The mesh network! Still plugged in! Phil had given Charlie access during the stint that he and his family were staying out there. He shot Phil a text, hoping.

      [Charlie: “We need to talk. Let me come in. Just me.”]

      After a long three minutes, he felt a phone vibrate for the first time in weeks. I knew keeping this thing charged would come in handy!

      [Brrrt—Phil: “Meet you halfway down the rifle line. Proceed.”]

      Charlie hoped that he didn’t get shot approaching the gate. He had his hands slightly up and walked slowly. Buddy Chadwell unlocked the secondary gate that goes to the rifle line and let him through. Charlie could see a few people lining the trees as he walked down the road. Yikes. He couldn’t help but look at the big log structure that was nearing completion. That’s pretty impressive. Especially the rock fireplaces. He made it to the far end of the structure near the slots for holding targets at the hundred-yard marker.

      The bright, blue November day was chilly, especially in the long shadows of autumn. The morning fog had burnt off many hours earlier. Finally, he could see Phil approaching from the north, coming up the cross-range road. He was walking somewhat slow and painfully. When Phil was just a few yards away, Charlie broke the ice. “What’s up with the limp?”

      “Hmmm,” Phil mumbled, not expecting small talk. “Been on the prosthetic way too much lately. Think I’m getting a rash. Hopefully that’s all it is…not cellulitis or something worse.” They went silent. “So, Lieutenant, huh?”

      Charlie chuckled ironically. “Battlefield promotion, let’s say,” he joked.

      “Interesting choice of words,” Phil countered softly.

      “Yeah, except I’m not the one comparing this standoff to The Battle of the Bulge,” Charlie replied. “Yes, I’ve read a history book or two.”

      “What’s happening here, Charlie? Why does the sheriff want to de-arm us so badly? We’re not the bad guys.”

      “It’s not the sheriff, per se, Phil—it’s the system.”

      “What does that even mean?” Phil asked, slightly annoyed. He was trying to keep his voice calm. “Systems don’t make decisions—people do.”

      “It means that the leaders of the local government during this state of emergency have made a decision to disarm people who commit crimes. We have evidence that you’ve been at two shootouts in just the last few days.  You all don’t have to like it—most of the cops don’t like it—but it’s the law.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, pal,” Phil said. “First off, laws are written and passed by legislators, not commissioners and directors. They write codes and regulations—”

      “I know, Phil. Semantics and technicalities. We’ve had this discussion a dozen times. I already know what you think. Remember?”

      “And secondly,” Phil continued a little more firmly, “any regulations, codes, or laws that are in disagreement with the superior forms of law above it are null and void! Those orders don’t have to be enforced.” They both paused for a bit. “Let me put it a different way. There are something over three thousand counties in the U.S., right?”

      “Sure,” Charlie agreed.

      “And the top law enforcement official in each and every one of those is the sheriff. He or she has the power to kick the Feds out, if he wants to! That’s what the Constitution’s Tenth Amendment gave us. ‘The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people’,” Phil quoted from memory. “The people, Charlie!”

      “What’s your point, Phil?” You can get quite repetitive in your law sermons…

      “That the sheriff can decide! It’s that easy! He is the chief peace officer for Slaughter County. Not that FEMA lady!”

      “Except he’s more worried about his career than your rights,” Charlie said. “You know that. Besides, there’s a point here you’re not even considering.”

      “What’s that?” Phil asked skeptically.

      “Like the fact that the gangs are getting ready to run everything. Do you know that a huge cartel army hit Seattle last night?”

      This caught Phil off guard. “Well, that I didn’t know. But I am keenly aware of what the gangs are up to. What happened in Seattle?”

      “Hundreds, if not thousands, of cartel members wiped out an entire sector of police and Guard near the university,” Charlie explained. “You see—we can’t be wasting time like this, Phil.”

      “Perspective, my friend. If what you say is true, you don’t need less armed citizens—you need more! Work with us, Charlie! You know how good the training here is. Find the good citizens in this county and deputize them! We’ll train them!” Phil could see Charlie’s wheels spinning. “Bring the sheriff in here. Let me talk to him.”

      Too little, too late, Charlie thought. “Sheriff’s been relieved,” he finally said. He knew he shouldn’t have, but he felt peace would only hold if they were fully honest with each other.

      Phil’s face turned red. “By whom?”

      “The Unified Command just put the major from the Guard in charge. I don’t think he wants to push this, either, but I’m sure he’ll do it if I fail to talk you guys into giving up.”

      “The Unified Command? Or her?” Phil asked angrily. Just then his phone vibrated, and he checked it.

      [Brrrt—Shay: “They r here, will spread out @ signal”]

      “Problems?” Charlie asked.

      “Quite the opposite, my friend.” Phil sent a quick text to Craig Wageman just a couple of dozen yards away. “May I suggest we go into this log structure?” the old Marine said.

      “Why?” Charlie asked very suspiciously. “What’s goin’ on, Phil?”

      Just then, the Whoompf of very large firework mortars went shooting skyward from behind the rifle line’s left side berm. “Just a little distraction,” Phil replied, dragging his friend into the new shelter.

      Boom! Boom!

      “What the—” Charlie started to yell.

      Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! In all there were twenty of them that erupted over the next two minutes. It was still too light out to make for a very good show, but the noise was deafening and the sparks were distracting. Perfect! Phil thought. The mortars had a slight angle toward the highway and were exploding over the Guard units.

      Charlie’s radio squawked. “Reeves! What just happened?!” he heard Adam Matsumoto yell. “We were just attacked! I’m ordering you to stand down and exit the facility immediately!”

      Charlie seethed as he looked at Phil. “What—was—that?”

      “Sorry, brother. I wasn’t sure if your people were going to start shooting, so we came in here for cover.”

      That answer wasn’t good enough for Charlie. The big deputy got in Phil’s face. “Tell me everything! Now! If you ever want to salvage our friendship! What’s happening?!”

      “I’m proving my point, my friend. And if your Major is smart, we can all get out of this alive.”
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        Hope For The Best.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      “You the dude in charge ‘round here?” Sticky asked the man. He was in the small city of Port Angeles, west of Sequim. It was the main hub of anything that might be considered remotely industrial along this part of Washington State. Sticky was surrounded by no less than eight men, most of them wearing some form of flannel shirt, logger-style dungarees, or heavy-duty fisherman’s raingear. They were in the second floor loft about six blocks from the piers, where many of the facilities and boats had been ripped to shreds by the incoming tsunami. The wave had travelled due east, sparing the city from major devastation only a few blocks in from its waterfront.

      Sticky had utilized what he’d learned from Louie. He knew that the men he was looking for either operated or flat out owned a charter fishing service. They also happened to be occasional meth distributors for the Motorcycle Club. Once he got to town, it was as simple as going to the wharf/marina area and asking around. They were in what used to be a small office and apartment above a local watering-hole.

      “The name’s Shotgun,” the grizzled looking fisherman in his late fifties said through a gray and dirty beard. He was sitting behind a desk fooling around with a battery and a marine radio. He gave Sticky only the slightest of looks. “Just who are you?”

      “I’m with the Risen Dead. I’m on a quest to avenge a couple of slain brothers,” Sticky said coolly.

      This got Shotgun to look up. If it were true, he didn’t want to disrespect the man. Shotgun was no fool—he knew that the RDMC had been preparing for a world without the rule-of-law for a long time. “Really?” He looked Sticky over. “Forgive me if I don’t just take your word…It’s not like you’re wearing a cut. And you’re by yourself.” He ended with a look that said care to explain that?

      Most of the men around the room remained still, though Sticky could hear a couple of the younger ones become restless. He stood up and removed his coat and shirt, revealing several pieces of club-related tattoo work. “My name’s Sticky,” he said about as calm as any man could be. He was completely within his element.

      “So, you’re Sticky Wood, huh?” Shotgun had always gone to great lengths to maintain a positive, working relationship with any organized crime that might actually feed him and his family to the fish. He knew prison and gang tattoos, and he knew criminals—he had no doubt this man was who he said he was. He also knew that at some point, he would have to cut the crime syndicate in on his recent piracy booty. “I thought you were locked up?”

      “I seriously doubt too many people are locked up by now,” Sticky countered.

      Shotgun gave out a hearty laugh while he was pulling a vodka bottle off the bookshelf behind his desk. “You guys relax!” he called out to his crew. “This guy’s an honored guest!” He found a couple of dirty glasses and poured them full, handing one to Sticky. “What can we do for you…can I call you Sticky?” Shotgun had owned a few Harleys and camped at a few biker rallies over the years. He knew better than to assume anything with a full-patched one-percenter. Respect was a huge part of their culture.

      “Of course, Shotgun!” Sticky said, half-downing the glass in one pull. “I have a feeling we’re gonna be pals by the time we pass out tonight!”

      As Shotgun’s crew meandered out of the room, the pair of men swapped stories and downed shots for close to an hour. Sticky learned that Shotgun had set up a coalition of the owners of boats that had survived. Once he learned that the local Coast Guard Station had been completely wiped out by the waves, he knew that nobody would stop him from robbing relief ships as they cruised east on the Strait of Juan de Fuca. He didn’t need to hit them all—just enough to feed a black market that had sprung up in the foothills of the Olympic Mountains.

      “You know,” Sticky said under the wisdom and insightfulness of a good buzz while he stared at his glass, “you guys are pirates—you should be drinkin’ rum…”

      “Bwah-Ha-Ha-Ha-Ha!” Shotgun exploded in laughter. After the raucous noise had died down and they both grew silent for a bit, Shotgun finally asked, “So, who are we looking for?”

      “There’s a future-dead-man on the way up to Sequim to check on his folks. He somehow managed to kill two of my brothers in their sleep. I’m going to make him suffer—and I mean for a loooonggg time….” Sticky’s eyes had dilated so much that they appeared black and colorless, which scared the drunk right out of Shotgun.

      “Don’t worry, Sticky,” the new ally said. “I got contacts in Sequim that can find anybody.”
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        * * *

      

      Jerry and his assistants had spent a lot of time making sure everyone was proficient at using the little cheap Baofeng radios. They could monitor two channels automatically, but with programming they could scan a few or many—it all depended on what the operator wanted. He had programmed his, Phil’s, and the new listening post team leaders’ radios to not only scan the range’s two tactical frequencies, but all the county’s as well. The new posts had been hastily built off the range’s property the evening before. They couldn’t listen to the guard, but they could hear anything that the civilian police and sheriffs were transmitting. The range perimeter was using one channel and the new, hidden LPs were using another.

      “Contact northeast!” Josh heard someone panicky yell into their radio. He was less than three hundred meters from that position, with a lot of trees and brush in between.

      “Contact southeast,” he heard a slightly calmer voice say. “They’re pushing in from both east and south.”

      Josh heard Phil’s voice. “All eastern perimeter positions, ‘wheels up’. I say again ‘wheels up’. LPs, commence Plan Alpha. Do not engage first!”

      Wheels up was code for them to light off the Catherine wheels style of fireworks they had hung in the trees about twenty feet up and eighty feet out from their foxholes. Those were large circular fireworks, in this case about three feet in diameter, that spun and threw out a large volume of sparks in a huge, circular design for about forty-five seconds.

      “Everyone drop your field packs and check your safeties,” Josh ordered his team. “Grab the smokes and torch,” he said directly to John. When the man had shouldered the special bag, Josh gave them the signal to form up behind him and stagger as best they could on the thin trail. The sun was dipping west, in the direction they were travelling, making it difficult to see. Josh knew that two other teams were making similar approaches on the north and south sides.

      Ka-Krow! A slight pause...then—Ka-Ka-Krow! Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! The sounds of a firefight started up on the northeast corner. Dangit! Josh sliced-the-pie on the big tree from earlier that morning and noticed the squad was gone. He scanned into the orange glow to the west and thought he could see bent brush swaying. Forward! He gave the hand signal to his team. He could smell and see the smoke being created by the circular fireworks up ahead. Suddenly the sounds of a firefight erupted from the southeast corner. We need to hurry! I think these guys can be reasoned with.
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        * * *

      

      It was late in the club house, and many of the men were having shots to help them sleep. Most had drifted to their various rooms in houses nearby. Those with women were looking to fill more primitive needs. The next morning was a big trip to Seattle—the meeting they had sought was easily attained. All the other gangs knew what had happened. The alliance was practically formed already. They just needed a battle plan. None of them noticed the fresh bandages on Fireball’s arm—or the fact that he and JuJu had been drinking from their own bottle of whiskey.

      The olive green rohypnol pills—commonly called roofies—had been hiding under a very realistic-looking scab on Fireball’s arm, part of a professional moulage kit that make-up artists use for special effects. Legion himself had provided a great opportunity to spike the alcohol. The two infiltrators never even went to Praetorium, choosing to hide in a closet until the chamber was sealed. They poured several bottles out, thereby forcing everyone to drink from only six bottles. They put enough drugs into them to knock out an elephant.

      Pretty much everyone had had something to drink. The effects started within twenty minutes, taking quick effect on some and longer on others. The powerful tranquilizer did its job. Grown men started to lie down, feeling woozy or nauseated. Their cheeks became flushed. They all assumed they were just too drunk from not eating enough food. JuJu and Fireball were both experienced operators. They had kept track of who slipped out without drinking a lot. Once the room started to pass out, they pulled their aluminum water bottles out of their packs and went to work.

      Out of each bottle came a rag. Each one unrolled to reveal a suppressor and threaded barrel for the otherwise standard pistols they were carrying. They stuffed spare magazines in their pockets and went to work. Once they had killed everyone in the main building—except for Legion—they went out to start clearing the rest of the buildings, one at a time. The most dangerous part of all of it was the women and children. They hadn’t been drugged, and it took a bit of coordination when a few of them tried to shoot back.

      Legion had been tied up and force-fed additional alcohol to ensure he would pass out while they wrapped up the operation. After they finished clearing and double checking everything, they went back to the main structure. They cut Legion’s clothes off and threw him on the pool table, naked. They double checked his bindings and commenced taking turns catching naps. There was a big day coming.
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        Prepare For The Worst.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      After Phil told Charlie the full plan, Charlie knew he needed to get back to Major Matsumoto. This’ll be a bloodbath if I can’t stop it! He ran back across the range and out the gate at about the moment he heard gunfire erupting on the eastern side of the property. “Stop!” he yelled at the major.

      “You had your chance, Charlie,” Adam said. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but it has drug on long enough!”

      Charlie was still catching his breath from the sprint. So far no engagement on the west side had erupted, but everyone was taking cover…on edge… “W-What are you doing?” He pointed east towards the building firefights. “People are about to die!”

      “That’s something Phil Walker will have to live with, then!” the major exclaimed. He turned his attention to one of his junior officers, who was trying to queue up the helmet cam footage on a tablet. Everyone was taking cover behind vehicles. The plan had been the exact opposite of what the major had told Sandy McCallister. The box-in would be performed from the three forested sides, with the highway team serving as the pressure point to drive everyone toward.

      “More than you know, Major,” Charlie yelled. “They have you outnumbered! It’s a trap! You need to call this insanity off!”

      “They don’t have us outnumbered, Charlie!” Adam said, confused. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but my number one priority is to my people. We need to wrap up this op and start preparing for the cartel. Now—out of my way!” He brushed past Charlie, just as upset about the whole situation but committed to seeing it through.
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        * * *

      

      Sandy McCallister just couldn’t help herself. She looked somewhat silly in her wrinkled pants suit, flak jacket, and old military helmet that swam on her head. She jumped out of her protective HumVee and strolled over to the major and Charlie. “You’re relieved of duty!” she yelled at Charlie. “Major! Have this man detained!”

      Charlie had finally found his breaking point. He wasn’t sure what the future had in store for him and his family, but his career with the Slaughter County Sheriff was wrapping up in the next moment. “You can go to hell!” Charlie grumbled through clenched teeth. Sandy started to yell back, but she wasn’t a 6’ 2” deputy with Command Authority. “Shut your stupid pie-hole! I’m not done! You claim power and authority you don’t have, and now people are dying! You hear that?” he yelled, pointing in the direction of the firefights. “Huh?! You caused that!”

      Charlie’s mistake was coming up for air. The Godfather had her window. “If people die, Sergeant Reeves” —implying his new promotion had just evaporated— “then their blood rests squarely on the shoulders of that criminal in there! Just whaaat on Earth were you doing in there? Selling him fireworks?” The not-so-subtle dig at Charlie’s heritage caused Adam and a few others to twist their faces and look away.

      “Kiss my hairy brown butthole, you racist witch!” Charlie screamed directly into her face. He’d never been tempted to punch a woman so strongly before.

      Sandy smiled a vindictive sneer. “You’re done!” She looked around at the shocked audience. Instead of paying attention to the range’s western perimeter, they were all gawking. “Listen up, all of you! And listen good! This isn’t about guns! It’s about compliance! The sooner you all come to terms with that, the better your lives will be!” She had everyone’s full attention. “We are the authorities! We have to deal with the crises as they unfold. If we can’t control one man, then just how do you think we’re going to beat that gang of mercenaries!” She was practically frothing. “It’s plain and simple—they need to obey us or pay the consequence!”
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        * * *

      

      Josh sprinted in three second bursts, using the old soldier’s montage, I’m Up! They see me! I’m down! as he ran. If they had been in the open, he would’ve been hitting the ground each time. In this brush he was only taking a knee every time he got to I’m down in his head. His team did their best to keep up while maintaining cover. Ka-Ka-Ka-Krow! Ziiiippp-whirrr! The engagement between the perimeter post and the troops to his west had started. He dropped to the ground and his team followed suit.

      “Keep low! We’re just as likely to get hit from friendly-fire as them shootin’ at us!” He started low crawling up the trail, trying to see the Guard squad’s rear. I sure hope their inexperience means they aren’t watching their six.

      Just then Josh’s radio exploded with excited, panicky chatter. “This is the north-central foxhole! We need the runners up here! Craig and Emily have both been hit!”

      Crap! We need to get this locked down! Josh knew that once those with no combat experience started seeing their friends get shot, casualties would sky-rocket—or the Guard would overrun them very quickly. We can’t afford to lose the initiative!

      He finally caught a glimpse of two of them, hunkered behind a fallen log and occasionally taking shots to the west. His eyes finally caught the other four. They got caught in the tangle-foot! he thought excitedly. The snare actually worked! We need smoke! He gave John the hand signal. John pulled the materials out of the pack and lit the fuses, while Theron and Stephan maintained their eyes in the south and north directions. All of them looked frightened, but everyone was behaving decisively. These guys are holding it together, Josh noted. John scooted up and started handing the lit smoke cannisters to Josh. “You throw northeast, I’ll get the rest!” Josh hissed. They both got up on one knee and started tossing the energy drink cans as far as they could.

      When they were done and waiting for the smoke field to build, Josh keyed up on the perimeter frequency. “East-central, this is East LP. Shift your fire northeast or southeast! We’ll be on the east side of your engagement in one mike. If you hear them stop shooting, then cease fire! How copy?” He heard an acknowledgment in his ear protection speakers. The firefight was building in intensity. I just hope to God everyone is keeping their heads down before this gets out of hand! “Remember—I want to try to capture and talk to these guys! Instead of bounding each other, I’ll keep the lead.” He started to crouch and move forward. I can’t let one of these newbs get killed making contact.

      The smoke was doing a very effective job. They think it’s coming from the fireworks! Josh approached the two scared Guard members, and they never heard him coming. “Cease fire! Drop your rifles!” he yelled from behind a tree eight feet away. The two members froze. He could see the others freezing, too. “You’re surrounded. Put your rifles down and your hands on your helmets.” The sounds of the firefight slowed along the north perimeter.

      All six of the Guard members unslung their rifles and placed them on the ground. A couple of them kept their bodies turned from Josh and their hands low. “Look, chumps! I served in Iraq! I know what I’m doing. Put your hands up! You’re only in danger if you don’t!” All of them began to comply. Josh and John covered them while the other two came up and started securing rifles.

      “We gonna zip tie these guys?” Stephan asked.

      “Naw. There’s a hundred YouTube channels that taught everyone how to break out of those, and we don’t have any of the actual handcuff zip ties. I got a better idea.”

      Josh had his team set 360 security while he radioed in to Phil and the perimeter that the position was secured. He could hear the action cease on the northeast as well. He then had all the soldiers sit on their butts along the log that the two had been using for cover. “LP3,” he called into his radio. “Do you need us to push from the flank?” He waited a few seconds.

      “Negative, Lead, we’ll have this secured shortly,” he heard.

      “Roger,” he told the southeast squad leader. He then let his slung rifle fall to his front. “Look dudes…and gal,” he said after taking a more thorough look. “We were listening to you all discuss your loyalties this morning.” As if on cue, the last of the gunshots died out. “Hear that?” he asked, pointing in that direction.

      A few of them looked at each other, murmuring. “Don’t say a word to him,” the sergeant ordered.

      “I don’t expect you to talk,” Josh said, ignoring him. “You all are in timeout. I just want you to sit there and think about the one—and only one—way this plays out. We can’t have Americans killing Americans like this. We had you dead-to-rights. We chose not to shoot. You can, too.”
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        * * *

      

      The major had been receiving reports and helmet cam footage. His head dropped. He had tuned her out moments earlier, no longer caring what Sandy did or thought. His attack was not going according to plan. He heard the engagements slowly die off, which verified what he was seeing on the tablet. “Director,” he said, trying to interrupt her diatribe. “Director!”

      “What, Major? What! Spit it out!” She was still looking around at everyone wildly.

      Just then, a few of the nearest soldiers started pointing and talking. Everyone looked at the gate. There was Phil Walker, walking through it, with his hands up and waving a dirty, white towel.

      Here goes nothing, Phil thought nervously.
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        “The honor of a nation is its life.”

        —Alexander Hamilton

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      The crowd grew silent as Phil walked through the gate. He paused at the sandbags and tarp that served as a guard shack, looking in. “Great job, guys. I know you both must be tired and hungry. Hang in there just a bit more.” They both nodded.

      Phil walked out to the edge of the driveway and highway with his hands in the air. He paused and looked around. Every person had stopped in their tracks to watch him. Guess I don’t need this anymore. He let the towel hit the ground and proceeded to the officers standing next to Charlie. He looked at Matsumoto. “I’m Phillip Edward Walker. I demand a trial by jury, and I want to speak to the elected and sworn sheriff.” The major’s face was shocked, and Phil knew why—the club had gained the upper hand. He’s confused as to why I’m turning myself in, Phil thought. Good.

      What Phil and the major both knew was that several of the squads had been captured, and the vast majority of the rest had laid down their arms voluntarily. Despite some casualties on both sides, the club members had risked their advantage and momentum to capture rather than kill the Guard members.

      Adam went over and personally removed Phil’s Glock from the holster. After removing the magazine and chambered round, he handed it off to a subordinate. “You may put your hands down, Mr. Walker. Follow me.” He headed for the open back of the nearest rig. Sandy was approaching with a pleasantly surprised look on her face.

      As the two men and Charlie and Sandy converged near the back of the rig, she said, “I hope you know that you’ve been an arrogant donkey, Mr. Walker.” She was trying her best to invoke a scolding any mother would envy. “All this has done is waste our resources and endanger lives. I will ensure the law is applied to you to the fullest extent!”

      “I’m only dealing with the sheriff,” Phil said coldly as he stared straight down, towering over her. “I wouldn’t let you lick the sweat off my stump if you were dying of thirst in the desert.”

      Sandy was livid. “Why, you—”

      “Oh, shut up, McCallister!” everyone heard from a new direction. It stunned many of them—everyone had nearly forgotten Sheriff Raymond was still around. He descended the steps on the back of the MRAP. “Nobody wants to hear you bark anymore! You’re under arrest.” She guffawed and started to protest, but the sheriff yelled over her. “Wildman! Luzon! Place the director under arrest for…sedition sound about right to you?” the sheriff said to Phil.

      “Sedition!” she screamed.

      “We’ll find some other charges, too, I’m sure. Usurpation of power not authorized and such.” Sandy screamed bloody murder as the two deputies dragged her to a squad car three vehicles south and threw her in the back.

      “You know she’s connected, right?” Adam asked. “Still…whew…that was pretty awesome!” He was still shocked like most everyone else.

      “I’m not too worried about that, anymore, Major. It’ll be a long time before we need to worry about politics the way we used to. If those days ever come back, I’ll just quit anyhow. Now—” he said, looking at Phil. “What made you give up after three-quarters of a day?”

      “If I’m truly guilty of a crime, then try me in a legitimate court, Sheriff.”

      “You know darn well we won’t be able to do that for a long time,” the sheriff replied.

      “Kind of like not worrying about politics,” Phil countered.

      The sheriff chuckled. “I…guess you got me there,” he said, smiling slightly.

      Phil looked at Charlie, who nodded for him to proceed. “You know what you need, Sheriff?”

      “I can only imagine what you’re about to say, Phil…”

      “A posse.” Phil let that hit him, noting his skepticism. “Seriously. This cartel thing is just the start. Wait until they start feeding people. Or giving them health services. It ain’t just about drugs and human trafficking, Ward. They’ll be providers.”

      “And you think if I form a posse, that’ll help with…what? Our staffing? You really proposing that I send out civilians on patrols, Phil?”

      “We already are. And in a much bigger way than you realize.”

      “I know, I know. You’ve been busy out here. Still curious about the East Bartlett thing, though…”

      Phil could see it was time to let them know exactly how the Slaughter County slaughter would have played out. “The major may not have told everyone yet, but we stole the initiative. We captured your troops or enticed them to lay down arms. You are in over your heads. The Slaughter Peninsula Posse is reliable and effective, Sheriff.”

      “You mean you had the forest squads surrounded,” Adam corrected.

      Phil knew it was a time to speak with actions. He pulled a chem-lite out of his pants pocket, giving it a crack and shake to get the two chemicals to mix. The little plastic rod started to emit a dark, pastel red that contrasted with just about everything out there. Phil wandered away from the small group at the back of the MRAP, stepping towards the west side of the vehicle behind it. He held the glowing stick over his head, slowly moving and turning as he looked at all the surrounding deputies and Guard members. After a good thirty seconds, he stopped, facing the forest to the west, which was several feet higher than the freeway itself. He dropped the glowing stick to the ground. There wasn’t a person out there who wasn’t watching—even Sandy, screaming with no noise at the glass that imprisoned her.

      Everyone except Charlie dropped their jaws at what came next. Out of the woods came flying a solo, green, glowing stick. Then another, followed quickly by two oranges and a yellow. Suddenly it was raining glowsticks, not just from the woods to the west, but from the strip of forest along the highway that separates the club’s property from the road. Some of the sticks hit the vehicles. One or two hit a soldier. They littered the ground like little, nuclear pencils.

      Sheriff Raymond’s eyes grew wide as he saw dozens upon dozens of Slaughter Peninsula Posse members led by Gary Stonefence and Skinny Kenny stand up in the brush and come out from behind trees in the west-side forest. Every one of them was kitted up and ready to fight. The scene was compounded by the range’s residents on the east side of the road.

      “Fish in a barrel…” he slowly mumbled, realizing the Guard had the low ground.

      For close to five hundred feet of the highway, they were caught between two forces above them on both sides. He looked at Phil and pulled the Constitution that the tired Marine had sent him out of his left breast pocket. “You are full of surprises, Mr. Walker,” he said, thumping the tiny document against his other palm, thinking.

      “Our duty is to be ready, Sheriff,” Phil explained. He looked more closely at what the sheriff was holding. “It was the quote, wasn’t it?”

      The sheriff looked down toward the grill of the rig behind them, as if thinking thoughtfully. “No…no…not really.” He handed the little pocket Constitution back to Phil. “Let’s just say that your dedication to making sure I heard your message was a reminder of what’s important. I may not be a strict Constitutionist like you, Phil, but you did remind me that government serves the people, even during disasters.” Sheriff Ward Raymond smiled a bit. “What I saw unfolding out here today was the opposite of that. Call your folks down, Phil. You, too, Major.” Phil stepped back a few paces and started calling people on the radio. Before he got too far away, the sheriff said to him. “We’ll talk more about this posse thing in a day or two.”

      Charlie wandered over to Phil and waited until he was done speaking on the radio. “What quote?”

      Phil looked down at the little book and then handed it to his best buddy. Charlie opened it and saw Phil’s handwriting— “Men must be governed by God, or they will be ruled by tyrants.” – William Penn.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 26 Days.

      

      “Git down there, you skanky whore!” the one they called Jeremy said as he gave Natalie a shove.

      Natalie twisted her knee when she hit the ground in the root cellar with a hard thud. She let out a fresh wail from the pain. It sounded raspy and weak, a result of a full week of crying, calling for help, and screaming in terror. Her nights were spent crying for her children. Only God knew what they were doing with Katherine. She lived in a fantasy in her mind where her boys found their way to her brother’s cabin. If he’s even alive, she bemoaned. Every time she found some nugget of hope in her mind, something else stepped on it. For all you know, Bubby died on the first day.

      Hit another apple, Bubby! She’d drift back to her childhood in her mind, remembering a time when she and her brother would use a baseball bat to hit the last, mushy apples in the autumn that nobody wanted. She grew up calling him Bubby, because as a toddler she couldn’t say brother. The name had been hers to use for him, and hers alone—until she had kids. His career in the Army and his falling out with their father had meant she’d spent much of her adulthood not getting to see him. They were close, though. Her memories of smashing rotten apples with Bubby were what she used to go to sleep. She did that, praying she wouldn’t have another migraine when she awoke.

      She had no idea how long she’d been down in the hole. They only brought her out to help with chores. There were seven of them—five men and two women, plus four kids. She was the only one that was a captive, as best as she could tell. She hadn’t seen her precious daughter since that day. She groped in the dark until she found the old blankets covered in rat urine. She found herself trying to count the rats in the dark. Her fear of them had subsided until one of them bit her when she slept—which was still preferable to when one or more of the men got drunk.

      Natalie felt that the worst injury was happening in the form of slow decay to her mind. She had severe diarrhea, hadn’t been given much food, dirty water, beaten…and worse. She had severe rashes and infections, and now, a sprained knee. Roy had been murdered in cold blood, and her children were missing. There was no hope. In her mind, she was now just looking for an opportunity to end herself. She was high up in the snowy mountains. If she had escaped, she wouldn’t last two hours in the elements—if they didn’t find her and kill her. God! She begged in her mind for the millionth time, please just kill me!
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        * * *

      

      Reynaldo arrived several minutes after his advance team. It would be his third time that day he was visiting a captured “general.” Each “meeting” was unique, crafted by the advance team with whatever tools were available. He had several more to attend that day. He got out of his armored SUV and stepped over a few bodies as he walked into the clubhouse from the rear parking area. The entire compound was surrounded by fifty of his best men.

      Renaldo Hernandez walked into the room and surveyed his surroundings. He saw his special forces and smiled. “Brothers!” he called in English. “You’ve done perfectly. I knew I could count on you. Your families will never want for anything!” He gave them both a hug. “Go. Rest. You’ve earned it.”

      The handsome cartel leader proceeded to the business end of the structure, the old hotrod and chopper customization shop that was on the street side of the building. In the middle of the empty garage was Legion—naked and chained upside down with chain hoists mounted to the ceiling. Legion and his employees used to lift engines out of vehicles with them. Two separate hoists about ten feet apart were holding him in the air, one wrapped around each ankle. There were two more attached to the shop’s large, metal parts shelves. They were attached low, near the ground. The four chain hoists were tense enough to have Legion splayed out like an upside-down, human “X.”

      Rey kind of chuckled when he walked in and saw it. These sickos get more creative each and every time, don’t they? “Hello,” he called out to Legion. There was a sack on his head, taped to his neck to keep it on.

      “H-Hey! Hello! Are you the man in charge?” he yelled nervously. He had never been on the receiving end before—it was a new experience.

      “I am,” Reynaldo acknowledged. In his own mind, he was quoting the Bible, though he doubted Legion would get it. “I understand that you were organizing a group to fight us…”

      “H-Hey! Whoa! We can deal, alright? I got stuff, we got cooks, we got cash!” He was getting nothing from Reynaldo. “P-Please! Listen!”

      Typical, Reynaldo thought. He gave a signal and the four warriors running the manual hoists began to retract the chain. The links wrapped themselves tighter into the ankles and wrists of the big biker, causing his begging to speed up and morph into screaming in agony. I wonder which will pop off first…feet?...or hands? He left the shop as Legion screamed for mercy. Rey didn’t really enjoy the torture so much. In the end, they would just shoot him in the head. The torture served as a deterrent for other potential agitators. I hope the Russians put up a better fight.
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        New Beginnings.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 27 Days.

      

      Phil found Josh up at the growing graveyard in the north end of the field. “Thought I might find you up here,” he said.

      “I didn’t know these guys and gals very well,” Josh said, “but it doesn’t mean their deaths mean any less to me.” And now I have to learn to deal with it without drinking.

      They were looking at seven, handcrafted wooden crosses. They weren’t labeled yet, but somebody had made plans to make some nice markers.

      “I can’t believe Craig Wageman is gone,” Phil said glumly. “Just a couple of weeks ago he helped me bury Hope Brazik in her own backyard. Now we’ve buried him.” He went silent again.

      Josh could tell that this was mounting on Phil too soon after Crane’s death. “What about the others?”

      “I didn’t know Emily all that well,” Phil said. “But old Tommy? He’d been a range member fifty-two years, if you can believe it. Joined when he was twenty!” The pair stared at the graves for a while longer, letting silence take over again.

      Josh’s curiosity finally got to him. “So, what’s up? It feels like you want to say something.”

      “Well…We’re a month into this thing. We’ve already been in a handful of scraps and firefights, and two funerals…” he trailed for a short moment. “And Payton’s six plus months pregnant.”

      Ahhh…the doctor. “You wanna go press Stu?”

      “I thought if we went together,” Phil explained.

      Josh looked back down at the graves and sighed. “Yeah, I’m done here for now. In fact, there’s an idea I want to run past you.” The two continued to chat as they strolled to the front end of the property and found Stu’s office door near the rifle line closed. Hearing voices inside, they waited a few minutes. In short order, it opened as Fred’s widow, Phyllis, left. She was coughing and sniffling from a chest condition. She kept her mouth covered with her sleeve and said hello as she passed Phil and Josh.

      Stu caught sight of them and gave a small nod. “Can I get one of you to come pour?” he asked.

      He’d set up a small table right next to the door. It had a small tub, soap, and a carafe of warm water that had been boiled earlier that morning. He started using the tub water and soap to wash his hands while Josh came over and helped him rinse. They had run completely out of napkins or paper towels, so he dried his hands on an old t-shirt rag.

      “It’s amazing how good something like a little warm water on the hands can feel when we’ve been without power for so long!” Stu said somewhat excitedly. “What’s happening, fellas? You two look like the cat that ate the canary.”

      “Nothing gets past you, Stu,” Phil quipped. “I imagine you already know why we’re here.”

      “Ah,” he said with a nod. “Time to poop or get off the pot, huh?” He led the two into the small room where they could at least get a little warmer. He and Josh parked on the bunk while Phil took the rolling stool.

      “Something like that,” Phil said. “We’re not here to kick you out or anything. But it would be nice to know your intentions.”

      Stu took a slight breath and then sighed as he looked down at the floor between them all. “I do like being here, but…I have to go. I hope you guys understand.”

      “We do,” Josh said, trying to get his two cents in. “I’ve thought a bit about this since our last talk.” He looked at Phil, who gave him a small nod. “I want to go with you.”

      Stu was dumbfounded. “G-go with me? Why?” He realized that must have sounded rude. “Sorry. That came out wrong…but…why would you do that?”

      “Don’t get all emo, Doc,” Josh said, chuckling. “It’s purely self-serving! We’ll get your folks and bring them back. That’s all.”

      “Ohhh, you don’t know my mother,” Stu said, shaking his head skeptically. “She’s not leaving. She might even stay out of spite just because I suggested she leave.”

      “I get that, Stu,” Phil said. “But you might be surprised. If your parents are faring well, you might be surprised how much their perspective has changed. I mean—how much have you changed in a month?”

      Stu was silent in contemplation. “You’d really go with me?” he finally asked.

      “Yep. I might even drag my nephew along.” He thought of Phil’s recent escapade when he said, “There’s strength in numbers.”

      “When do you think we could go?”

      “The sooner the better,” Josh said.

      Phil concurred. “I’d like to run you through a little training first. Make sure you can be useful in an ambush,” he explained. “But in a couple of days, I’d think.”

      Stu thought about it, before standing up and sticking his hand out. “Thanks, Josh. I’d really appreciate it. I learned a couple of weeks back just how...” He froze up thinking about what had happened to Carmen. Josh and Phil looked at each other and then back at Stu. “Something happened to my travelling partner that…forever changed me.”

      Josh shook Stu’s hand. “You don’t have to explain, Doc. We’re all changing.” He looked at Phil. “And in some ways for the better.”
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        * * *

      

      Payton and Tony’s big “common” still had some minor details to finish before it would be one hundred percent complete. That wasn’t stopping the celebration, though. The sheriff and several of his deputies had come out earlier in the evening. So had the leaders of several other groups on the peninsula, including the sheriff from nearby Mason County, Skinny Kenny, Gary Stonefence, and several others. It had been a productive day, which began with a service for the seven killed in the action—four range members and three Guard personnel. Gene Hackett had volunteered to lead the service. They also commemorated that it had been one month since the events had started. Plans were made for another get together for Thanksgiving in just a couple of weeks.

      Eight had been wounded and had been transported to the temporary hospital at the Camp in Bartlett. It was the first example of how the agencies and civilians began to work together. “The summit” was not just discussing procedures and protocols for peacekeeping, but how to address crimes of need. People were going to starve in the coming months, there was no debating that. Better to solve that issue than arrest people. Josh instructed everyone in the methods that they had started mapping and scavenging. There were no more food banks and EBT cards—those with food were going to have to help those without. It was better for everyone to think it through together. There was a lot of work ahead of them.

      After the guests had left that windy and wet evening, Josh and Payton sat near the one working fireplace in the new common. The roof was working well—it was dry and cozy despite the wind and rain. Their lawn chairs were touching. Payton reached out from under her blanket and over the armrest to Josh’s chair, grabbing his hand. She pulled it back with her, under the blanket, placing it on the kicking bump in her belly.

      “Whoa!” he said excitedly. “That was a big one!” The flames danced off the small tuffs of hair sticking out from under her beanie. Josh slowly pulled himself up and leaned over the armrests of the two chairs. He put his rough hand along the side of her jaw and neck softly, pulling himself over for a kiss.

      After he relaxed and leaned back, Payton said, “It’s about time, soldier. I was about to send out a search party for your sex drive!”

      He laughed and smiled. “Ummm, sorry. I’ve just promised myself after two failed marriages and a bad bout of drinking that I would never make the same mistakes again.”

      “You think I’m a mistake?” Payton asked sharply.

      “No. I think I am.” She looked hurt. “I was the problem in both of my marriages…the common denominator.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Bryant,” Payton said. “I’m not looking for a husband. It’s just lonely here at the end of the world.”

      Josh thought about his words carefully. “Look, I don’t know all the answers. I don’t even know the questions. But…I’ve had something going on lately in my heart…my mind. When I’m around you, I feel…” He shook his head. “Forget it. It sounds cliché and corny.”

      “You don’t get off the hook that easily, mister!” she said. “Keep going!”

      He thought some more. “I guess I feel…hope. I think that maybe, just maybe…I’m not meant to live the rest of my life alone.” He looked into her eyes for a long silence, watching the fireplace in them.

      “Maybe when you and the doctor get back, you can think about moving into the insulated cargo trailer with me and Savannah,” she suggested. “Get to know each other a little better when she’s at school!” she teased.

      He laughed softly. “I have to be honest with you. This thing I’m feeling…it’s bigger than me. Kind of…spiritual, in a ‘12-Steps’ kind of way. With everything that’s happened, I’ve come to realize that I’m looking for something I’ve never had.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, grabbing his hand again.

      He paused for a bit, finally admitting something he’d told nobody. “Happiness,” he explained, looking into the fireplace. “It’s almost like my life got a reset button when the quakes hit.” He could see she was still missing the point. “I want to find God,” he said openly and honestly. “I need to get my head wrapped around life, death, what comes next…” He could see she was hurt. “I still want this…thing we’re doing. I just want it to mean something. To know that it will last the rest of our lives. For the first time in my life, I want to be in a relationship built on friendship, not sex and emotion.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re looking for your soul mate,” she joked.

      Josh fell silent and looked into the stone fireplace once more.

      You’ve found her, you jerk, she thought. How long will it take you to realize that I’m in love with you?

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 29 Days.

      

      “You bring them back safe to us!” Payton joke-scolded Stu.

      Stuart laughed. “I will.” There was a small crowd bidding him, Josh, and Jeff a safe trip. The three of them plus Charlie and Phil were getting ready to get into the deputy’s SUV.

      It had taken Eli teaming with Josh to convince Alana to allow the seventeen-year-old to go on the mission. Jeff had proven very capable in Savannah’s rescue and the attack on the meth-heads, but to Alana he was still a baby. Even Grandpa Don wasn’t a fan of the idea. It ultimately took Eli’s experience rescuing Phil to convince Alana. She was at the departing ceremony in the parking lot, giving Jeff the evil eye. “If anything happens to him, don’t bother coming back,” she said coldly.

      Josh gave a little chuckle, “I know, sis, I—”

      “Not joking, Joshua Bryant.” She looked at Eli. “You’ll wish you’d never met me, too,” she said bluntly.

      “Mom! I’ll be fine,” groaned the tall, blonde youth as he rolled his eyes. He leaned close to his mother for a hug and kiss to take the heat off his uncle and dad.

      Charlie walked over to the group. “You guys all packed?” He glanced over at the open rear hatch on the rig where Stu was putting his bag inside.

      “Think we got as much as we can reasonably carry,” Josh said. He and Jeff started loading stuff into the back.

      Phil walked over and mumbled into Josh’s ear, “Let me help you with that, brother.”

      “Huh?” Josh almost laughed. “I got it. It’s just a pack and a rifle.” He had a “what’s up with you” look on his face.

      “I don’t think you’re receiving my transmission,” Phil said, casting a purposeful glance across the parking lot at his daughter and granddaughter.

      Josh followed Phil’s gaze. “Awww…Roger. Wilco.” He strolled over to the two ladies in his life.

      Savannah grabbed him around the waist. “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she mumbled.

      Josh tried to cheer her up with a smile. “I won’t be long, sweetie. I just want to help the doctor and get him home safe and sound.” He looked up at Payton.

      “Be careful. Come home,” she said, trying to not seem worried in front of her daughter.

      Josh reached out and took her in his arms, giving her a sensitive kiss goodbye, not too long and not too short. “We’ll be home in a few days, week at the top.” He broke his grip and headed towards Charlie’s rig. He looked back and smiled. I could get used to all this attention!

      The three travelers piled into the middle bench, while Phil rode shotgun. He and Charlie were on a mission from the sheriff to begin recruiting for the north end posse. They would give the guys a ride to where a barter-for-ferry service had sprung up near the now un-drivable Hood Canal Bridge.

      “You set, Doc?” Josh asked Stu as the short doctor was being squeezed into the middle like they were heading to Grandma’s for Easter lunch.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” Stu gave Josh a meaningful glance. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “No worries, Doc. Just promise me you can talk them into coming back, would ya? We’d kind of miss having you around here!”

      “I’ll try,” Stu said as the five men departed the safety of the property. With the fanfare of a departing cruise ship, the green SUV started making the bumpy trip north on the Canal Vista Highway.
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        “We don’t rise to the level of our expectations. We fall to the level of our training.”

        —Archilochus

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 30 Days.

      

      “What is a posse?” Rey heard his boss, Javier Ortiz, on the other end of the HF radio ask in Spanish. Both he and Rey had taken the hand-held microphones over from their radio techs so they could talk directly.

      “It’s like when the American cowboys would follow their sheriff on a manhunt for a bank robber,” Rey explained. “Citizens with guns.” Javier actually keyed up his mic to laugh, Rey could hear.

      “Careful, Reynaldo!” he warned jokingly. “They might run you back to Mexico on horseback!” He busted up laughing again. “Don’t the idiots know that you obliterated their police?”

      Oooo – need to reign that in a bit. “Only one portion of them, Jefe. Remember – that was just North Seattle.”

      “But that’s the biggest city, Rey…” His boss’s tone changed. “Don’t tell me that you’re having apprehensions, my friend,” he warned.

      “No, Jefe. I just want you to remember that there are police and Army units in many locations we still need to contend with.”

      “Then why are you focused on this posse, Reynaldo?”

      All business. Good—he’s listening. “Because that is the wild card, Javier. Once they figure out how to organize, they’ll become an insurgency against us. Guerillas…” he explained. “We need to find the biggest one and set an example—just like with the local gangs.”

      “So why that one over on that peninsula?” His boss had clued in on Rey’s concern. “Why does that one way over there make you worry, my friend?”

      “Our sources tell us they are resourceful, well-trained, and…”

      “And what.” It wasn’t a question.

      “And they just struck a pact with the local police. They’re joining forces. They’ve figured out how to bridge the divide with their elected officials. Soon they’ll be providing the necessities for the people.”

      “Come on, Reynaldooooo,” his boss said skeptically. “They don’t have ships upon ships of food and medicine like you do! You’re over thinking this. Stop worrying about little fish.”

      “No, Jefe. I agree that they’ll have a rough time at the start. What worries me isn’t what they do—it’s what they believe…what they know. They won’t just feed their own poor—they’ll teach those poor to feed and protect themselves. They’re going to remove the dependent mentality that’s required for our business model to work. This, Jefe. This is why I want to start with them.”

      “So—what is your plan? You certainly can’t take everyone over there. You need to hold the area you’ve gained, too.”

      “I have a plan to draw them out to me, Jefe. But first I need to gather some information from them.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, I don’t need your excuses, I need your results,” General Russel Driscoll told Navy Captain Marie Darnell via the secure video chat. “I want the Halsey certified for return to the fleet in three days! Clear?”

      Three days! What are you smoking, General? “Crystal, sir. I’ll need to talk to my chain about using some war-time waivers to make some of the tests and signatures disappear.”

      “Go ahead, Marie. I guarantee you they will approve.”

      “General, I understand need-to-know, but is there anything you can give me that will motivate my people? They’ve been burning the candle at both ends since the beginning, sir. I’m not sure if you remember that a lot of them lost their homes seven weeks ago.” Oops. Shouldn’t have said that.

      The general in charge of all things military in the entire Pacific sighed and looked down briefly. “Captain, I know you regret saying that just now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’re trying to get the task force re-loaded and turned around. And we know that your folks are heroes. We won’t forget. Just let your team know that getting their jobs done now is the most important mission the shipyard has had since the last world war.”

      The ‘last’ world war. Marie caught what the general was throwing out there. “Roger that, sir. We’ll have her ready for Captain Hawke to steam in three days.”

      “Good. Now. Have you figured out a plan for the El Paso?”

      “She’s too far gone, sir. She’ll make a fine parts boat for the rest of the fleet, but the reactor was too badly damaged. We burnt through a lot of people’s exposure limits getting her stabilized and buttoned up from the rain.” Marie knew she had to tread carefully. “Sir—all due respect, I think I need to impress upon you that this shipyard is rapidly approaching a point of diminishing return if the Feds don’t get some relief in here. My workforce is depleted, sir.”

      “Understood, Marie. I’ll relay your concern to the Joint Chief Chairman tonight. Regarding the El Paso, I want you to get every usable part and classified piece of tech you can off her.”

      “Sir? That will be man-power intensive—”

      “I know, Captain. I get it. I can’t tell you why, but I can tell you that we have a watery grave in store for her. You should consider this your highest priority once the Halsey sets sail.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Martinez!” the Damage Control Locker Lead Petty Officer called out to Carmen. “Good job. Way to step up!”

      “Aye, LPO. Thank you.” Carmen never even looked up from rolling the hose back up into a donut. Just as every Marine is a rifleman, every Sailor is a firefighter. When the supercarrier U.S.S. Halsey was at General Quarters—battle stations—Carmen was assigned to one of the many damage control teams. Her primary job during those drills was to operate the valves that charged the fire hoses. Since returning to the ship, she had found a new passion for perfection.

      Her shipmates were surprised she had come back, assuming she’d made it home on leave before Tahoma’s Hammer fell. She was a different person—harder, meaner. She’d told none of them what she’d endured on the trip back. When they asked what coming all the way back had been like, she would just say, “Leave. Go find out if you wanna know so badly.”

      Carmen had thrown everything she had into being the best—at anything. It didn’t matter what the task was—cleaning the deep-fat fryer, chopping onions, or rolling firehose. She was never going to be in a position to rely on anyone again. If her life was on the line, she wanted to be the person people asked what to do, not the person who had no idea what to do.

      Most Sailors didn’t value physical training as much as the Soldiers and Marines did. Carmen broke that mold. She was up at 0330 every morning except Sundays, working out. That way she would still be ready to start working in the galley by 0500. She was one of the breakfast and lunch cooks. After 1400, her day was usually over. She threw herself into the damage control manuals, learning every aspect of the job—firefighting, flooding, hull patches, and shoring. She was on a personal mission to cross over to the Damage Controlman rating—she was done with cooking.

      There were many ways Carmen could have reacted to the atrocities that happened to her. She chose strength, knowledge, and perfection. Carmen was a warrior, and her leaders were starting to notice.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 32 Days.

      

      The patrol being led by Tyler Wilson was scouting a line of homes four miles north of the range. They were in a hilly area, horrible for radio communications. Some of the driveways were long, and so to make better use of time, Tyler had reluctantly agreed to split the team and work both sides of the road in two pairs. They had parked the truck near the main road and hiked in. The other pair were two of Lonnie’s family—Kendell Kramer and Julia Everly. They had agreed to try to maintain radio chatter every fifteen minutes.

      Tyler and Gene were working together, something that neither of them particularly wanted. Tyler could tell by the way that Gene talked that he’d finally figured out he was gay. Gene wasn’t rude, but he was definitely not as sociable as he used to be. He spoke as if he was always talking to a cop or lawyer, carefully choosing his words. In his own mind, Tyler kept asking himself if he was guilty of the same judgmentalism that he felt Gene had.

      They had just finished taking a small water break and eating a snack when Tyler realized they hadn’t talked to the others for at least forty-five minutes. “Major League, this is Bull Durham, over.” He tried again and shot Gene a look.

      Gene took a turn. “Major League, comms and status report. Over,” Gene said into his radio. “Might just be the batteries,” he said to the team leader. “These things are dying faster every day.”

      “Could be,” Tyler agreed. “Or our signals just aren’t getting around in these hills.” He did some thinking while he put away the remnants from the snack. He decided to stow the notes from the intel and scavenging, too. “Get the wagon ready, please. I think we should head back to the truck and look for them along the way. I’d rather get back too early than discover they needed help and we dropped the ball.”

      “I agree,” Gene said.

      The two started making their way back up the two miles of winding, hilly road. A while later, they rounded a curve and saw their two comrades sitting on the tailgate, rifles leaning against the truck about forty meters ahead. Tyler saw an older white van rise up out of a small dip in the road about two hundred meters beyond the other teammates. It slowed and pulled left at an angle. The sliding door on the right side opened, but all he could make out was the dark of the interior space and the motion of a body or two inside.

      “There you guys are!” they heard Kendell call out gleefully. “Have any lu—”

      “Move!” Tyler yelled at the other teammates just a bit too late as his brain caught up to his eyes. He raised his rifle, flipping off the safety as he levelled his sites.

      ZZoooowooosh—Ka-Boooooommmmm! The swooshing noise and fiery tail of the RPG round were nothing compared to the explosion that sent the bodies—all thirty-seven pieces of their two teammates—flying in every direction. The fireball and shockwave from the exploding truck pushed out a concussion that knocked Gene unconscious and sent both men flying backwards several meters. Tyler was woozy, but he could tell there were now people running toward him.

      He slowly pulled his shoulders off the ground, ears bleeding and ringing loudly. He was still dizzy and couldn’t focus on the figures before him. The van drove up to within twenty meters of the burning wreckage. Six battle-hardened men jumped out and two of them held security, while the other four retrieved the fallen duo. They dragged them both back to the van, throwing them in and taking off without hesitation.
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        “If the country is good enough to live in, it’s good enough to fight for.”

        —Eugene Sledge

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 33 Days.

      

      “Morning, Sir. What can I do for you?” asked Sergeant Major Greg Piercy.

      “Thanks for coming right over, Sergeant Major. I know how busy you are,” Colonel Isiah Franklin stated. “I thought I’d bring you up to speed on some new intelligence that just came in. It shouldn’t wait until tomorrow’s daily threat report.

      The senior NCO for the 5th Marine Regiment of the 1st Marine Division scanned the room. The XO and all three Battalion CO’s. Must be big. The 5th was at Submarine Base Bogdon, shoring up the base’s smaller security detachment while “special toys” were removed from Washington State for National Security reasons. “Sir.”

      “Yesterday, sonic sensors on the south end of the base picked up a transient noise somewhere very close to the fenceline. The computers say it was an RPG.”

      “Sir?” I’m being ‘punked’, aren’t I?”  The Sergeant Major looked around and realized he was not being toyed with.

      “Wish I was kidding, Sergeant. We phoned it in with a time stamp to Division and they were able to verify with satellite photos. They found what could only be described as the tail-smoke of a rocket blowing up a truck.”

      The sergeant looked past the colonel’s shoulder as he was trying to recall anything in the prior intel briefings that would provide a clue “The cartel thing in Seattle?”

      “That’s our best guess, too,” the colonel said, looking around at the three lieutenant colonels who were seated.

      “This is certainly unexpected, sir,” Greg said. “Orders?”

      “For now, keep this contained to the Battalion Sergeant Major level. Pendleton is seeing what they can do to get us a permanent drone. We’re also going to hold on to the Raiders and Delta operators a bit longer than originally thought.”

      “Understood, Sir.” And here I thought starving civilians were our biggest threat.
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        * * *

      

      “Could that really be you, you little twerp?” Sticky asked his rifle scope. He had taken a lesson from his hunter, opting to lay in wait. Most of the homes on this road had been long abandoned. There was little activity at the ones that still had occupants. Shotgun’s pirates had seen to that. As the off-loading vessels started to get boarded and robbed more frequently, the relief ships started travelling all the way around Vancouver Island and entering the Strait much farther east. As supplies dwindled, people began to huddle together in numbers. The Ford Expedition with blacked-out windows was the first sign of human activity he’d seen in two days.

      The metallic gold vehicle was idling in front of the driveway to Stuart’s parents’ house. It sat there doing nothing for two minutes, driving Sticky mad in the process. C’Mon! What’s the hold up? He could see a hooded figure in the near-side driver’s seat, but there was no way of knowing if it was his target. He’s talking to someone. Probably in the back seat. C’mon. Step on out. Nothing to see here. Sticky had set himself up on the covered deck of the house uphill from where he thought his target would appear. He figured it to be about a two-hundred-meter shot.

      Suddenly, there was a loud bass thumping that caught Sticky’s attention. He pulled his eye off the scope, looking to the right. At the crest of the road where it dropped back down the next slope, he could see a tricked out red Dodge Challenger stopped, almost as if it had been stalking the Expedition and found it accidentally. It obviously had a very customized sound system. He could hear rap music blaring loud enough to make the windows behind him vibrate a little. What the actual hell! I should shoot you just for playin’ that junk! An uneasy feeling suddenly came over him.

      He looked back in his scope and moved the rifle enough to reacquire the driver of the Expedition. It took a second as he steadied the eye-relief in the scope to realize that the passenger window rear of the driver was down. He made the micro adjustment and started to stare in, but since it was daylight hours, it was hard to see inside the vehicle through the scope. Is that—? Is that a rifle?! Sticky saw a flash of bright light as he pulled his own trigger.
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        On A Wing and a Prayer.

      

      

      

      About Fifteen Years Before Tahoma’s Hammer

      

      “How's Tucker taking it?” thirty-nine-year-old John Cronin asked his wife, Maria, from his intensive care hospital bed. The Seattle police officer had just endured an entire night of emergency spinal and pelvic surgery, the result of an off duty paramotor crash.

      It had been a cool and breezy September evening, nearing the end of the Pacific Northwest’s short parasports season. Like most powered-parachute pilots, John had made a beeline straight up to his normal flying spot after his shift was over. For the Army truck-driver turned police officer, the freeing feeling of flying in the open wind had become the drug that helped him decompress from his job. Taking up paramotor six years earlier had taken a serious investment in both the gear and the training. Strapping a motor on one’s back and flying around like a seated Superman wasn’t something people should just go and do.

      The small local Arlington Airport north of Marysville, Washington, was friendly to the alternative flying sports. John had noticed only one other para-pilot that early evening, a guy named Travis that he knew to be a newer but ‘coming-along’ pilot. They had discussed a plan to film each other from behind to get some footage. Before take-off, John had made a mental note of the graying system building to the north. We should be on the ground long before that gets near.

      The pair were both wearing action cameras on their helmets but were trying to shoot with handheld, higher-resolution cameras for the trailing footage of each other.

      It all happened in a split-second. Turbulence. John re-grabbed his brake handles and applied a slight pressure to the trailing edge of his wing, ensuring the front edge would keep a high angle-of-attack through the rough patch of wind. He was flying about fifty feet below and behind Travis.

      “Brakes!” John yelled at the younger pilot as he noticed the tell-tale signs of a wing-collapse forming.

      Travis’ wing started to surge forward from the buffeting winds. His failure to recognize that crucial one or two seconds of warning sign was the deciding factor in the coming catastrophe. As the wing moved forward in relation to his body position, the winds started hitting the top, closing off the foils.

      John screamed at the top of his lungs once more as he saw Travis’ wing start to collapse. “Brakes!”

      By the time Travis yanked on the brake cables, the wing had folded over on itself, causing him to drop suddenly and violently—right into John, who was desperately trying to veer to his left. It was too late, as Travis’ motor and body, cords, and collapsed airfoil caught the edge of John’s wing with enough force to yank him down and follow them in a tangled, straight-down descent.

      As John was reaching the red pull handle on his reserve chute, a packed black pouch in his lap, he hit the kill switch in the throttle control tethered to his left hand. He was starting to spin upside down and clockwise, part of the mess of paracord and fabric trailing Travis. His flying partner was on his own—sheer adrenaline was forcing John to worry about himself. They were maybe six hundred feet above ground level. Time was critical.

      John’s right hand found the big, red loop and yanked. The reserve was now out of its container, retaining the pack-shape that it had ever since John did his annual practice throw and re-pack back in March. He cocked his right arm into his chest until he felt the chute hit him and then flung it straight out to his right as hard as he could.

      The reserve chute did its job—mostly. John’s next action was to try to pull on his brakes all the way and finish collapsing his own wing. The tangled mess of loose cords and cables, combined with the spinning of being entangled with Travis’ kite, made it so that John couldn’t find his brakes. It was a bittersweet result—the extra drag was helping catch some speed, but not nearly as well as the reserve would have done on its own. Travis failed to get his chute deployed until they were a mere eighty feet up, which was at least a hundred feet too late.

      The pair landed in a field just off the greenbelt of trees behind a country home in a sparsely populated area.

      Fourteen hours and a helicopter ride later, John was in ICU at Harborview Trauma Center on the hill overlooking Seattle. A few moments earlier, John had learned that Travis had perished. His concern, now, was for his own ten-year-old son. His other children were in his thoughts, too, but they were only three and four years old. He knew they wouldn’t retain the long-term memory of almost losing their father like Tucker would.

      “He's taking it okay,” Maria said. “He can't wait to see you.”

      Maria wore a concerned look on her face but was hesitant to mention what was on her mind. Like most husbands, John could read his wife's face and knew something was wrong.

      “What is it?” he asked. “I can tell something's bothering you.”

      Her face cracked a small smile as she tried to hide her emotion. “Don't worry about it, babe,” she said. “There's always time to worry about things later.”

      John closed his eyes, less as an escape from the conversation and more as a way of trying to control pain. The post-surgical meds were obviously good, but being restricted from movement was starting to make his skin itch. He opened his eyes again, looking around the ICU room, taking in the array of instruments and hoses managing his vital signs for the nurses.

      “It's the job, isn't it?” he asked his wife. “You're wondering how I'm going to be able to work like this…”

      Maria looked down at her folded hands in her lap and then slowly looked back up at her husband with a slight tear in her eye. “Yes,” she admitted with needless shame. “I'm sorry, honey, but it does worry me now that I know you're going to be okay.”

      John turned his head to look at his wife, eyes flushed with emotion. “I'm so sorry, sweetness,” he pleaded with his wife, choking ever so slightly with sorrow. “I was in denial that this could ever happen, and now I've jeopardized everything!” He was burying the desire to tear up, which caused his face to flush in the losing fight.

      Maria edged her seat closer to his bed and took his hand into hers. “We will get through this, babe,” she said. “We always do.” She rose from her chair to grab a tissue so she could wipe his eyes for him.

      John turned his head once more, letting his gaze drift to the grey clouds over Seattle, staring at the buildings next to the hospital, wondering when his life would be somewhat normal again. “Never again,” he mumbled under his breath.

      “Come again?” Maria queried.

      The thought had ingrained itself in John's mind in the time since he had come out of surgery. He looked back at his wife. “Never again,” he said with newfound resolution, despite the pain medication. “I'm going to fix that thing and sell it. I will never put you through this again.”

      Maria sat silently, wishing there was a way she could tell her husband that he will one day regret not getting back on the horse. “Babe,” she finally said, “you can't make a decision like that just for me.”

      “It's not,” he reassured her. “I'm done. Done. I will never fly a paramotor again.”
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        The Face of Evil.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 32 Days.

      

      The cartel motorcade pulled into the parking area of Seattle Volunteer Park Conservatory with a roaring thunder. Not only were they using their technicals—trucks that had machine guns and grenade launchers mounted on them—but they were now using captured police and National Guard vehicles, too. In the middle of the motorcade was an armored truck, the type that would have been used to escort cash and other valuables in the days before Tahoma’s hammer. On this great day, it was filled with prisoners—captured police and guard members who were being brought to the park to send a message.

      Most days, the park was filled with people using the pond in the south end to gather their drinking water. Residents from Capitol Hill, Stevens, and even as far away as Miller Park made the daily trek to get water from the pond. Reynaldo Hernandez knew this would be the perfect place to find an audience for relaying a message—a message to the rest of Seattle and the Pacific Northwest.

      The motorcade navigated the round circular drive around the park’s statue of William Henry Seward to turn around and reposition themselves for a quick exit. The statue—of the man who was Secretary of State under Abraham Lincoln—seemed to Reynaldo like a fitting place to send a message of liberation and hope. I’m surprised this statue still stands, Reynaldo thought, half-surprised that the stone monolith withstood Seattle’s dabble in anarchy in recent years.

      He hopped out of the passenger seat in the second vehicle with a powered megaphone in his hand and immediately started giving orders to his cartel soldiers. There were seven vehicles in all, which seemed like a safe minimum number to Rey. While not a full-sized army, the cartel had done a good job of invading and taking over entire sectors of the city. This was a direct result of Reynaldo’s two-pronged invasion strategy. Part One had been to liberate the mostly ethnic-minority prisoners from the Monroe Correctional Facility and unify them under one leadership. Part Two had been his various plants into all of the local gangs, who used a variety of tactics from subterfuge to sniper attacks to infiltrate the gangs and assassinate their leadership. The police and National Guard staffing levels had fallen to less than thirty percent at this point in the crisis. They just could not maintain control of Seattle. After Rey’s hostile takeover of all the rival gangs, taking over an entire neighborhood in Seattle seemed like a walk in the park—now, quite literally.

      “Jefe,” one foot-soldier said as he approached Rey, “where do you want us to line them up?”

      “I think Bruce Lee's grave site might be a good location,” Reynaldo decided. He scanned the park to the south. There were just too many pop-up markets being used for trade and barter in the way there. He watched most of his soldiers take quick control of the park. The people would follow them out of curiosity, he realized. “Yes,” he decided aloud. “That is where you should take them.”

      The cartel soldier acknowledged the order and retreated to go follow it through. Reynaldo continued to stroll along the vehicles, looking at the crowd before him. Almost everyone was looking at him, not quite understanding if they should be afraid or not. Don't be afraid, he thought to himself. I'm here to save you, not hurt you. But you will see that soon enough.

      “Hector,” he called over to one of his lieutenants. “After this business is finished, I want to add this location as one of our welfare distribution sites,” Rey said. “Get it on the list as soon as we get back. I want these people fed by tonight.”

      “Si, Jefe.” He caught himself. “Oh, sorry boss,” the man said, reverting to English. “I am try remember use English a-as my first language, now.” The Spanish pigeon dialect was slowly improving for Hector and most of the men.

      “It’s okay, Hector,” Reynaldo said. “Go on, my friend, I know you're trying.”

      Reynaldo turned to the crowd that had slowly returned to their bartering despite the interruption by the cartel convoy. He looked through the light drizzle under the gray skies and pulled the megaphone up to his mouth.

      “Excuse me,” he said with a pleasant but authoritative voice through the electronic speaker. A few people turned to look, but business carried on. “Excuse me, please,” Rey said again, this time a little louder. More people turned to face him. He used his other arm to start waving them toward himself. “It is okay, I'm not going to bite! We are here to help.”

      Once Rey saw that some of the crowd was starting to wander toward him, he himself started walking through the gap between two trucks, northward toward the Bruce Lee Memorial. As he meandered the approximate hundred yards toward the gravesite, he occasionally glanced backwards to make sure the crowd was continuing to follow him.

      A small squad of his cartel soldiers was escorting the National Guard and police members, bound in handcuffs and shackles. This definitely had the crowd's attention. The procession was slowly marching up the road just to the west of Bruce and Brandon Lee's graves. Rey’s soldiers started corralling the crowd toward the Lee graves, forcing the Guardsmen and police to their knees on the little road.

      Reynaldo stood on the bench near the graves so he could stand over the crowd and address them.

      “My friends,” he said into the megaphone once again. “Your so-called protectors have been a blight on your city for far too long. We are here to bring a new order, to protect you from the protectors, so to speak.” He paused to see if he had their attention. He did. “They did nothing but attack you, dividing you by race and social-class…demeaning your existence. You tried to defund them, yet the billionaires who live here and call themselves Champions of Social Justice did everything in their power to keep you under this public army’s thumb!”

      This began to get a few of the onlookers yelling out slogans like ‘Fry ‘em!’ and ‘All cops are bullies!”

      “Friends, you have nothing to fear from us,” Rey continued. “We will be back tonight with food. Go…go and tell your friends what you see here today. Spread the word. Mar de Paz Services is the peaceful sea that will calm this storm for you. What you’re about to see” –Rey was really pouring on the daytime-soap-drama— “will not be pretty.” He paused, listening to the agitation of the crowd start to grow. “But it will be…Freeing!” With that, Reynaldo nodded his head toward one of the soldiers.

      Two of the police officers tried to make a break for it, but the guards behind each one were ready to pounce. These cartel soldiers had years of experience sending messages just like this to the families of their rivals. They shoved them back down and cracked them in the back of their heads to stun them. Some of the other police and Guard members were crying, and one was begging for his life.

      A few in the crowd could be heard wailing, their emotion overcoming them as they were about to witness their first murders. The majority were cheering, though, whether from actual hatred for the police or just plain supporting the cartel out of strong survival instincts.

      The third cop down the line wanted to die on his feet, and in a lack of that, decided on the next best thing. “Yessssss, Jesus loves me!” He sang the old Sunday School song learned by millions of Americans. “Yesssss, Jesus loves me!”

      Pop! The first officer was shot in the head, causing all of the rest to flinch and try to stand again. More guards moved in to help suppress them and hold them on their knees.

      “Yessssss—“ Pop! They weren’t waiting for him to finish his song. Down went number two. “Jesus lov—“ Pop! The rest started screaming, but the guards continued to kill their victims over the next few seconds.

      Good, Reynaldo thought. It has truly begun now, he said to himself. The winning of hearts and minds is key to our success. Here's to hoping that today's mission is a success. We need to stop the civilian forces from banding together before they figure out how to resist. 
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        * * *

      

      The smell of salt, engine oil, and old fish was the thing that finally woke Tyler from the trauma induced slumber. His head pounded as the fog lifted, and he started to realize that what he had experienced was, indeed, real. His eyes flitted around a little bit as he experienced a mild nausea from letting the light in. He tried to move his hands to his head to assess the damage, but he couldn't. He slowly realized his hands had been bound behind his back.

      Despite the headache, he started to look around the small hold of the boat, hoping to find something that would provide an answer or at least a glimmer of hope that he could escape. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he slowly made out the shape of Gene lying next to him. The pair of Slaughter Peninsula Posse members had been thrown onto a pile of nets and life preservers.

      Tyler could hear the steady rumble of a marine engine, coupled with the mild rocking of the boat. He assumed they were being taken east to Seattle or some other location on that side of Puget Sound. He continued to do a slow assessment of his body. He moved his legs and figured out that his feet were not restrained. He could only see one way out of the hold, and he knew there was no escape—that he would have to go past whoever had abducted him. He used his right foot to try nudging Gene, hoping he wasn’t dead.

      After a few tries, Gene started to moan and grumble. The veil of darkness was slowly lifting off of his head as well.

      “Gene!” Tyler hissed. “Gene! Wake up!” Tyler said as loud as he dared, which was barely a grunt above a whisper. Gene’s grumbling was eventually accompanied by the body shudders and movements that Tyler had just gone through.

      “Uuunnnnnggg,” Gene groaned.

      “Gene! Wake up,” Tyler whispered again.

      “Wh-where are we?” Gene asked, letting Tyler know that he was alive by doing so. “Wh-what happened?

      “We were ambushed,” Tyler responded. “And now we're in the hold of a boat. Try not to move.”

      “What?” Gene replied, his mind still not quite accepting the reality of the events that had unfolded less than an hour earlier. The men had been stripped of all their gear. “What do you think they want?” Gene asked in a very concerned voice.

      “I'm not sure,” Tyler admitted, “but it can't be good. Do you remember anything?”

      “Uhhhh… an explosion, maybe?” Gene responded, still trying to shake the cobwebs.

      “To say the least,” Tyler replied. “As we were approaching the truck, they pulled up in a van and killed Julia and Kendell with an RPG.” Tyler couldn’t believe the words that had just come out of his mouth. It was like something from a B-movie or a nightmare.

      “They’re—they’re dead?” Gene asked incredulously. He still was a little foggy on everything that happened.

      Tyler glanced at Gene to see if his eyes had adjusted to the dark yet. “Nobody could have survived it,” he said with a hint of desperation. The pair of men sat silently for a couple more minutes before Tyler spoke again. “Do you still have your posse patch on you?” he asked in a concerned voice.

      “Y- yes,” Gene said. “Or at least I think I do. I keep it in my front left pants-pocket. W-why?”

      “Because we need to get rid of those,” Tyler explained, thinking back to his training as an Air Force officer over fifteen years earlier. “You need to understand something,” he continued. “As soon as these guys don't need us, we are dead. Got it?”

      “Y-yes,” Gene replied in a horrified tone. “But what about the patch?” he asked, not quite understanding what Tyler was getting at.

      “That patch ties us to our group, our families,” Tyler explained. “If they find out about it, they will use that against us. Understand?”

      “Y-Yeah,” Gene acknowledged. “I understand. What about yours?”

      As if on cue, Tyler started digging at his right rear pocket. The restraints made it difficult but not impossible. “I'm going to bury it under this pile of rope and life preservers and hope they never find it,” he explained.

      “Wouldn't it be better to drop it in the water when they're taking us off the boat?” Gene asked.

      “Can't take that chance,” Tyler explained. “There may be too many of them. One of them is bound to see.”

      “O-Okay,” Gene said. “But I can't reach. You're going to have to get it for me.”

      He started scooching his body toward Tyler's. Tyler started rolling over on his left while Gene scooted over from what used to be Tyler’s right. Gene did his best to get his front pocket right up into Tyler's hands. In a less dire circumstance, Gene would have never allowed another man to put his hands that close to his crotch. But propriety was the farthest thing from his mind at that moment.

      It took a few moments of struggling and creative movement before Tyler could finally feel the patch at the tips of his fingers. He pinched with his forefinger and middle finger, and said, “You're going to have to scoot down and try to wiggle the pocket hem past the patch as I hold it. I can't go any further with my arms being restrained.”

      Gene complied, and eventually Tyler was able to get the patch past the hem of the pocket. Like he did with his own, he shoved that patch as far down the pile of materials as he could.

      About that time, they could tell the engine was throttling down.

      “I have no idea how long I was knocked out,” Tyler said. “We could be in Seattle already.”

      The men could hear voices starting to trickle down into the hold, now that the engine was quiet. Tyler thought he caught some Spanish words. Both prisoners went instinctively quiet.

      After listening for about thirty seconds, Tyler finally whispered, “I think we pulled up to another boat.”

      His theory was confirmed as a different engine started to throttle back up. The men could tell that a second boat was slowly pulling away. Just then the entire hold erupted in the noise of gunfire. The sounds of at least four rifles echoed throughout the hold, hurting their already damaged and bleeding ears. The pair of posse members scrunched as low as humanly possible, expecting bullets to start riddling through the hull of the boat. But no bullet holes ever arrived. Eventually the noise died down, and the gunshots ended completely. 

      The arrival of one of the cartel soldiers was preceded by the sounds of his footsteps tromping down the boat's ladderway. There was still smoke seeping out of the rifle slung across his chest. The two men looked at the soldier in horror, Gene wondering if they were about to die. Tyler knew better. He understood that they wouldn’t have gone through all that effort to capture them just to kill them in this boat. The soldier looked at them, scanned the space to make sure they weren't up to something, and then went back up the ladder.

      Something tells me that we are in for a lot of pain, Tyler thought.
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        * * *

      

      Phil Walker, Lonnie Everly, and Buddy Chadwell had been up in the north end of Slaughter County, beginning to train the new branch of Slaughter Peninsula Posse. They had been joined by Deputy Sergeant Charlie Reeves. Together they had formed a training coalition under Sheriff Raymond's authority. The remaining peace officers in Slaughter County knew it was a matter of time before the vast majority of peacekeeping was performed by community members. Sheriff Raymond knew that the National Guard would soon disband altogether. He also knew that the cartel problems in Seattle would eventually find their way to the Slaughter Peninsula. It was all part of the peacemaking process from the recent standoff between the authorities and the gun club. The sheriff had allowed Phil and Charlie to be the head liaisons for forming new branches of the posse.

      In the early afternoon, Charlie received radio chatter over the official security nets about a loud explosion in the western part of the county, somewhere southwest of the Bogdon submarine base. With all the earthquake damage, traveling was a long and arduous process that involved zigging and zagging through multiple neighborhoods and roads to find a path north to south. They weren’t just dodging downed overpasses—there were landslides, sinkholes, toppled billboards and the like. It was easily a two-hour venture. The ‘toll stations’ were continuing to pop up on the routes most heavily travelled, though they usually pulled a Houdini when a police or Guard vehicle was approaching. Charlie had updated Phil about what he knew, which wasn't much. Collectively they made a decision to suspend the training and return together, since they had all travelled in Charlie's patrol rig.

      On the trip south, Charlie had agreed to drop Phil off first before he headed down to the Emergency Operation Center in Bartlett. When the patrol rig finally showed up at the gun range, they snaked their way through the vehicle trap and into the main parking lot. It became immediately obvious that something was up.

      “What's going on?” Phil asked Don Kwiatkowsky as he got out of the green SUV. The sight of several men and women gearing up in full tactical kit planted the seed of concern in his belly.

      “Tyler's patrol never returned,” Don explained. “And there was a huge explosion somewhere north of here.” Don's face showed the same concern as all of the other faces that Phil scanned.

      “Hmmmm,” he said in his usual groan. “We need to slow down just a bit and think.”

      By then, Charlie and the others had gotten out of the patrol rig and approached Phil and Don. It suddenly occurred to Don that Charlie probably knew something the rest of them didn't. He looked directly at the deputy sergeant and asked, “So what was it?”

      “I don't know,” Charlie explained. “The EOC sent a Guard patrol out to investigate, but they haven't found anything yet.”

      “Where's the gator?” Phil asked, scanning the parking lot for the range's small utility vehicle.

      “Down by the common,” Don replied, referring to the new structure the club had built out of logs. “Why?”

      Phil ignored the question, looking at Charlie instead. “Let’s ride up to our command post and take a look at Tyler's patrol plan. That should give us a good idea of where to start.”

      Phil had really hoped that things would start to smooth out now that the issue with the county had been pacified. Obviously, I was hoping for too much, he thought cynically to himself. So much for getting off the prosthetic and onto the crutches.

      The pair of men wandered down the main stairs from the parking lot to the rifle line on the right and climbed into the gator. Phil fired up the little green machine and took the range’s south road up to the south end of the field where the command post had been built. They were there in under three minutes. They climbed out of the gator and walked into the main command post tent, where they found Jerry and a few others scanning maps.

      Without any greetings or pleasantries, Phil looked directly at Jerry and asked, “You got Tyler's patrol plan handy?”

      “Right here,” Jerry explained. “I figured you would be wanting to look at it as soon as you got back.”

      Phil looked over the small dry-erase board they used for their daily patrol plans. “Alright,” he said. “This gives us a starting point. When was the last time they checked in and from where?” Phil queried.

      “About 12:45,” Jerry said. “They were working this road here.” He pointed to the paper map.

      Phil's eyes darted across the dry-erase board one last time, and then he looked at Charlie and said, “May I suggest that we relay this information to the Guard unit and head that way ourselves?”

      The big Native American deputy concurred. “Yes,” he said. “But I think it should just be us and not a whole squad of upset people looking for their loved ones.”

      “I agree,” Phil said. “I'll smooth that over.” He handed the board back to Jerry, and the two men headed outside.

      They scrambled into the gator and proceeded back up to the main parking area. He looked at the group of eight men and women who were geared up and impatiently waiting to leave, figuring that Tim Webster was probably the guy in charge of the pending reaction-force.

      “Tim,” he called out, waving him over to talk to him and Charlie privately.

      “Lemme, guess,” Tim started. “You guys think we’re overreacting.” His face was already showing a bit of irritation at what he figured was coming.

      “No, not at all,” Charlie explained. “But I also have a Guard unit out there already. Let us do our investigation. If we need backup, we’ll call you guys first. Deal?”

      Tim knew it really wasn't a question. “Sure, but just remember that these are our family members.” He wasn’t happy about the polite command.

      Phil put a hand on Tim's shoulder. “I'll be going. This is my family too. Okay?”

      That seemed to satisfy Tim just a little bit. Without a reply, he wandered back across the dirt parking lot to the small group to update them on the plan.

      Just a pair of minutes later, Charlie and Phil were driving north along Canal Vista Highway. Charlie called in the updated information to the EOC, who relayed it to the Guard unit that was out looking for the source of the explosion. Although trees had been largely cleared from the roadways since the hammer flipped life upside down, mudslides and sinkholes still made travel a tedious process through this rural and less populated area.

      Over the course of weeks, the mudslides had been slowly shrinking from a combination of wind, rain, and people with tractors. It took Phil and Charlie nearly twenty minutes to arrive at the road where they needed to start looking. The Guard unit was already there waiting for Charlie to show up.

      Charlie got out of the rig and had a quick conference with the sergeant in charge of the unit. He then got back in and told Phil, “They're going to take point.”

      The two rigs started to slowly travel south along the cracked rural road, easing their way under the canopy of fir branches that had managed to resist the massive earthquake. There was an obvious smell and smoke in the air, which could be detected even in the overcast gray sky. After a few minutes, the National Guard Humvee hit the brakes, calling to Charlie on the radio.

      “Burning tire on the right side. In the brush,” Phil and Charlie heard the man say over the air.

      The men started scanning to see if they could see it. It wasn't until the procession started traveling southerly again that they could. The Humvee was about fifty meters ahead of the deputy’s rig. As it rounded another slight curve, it hit the brakes again.

      “Contact!” they heard the excited sergeant say into the radio.

      Charlie hit the brakes. He and Phil couldn’t see what was happening, but they both associated that word with an impending ambush that never happened. They observed the guard unit get out of their vehicle and start hastily establishing a perimeter. The sergeant was walking back to Charlie's rig. Phil and Charlie got out.

      “What’cha got?” Charlie asked.

      “Looks like the remnants of an old white pickup. Like something blew it up.” The man wore a concerned look on his face.

      Phil and Charlie exchanged concerned glances. Phil started craning his neck to look through the brush and fir trees to see if he could see any other wreckage. They joined the sergeant on the walk south and eventually passed the Humvee.

      Phil knew immediately it was one of the vehicles the range was using to send patrols out. His pulse quickened as he realized that something horrible had happened to his posse members. He felt his intact right-leg buckle at the knee just a little bit.

      “Brother, you all right?” Charlie asked.

      “I have to be,” Phil said looking at Charlie. “The only other reaction I could have right now would not be good.”

      The three men joined the rest of the Guard members on a slow procession south to the burning wreckage. The explosion had flipped the truck over-end onto its roof. Most of the bed was gone, as was the axle and driveshaft. The transmission had managed to stay underneath the main body of the vehicle. What was left was blackened with char and still had small spot fires burning on it. The sergeant ordered his team to start canvassing the homes in the area, trying to find out if they knew anything.

      Phil and Charlie slowly proceeded around the wreckage.  Phil caught sight of something that he wasn't ready to see. At first, his mind told him it must be something else. The smell of burning flesh hit his nostrils and caused a wave of vomit to start running up his throat. He had seen and smelled this once before in his life, during the Gulf War in 1991. It was that memory and experience that had allowed him to keep his lunch in. He suppressed the urge to puke and looked over at Charlie, seeing that he had managed to do so also.

      Before them was a charred torso laying in the brush like a piece of discarded burnt BBQ.

      Kendell, Phil thought, suddenly overcome with a wave of both sadness and intense rage. My God. Who could have done this?

      The two men continued to scan the forest, brush, and farther down the road. They were met with more pieces of the bloody puzzle, realizing that Tyler's Patrol had been ambushed by an evil worse than either of them had prepared themselves for.

      “I...I  can't believe what I'm seeing!” Phil exclaimed. “What animals could do this? What horrendous monsters are we dealing with, here, Charlie?”

      Charlie didn't answer. There was no answer for that question. After several more minutes of looking around, the Guard sergeant approached Phil and Charlie with an update.

      “We made contact with two houses that have people present,” he said. “Nobody is talking.”

      “Show me where,” the fiery ginger demanded. “I'll get them to talk!” he said angrily. He started to march off in the direction the sergeant had come from.

      “Phil!” Charlie called out to him. He started jogging to catch up to his closest friend. “C’mon, brother, just hold up a second. Let me get some more resources out here. It's getting dark. And you have a heavy job to do back at the range. We’ll get some lights and more people out here and launch a full investigation.”

      Phil knew Charlie was right. He stopped, looking at the man who once saved his life, not knowing exactly what to say. Neither man did. But the looks on their faces spoke volumes.
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        On a Mission.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 21 Days.

      

      There was a light drizzle coating Sequim, Washington, as Nick Williams walked into town. He had the rain hood on his bluish-gray Columbia raincoat pulled up and cinched tightly around his jawline. In the pre-dawn hours of ‘non-sleep’ sleep in his hammock in Sequim Bay State Park, Nick had decided that he would don his one set of civilian clothes for the trip into town. He didn't want to draw any undue attention to himself. Better to look like Joe Trail-Mix, he thought to himself, than to tip off everyone that I'm a professional soldier.

      His rain pants made a swoosh-swoosh noise as he walked along Highway 101, taking the few miles to think about his course of action. Plan A was to find some phonebooks to check. He knew that might not be as easy as it sounded—real phone booths were a thing of the past, and most stores were probably shut down. He decided it would be easy enough to break into one if he had to.

      He did not have such a great feeling about Plan B. Sequim was a relatively small town, and he had a face nobody would recognize. Surely by this point these people know better than to trust a stranger, he thought. The only thing he could think of was to try to sweet-talk someone at City Hall, if it was even still up and running. Slim chance of that. I'm most likely going to have to go talk to the cops, he thought. If there are any left…

      Nick did his best to look like the rest of the travelers as he was walking up the highway. He kept a close eye in all directions—head on a swivel, as they taught us in basic— but he did it as cautiously as he could. He didn't want to draw attention to himself just by how he was keeping an eye on his own back. He noticed that most people travelled in packs and had some sort of system of pull-carts or wagons.  Vehicle traffic still existed, but it was much rarer to see.

      Nick noticed the roads up here still had the same cracks and crevices as the rest of the areas he had been since the hammer fell, though less of them. The key difference along the southern edge of the Strait of Juan de Fuca was the amount of coastal wave damage. Can't even begin to imagine how it looks on Whidbey Island, he thought, thinking about the piece of Washington state that took the brunt of the wave’s force. Or the coast.

      Nick cruised westward under the gray sky and drizzle between a lower forest of trees and occasional lavender fields to his north and a thick forest that ran like a carpet up the foothills and presented itself as a green, fir mountain. After two hours, he came up on a checkpoint that spanned the entire westbound lanes of the highway. It was staffed mostly by armed civilians, though there were two police officers as well. They were corralling everyone into a choke point and forcing people to provide identification before they could continue West or down the off-ramp into town. When he reached the guards, Nick handed them his Army retirement identification. 

      One of the volunteers wrote his name down and then started flipping through some papers to see if he could find Nick's name on any of the log sheets. After several seconds of flipping through a couple of different papers, he finally looked up and said, “We don't have your name as having checked-in at one of the checkpoints further east on the highway.”

      Nick just stood there and stared back at the volunteer for a few seconds, contemplating what to say. He wanted to let the captain-obvious moment hang in the air just for a second or two. Finally, he said, “Huh, that's kind of weird.” He was going for sincere with his tone, but his one raised eyebrow was full of sarcasm.

      While the volunteers were staring at each other and trying to decide if they should let Nick pass, he heard some other names being broadcast on the radios set up near a police vehicle. Must be relaying the names of pedestrians up and down the highway, he thought.

      “Where you headed?” a different volunteer finally asked.

      “Right here into Sequim,” Nick replied truthfully. “Checking on my aunt and uncle.” The first volunteer wrote his destination down on the clipboard.

      “Their names and address?” the second volunteer asked.

      Nick wasn't expecting that question. He knew their last name was probably Schwartz. “The Schwartz’s,” he said. “Don't remember the name of the road. I'll know it when I see it.”

      After another minute, the building crowd of pedestrians behind Nick started to get a little testy. The volunteers finally decided to let Nick pass. He started up the final stretch of road into the actual town. He guessed that about fifty or sixty percent of the nomads were continuing west on the highway. The rest were heading into Sequim with him. I wonder if it's because people have family here, or that they heard about some sort of food or shelter that's available.

      He paused when he saw an abandoned Black Bear Diner on the left side of the road. Wonder if I can find a phone book in there. He did a loop around the diner and the hotel next to it, looking for threats. Both buildings had been boarded up, and both buildings showed signs of forced entry. People obviously don't care about other peoples’ property anymore, he thought. Not when they're wet or hungry. He decided not to draw attention to himself by trying to find a phone book here. He joined the herd rambling westward into Sequim once again.

      Within another twenty or twenty-five minutes, Nick had started to pass more hotels and a QFC shopping mart. There were tents in the QFC parking lot that caused him to stop and look. He meandered through the wide array of tents and canopies, observing what was going on. Seems like trading posts and bartering stations are the new normal. He continued on to the QFC, which appeared to be open but under the protection of some sort of the armed security. There was a line of people waiting to get in. Don't know if I want to waste my time standing in that line just to find a phone book, he thought. May be tougher than I thought. 

      Nick wandered down the road just a little farther, trying a few different stores and having no luck. He finally managed to find a phone book at a little RV park on the left side of the road. He noticed that the RV park was full, a bright orange ‘No Vacancy’ sign painted on a full sheet of plywood right at the entrance to the park.

      “No vacancy,” the manager said unexcitedly, not even looking up at Nick.

      Yeah, he thought. I can read. Nick left the snarkiness in his head, as he said, “Actually I'm just looking for a phone book. Trying to find my uncle, but I haven't been here in many, many years, and I don't remember where he lives.”

      The man looked up and gave Nick a cautious glance. After several seconds, he reached below the counter. Grabbing the phone book, he plopped it onto the counter-top with a hard thud. 

      “Thanks,” Nick mumbled. I guess people are finally starting to realize they shouldn't just trust anyone anymore. He thumbed through the pages, going right to the S section. There was one Schwartz residence in the small town’s phonebook. I'm still not sure how I'm going to know if it's the right house. Tons of people stay unlisted now. Here's to hoping somebody's home.

      “Gotta pen and paper?” Nick asked.

      “Nope,” the man said flatly.

      Nick ripped the page right out of the phone book and turned to leave.

      “Hey!” The man started to protest at Nick's back, but Nick Williams was already out of the building before the sounds even hit the wall.

      It took Nick another two hours of trying to find the location of the residence. He had stopped and asked a few different people for directions. As unfriendly as people were before the hammer fell, they really didn't like talking to strangers afterwards. When he finally found the house, he introduced himself to the person who answered the door. It turned out to be a family of people who had no knowledge of Dr. Stuart Schwartz. Well....that sucks, Nick thought.

      He headed out of the small neighborhood and back out onto the main drag.

      It didn't take long to find the local Emergency Operation Center. Nick assumed that any police officers that would help him track down the Schwartz residence would be there anyhow.

      Just like everywhere else, there was a line, and this time Nick had no choice but to stand in it. He noticed that people had to present ID just to be able to talk to the authorities. Guess I can't pretend to be Stuart, he thought. This felt like an ‘honesty is the best policy’ situation to Nick, so he decided to pull out his military retirement card once more.

      The line eventually took Nick into a giant canvas tent in the parking lot of the police station. The person staffing the table wasn’t a police officer, but a CERT volunteer. As soon as Nick presented his military ID, though, he attracted the attention of the nearest officer.

      “Who are you looking for?” the volunteer asked.

      “It might be easier if you bear with me for a small story,” Nick said. “I've been tracking a sexual predator, and I believe he’s on the way to set up an ambush here in this town on a very specific person.”

      The police officer raised one eyebrow with a suspicious look. “What makes you believe that?” he asked, not quite ready to take Nick at face value.

      “Because I was tracking him, and on the night he killed several people, I found evidence that he’s tracking the son of an out-of-stater who lives in this town.”

      “Why were you tracking him?” the cop asked, more interested in that than in helping Nick.

      “Does that matter?” Nick countered.

      The police officer studied Nick's glare for several seconds and finally decided it might be better if he didn't know the answer.

      Nick continued. “The last name of the people is Schwartz, but I've already checked the only Schwartz in the phone book, and they claim they're not related to one from out of state.”

      “Well, I guess your out of luck then,” the cop said somewhat plainly. “What do you think we can do for you?”

      “I'm hoping you have some database, such as the ability to look at tax records… Maybe help me identify where these people live...for their own safety,” Nick said, having a hard time believing he had to paint the picture for Barney Fife.

      “Mr. Williams,” the cop began, “Do you really think I'm going to tell you where these people live? What if you're the sexual predator?” A sudden look of concern crossed the cop’s face. “Where are you staying while you're here in Sequim, Mr. Williams?” He passively put his hand near his holster, which tripped like a big red flare to Nick.

      “You serious?” Nick asked incredulously, looking down at the cop’s gun hand.

      “As a heart attack,” the cop replied in a concerned tone.

      “I'm camping at the state park east of here,” Nick said, trying to cooperate, and trying even harder to keep his cool.

      “Susan,” the cop said to the CERT volunteer, “when Lieutenant Reynolds gets back, would you tell him I'm escorting Mr. Williams back to the state park?”

      Nick let out an audible sigh, but he didn't say anything. He knew there was no point in arguing and putting himself more on these people's radar than he already had.

      “Sure thing,” Susan told Officer Beller.

      Nick had an icy stare, but he was trying not to give the cop too hard of a look. “Have you ever seen the movie ‘First Blood’?” he asked the officer.

      Officer Beller ignored Nick, instead motioning for him to follow him out to his patrol rig. Without so much as a word, he ordered Nick to get in with the wave of his hand. Nick complied, and a short minute later found himself being driven back to the state park that he’d walked out of her earlier that day. At least I get a ride, he thought angrily.

      When they pulled into the park, the cop asked, “Where's your car?”

      “I came by boat,” Nick explained to the skeptical police officer. “I'm telling you the truth. I've been tracking this guy since McNeil Island. He’s the worst of the worst, and you people are in for some trouble if you don't help me out.”

      Officer Beller just looked at Nick for a few moments. “Look,” he said, “I'm going to level with you. I believe you. But that doesn't matter. Our town has established policies and procedures, and I'm not going to break them just for you. I wish you the best of luck on your journey. Now get out.”

      He had stopped where Nick indicated, and he actually parked and got out. He watched Nick walk down through the bushes to the boat tied up to the broken tree. Thankfully I hid my supplies, Nick thought. As he untied his boat and fired it up, he looked at Officer Beller one last time. I'll be back. Whether you know it or not, whether you like it or not, whether you believe me or not, I'll be here to protect your butt.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 25 Days.

      

      “Football One-Oh, your presence is requested at the main gate,” John Cronin heard in his radio. He recognized the voice as Jeremy—also known as Soccer Three—one of the adult children of one of the property owners out here on the north side of the river near North Bend, Washington. “Priority two,” the medically retired Seattle police officer heard Jeremy add.

      “Copy, Soccer Three,” John said. “I'll be there as quickly as I can get there.”

      The titanium in John's back—courtesy of a sudden stop after a rapid experiment with gravity—usually required that he go out and walk every hour or so. But since this was priority two, he decided he would actually take the pickup truck. He set down his book—Back to Basics—and turned the gas down on the old school Lantern. He’d been catching up on old school homesteading techniques while listening to the shortwave radio. He was making it a point to listen to the radio more often, as he was growing concerned with the increasing levels of violence just to their west in Seattle. So glad we stocked up on those rechargeable batteries.

      He got up out of the easy chair and meandered through the main living area of the fishing cabin, spotting his youngest son, Evan.

      “Ahh, that’s right—your brother and sister are both out at perimeter posts—you seen your mama?”

      “I think she's still next door helping patch that hole in the Cortez’s chicken pen,” replied the seventeen-year-old. He was in the middle of darning socks—something that his parents insisted he and his siblings learn. John had made it perfectly clear to everyone that they needed to make their clothing last as long as humanly possible.

      “All right,” John said. “I'm heading up to the main gate. Let Mom know if she gets back before I do.”

      He headed out and jumped into the 2007 forest-green Ford F-150. One minute later he was slowly pulling up to the gate. He got out of his truck and stretched to make sure his back was limber after sitting and reading for the last hour. Dusk was in the process of turning into night, and the temperature had dropped the normal fifteen degrees in the last two hours, the standard for western Washington in November. The chill and light drizzle made his bones ache.

      John could see a couple of the guys from the south side of the river standing at the gate. Over the prior two weeks, they’d developed a working relationship and a stable level of trust. The tightknit community on this side of the river had formed a well-trained group called Phalanx. The other side was well-meaning but much less capable and prepared. As the hand-picked head of security for Phalanx, John was the default guy to call for unplanned events that didn't necessarily warrant a full security alert. Though John hadn't been an active police officer for over fifteen years, he still had by far the most experience in handling criminals and other security issues.

      “Let ‘em in!” he told Jeremy, almost in a scolding manner.

      At this point, he assumed all of his normal gate guards had learned who the key players from the other side of the river were. Gonna have to create some sort of access list, he thought. That way I don't get called for stuff that I don't need to anymore. 

      “What's up?” he said to Earl and Conner as they approached him near the small guard shack after being let through the gate. They both wore concerned looks on their face, and that instantly put one on John’s face as well. “Fellas…something I should be worried about?”

      “No—well, not yet,” Earl replied worriedly. “This is something more of a personal matter.”

      John led the pair of men into the little eight-foot by twelve-foot shack and motioned for them to have a seat. They declined. “What's going on?” The looks on their faces had managed to make John’s heart beat just a little bit faster.

      “As you know,” Earl started, “Conner and I are the only real fighting experience over on the south side of the river.”

      John nodded.

      Earl continued. “Tonight, my teenage nephews showed up without the rest of the family. They—” Earl got a lump in his throat and almost began to choke on his words.

      After several deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan with Earl, Conner knew when he could speak for his best friend. “Earl's family was ambushed on the way here,” he said bluntly. “We’re going out to see if we can find them. Looks pretty grim, so we're taking two others with us, which will leave our side of the river a little thin.” He glanced at Earl, who nodded and was ready to resume.

      “On top of that,” Earl continued, “it would be nice if we could extend the training you guys have so graciously given us—just a little bit. I'm hoping we can rotate some of our watch standers over here, and you have some of yours cover our gate. A little cross training, so to speak.”

      John nodded. “My first hunch is to say no problem,” he stated. “But let me run it by a couple others just in case. As far as the family thing goes, you have my sympathy, and of course we’ll help however we can.” Somehow that just doesn't feel like enough, John thought to himself. “Do you need us to help you on this mission? I don't really want to go to the others with this request, but it's the right thing to do.” These neighbors are our allies now. Time to put our money where our mouth is.

      “No,” Earl stated. “Not that I don't appreciate it, but I want a small half-squad of four people, max. Light and fast. Conner and I were in the Rangers,” Earl reminded him. “Too many troops, and we're just trading our surprise advantage.”

      “Gotcha,” John said. “When you guys heading out? Tonight?”

      “Before dawn,” Earl said. “They were coming from the I-90 pass. My nephew said there was snow up there. Weather...darkness...too many things out of our control to be trying to leave right this moment.”

      “One last question,” John said. “Do you guys have any smoke or frags?”

      Earl and Conner felt like bad preppers, but they had to answer honestly. “No,” Earl admitted. “You offering?” He was half joking.

      “I bet we can scrounge up a couple of loaners,” John joked. “But we’ll want ‘em back,” he said tongue-in-cheek. “All right,” he continued, “I and a few others will go over at 0800 tomorrow morning and personally handle the details on the cross training.” He thought for another moment before he continued. “Might I suggest that you guys leave as many details as you can about what your plans are...just in case we need to come after you next.” He realized how that might have sounded. “Uhhh…no offense. I just think it would be prudent.”

      “None taken,” Earl said. “Mission planning was kind of my thing in the Army. I'll jot down as much as I can think of. And thanks again, John. I can speak for the whole southside neighborhood when I say we appreciate all your help.”

      With that, the three men shook hands and headed outside. John offered one more round of best wishes as Earl and Conner made their way back to the gate and across the bridge to the south side of the river. I hope you guys complete your mission and get back soon. His mind drifted back to the radio reports from just a few minutes earlier. I got a feeling in the pit of my stomach that we're all going to be fighting a much bigger battle soon.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 27 Days.

      

      Conner came slogging back down the snowy hillside and walked right past Jack and Larry to where Earl was playing rear-guard for their little formation. The former Ranger-turned-equipment operator had convinced his former battle buddy to let him take point. He’s right, Earl had told himself when Conner had proposed the idea at the beginning of the mission. Jack's a software guy, and Larry, well shoot… I really don't even know what he does. Earl had reluctantly agreed to let Conner take point under the excuse that he was more expendable than himself since it was Earl’s sister they were going after.

      Earl hadn't even spoken to Natalie in several months, the way adult siblings tend to drift apart when they get to middle age and start living their own lives. It had been three years since they’d seen each other, the last time being when Natalie’s family came out to the cabin for a week of fishing, horseshoes, and bad childhood stories. But it was those childhood stories that made her his sister all the more. She was the one bright spot in his memories, and he would rescue her or die trying.

      The four men took Earl's pair of quads and made their way east along the I-90 corridor, departing the town of North Bend the morning before. They took trails that Earl knew about because of the trail maps he’d collected over the years. The going was slow because they were being cautious about being ambushed themselves. They would ‘Crazy Ivan’ on an unscheduled basis, shutting down the quads and performing SLLS—Stop. Look. Listen. Smell— for up to ten minutes at a time. Just a month earlier, Earl would have never believed they would have to do this. But the experience of him and Conner killing three scumbags who were trying to rape and murder his daughter had convinced him there was no such thing as being too cautious. As badly as he wanted to get to his sister, a life of Army experience had taught him to be patient and not make a bad judgement by rushing.

      Earl could smell the cold, crisp air of the light-gray system over their heads—more snow was on the way.

      “I think I found the ambush site just over the crest,” Conner informed. “We lucked out—the snow is old and crunchy. Left some tracks. If there had been fresh snow, I may not have seen the signs.”

      “What did you see?” Earl asked.

      “Utility vehicle tracks that suddenly stopped and changed direction. Lots and lots of footprints of different types and sizes. Some game tracks, too.” He frowned, not enjoying the thought of trekking up the mountain in the hard snow. “It's been a long time since I studied game tracks, but I think there might be a cougar out here. There was some disruption down in the bushes off the side of the power line run, too. We might find some more clues if we give the whole site a more thorough look.”

      “Roger that,” Earl said. “Do you think we should abandon the quads here?”

      “At least until we get up there and figure out where they went,” Conner concurred. “The vehicle tracks head south, up the slope. We can make the new guys come back and fetch the quads once we've secured the scene.”

      Conner informed Jack and Larry of the plan, and the four men began a staggered-column patrol formation, heading back up the slope that he'd come down just a few moments earlier. Conner called for a halt as soon as he got near the crest of the hill. He waved for Earl to come up to the lead of the column. As soon as he heard Earl take a knee next to him, he murmured, “See that?” He was pointing to a bunch of deformations in the snow about a hundred meters down the hill.

      Not only was Earl scanning that, but he saw that Conner’s tracks from earlier ended there. He turned around, motioning to Jack and Larry to keep an eye on their flanks. “Cover me,” he whispered to Conner as he started down the slope, hugging the tree line as best he could without getting into the deep snow. He cringed as every step announced his presence to the forest with a nerve-grating crunch.

      Slowly, cautiously, Earl progressed down the slope, keeping close to the tall, green firs and trying not to expose his profile lest he be targeted by the same adversaries that killed his brother-in-law and kidnapped his sister and niece. He took a knee when he was about ten meters away from the messed-up snow, taking one last opportunity to look, listen, and smell.

      After three excruciating minutes, he waved Conner to join him. In turn, Conner waved up the other two to the crest to cover them. About two minutes later he joined Earl and the two proceeded to cautiously start scouting the site.

      “See how all this snow looks piled up like it was shoveled?” he mentioned to Conner. “Like they were trying to cover something…”

      “I have an e-tool back on the quad,” Conner mentioned, referring to a folding shovel in Army lingo.

      Earl looked at his buddy and thought for a moment. He looked down at the ground and used the butt stock of his rifle to cautiously probe the biggest lump of snow. The snow was a lot deeper down the small side slope towards the trees than the twenty or so inches they were standing in. He was able to push his rifle down so that almost all of it was in the snow. Whew! Thought Roy's body might be under there. He pulled his rifle back out and decided to try to use it as a makeshift shovel, shoving some of the snow off the pile. When he did, the unnatural sight of crimson revealed itself. Oh, hell! he thought. He scooped more of the snow off the pile, revealing more dark red blood.

      He shot Conner a concerned look, and the two began to hurriedly repeat the process. It became obvious that there was a track leading down toward the tree line. Almost instinctively, Earl re-slung his rifle and aimed it at the trees as he went down the thick drift to investigate. When he got down there, Conner could see his brother’s air deflate just a little bit as Earl's shoulders slumped. He turned to look back up toward Conner.

      “Found Roy,” he said with a sudden gloominess that matched the gray sky. He scrambled back out of the tree line and up the slight slope of the power line run where his buddy was standing.

      Conner was already studying the tracks that ran up the slope to their south. They seemed to disappear into some sort of trail that cut through the forest. “That's bigger than a game trail,” he said to his buddy.

      “Yup,” Earl agreed. “And what do you want to bet that we find a cabin somewhere up that slope?” 

      “Whether it's on that slope or the next, we'd better get moving,” Conner said. “With as long as it took your nephews to get to the cabin, they could be long gone by now.” He hated stating the obvious to Earl, but sometimes people under duress needed to be reminded of harsh truths, and that's what best friends were for.

      “I know,” Earl said just a little bit testily. He looked at his Army buddy and then apologized without words just by softening is tone. “Would you go get the other two and the quads? We obviously don't have the time to bury Roy, but I can at least try to set up a marker for later.”

      Earl watched his best friend head back to the crest of the slope they were on. He started playing out the scenarios in his head. Gonna have to hide the quads soon. Those can be heard from a long way off if there's no other noise around. I'm banking on the fact that most criminals are at least a little stupid. And the fact that there are very few cabins up here in the state forest.
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        “I've always found, give me a pack of cigarettes and a couple of beers, and I do better with that than I do with torture.”

        General James Mattis

      

      

      

      Thirty-two days after Tahoma knocked the Pacific Northwest back to the 18th century and caused a massive infrastructural and economic catastrophe that spread around the globe, the rhetoric between China and Russia finally reached the ocean's surface. The Silent War had already been waging between the two countries’ submarine fleets for a few weeks, starting when the Russian submarine Kazan (K-561) detected flanking maneuvers by three Chinese diesel submarines. She sank two of those submarines in the successful evasion, though China claimed that all three were destroyed in the battle.

      On the evening before day thirty-three, China sealed off the border with Russia indefinitely with surgical missile strikes. Of the twenty-six crossings on the 2,600-mile-long border, all four railroad crossings and seventeen of the twenty-two bridges were completely destroyed.

      Simultaneously, a People’s Liberation Army Navy Submarine Type 093 class submarine launched one of their top-secret, gas-cloud, YU-12 torpedoes, capable of reaching a submerged speed of 400 knots at the Russian Heavy Cruiser Yuri Andropov. It took twelve seconds for the torpedo to travel 6000 meters and sink the ship, killing all 893 men on board. It took parliament in Moscow less than four hours to vote on and declare war with China.

      Both countries had already been building up their forces along the border for the month prior, but now Russia started moving some of its western forces east. The Russian Prime Minister ordered the fleet at Vladivostok to prepare for a major engagement.

      China's Central and Northern fleets were itching to get into the action themselves. Beijing was using their Southern Fleet to finally take full control of the sea lanes between the Pacific and Indian oceans, under the assumption that the United States Navy was in no position to stop them. Both countries had been preparing for this eventuality in the month since Tahoma woke up. 

      On the home front, the United States wasn’t faring much better. What had started as civil unrest as a result of power disruptions had turned into a straight-up fight to keep any western city safe. After the cartel had presented itself in Seattle, it had become apparent that they were now making power plays in San Diego, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Sacramento, and Denver. 

      President Jeremiah Allen—the first member of the Libertarian Party to be elected president of the United States—was reluctant, but he used a little-known clause of the National Defense Authorization Act to enact a midnight to six AM curfew for all states west of the Mississippi River. Meanwhile, roughly seventy percent of America’s ground and air forces were being staged in the western third of the country. Approximately twenty percent of America's East Coast Navy was in the process of transitioning to the West Coast. The president began to give nightly briefs from the Oval Office in an attempt to keep the country together.

      In Washington, the state-level Emergency Operation Center had been moved to Vancouver, near the border with Oregon. Camp Murray, near Joint Base Lewis-McChord, had been completely wiped out by the mud from Tahoma’s lahars. It was from that location that Governor Marsha Saylor—upon learning of just how badly the police and National Guard were being beaten by the cartel in Seattle—declared in her weekly radio address that “we might have to find a way to work with them and build some bridges.” The collective gasp by radio listeners all across the United States could have collapsed a hot air balloon when they heard that. The future was shaky and uncertain, save for one solid fact—ever since Tahoma blew her top and wiped out key portions of the internet, subversive agents across the globe, government or otherwise, were moving to secure their futures.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 33 Days.

      

      Reynaldo walked into the little two-story concrete structure through the barn-style shop doors on the east side of the building. The first floor of the building was a shop and the second floor an office, designed to support the operations of the nearby Seattle grain elevator. The facility—normally used to load cargo ships specifically designed to carry grain to Asia and South America—was relatively intact. Rey's men discovered that the pier hadn’t suffered any significant damage, as there was no ship tied to it during the earthquake and volcano. Most of the multiple rail lines near the giant green silos were completely destroyed, covered in broken grain cars and other box cars, as if a giant child had a tantrum. The silos themselves were intact, though they showed serious cracking. The small concrete structure that his crew had commandeered for their boat operations was still standing and somewhat resistant to the cold and rain.

      One of his special operation teams had just returned from abducting two people from the civilian militia over on the west side of Puget Sound. Reynaldo had been monitoring the activities of the police forces and National Guard all over the Western portion of the state. He had been disappointedly shocked to learn that a large civilian force stood up to and then aligned with their local police and guard units. It took some convincing, but he was able to assure his bosses that they needed to gather some intelligence on what had happened.

      As a former member of the FES—the Fuerzas Especiales in the Mexican Navy—Reynaldo understood a few things. Winning the hearts and minds of the local populace was one of the most important things they could do in this mission. If certain elements of the local populace started to figure out that they could provide their own food and protection, they wouldn't need him or Mar de Paz Services anymore.

      His team spent one full day and one night observing the activities of that militia, based out of a private shooting club in the western part of Slaughter County. They were well-trained and well-armed. In a stolen van, his team radioed for guidance on what their orders were. Reynaldo wanted to send a message.

      “How many of them are there?” he asked.

      “Four,” the soldier in charge of the unit told him via radio.

      “We only need two,” Ray told him. “Send the rest out in style. We know the civilian police and army forces are fully aware of our presence now. We may as well let them know that our reach is any where we want it to be.”

      That morning, his Special Operations team packed up their camp and followed a patrol to an isolated neighborhood, waiting for the right moment to strike. They grabbed two of the militia members and made their way back to the hidden boat they had come over on. A few more hours had passed, and Reynaldo was staring at one of the men, bound to a chair with multiple wraps of duct tape. The man with short, dark, curly hair—in his late thirties by my best guess, Reynaldo thought—had a terrified look in his eyes and was breathing heavily through the gag taped to his head.

      “Where is the other one?” Rey asked one of the soldiers in rapid Spanish, hoping their prisoner didn't speak it.

      “In the boiler room,” came the reply. “Do you want us to keep them separated?” the man asked his boss.

      “No,” Rey said. “If anything, hide some cameras in that room. Let them talk. Let them think we can't hear.” The man nodded in understanding.

      Switching to English as he walked over to within a few feet of the man, Reynaldo decided that he would try to simply ask first. More than once, just asking had worked. Some people just can’t stomach the thought of torture. Rey nodded to the soldier guarding the man, who ripped the gag and duct tape off of his lower face.

      “Hello,” Reynaldo Hernandez greeted.” My name is Rey. What is yours?”

      The man was scanning the room, eyes flailing wildly. He was choking and gagging a bit, recovering from having the gag in his mouth. After a few seconds, he looked at Reynaldo but didn't say anything. Reynaldo chuckled and walked to his right slowly, retrieving a heavy wrench off a workbench.

      Tyler could hear the grime and gravel on the shop’s floor make a slight crunch sound underneath Rey's custom leather boots as he turned back and slowly began to walk toward the captive.

      “I don't much care for doing the dirty work, myself,” Reynaldo explained to Tyler. He chuckled a bit as he said, “Not that I haven't. I just don't prefer it. No...you don't get to my spot in any cartel without knowing how to extract information. So, my friend, all I ask for is your name.” Reynaldo went silent.

      Tyler scanned the room and noticed there were at least a half-dozen guards scattered around. He was terrified, and the thought of escape seemed as far away as the moon at that moment.

      “T-Tyler,” he stammered, wondering in his own mind what information he could possibly have that these guys wanted.

      “Tyler!” Reynaldo said slowly and with gusto. “Such a good, American name, mijo,” he commented, absentmindedly slipping into Spanish. Rey let the big wrench slowly glide down and hang by his leg. “What is it you think we want to know, Tyler?” the cartel boss asked.

       “I-I really don't know,” Tyler replied with as much honesty and sincerity as he could muster. “W-we don't have any money to offer—"

      Rey's laughter cut Tyler off before he could say anymore. He was still grinning as he asked, “Do we really look like we need your money?” He paused for a quick moment. “Try again,” he ordered a little more sternly.

      “I think we both know,” Tyler said, grunting from the pain of the restraints on his chest, “that it doesn't matter what I tell you—you're going to torture us anyhow. I’ve read about what you cartels do to each other. I know what’s in store for us,” he said, putting forth as much forced bravado as he could. “What’s my motivation to actually tell you anything that would help you?”

      Ohhhhhh, Rey thought to himself, letting his eyes drift off Tyler to stare into nowhere for a moment. We have a smart guy, here. Huhhh… He looked down at the wrench hanging by his side and then looked back at Tyler. “I don't know why, but I like you. It’s probably because you cut to the chase. So I'm going to be honest with you. You're in for a long night. But it doesn't have to be. And remember, if you resist too much, we'll just talk to your friend. Pass your torture on to him, so to speak.”

      Tyler said nothing with his words, but his scared and angry glare spoke volumes. Reynaldo dropped the wrench, turned, and gave some final instructions to his men in Spanish before leaving.

      The soldier came over to Tyler with a grin that revealed crooked yellow teeth and a stench that smelled like ten-day-old sweaty-butt. He had an M tattooed on one cheek and a 13 on the other. “So,” the man began slowly, “which do you want first? The beating? Or the waterboarding?”
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        * * *

      

      Before the dusk could giving away to another gray November day, Charlie had already come back out to the range to pick up Phil. They were headed to the scene to continue the investigation into the atrocity.

      “What do you think these guys wanted?” Charlie asked.

      “That question has kept me up all night!” Phil replied angrily. He was staring at the trees that had fallen in the forest along the Canal Vista Highway. Whereas all of the trees that had crossed roads had been cleared, nobody had yet made their way into the woods to salvage the usable lumber. I guess not everyone is as lucky as we are at the range to have horses to help with that kind of stuff. He turned his head toward his partner. “I got no idea, bud. I mean why on Earth would anyone use an RPG on a pickup truck?”

      “That's what bothers me,” Charlie admitted. “There’s no reason to do that whatsoever.”

      After another silent minute of driving, Phil said, “Well…there’s one reason.”

       “What's that?” Charlie asked, slightly perplexed.

      “Because they can,” Charlie’s face was still unsure of what he meant. “It was a message,” Phil explained. “’We can do whatever we want.’“

      On the rest of the short drive, Charlie briefed Phil that a squad of National Guard preserved the scene all night, scouting for clues or anybody that would talk to them. On the last leg of the trip, they were waved through the checkpoint staffed with two Guardsmen. Charlie pulled over behind another deputy’s rig and parked. The two men proceeded to go talk to the 1st Lieutenant who was in charge of the scene.

      After Charlie introduced the officer and Phil to each other, he asked, “So what’s the latest update on what you guys found overnight?”

      “Well, first off, we think the bodies...” The man paused, trying to find a way to talk about the delicate topic in front of Phil without being offensive.

      “Go on, LT,” Phil urged. “I've seen a thing or two in my day.”

      “Sorry,” mumbled the young man who, for some odd reason, reminded Phil of his son Crane. “We picked up in excess of thirty body parts. None of us have any forensic training, but they appear to be from two people based on shape, skin tone, and remnants of clothing.

      “Two?” Phil asked with sudden surprise. “Are you sure?”

      “Not one-hundred percent certain,” the lieutenant replied, “but reasonably sure, yes.”

      Phil and Charlie exchanged concern glances. “How big of an area did you canvas, Lieutenant?” Charlie asked.

      “We’re on our third pass,” he explained. “We push the circumference of the blast zone about fifty meters each time, which means we’re now searching out up to 150 meters.”

      “Have your people found any signs?” Phil asked, being somewhat short as he did. “Blood trails? Tracks?”

      “Nothing, Mr. Walker,” the young man said. “Sorry.”

      “That means the others may have been kidnapped!” Phil exclaimed in an angry, loud tone to Charlie.

      After Charlie gave Phil a few minutes to blow off his understandable anger, they spent the better part of the next ninety minutes sifting through the piles of wreckage and discussing another plan to try to get information from anyone left living along the sparsely populated road.

      The arrival of another military vehicle caught everyone by surprise, even the National Guard members.

      Phil and Charlie started to walk to the checkpoint, as did the lieutenant in charge. When they arrived, the distinct camouflage pattern of the US Marine Corps Marpat could be easily distinguished on the uniforms of the men standing in front of them. 

      “What ya’ got?” Charlie asked the guards at the checkpoint.

      “They're from the submarine base at Bogdon,” the soldier told his lieutenant, ignoring Charlie.

      Charlie led Phil through the checkpoint so that they could talk to the Marines without disrupting the Guard members. It hadn’t occurred to Phil until that moment that Charlie retained his lieutenant promotion, despite the best efforts of former Director of Slaughter County Emergency Management Sandy McAllister. She had attempted to demote him several days earlier.

      “I'm Lieutenant Reeves of the Slaughter County Sheriff's Office,” Charlie told the Marines. “What brings you fine men this way this morning?”

      “Mornin’, Lieutenant,” the marine in charge said. Phil recognized the man's rank insignia as being a Gunnery Sergeant. “I'm Gunny Twogood. We're from the security forces at the submarine base. We heard reports of a rocket propelled grenade, and in the interest of preserving national security, we decided we had better come check it out.”

      “Sadly, Gunny,” Charlie replied, “you know just about as much as we do at this point.” He nodded toward Phil as he continued to speak. “This is one of our community leaders. A team of his people were ambushed by an unknown foe yesterday.”

      “With a rocket-propelled grenade?” the gunny asked incredulously.

      “That’s....kinda what we were wondering about, too,” Charlie mumbled.

      “You're not part of Bogdon's normal security forces, are you?” Phil asked pointedly. He was still trying to cope with what had happened to his people and was in no mood for games. Why aren’t you Marines out here finding and killing the cartel, he thought to himself.

      The corners of the gunnery sergeant’s mouth gave the ever-so-slight hint of a smile. “What makes you say that, sir?”

      “The blue diamond,” Phil said flatly. “When I was part of Marine Corps Security Forces, we weren’t part of First Division.”

      The ever-so-slight grin on the gunny sergeant’s face turned into it an obvious smile. He turned and looked at his Marines. “Which one of you dipwads forgot to take his unit patch off?” he said with the stern tone of a dad who’d just busted his kids stealing cookies before dinner.

      The sergeant was still looking back and forth at his Marines when Phil nodded toward the unit designator plate mounted to the front bumper of their Humvee.

      The gunny’s face crinkled with frustration, and he decided to change the subject. “When were you at MCSF?” he asked, knowing better than to call Phil sir again.

      “Two tours,” Phil explained. “One on each side of Desert Storm.” He stuck his hand out and introduced himself. The gunny took it and shook it firmly.

      After a couple more seconds of awkward silence, the gunny said, “Alright…I guess I'll level with you guys. The regiment is here to protect certain items until those items no longer need to be protected at this location.” Both Phil and Charlie understood what the Gunny was hinting at. The Marine NCO continued. “Our orders are very clear—we are not to engage in civilian law enforcement matters. But...” he drifted off, looking for words.

      “But...when a cartel from a foreign country launches a rocket attack, the waters get a little bit muddied, don't they?” Phil asked rhetorically.

      “Exactly,” the gunny concurred. “If this—” he used a nod to motion toward the destruction before them—"is tied to cartel activity, that's something we want to keep a very close eye on.”

      Charlie took over. “I was under the impression that you all have a liaison down at the Slaughter County Emergency Operations Center.”

      “We do,” he agreed. “But sometimes a little HUMINT can clear up a fuzzy picture,” the marine said, referring to human intelligence. “Savage! Najera!” the gunny called out. Two Marines quick-timed it up to him.

      “Yes, Gunny,” Najera said smartly.

      “Get regiment up on the battle net,” he ordered. The two disappeared for a bit while Charlie, Phil, and the gunny made small talk. Less than three minutes later, the two marines were back and holding a battle grid laptop computer up for the gunny. Gunny Sergeant Twogood made a request for whoever he was talking with to go get Sergeant Major Piercy onto the call.

      While they continued small talk in the wait for the Sergeant Major to appear on the screen, Phil was silently impressed. The Marines had some sort of communication system that was completely independent of using any of the civilian cell towers. But of course, idiot. These are front-line Marines, able to operate in any third world warzone. Which I guess we are one now…

      Interrupting his thoughts, the senior noncommissioned officer could be seen donning a headset and settling himself in front of the screen on the laptop that was now resting on the hood of the Humvee.

      “What's going on, Gunny?” Sgt. Major Piercy asked. He wasn't irritated, but he also didn't believe in micromanaging a simple recon patrol.

      “Sergeant Major, I thought you should meet the civilians who have been investigating this rocket attack. This is Lieutenant Reeves from the Sheriff's department and Phil, from…”

      It took a second for Phil to get the hint. “Oh—Phil Walker, one of the leaders of the Slaughter Peninsula Posse. A team of my people were attacked on patrol yesterday, for no known reason.”

      The Sergeant Major’s face drifted off, his eyes revealing that he was trying to capture an old memory. “Walker…Walker…Seems like I once knew a Phil Walker right here at Bogdon, or at least knew of him. Was that you?”

      “Sure was,” Phil answered, somewhat shocked. “I'm sorry, Sergeant Major, but you aren't ringing a bell for me, here.” He chuckled with slight embarrassment. “My red hair’s been turning gray for quite a while…”

      The sergeant major laughed a little bit. “No, no, it's okay, Walker. But it does make sense as to why Gunny had someone come and grab me for this call.”

      “That's right, Sergeant Major,” the gunny clarified. He looked at Phil and Charlie. “You see, I knew he was at MCSF early on in his career. I thought maybe you two knew each other.” 

      The ranking NCO on the tablet screen replied, “No, I believe Mr. Walker left as a result of a severe injury a month or two before I showed up here. Back then, we used the LAV-25 for cruising around the base. We call those things the Rolling Thunder—loud and dangerous, with a high center-of-gravity.”

      “All true, Sergeant Major,” Phil verified. “I had a career-ending back injury as a result of that wreck.”

      “So...it definitely was a rocket attack, huh?” the Sergeant Major asked, moving the conversation along. Phil could sense a bit of concern in his voice.

      “Definitely,” Charlie replied. “If you all have any intel that the Slaughter County EOC can use, it would be much appreciated.”

      “We'll keep that in mind, Lieutenant,” the Sergeant Major replied. “But as I'm sure Gunny told you, our primary mission lies inside the base.”

      “Understood,” Charlie acknowledged, while Phil also nodded.

      The conversation wrapped up, and the Marines packed up and left, leaving Charlie and Phil with a feeling that things may be worse than they realized.
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        * * *

      

       

      Tyler was woozily entering and exiting consciousness as two cartel soldiers dragged him by the armpits toward the boiler room. They had, indeed, both beaten him and used waterboarding. You never even bothered asking me any questions, he kept repeating in his own head.

      Just as they approached the doorway and stairs leading down to the boiler room, it opened and two other soldiers were prodding Gene to enter the main shop. For a split moment, the two posse members locked eyes and exchanged looks of terror, Gene because he had no idea what was about to happen, and Tyler because he did.

      Tyler's voice was raspy and his teeth were wobbly and bloody, but he had the presence of mind to try to pick his woozy head up and warn his partner. “Don't say anything,” he mumbled through loose teeth. “We're dead as soon as we talk!” He screamed the warning as the two men passed each other. The man holding him on his right armpit used his free hand to smash Tyler in the side of the head as hard as he could, ending Tyler's attempt to warn his partner.

      They dragged him through the door and down the stairs, rounding the turn in the stairway and down the other half of stairs into the main boiler room. Once they reached a large steam manifold, they bound his hands and installed a set of shackles. They then tethered the shackles to some chain that was wrapped around a manifold, leaving him in a bloody lump and exiting the cold, dark space.

      I'm praying for you, Gene. Praying that it ends quickly for you.
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        Long shot.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 22 Days.

      

      The evening before, Nick used the cover of darkness to slowly creep back to the state park he’d been escorted out of just a few hours earlier. He tied up farther down the shoreline, just in case the cop was parked and waiting for him. Wish I had my night vision with me, he thought. Like the rest of his supplies and gear, he’d hidden it in the bushes.

      There was too much wave and mudslide damage for Nick to walk the shoreline back to where he had originally parked his boat and goods. He hiked up into the more open area of the park and took a knee, spending several minutes watching and listening for anything that might be a problem. He finally skirted the tree line and found the spot where he'd originally exited the woods when he went to town the morning before. From there he backtracked to his cache of supplies.

      Ever since “Officer Fife” escorted him politely out of town, he’d been trying to think of what he should do next. The only thing he knew was that they were passing names of people traveling on foot via radio. Except for some wild-card factor that he couldn't predict, he knew Sticky would have to come up that highway if he wanted to find the Schwartz family. He arrived at his gear and decided to change back into his multicam battle uniform. 

      After he changed clothes and boots and handled a few other matters, like getting his battle rifle ready, he decided he needed to consult a map. Like he had done on Fox Island a couple of weeks earlier, Nick draped a heavy poncho over himself and his map and used a flashlight under the protective concealment of the garment. He studied the map of the Olympic Peninsula North Shore and decided there were probably a couple of major junctions and intersections that would have other checkpoints. Discovery Bay. That's where I’ll go.

      Nick set up his hammock and tarp and grabbed a few hours of shuteye.

      The sound of brush moving woke him with a start at some point after that. His instincts told him to jump out of his hammock, but his training kicked in. Out in the woods, motion was usually what gave the prey away to the predator—especially at night. He remained in his hammock and very slowly moved his head to a position to see a raccoon wandering around within a few feet, checking out his stuff. Ugghh…

      Nick slipped out of the hammock, causing the raccoon to go on alert. When he stood, he looked around and finally decided it was just better to leave. Nick drank the rest of last night's water ration and secured the rest of his equipment.

      He repeated the slow, long process of making his way back to his boat in reverse of what he had done the night before. He was more exposed in the morning dawn, but it was also easier to see that there was no apparent police presence. He did notice other campers in the park, though, and that gave him concern.

      Well, that settles that question. Nick knew then that he was going to need to move all of the supplies back to his boat. He saw other campers and realized that his supply cache would not be safe for a prolonged absence. Maybe out in the deep forest, he thought, but definitely not here in a state park. Apparently everyone with no plan just thought they would come live in the park.

      He fired up his boat and drove it the short way back to the original fallen log he’d tied up to two evenings earlier. He went through the process of moving all his equipment back to his boat. Lessons learned, he said to himself. Will need to hide my stuff in a much denser set of woods…around a lot less people. And not go to the cops for help anymore.

      After forty-five minutes, Nick was finally able to make the slow navigation over to Discovery Inlet and down to Discovery Bay. It took quite a few hours, because he was going barely faster than a troll. He stayed close to shore, travelling down the west side of Discovery Bay. He noticed quite a few homes on the water side of Highway 101. A few of the homes had private docks, but very few of those were intact. Even the secondary and tertiary effects of the tsunami wiped out almost everything.

      One thing that did catch Nick's eye, though, was that most of the homes look boarded up and vacated. By the time he got close to the south end of the bay, the day was several hours old. He tied up to a piling that used to be part of a private pier. He chose that spot because one home was within sight, and it appeared to be vacant.

      He cautiously climbed out of the boat and approached the home with his hands high in the air. Don't want to get shot. He stopped and studied the structure and eventually decided to just go knock on the door. When nobody answered, he performed a cursory walk around the entire property, deciding that the place had been abandoned…or the people were dead. Not sure I want to stay here, but this will give me a place to think.

      Nick went back to his boat, grabbed his rucksack and a few other pieces of gear and set them on the shore. He retrieved his machete and whacked several branches off the nearest trees to cover his boat. That'll have to do for now. He grabbed his gear and headed back up to the house to settle in for a bit. He scanned around for a few seconds and then used a rock to smash through a bathroom window on the side of the house. After crawling in, he cautiously took fifteen minutes to clear the house before heading back to the back patio. He busted out his camp stove and a little bit of food, using the opportunity to refuel and think. After he ate, he decided to walk down to the shoreline with binoculars and see if he could look at the south end of the bay.

      Nick could see the checkpoint down at the junction of Highway 20 and Highway 101, but he was much too far away for this to be a useful intelligence gathering spot. He sat down, making himself comfortable and continued to eyeball the checkpoint as dusk approached. He thought about his encounter at the checkpoint in Sequim the day before, looking at his multicam uniform. I just had an idea…

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 27 Days.

      

      Two evenings after Sticky Wood first introduced himself to the pirate called Shotgun, he found himself in the town of Sequim, Washington. The morning before, he and Shotgun took their time recovering from a hard night of drinking whiskey and smoking bowls of meth.

      Shotgun and his crew of sometimes-fishermen were part of the Risen Dead Motorcycle Club’s unofficial meth distribution network. They had their fingers in every criminal pie on the north end of the Olympic Peninsula. Shotgun had assured Sticky that he had contacts in Sequim that would help him find the house of Stuart Schwartz’s family.

      By the time they were feeling well enough to go do anything, Shotgun convinced Sticky that it would be better to start the next day. Rather than take the road and risk providing names at the checkpoints, Shotgun and a few of his “employees” gave Sticky a ride down to Sequim via boat, where they had contacts waiting to pick them up.

      “So, what's the plan again?” Sticky asked.

      “One of my long-term customers in this town works for City Hall,” Shotgun clarified. “We're gonna go pay her a little visit.”

      Shotgun’s contact drove the little red and black Chevy Blazer around the outskirts of Sequim and across Highway 101 up into the foothills of the Olympic Mountains. They took several small back roads, passing nice homes at first, that gave way to older, single-wide trailers. The road changed from paved to gravel—not that it mattered since everything was cracked and bumpy from the earthquakes. But Sticky realized they had entered the realm of his most common customer—poor, white trash.

      The Blazer pulled into a driveway and was greeted by several people drinking beer around a fire. There were three dogs running around acting quite aggressively. Trash was strewn everywhere. One of the people around the fire was a woman who looked to be in her mid-fifties. As soon as she saw the red and black Blazer, she started beating feet to get into the house.

      “Hey, Linda,” Shotgun yelled at her before she could get inside the structure. “How ya doin’?”

      “Hey, Shotgun,” a less than enthused Linda replied. “Good to see you,” she lied.

      When Shotgun, Sticky, and the driver approached the fire, not one of the men stood up. They knew who they were talking to with Shotgun, and even though they didn't know Sticky, they recognized the look of a senior predator in his eyes.

      “C’mon back over by the fire, Linda,” Shotgun said. He sounded sociable, but it wasn't a request, and Linda knew it. She slowly crept to the fire, trying to stay on the opposite side from the fisherman-meth distributor. “Nawww...no, no Linda—over here by me!” Shotgun ordered, once again sounding much friendlier than he was being.

      “H-hey, Shotgun,” Linda said once more. “Listen—we ain't got no—"

      “Whoa, whoa, Linda—slow down! I'm not here to collect. I'm here to give you a chance to get that monkey off your back.”

      “Sure, Shotgun,” Linda said apprehensively. She knew there was no such thing as a free ride. “What do you need?”

      “We need an address,” Sticky replied for his friend.

      Linda look at Sticky and then at Shotgun. “I wish I could help you, Shotgun. Really! But the computers are down.” A slight look of relief crossed Linda's face, and she thought she had successfully evaded the request.

      “Now, Linda...we both know there are paper records for backup. Right?”

      Linda could see she wasn’t going to get off quite so easily. “Uh, yeah, but...you know, those are in archives. Everyone’ll know I’m diggin’ through them…”

      “Ohhh, mannnn,” Shotgun grunted. “That sucks.” He wasn't even trying to hide the sarcasm. “Sounds like a problem you need to solve, Linda.”

      “Look, Shotgun, they're gonna know somethin's up. I ain't even been to work in two weeks.”

      “Yeah, c’mon, Shotgun,” one of the skinny tweakers by the fire said. “If she starts trying to dig through the archives after being gone so long, they'll know something's up.”

      Shotgun and Sticky both glared at the man, who wisely decided he’d better shut up. Shotgun returned his gaze to Linda. “Make somethin’ up,” he said forcefully. “I don't give two cents what you say, but we want those addresses by this time tomorrow.”

      “W-what’s the name?” Linda asked in a nervous tone.

      “I want the address of every property in this area owned by someone named Schwartz,” Sticky said coldly and directly.

      Sticky started fingering the large fixed-blade knife hanging on the side of his right hip, stepping a little closer to the fire and eyeballing each and every man there. He was practically daring them to start a fight, but not one of them felt like dying that day. 
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        * * *

      

      Natalie walked out of the root cellar and through the defunct greenhouse out into the snow. She was getting used to the daily ritual. For the first several days, one of the men would come grab her and drag her to the house. More recently, it had been one of the other women. Natalie had been conditioned at this point to not even try to escape. She knew the elements in the mountains would be against her anyhow.

      The green house had broken panes of glass and various pieces of discarded furniture and household goods. If it had ever been used to grow vegetables, it showed no signs of it anymore.

      Natalie trudged through the snow on her usual morning routine, looking to gather a bucket of frozen water from the rain barrel on the corner of the mountain cabin.

      “Not yet,” the other woman scolded. “House,” she commanded.

      Natalie did as she was instructed, bypassing the rain barrel and continuing up the path around to the front of the cabin. She could smell the smoke of the cabin’s lone fireplace, burning wood that was too green to burn cleanly yet. There was a rich, moist smoke that hung in the air. She walked up the three creaky steps under the covered porch, opened the door, and entered. When she did, one of the four kids—a boy about five years old—screamed at her while wiggling his hands at the side of his head.

      “Wench!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

      “Hey!” They all heard one of the men yell from a different room. “You little turd! I told you to stop yelling that!”

      Natalie had learned to ignore all the kids. None of them had any manners, and she almost felt sorry for them. There wasn't much sympathy left in her heart for anyone else. She just wished she could die. Her husband had been murdered, and she hadn’t seen her own children since that day. Just looking at these people caused an intense rage in her to build, but she dared not do anything to upset them because beatings and rapes were much more likely to happen, she’d learned.

      “Get in here, girl!”

      My name is Natalie, you human filth!

      They’d never even bothered asking her name. As far as they were concerned, she didn't have one. The word “girl” had inadvertently become her name. Natalie was nudged into the cabin’s kitchen area by the woman who had entered behind her. When she got in there, she saw that all eleven of the adults were waiting for her.

      “We got a special treat for you!” the leader snarled.

      Natalie had figured out he was probably the father of at least two of the other men. She pegged him to be in his mid-to-late-sixties. She wasn't sure what all the family dynamics were, but she knew the four women belonged to four of the men. That left her to “entertain” the other three men—when she wasn't doing chores.

      “Hey, you,” the old man said, viciously laughing. “Today you get to find out who your new husband is!”

      Natalie stared in disbelief, trying not to let her anger come out on her face and cause yet another brutality. She sat there quietly, knowing she was in trouble either way. If she talked out of turn, they beat her for speaking without permission. If she didn't speak when they wanted her to, they beat her for being insubordinate. It was a no-win situation. In the end, the beatings were coming either way, so she decided to just never talk to them again.

      “Still giving us the silent treatment, huh?” the old man said. “Suit yourself!”

      “And don't look so dejected,” the meanest of the three single men said. “You got yerself a chance at a real life, here,” he said, almost disbelieving that she couldn't recognize what an opportunity it was.

      Natalie just cast her eyes down at her feet, waiting to hear whatever new creative punishment they had come up with. She didn't care what they called it—she was a slave, and she knew it.

      The younger man continued. “Ya see—Dustin had himself a brainstorm. We’re all tired of having sloppy seconds. Decided we should compete to see who gets you as his wife.”

      This got Natalie to look up. For a moment, the group of kidnappers all thought they had finally found the thing to make her talk again. But she didn't.

      The man continued. “We’re gonna flip a coin for you. Odd man out wins. Whatcha think?”

      Once again, Natalie didn't respond. She casually glanced around the kitchen, looking for a knife or anything that she could use to end herself. As usual, they’d left nothing out that she might use against them.

      Wham! The old man had slammed his fist down on the table. “Yore part of this family now, and yore gonna speak if it's the last thing you do!” The old man had grown tired of the silent treatment, and he’d thought of one last way to get Natalie to speak. “Don't you want to know what happened to yer daughter?”

      Tears welled up in Natalie's eyes instantly. In a matter of two seconds they started streaming down her filthy face. She looked up, looking at the other women who were all looking away. She started to openly sob. Finally, “Y-Yes!”

      “Then this silent treatment crap stops now!” the patriarch yelled, his voice echoing off the logs. The room went quiet once again. “Ask nicely,” the old man commanded.

      Natalie was stammering, but the words finally started to slip past her salty lips. “P-please tell me what happened to my daughter,” she slowly begged.

      “She don't exist no more,” the old man said coldly. “You might as well ferget she ever existed,” he said with pure evil in his toothy grin. “The sooner the idea of her living is gone, the sooner you can go on to having yer own life again.”

      “That's no answer damn it! You tell me what happened to my daughter right now! I swear...”

      This caused most of the men in the room to start laughing, even the old man.

      “Yore in no position to swear by anythin’,” he said. “But I'll tell you, anyways. We fetched ‘nuff gasoline to run the generator all winter.” He stood up. Despite his age, a lifetime of hard work had made him a hard, old man, and he was still powerful looking, even under a whiskey gut. “Now, you think about that girl this one last time. We got heat and electricity ‘cuz of her. You get her out of your system, and you ferget she ever existed.”

      The old man pointed at the front door with his eyes, silently instructing one of the women to start escorting Natalie on her morning chores. As she was exiting the cabin she heard the old man say, “By the time you get back in here with water, you'll find out who your husband is.”
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        Dark Days.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 33 Days.

      

      Between Puget Sound and one of Seattle's more prominent northern neighborhoods—Queen Anne—sat a vast array of rail-lines and a giant, concrete grain elevator. Built in 1970, the Pier 86 grain elevator was, in the eyes of many, an ugly eyesore in what had otherwise become a quaint, hipster metropolis. Nestled between the railroad tracks and the shoreline, the bulk of the complex was a 500-foot-long, eighty-foot-tall array of concrete silos. At the south end, there was a nine-story access and machinery building. A large conveyor ran off of that end, southwest toward the water, where it crossed over the Elliott Bay Trail and ran above a pier that banked sharply south. 

      The 500-foot-long pier had small supporting piers on both the south and north ends. It was designed to tie up large grain-hauling cargo ships. The conveyor was supported by five large, metal-frame towers that carried the grain to four telescoping-boom hoses. It was those hoses that could fill a cargo ship in just a few hours.

      Reynaldo Hernandez stood on the end of the pier, wondering if the recent and sudden stop of grain flowing to China was something he needed to be worried about.

      At that moment, though, Reynaldo was ecstatic. He was watching the youngest ship in his three-ship flotilla—La Nina—slowly breast over to the pier under the aid of a captured tugboat. With its bow pointed north, the forty-year-old cruise ship looked more like an old hospital ship than the giant monoliths of entertainment that had taken over the cruise industry in more recent times.

      The dated 584-foot ship, longer than the pier it was headed for, had old, dirty white paint and orange rust stains running down the hull at its various drain outlets. It had the familiar ports on three levels of passenger cabins. The proud ship had been recovered by Rey from a recycling center in India. Reynaldo's cartel paid to have it towed to Indonesia, where it went through an overhaul process, converting many of the dining rooms into hospitals and berthing compartments and the various other entertainment areas into storage.

      The mission for Reynaldo's Fleet for many years had been simple—take food, medicine, and doctors to the coastal villages along Central and South America. Providing critical services and nutrition to children, Rey had discovered, was always the fastest way to gain loyalty from a local populace. It wasn't until the very first time that Rey’s ship was down for many months of maintenance did his cartel leaders finally realize the true value of the ship.

      When this ship had been out making port calls and delivering goods to dozens of villages, the intelligence provided by those villages kept their rivals at arm’s length. For several months, they never lost a single shipment and survived four different ambushes unscathed. Over the dozen years that Rey had been building and running Mar de Paz Services, he had learned that it really took three ships to guarantee they would always have at least one operating.

      These entitlements are key to keeping the locals from turning against us, Rey thought as he watched. Something most governments learn—and most citizens don’t. He knew full-well that the unique isolation of the Seattle area and the magnitude of the disasters were a once-in-a-millennia opportunity. The municipalities have failed to provide. Enter…me…

      After La Nina had arrived and unloaded at their captured pier near Blaine, Washington, Reynaldo decided she didn't need to join the other two ships on a second trip of bringing supplies, soldiers, drugs, and trafficked humans. Always a forward thinker, Reynaldo knew that he needed a back-up plan—an escape route—just in case things in Seattle didn’t go the way he thought they would. While he fully intended to set up his operations in the city, having one of his ships on standby to leave at a moment's notice was simply a wise move. There was absolutely no way the ship could be approached without his army knowing about it.

      Reynaldo and his men had been on the ground in the Pacific Northwest for two full weeks. There is something oddly comforting about seeing your ship tied up to the grain elevator pier, Rey thought. It was like seeing an old, long lost friend one could rely on.

      La Nina carried her own crew of about 280 people. Over two hundred of those were dedicated to the operations of the ship, from staffing the bridge to manning the engine room. The rest were dedicated to security and other tasks, as designated by Rey. They had used one of their four gunboats to run some of the ship's crew over to the pier to act as line handlers. They were also manning the stolen tugboat.

      Rey knew that the vast majority of these people's dedication to the cartel was based on one of the oldest instincts known to man—please don't hurt my family. Still, they were handsomely paid to ensure that the temptation to take bribes from rival cartels was not worth risking one's life for. Rey was impressed as he watched their professionalism in action—successfully tying the ship to the pier and moving a gangway over at a location they’d never been to.

      Rey walked north along the pier, moving right past the newly installed gangway that reached through the side hatch of his command ship. His crew was also in the process of mooring his gunboats, the stolen tugboat, and a few other ships they had procured over the last several days. This included the fishing boat his team of operators had used to retrieve the two militia members from the west side of Puget Sound the day before.

      As a former member of the Mexican Special Forces, Reynaldo had undergone SERE training. Anyone trained in resisting and escaping capture would have known to hide anything of value before the captors could find it. He climbed onto the fishing boat and went down into the hold where the captives had been bound and gagged. Rey squatted—looking and thinking. He moved a few ropes and life preservers around, not knowing exactly what he was looking for—but I’ll know it if I see it, he thought.

      “Jefe,” he heard from behind. He stood up, recognizing the voice of one of his most trusted lieutenants.

      “Gilberto, what can I do for you, my friend?”

      “La Nina is secure and accessible. Did you have any specific orders for offloading supplies, product, or women or children?”

      Deep in his psyche, it bothered Reynaldo that they trafficked anything…or anyone…that another person wanted. But without a demand, there would be no supply, he reminded himself in an attempt to quiet the conscience on his shoulder. “No,” Rey said, thinking for a moment. “We will continue with the original plan and handle all of those tasks first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Si, Jefe.” Looking around the hold of the small fishing boat, the lieutenant asked, “Is there anything you need me to handle here?”

      “No, no,” Reynaldo said, barely stifling a small chuckle. “I don't even know what I was doing in here. It must have something to do with my next appointment.”

      Rey passed the lieutenant, who then followed him up the small ladder out of the hold and off the fishing vessel. Neither man had seen the small, tattered, brown patch that had stumbled its way out from under the very last life preserver Rey had moved. It was stitched with a circle, and inside that circle was a set of crosshairs, a small volcano shape in one quadrant, and the letters SPP in the other three quadrants.
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        * * *

      

      Gene groaned and grunted in pain, wondering if it was pure chance or a planned and intentional design for him to stare at the welding machine. He couldn't feel his arms anymore, and the heavy rope wrapped several times around his wrists had rubbed the skin raw. He had a pain shooting through both elbows that was nearly unbearable. He’d been standing in the shop, on his tippy toes for so long that he no longer remembered what the forklift looked like. He knew he was hanging from the raised forks of a forklift, and they had set the height so that he was barely able to use the balls of his feet to hold some of his body weight.

      Gene's body was in shock. The building was cold, and he was stripped naked. The intense fight or flight reflex had kept his blood pumping and adrenaline flowing for so long that he was now exhausted and covered in sweat, as if he had just run a race. Back in his mid-twenties, Gene had taken a bad spill while rock climbing. Up until that day, he always thought he knew the fear of knowing you were about to die slowly and painfully. But on this day, Gene realized he’d been mistaken all those years.

      The salty perspiration had slowly started to evaporate off him. His body temperature was starting to drop, and his muscles we're cramping all over his body. He barely had the presence of mind to register the arrival of the nicely dressed, good looking man who he presumed to be the leader. In the stupor of what he thought was a dream state, he heard someone say wake him up. The vile splash of cold urine hitting him in the face with a surprising force, startled Gene.

      In front of him was the guard who had been watching him for the last three and a half hours, holding an upside-down Gatorade bottle. Behind him and to the man's right, standing next to a shop workbench, was the man who had ordered him to be woken up.

      “P-please!” Gene began to beg. “Please don't hurt me!”

      “Ahhh, yes, well, we are long past that,” Rey answered honestly. “I mean—I have members of my team that thrive on such things. You wouldn't want me to disappoint them, would you?”

      Gene didn't answer. He had no training nor expectations of what was about to happen. As a man who read the news and watched TV shows, Gene knew that it didn't matter. Besides…he’d caught a glimpse of Tyler—he knew beatings were coming next. Maybe you should just beg for death. Though Gene’s heart was full of fear, his mind kept reminding him that the very worst thing that could happen was that he finally got his salvation through Christ.

      The pudgy, balding Navy retiree and IT specialist hadn’t always been a man of faith. He found it about fifteen years earlier, and he’d tried his best to study the scripture and live a Christian life ever since. And ever since they had been captured, the scripture of Psalms 53:5 had repeated itself in Gene’s mind, like the persistent drip of moisture from an air conditioner on a hot July day. 

      There were they in great fear, where no fear was: for God hath scattered the bones of him that encampeth against thee. Thou hast to put them to shame, because God hath despised them.

      Gene’s only hope was that they would hurry up and get it over with.

      “Your friend showed uncharacteristic resolve,” Rey told Gene. “But he talked... eventually. As will you…”

      “W-what is it that you think we know?” Gene pled.

      “Anything,” Rey stated matter-of-factly. “If you want to make it easy on yourself, just look into your mind and ask yourself, what is that one thing I shouldn't tell him. And then do.”

      Gene's mind immediately flashed back to the patches that Tyler had hidden in the boat the day before. Did he tell him about the patch? Did he tell him about our security procedures at the range?

      “I don't know—"

      “Wrong!” Reynaldo yelled. “I don't have time for games.” He nodded at one of his henchmen.

      The older cartel soldier had green tattoos that had long turned gray on his leathery skin, reflection of a life of violence and harsh living. The balding man donned a set of electrician’s gloves and moved a couple of switches and a dial on a large, specially modified welding machine. The pair of leads running off of the welder each ended at a large alligator clamp. The man grabbed a pair of sponges with the clamps and dunked them in a bucket of cold, Puget Sound salt water. With no delay, hesitation, or remorse in his eyes, the man applied both dripping wet sponges to the sides of Gene’s scrotum, sending 440 volts through his testicles.

      “Aarrgghhhhh! My God!” Gene screamed at the top of his lungs. “Please just kill me!”

      “Far from it, my friend,” Rey said pleasantly. “But I've already told you how to make this easy on yourself—just give me something—anything. And take pleasure in knowing that your friend will not have to endure any more of this himself.”

      Gene refused and endured three more rounds, which only brought more and more enjoyment to the cartel members. He’d always heard there were few humans born that could withstand torture. And he thought he had read once in a National Geographic magazine that most people crack in just a few hours. I don't think I can make it a few hours. What can they do with that patch? he reasoned with himself, the way that people do when they are put in unreasonable situations.

      “There's a patch!” he screamed, feeling both relief and regret. At this point it wasn't that he was afraid to die and meet his maker—it was that he was afraid to live with himself if something he did got Tyler tortured. He understood the logic of what Tyler had said—that as soon as the cartel thought they were useless they would kill them. But logic had no place in the mind of a tortured man. Gene was reacting on instinct—the need for security at the foundation of Maslow's Hierarchy.

      Reynaldo walked over slowly and nodded to a different soldier. The man pushed forward on the forklift lever, causing the mast to lower and allowing Gene’s bodyweight to crumple under him. Gene lay on the shop floor, shivering in the fetal position, wondering if this was the end.

      “You've done well, my friend,” Reynaldo said in as soothing of a voice as he could. “Now...tell me more about this patch.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the weeks following the devastation of Tahoma’s hammer, an international effort had been put forth by several nations to send supplies via sea. While the highways, airports, and seaports had all been damaged beyond recognition, one thing that ships could do was anchor and send supplies via small boat. That is, if they could navigate past all of the hazards.

      Over the course of time, the trees, wrecked boats, and other flotsam and jetsam that resulted from numerous landslides around Puget Sound had all made their way to the shorelines. The sea-lanes were slowly opening. In short order, armed gangs on boats had begun to raid some of the relief ships before they could make it all the way down to Seattle. As a result, the international effort began to make its way around the north end of Vancouver Island, bypassing most of the Strait of Juan de Fuca in the process.

      Reynaldo Hernandez had anticipated the eventuality of international relief supplies coming in by ship. What he had not anticipated were the pirates.

      We need more gun boats, he thought to himself. I need to make sure those are priority when the rest of my flotilla shows up for round two.

      He was watching the second ship in two days weigh anchor just off downtown Seattle. He didn't mind the friendly competition when it came to providing for the people. But no way will I let the American Federales get credit for this.

      In the void of authority which grew each day—a result of most of the police and National Guard members abandoning their jobs once it became apparent that the federal government wasn’t going to be able to provide assistance—grew more opportunity for Mar de Paz Services to root themselves permanently.

      “I have a new project for you, Miguel. I need you to run the welcoming committee for these ships,” Reynaldo explained.

      “Whatever you say, Jefe,” his most trusted captain replied. “But I thought in the grand plan, we weren't going to assume any civic leadership roles. Wouldn't a welcoming committee fall out of line with that objective?”

      “The situation is...flexible,” Reynaldo explained.

      Rey had no problem with Miguel asking for clarification. This deep into the cartel, a leader could only trust a small handful of people. Ironically, those were the people who were around him the least. That level of trust meant being able to rely on that person to do the right thing without an ulterior motive. Miguel was one of only a few people that Reynaldo could set loose on a task and not need to keep a tab on for several days.

      “You are correct. The last thing we want is to try to replicate government. But we won't be doing this for the benefit of the city of Seattle,” he explained. “If anything, we'll be showing the world that Mar de Paz Services is who they should be sending those supplies to in the first place.”

      “Ahhhh,” said the taller and younger assistant. “We'll need some boats. Not all of those supplies are making it down here—a problem we need to handle in a way that deters future piracy.”

      “Already communicated to headquarters,” Reynaldo said. “In the meantime, we will continue to procure any boats that seem to work and outfit them with our armament.”

      “And where should we be staging all of these supplies for distribution? I don't think our new headquarters will be large enough…”

      “I agree,” Reynaldo said quietly. “I just don't know if this idea is going to spread us too thin. I'm trying not to bite off more than we can chew,” he explained. “But our new subservient gangs are going to have to earn their keep. Even with the levels of death and devastation that this area has seen this month, there are a lot of people to take care of. Most of them have flocked to a few key, large environments, like those sports arenas. Unfortunately, those same areas are where the last strongholds of civil authority are camping out.”

      The two cartel leaders, binoculars to their eyes, continued to watch the big vessel set its twelve-ton anchor not too far from Seattle's destroyed Pier 69. They were perched on top of one of the taller apartment buildings between Seattle's recently renovated basketball and hockey arena and the waterfront.

      Reynaldo's Army had taken the sports arena as the west end of their base camp, and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation Building as its eastern perimeter. In between was the Memorial Stadium football field and the International Fountain portions of the Seattle Center. These fields provided plenty of area for Rey’s Army to have a central base camp. They were slowly pushing their perimeter out via patrols and establishing posts at major intersections.

      Next to Rey and Miguel, three men were establishing a machine gun nest, complete with sandbags, both for protecting the base camp and to observe the activities along the Seattle waterfront. 

      “Other than this new assignment,” Rey continued, “your other top priority will be to continue to establish our network for secure communications. I'm going to take your other assignments off your plate and give them to some of these new members to test their capabilities. Regarding where to have those ships offload their supplies, let me know when you have their full understanding of who they'll be dealing with. By then, I'll have your answer.” Rey’s eyes darted around the cityscape as he decided to shift topics. “There's just so much destruction downtown…I think we're going to need to route all of that stuff up here near us. There's a few other parks east of the interstate highway that we’ll have to secure for our own use.”

      Rey started walking back toward the damaged building’s fire escape, indicating to Miguel that it was time to get going on this new task. Now it is time to go check on these new patches. No time to waste on this new mission.
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        Alternate Plans.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 23 Days.

      

      “What’d you say your name was?” the scraggly looking man asked Nick.

      “Nick Williams,” the retired Army sniper replied coolly.

      “And you live where?” the man asked skeptically.

      “I'm from the Olympia area,” Nick answered honestly. 

      He was at the checkpoint where Highway 101 and Highway 20 intersected at the bottom of Discovery Bay. It was one of two larger checkpoints amongst the series of smaller ones spanning from the Hood Canal Bridge to the city of Port Angeles. Nick knew that the area was just too dense with brush and undergrowth for people to make any decent time trying to get around checkpoints. But since they were all checking IDs, he figured that probably would be what Sticky does. This was Nick's back-up plan, put in motion by the Sequim Police Department.

      If Stuart Schwartz passed through here, this would be the best place to find him.

      “I recently retired from the Army and was up visiting a few different family members when the quake hit. I was at my Uncle Jake's, not too far from here. He wasn't in the best of health anyhow. He finally died of natural causes a few days ago.” Nick was trying to put on his best Oscar winning performance.

      There were a total of six men and women staffing the checkpoint. This older scraggly one thinks he’s in charge, Nick thought.

      “Sorry to hear that,” one of the younger men said. “What was your uncle's last name?”

      “Schwartz,” Nick said, knowing the question would play right into his lie. The other four people at the checkpoint were in the process of pushing foot traffic along their way in both directions. Like the other checkpoint Nick had been at, they were collecting names, looking at identification, and noting these things for radio traffic that seemed to happen on a scheduled basis.

      “Never heard of him,” the younger man said, looking at his partner.

      “Me neither,” the older man said, still scrutinizing Nick's retired-military identification. “But…you seem to be who you say you are. So, what are you doing here?”

      “Well,” Nick said trying to act sheepish. “I have another uncle that lives in Sequim. I'd like to check on him, but I don't recall where he lives exactly. I'm hoping to catch my cousin, who I know to be traveling on foot. I figured I would volunteer my services here at the checkpoint in the hopes that I can find him.” He acted like he just suddenly had an idea. “Say... would you guys be able to tell me if he’s already passed through here?”

      The two men just looked at each other, both wearing expressions that said I’ll take a hard pass on that…

      “Everyone's been throwing the papers in that box inside the tent,” the grumpy old man said. “You're welcome to go look through there, but I ain't gonna....” The old man turned away from Nick and the younger sentry continued to scan the lines of people waiting to go in each direction.

      The younger man just raised his hands as if to say don't ask me. Just like that, Nick Williams was now a volunteer at the Discovery Bay checkpoint. He walked over to the tent as if he owned the place and went inside. He commenced looking for the box of papers.

      I'm wondering if you’re ever going to find the needle in the Proverbial haystack. This had better work, he thought glumly to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer plus 27 Days.

      

      The tsunami that ran west to east in the Strait of Juan de Fuca had done serious damage along the north shore of the Olympic Peninsula, but not nearly as devastating as the areas impacted head-on by the wave, such as Washington State's western coast and the western shore of Whidbey Island. Many of the private and charter fishing vessels in the city of Port Angeles had been damaged but not completely destroyed.

      In the days that followed, a few groups of boat owners, most of whom specialized in running charter fishing operations, had slowly started to realize how important their operational boats had just become. As others made repairs, the local fleet started to grow, though not nearly as large as the few hundred boats and small ships that pre-dated that fateful day.

      While a few of them were tied to Shotgun’s smuggling network, most weren't. However, they all knew that Shotgun wasn't someone to be messed with. Fuel was becoming much too scarce to waste on daily fishing trips. As the days grew into weeks, Shotgun and his small fleet of criminals were becoming bolder. Charter boat owners were being forced to consider the potential of being robbed when they went out for food. It was a matter of time before someone resisted and wound up dead.

      “I just don't see the point, Sweet Pea,” Jennifer Smith's father told her. “It's a matter of time before those guys outright kill someone and take their boat. I don't mind fighting for what's mine, but I ain't risking your or Andy’s lives just to prove a point.”

      The pretty, long-haired brunette couldn't believe what she was hearing from her own father. “We have to stand up to them, Dad!” she said in an exasperated tone. “Seriously! They're just going to continue to run all over everyone if we don't do something!”

      “I get that, Jennifer,” her father said, tired of arguing with her on what was becoming a daily battle. “But we are one boat with three people! You’ll understand when you have your own kids, someday…”

      Jennifer looked at her younger brother Andy for some support. The normally quiet Andy predictably let her down, keeping his opinion to himself. “Big help you are!” she complained at her brother, never afraid to tell him her thoughts. She looked back at her father. “Then we need to get with the others…talk them into forming some sort of pact. If we all went out and fished as a group, there would be safety in numbers. Especially if we're armed.”

      “Even if we did that, Sweet Pea, there’s still the fuel issue. Where do you propose we get hundreds of gallons of diesel? They have control of every fuel station on the coast!”

      “Then let's get creative,” she said in her normally insistent tone. “I know it's a lot of work, but we could siphon from the school district’s bus barn or make a trade with some of the farmers. There’s like four or five private airports. They're all going to want to eat fish, just like the rest of us!”

      Jennifer's father grew quiet, staring at the fire-pit while mulling over the points she was arguing.

      She got out of her lawn chair and headed back to their house. She and Andy had both grown up in the charter fishing business. Never married, the thirty-three-year old looker had moved back in with her family a year earlier, after the end of her longest relationship—two years. Jennifer's mother was hand-washing dishes on the front wrap-around porch of the one-hundred-year-old, two-story farmhouse. She let out a deep breath. 

      “Sometimes I don't know how you were able to stick it out, Mom,” Jennifer said. “Talking to him is like yelling at a brick wall.”

      “Well, you two are a lot alike,” her mother retorted with a small chuckle. “Both of you get stuck on an idea and hate listening to reason.”

      Jennifer knew her mother was right. “That may be true, but since I'm usually right, it seems dumb when he's being hardheaded.” She knew that sounded arrogant. But it’s so true!

      “So, what is it?” her mother asked. “What's the bright idea that he’s not listening to?”

      “I'm worried about those thugs at the marina pirating all the relief supplies, and”—she put major emphasis on the word and—"keeping the rest of us from fishing at the same time!”

      “Well, honey, those guys are the dirtiest crooks in town, and everyone knows it. People are going to have to get really desperate to want to fight them.”

      “That may be true, Mama, but you don't wait ‘til that moment to learn how to fight…”
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks for the morning prayer, Erin, as usual” Vince Cortez said.

      Every morning the leaders and family heads of the Phalanx group on the north side of the Snoqualmie River’s North Fork gathered for a daily briefing. After the families had settled into their routines after the initial earthquake and eruption, the briefings had started to become more efficient and speedier. That all changed five days earlier, when Marshall Oakley, the main HAM radio operator for the group, reported that a large gang had attacked the Monroe Correctional Facility. The meetings had suddenly become much more focused on threats in other parts of King and Snohomish Counties. The group didn’t force any particular religious views on anyone else, but they did open their meetings with a quick invocation, usually led by Air Force veteran Erin Harmon.

      “Lord knows our state and country need it, right now,” was all Erin replied as gleefully as she could manage.

      “Marshall? Any new intel on this cartel stuff from the various preparedness nets?” Vince asked the group’s primary HAM radio operator.

      Though several of the group had lower and mid-level HAM licenses and a variety of equipment and experience, Marshall was by far the right man for the job. The borderline genius could make a listener’s head explode just with the words of describing signal modulation, power supply, or the virtues of a di-pole antenna.

      “From the sound of things, the National Guard and police in Seattle have taken a defensive posture at the sports arenas. Their manpower is negligible. The people who were sheltered in the arenas have been rioting almost non-stop. I hate to say it, but anarchy is about to reign in King County, and this gang that miracled itself out of nowhere is the only authority poised to do anything about it.”

      The look on John Cronin’s face was worried and wrinkled, like an old leather tool pouch. “Have you heard anything actionable?” he asked Marshall. “Locations of troops and movements? Numbers? Actual activities they’re performing?” The former Seattle cop was also a truck driver in the Army many moons earlier. While not infantry, he had the basic knowledge of what he should be asking.

      “It sounds like they’re setting up food and medical centers,” came the answer John was dreading.

      “What!” gasped a few of the others.

      Vince didn’t say anything to quiet them, but as the meeting’s chair tasked with keeping it on schedule, he gave them all his hush-up expression.

      “Locations?” John asked Marshall.

      “A few parks, mostly inside the city limits, I guess…Why?”

      Ignoring the question, John said, “I need you to reach out to all of the other groups. We have to figure this out. Use these questions to guide you. Where are all the other gangs? Why aren’t they attacking this large army? Where are they providing services? This will help us, if we want to sneak in and learn something. It will also tell us where to avoid large crowds of angry, hungry people. And most importantly, where is their CP?”

      “What are they doing here?” wondered Lawrence Teall, one of the family heads.

      “Nothing good,” came John’s curt reply, which caught the group off-guard a bit. “Sorry,” he mumbled toward Larry’s direction, though his mind was obviously moving a hundred miles per hour.

      “John, should we be worried?” Erin asked. “Even way up here in the isolated foothills?”

      You all have been preppers for years! John thought. Why is everyone suddenly so naïve? They’re all living in denial…

      “Yes,” John said, looking around the shop near Vince’s cabin that they used for the meetings. “In fact, when the guys across the river get back from their rescue mission, we need to check in with the various militias’ and groups’ leaders to discuss a battle plan.”

      The order of the meeting broke down after those words, causing Vince to find a piece of firewood to bang as a gavel. He called the meeting adjourned, to be reconvened that evening, which would give Marshall some time to reach out to the network for more information. As people started to filter out into the cold rain, he called after the head of security. “John. Can you hang? I want to show you something…”

      John nodded and continued to listen to the sidebar conversations as people left. Once the shop was clear, he asked, “Something sensitive?”

      “Maybe…” was the mysterious answer. “I want you to talk to my grandson. He’s in the cabin.” Without even waiting for an answer, the retired helicopter mechanic started leading his neighbor into his mountain homestead.

      As they trudged through slushy, low-level snow that was washing away in the day’s forty-degree rain, John asked, “Is this the family member that just showed up a couple of days ago?”

      “Yup,” Vince answered, stopping to do a quick check of his chicken-run’s fence for signs of rat or raccoon invasions. “He worked in electronics before all this. No practical life-skills, that one,” he said somewhat disappointedly. “But smart as they come. Made parts for a Boeing sub-contractor.”

      The rustic lodge was warm from the large fireplace. The pair of men could smell chili cooking when they walked inside. “Alex!” Vince called when they had shut the door.

      “On the way, ‘buelo.” Within a few seconds, a young man came down from the loft, and then wore a surprised look when he saw John.

      Looks to be maybe twenty-five, John thought. Vince must be volunteering him for guard duty. “Hi. I’m John,” he said, sticking his hand out to the new resident.

      “Alex,” the young man said politely. He then looked expectantly at his grandfather.

      “You see—Alex and I were talking aviation,” Vince explained. “What with his job, and my career in helicopters.” John’s face morphed with confusion as his assumption was proven wrong. Vince went on. “This led to a conversation about drones, air superiority, and such. I mean—” Vince practically chuckled “—we all know this gang or cartel will be using them, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah…” John’s face changed to one of piqued curiosity. Without even asking, he slid over to the cabin’s couch and plopped down. “What’s this about, Vince? You guys got a super-slick drone, or something?”

      Vince and Alex exchanged glances as they each plopped into an easy chair in front of the fireplace. “Hey, ‘buelo, that was all theory, you know…I’ve never actually done it myself…”

      Now John was actually curious. “Done what?” he asked, looking at the two.

      “Junior here knows how to build an infrared detector circuit card!” the old man said proudly.

      It was lost on the security chief. “Uhhh…okaaayyyy….”

      “Really?” Vince asked incredulously. “I thought you’d get it immediately!”

      “Uhhhh….”

      “For tracking,” Alex explained. “I saved a YouTube video on my iPad and showed my Grandpa how easy it is to make a home-made IR-tracking missile.”

      This totally caught John off-guard. “A what?” He waited to see if he was being ‘punked.’ “No way,” he said out loud.

      “Not like a real missile,” Alex explained hurriedly. “It was a compressed-water powered motor on a hobby-sized glider. It flew maybe fifty yards…Maybe. It was a video from some dude in India…”

      “But it tracked?” John asked. “As in… course adjustments?”

      “Yes,” Alex confirmed, not believing that these old farts couldn’t believe it.

      “And you could build one of these circuit card-sensor things?” John double-checked

      “Easy. With the right parts, probably less than an hour.”

      John and Vince were finally on the same wavelength. He could see Vince smirking at him. “Air superiority,” Vince said with a cat-ate-the-canary grin. “We could deliver a guided bomb!”

      If we can figure out how to fly it there, John thought.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 28 Days.

      

      The stench almost made the old killer and rapist gag. Ohhhh myyy Gaawwwdddd, the ex-con thought ironically. He had just entered the home of Stuart Schwartz’s parents on a lightly developed road in the foothills between Sequim, Washington, and the Olympic Mountains.

      I’ll hand it to Shotgun, Sticky thought earlier that morning. He commands the fear of that tweaker chick.

      In order to get into City Hall, Linda had to eat some crow for abandoning her job. Fortunately for her, though—when the apology was falling on deaf ears, she reminded the current city manager about their romp in the back of his truck every 4th of July back at the beginning of their careers. How you gonna explain to your wife how I can describe that tattoo next to your little ding-ding? she threatened. By mid-day, she was handing off the information to Shotgun and Sticky.

      Shotgun had provided Sticky an option to outsource this job to his local trustees, but Sticky was having none of it. This one is personal, he explained. Linda had acquired the actual purchase and sale deeds on file with City Hall for every family named Schwartz—nine in total. It was the name and address of the purchaser of a specific property that had told Sticky which home to go to—the one purchased by Dr. Asher Schwartz of California.

      Doctor. Why do these greedy Jewish doctors still call themselves doctor after they’re retired?

      Sticky knew instantly that at least one of them had died in the house. A couple of weeks ago, I’m thinkin’… He pushed the door closed behind him. The homes in this area were situated on parcels that were big enough to be fairly private but still close enough to be considered a neighborhood. Most of them looked abandoned, but he wasn’t going to let fate have some concerned neighbor walk by and see the door open.

      The home was large and spacious and had a commanding view of both Sequim and the bay a few miles north of it. Some of the windows were broken. Furniture was strewn. Just like almost every house, Sticky thought. He dodged kicking things as he slowly made his way through it.

      When he got to the kitchen, he could tell that a lack of food and water had quickly become the Schwartz’s biggest issue. Why didn’t they go to a FEMA camp or somethin’? he wondered for a brief second.

      He checked the entire house, not finding anyone, but also not finding the source of the stench. Dog died under a porch, maybe? Naw, too strong. Gotta be human…

      As Sticky opened the door to the attached garage, he was rushed by flies and an odor that would have knocked a buzzard off a medieval plague-wagon at a hundred paces.

      Christopher “Sticky” Wood vomited instinctively and violently, much in the way many of his rape victims probably had in the past. His vomit was light on food and heavy on whiskey, which didn’t help matters. He ran outside for some fresh air. No way am I going through that door.

      He looked around the property, keeping an eye out for other people as he used a small rain puddle to wash out his mouth. He spotted a constructed outbuilding, which he figured to be a gardening shed. Inside there, he found a shovel, which he hauled back around to the closed garage door.

      Forcing the blade under the door, he pushed down on the shovel, which pushed the door up just a bit. The garage door creaked as opener-tracks and locks were fighting each other from the unplanned incursion. Sticky took a couple of cottage stones from a defunct flower bed and stacked them behind the fulcrum of his shovel. This gave him extra leverage, and—SNAP!— this time the fiberglass handled tool was able to force the garage door open despite its parts fighting him. He grabbed it and pulled it up so that it was now about half-open. The surge of stench and flies wasn’t as bad once he was expecting it. He saw a Mercedes with a garden hose stuck in the tail pipe. Well, well…Now what?
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        “If pleasure was not followed by pain, who would forbear it?”

        —Samuel Johnson

      

      

      

      The world was practically on fire at five weeks into the events. China and Russia had started surgical strikes and limited engagements, both at sea and on their shared border, and those had continued daily with lower-intensity conflicts. America’s fiscal, power, and internet problems had far-reaching and world-wide impacts. The rerouting of trucks and ships to the West Coast’s southern ports had slowed the shipment of grain to China considerably. The dollar had been weakened as the world’s reserve and petro-currency for well over a dozen years prior, but America’s shaky e-commerce had been the nail that sealed its coffin.

      The Hammer’s trickle-down effects were growing worse by the day, and sometimes by the hour. The power outages and rolling blackouts west of the Mississippi River had started to become a common occurrence, sometimes lasting days, except for Texas, which had its own independent power grid. Riots were not just limited to the major cities any longer. Even smaller towns were starting to see crowds by the hundreds protesting the lack of electricity and internet and the sky-rocketing prices of food and goods.

      As word slipped out of the RIZ—the Rainier Impact Zone—of the cartel setting up shop and starting to provide food and medical for the populace, people in other states began to lose their faith in the nanny state. In Los Angeles and Denver, people began incorporating a plea for the cartels to help them with their “protests,” something the cartels were only too happy to do.

      The President of the United States and his staff just couldn’t keep their eyes on all of the moving parts. While trying to beef up his foreign policy and move the military to the south-western states to face the pending Euro-Asian aggression, at home he was dealing with attacks on his lack of response to the disasters more directly. Every day, the press briefing was a virtual blood bath for his press secretary. Katrina looked like a day at the picnic, and other such comparisons were being made to the president’s lack of action for the RIZ. Jeremiah Allen, America’s first Libertarian President, had made no friends with the media as it were, but with the power outages, collapsing economy, and cartelification of the western states, he was the laughing stock and target of every media outlet on the planet.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 34 Days.

      

      The four-foot by four-foot dog cage was bittersweet. The cartel guards had provided one each for Gene and Tyler, not for their comfort, but to eliminate the hassle of messing with chains and bindings. Each of the Posse prisoners had his own cage in the cold, semi-dark, and damp boiler room, and they were kept covered with cheap, wool moving blankets. For the psychological effect, Tyler knew. Need us to feel isolated. The two men were not gagged, however, and Tyler figured it was probably because the room was bugged. I want to tell Gene that I cracked! We need to find out what the other confessed. Tyler knew from his old Air Force SERE training that they shouldn’t talk openly about anything of intel value. I only wish we had made time to train the whole Posse on some code phrases for this situation. The thought of being kidnapped seemed too impossible. God, we were fools…

      “Tyler…” he heard Gene mumble weakly. “I…I—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Tyler cut him off. “Gene, do not say anything about whatever you told them.” He heard Gene start sobbing, both from pain and guilt.

      “I-I know,” Gene said compliantly through his tears and hiccups. “Are y-you okay?”

      “I’ll live,” Tyler mumbled, wincing through the broken ribs, missing teeth, and probable concussion as he comforted his partner.

      The two men talked of missing their loved ones and wondered when the torture would start again as a way to pass a few moments. When Gene had calmed down for several minutes, Tyler knew it was time to propose his plan. “Listen. I want you to promise me something.”

      Gene was quiet…thinking for a moment. “Don’t think like that! God has a plan for us, Tyler—”

      Tyler cut him off again. “Gene. Stop. Listen! If either one of us is let go or escapes, we need to keep going.”

      “H-huh?” Gene asked, not sure if he was understanding. “Abandon each other?”

      “Gene! Promise,” Tyler instructed. “If you make it out, don’t turn back. And neither will I.”

      “I-I...can’t promise that, Tyler!”

      “Look—”

      This time it was Gene’s turn to be direct. “No, Tyler! We’re stronger together! Don’t make me promise that!”

      Tyler let the air grow quiet for a bit before pressing his point. “I appreciate that, friend. But one of us making it back is more important than both of us dying. I don’t like it, either. But it’s the way it is. Now promise me…”

      After a long, quiet minute, Gene finally agreed. “Okay…I promise…”

      Both men sat quietly after that, not wanting to upset the other with their sobbing.
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        * * *

      

      Eli found Phil on the rifle line, shoving his plate carrier and patrol pack into a large surplus parachute bag he’d purchased years earlier specifically for his Posse Kit. “Don said you wanted to see me?”

      “Oh, hey…yeah. Lonnie and I are taking Fred’s truck down to the Bartlett EOC.” Just the mention of his recently killed longtime friend made Phil sad again. Fred had been the gun range’s very first casualty in this new, harsh world a few weeks earlier. “They radioed for a meeting. I have a job I need you to start handling. Find some hard workers, but they need to keep their mouths shut. This little project could cause some squawking and drama…”

      “Well, don’t stop there,” Eli insisted. “What’s the big secret?”

      Phil spent several minutes quietly going over a project for Eli out on their eastern perimeter. When he was all done, he asked him for any last questions.

      “No, not really…it’s just a bit of a mind-screw to think that this is where we’re at…”

      “Hmmmm…you’re telling me…” Phil said, thinking back to the events that had transpired in the recent days—Savannah’s abduction…the deaths of several friends, including his own son’s heroic death down in the shipyard…being abducted and almost killed because of his own stupid decision making…the gun range residents getting into a small-scale shootout with the National Guard…It’s enough to make you lose faith in humanity, Phil often thought.

      While only five or so miles down the hill to the Slaughter County EOC in Bartlett, the trip took a near full hour for Phil and Lonnie. Ever since Tyler and Gene’s abduction, the exit protocols for leaving the property had grown longer. All three manned fighting positions on the club’s western border had to report no contact. They were still staffing the hidden observation post in the woods to the west, as well. Once everyone was reasonably sure the path was clear, the vehicle snaked its way out of the sandbag trap near the front gate.

      They travelled much more slowly than they had grown accustomed to over the previous five weeks, stopping often to scout slowly around curves and good ambush points. Once in Bartlett, Phil could tell things were at a critical point. Any people who hadn’t made their way to the FEMA camp attached to the EOC were fully aware of the new rules. Possession was now ten-tenths of the law, as it were—and whoever possessed guns and friends with guns was probably going to eat and live another night. People were learning to bunch together into defendable houses. They were learning to crowd those structures to capacity—there was a balance between having the right amount of real estate for your supplies and food, and the right amount of people to defend it. They were learning to keep fires hidden and windows blackened with plastic and blankets. The outside fire barrels were buried, with large holes punched into the side and multiple grates or metal screens laid over them to block as much light as possible.

      The rain…Phil thought. What a curse and a blessing at the same time. The usual heavy drizzle and sometimes rain was miserable and downright deadly if one didn’t have the correct gear. It was a natural deterrent for some of the two-legged predators. It made sneaking through the woods and underbrush much quieter, which was good if you were the one doing the sneaking. Otherwise, it made it harder to detect intruders on your own perimeter. But at least we’ll have plenty of drinking water. Phil once again prayed a small thanks that so many people had purchased water filters back when ‘prepping’ had been trendy.

      Lonnie made the last right turn and slowly approached the gate at the National Guard Armory. “We’re a little early,” he told Phil as he looked at his wristwatch.

      “That’s alright. The last of these troops all know me as a regular, now.”

      While being covered by several others on watch, a lone soldier approached Lonnie’s rolled-down window and looked inside. He seemed to recognize Phil. “Password?”

      As part of the Sheriff’s official County Posse, Phil had been privy to a constantly changing list of verification words. He had to memorize a new list each week, as the only copy was kept in the EOC. “Toledo…no—wait. Hard to tell what day it is anymore.” He closed his eyes so he could count days and events in his head. “Cookies,” he announced with confidence.

      “It’s Toledo,” the corporal said, smirking just a bit. “Captain Reeves just came by ten minutes ago, so I know you’re not on the naughty list.” He turned away from the window and nodded to the others to start the process for manually opening the gate.

      I coulda sworn today was cookies, Phil mused to himself. Whatever today is…Seems like the names of days quit mattering once weekends didn’t exist anymore… After the hammer, every day was a workday.

      Lonnie took the truck to the central dispatch building, and the pair of men slowly strolled inside. Civilians with rifles slung on their backs would have been a major security threat six weeks earlier. Now, it was the new normal…

      Charlie greeted them at the lobby of the dark, stuffy building. “They called up to say you were here,” he explained.

      Lonnie and Phil shook off their hooded raincoats and draped them over their arms as they followed Charlie farther into the building. They entered a room that had diesel-generated electricity powering the lights, a few fans, and computers. It wasn’t the main EOC dispatch, but a small room down the hall that the officers-in-charge of the deployable forces used for their daily planning and intelligence gathering.

      “Captain Reeves, huh?” Phil quipped. “Brother, you’re collecting promotions and demotions faster than I can keep up with.”

      “Phil. How are ya?” Phil heard Sheriff Raymond say from behind him. He turned to see that he’d just entered the room himself.

      “Sheriff,” Phil said in a cordial greeting. “Right as rain,” he said. Hmmmm, rain….

      The sheriff looked at a guard member to his left, who was sitting at a computer. “Corporal, could you get the big screen fired up?” he asked, nodding toward the big monitor hanging near a large, plastic conference table.

      “Yes sir,” she barely mumbled as she went to power it up. Once she did, she returned to her computer and pulled up some stuff to place on the screen.

      Hmmmm, Phil thought. Must be something important if we’re getting a briefing. As the monitor and computer finally settled into talking to each other, Phil could see a satellite photo of Seattle on the left side of the screen. The right side was filled with a smaller map of the same area in one corner and a spreadsheet in the other. He took a closer look at the satellite photo and realized it was fresh. He could clearly see several buildings toppled, including the famed Space Needle.

      “That’s somewhat sad and scary,” was all he could say. Lonnie was moving in for a closer look, too.

      “Have a seat, guys,” Charlie said. Once they’d all settled at the conference table, he continued. “This cartel thing has our full attention.”

      Phil and Lonnie were still marveling at the photo. “Where’d the picture come from?” Lonnie finally dared to ask. “That’s too high up for a drone shot,” he said, clearly thinking in terms of civilian drones.

      “Our military liaisons,” the sheriff answered plainly. “They’re trying their level-best to stay out of civilian governing affairs. Doesn’t mean they don’t want to help, though.”

      “Correct,” Charlie continued. “When it comes right down to it, the cartel will eventually be their problem, too.”

      “Right,” Phil said, looking at the sheriff and Charlie both. “Exactly. They could solve this problem in a day or two.” He was a bit confused by their stoic silence. “So why aren’t they?” he asked bluntly.

      “Not their mission, Phil,” the sheriff said. “They’re protecting those things that don’t exist. You, of all people, should know that.” The sheriff wasn’t trying to be snarky, but he was fully aware of Phil’s resume.

      Phil let it slide, recognizing that it wasn’t meant to be a slight. “So…what’s so important about these photos?”

      Charlie and the sheriff glanced at each other, and Charlie caught the slight go-ahead nod from the sheriff. “The National Guard and cops in Seattle are getting their butts handed to them. On a platter.” As Charlie continued, Phil turned back to the screen. He stood up and slowly walked over to the big picture. “If you look in the Seattle Center, you can clearly see trucks, tents, even a couple that look like captured Guard vehicles. We think that’s where their CP is.”

      “What about down here at the arenas?” Phil asked, pointing at the south end of the picture.

      “That’s the FEMA camps and what remains of the civilian government,” Charlie answered.

      “For the whole city?” Lonnie asked in disbelief. Charlie just nodded.

      “There’s more, Phil,” the sheriff said glumly. “There’s…nothing we can do about it, but…there’s problems abroad, too, both domestically and internationally. There has been severe power and internet problems throughout the west, here in America. And…it sounds like China and Russia have started some sort of shooting war.”

      Phil cast glances amongst the three men. Sure. Why not? Might as well have World War III while we’re at it…It then dawned on Phil that their own National Guard commander was absent. “Where’s Adam?”

      “Major Matsumoto is at a meeting with the security forces at Bogdon,” the sheriff answered, referring to the submarine base. “Trying to strike an agreement, if you know what I mean…”

      Phil turned back to the picture. “Any idea where my Posse members are?” He wasn’t hopeful.

      “No idea, at all, brother,” Charlie answered. “But see that ship at the pier? North end of the bay, by Queen Anne Hill?”

      “Yeah,” Phil said curiously.

      “That wasn’t there two days ago…”
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        * * *

      

      Reynaldo Hernandez stood at the picnic table under the tent, fondling the patch once more. Not bad, he thought. After learning of it in the torture session, he sent men over to inspect the small boat a little more closely. They returned with two of them. He’d just sent one out with some troops to find a seamstress to hire. Hire…he thought. Rey was a true believer, but he was no fool. He knew that most of the locals would perform work and tasks out of fear. At first, he continued in his own mind. But they’ll come to see El Mundo Nuevo soon enough. Once people learn that they have nothing to fear in exchange for full compliance…

      He was watching a few of his troops finish having a bite to eat. Another special operation, he thought. My teams are the best. They took down the local gangs from the inside. They’ll take out this…posse...too. The gringos have been unexpectedly weak. Even as fat as they are, I thought they would be more challenging than this.

      He’d received word from Mexico that other branches of his cartel, as well as other familias, were starting to take the first steps in exerting dominance in other American cities. He looked at the patch rolling around in his fingers, almost letting his daydreams and the rain on the tent lull him to a peaceful sleep where he stood. Posse, he said in his mind once more, this time laughing at how ridiculous the word was. I wonder if these fat militias will be the same everywhere…
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        Go Time.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 28 Days.

      

      Earl knelt next to Conner, who was staring at a run-down homestead from the tree-line. “Well?” he asked his fellow Ranger-vet and best friend, who had halted the small patrol as they made their way steadily up a snow-covered game-trail.

      “Very dark. We’re gonna need to scout this thing for a while. If they have an OP, I haven’t found it yet,” he said, referring to a possible observation post for the property. “With the clouds and little moon, I might’ve missed this place, had it not been for all the junk scattered around the yard.”

      As the point-man, Conner was wearing the one pair of night-vision possessed by the group. He handed Earl’s combat helmet back to him so he could take a look.

      “Roger,” Earl acknowledged. “Where do you figure the main access is?” he asked as he donned the helmet and lowered the optic.

      “On the left, maybe…Kind of looks like we’re on the right end of the house. Looks like a shed or greenhouse out back, to the west.”

      “Uh-huh,” Earl agreed. He mulled things over for a quick moment. “Copy. I think the snow’s too crunchy. This approach is going to suck whether we do it at night or in daylight.” He scanned his Luminox watch, which glowed for years on end without needing to be recharged. “0330,” he mumbled to himself. “Hunker down,” he told Conner. “I’ll move Jack and Larry up and we’ll spread out in this tree line.”

      “Roger,” Conner said nonchalantly, keeping his eyes on the dark field and homestead to his south.

      After he stood up, Earl took one last look at the property, trying to find his sister’s gas-powered Cub utility vehicle. Stables, greenhouse, carport…I guess it could be in there. But how do I check without being seen?

      Earl’s small fire-team planted themselves downhill and in a tree-line at least sixty meters from the cabin. The drizzly, gray November day didn’t yield any daylight until well into the seven o’clock hour. They could hear the occasional chicken, but the light mountain breeze rustling through the tall fir branches made it difficult to hear much else. Each teammate had taken a turn maintaining a watchful eye on the property while the others rested. Earl felt Conner’s hand shaking his shoulder.

      “Huh…Wha-” Earl said with a jolt, his mind coming back to the daylight that didn’t exist when he’d closed his eyes. A career of Army training had taught him to react with as little motion as possible. He shook his head just a bit and blinked his cob-web eyes a few times, finally settling them on Conner, laying in the snow next to him.

      “We have activity,” he said. “Greenhouse.”

      Earl slowly rolled off the lined poncho he’d been sitting on, getting prone and following Conner on his elbows back up to the edge of the tree line. He took the binoculars from his buddy and scanned the back of the property. After another thirty seconds, he saw two figures come out of the rundown greenhouse.

      “Only one went in,” Conner said.

      This made Earl pull his eyes of the binoculars and look at his friend. “Did I hear that right? One?” He was still groggy.

      “Affirmative.”

      Earl went back to studying the two figures, each wrapped up in a hodge-podge collection of blankets. “Possible females…” Try as he did, Earl just couldn’t distinguish if one of them was Natalie. “It would seem fitting that one going in and two coming out indicates a captive…” He was trying his best to keep his cool, but the desire to run in guns blazing was strong. “Do me a favor, Con-Man. Get good and clear, find some decent branches, and get started making an improvised stretcher.”

      “Huh?” came the confused reply.

      “I have an idea to try to get closer,” Earl said.
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        * * *

      

      “Jennifer!” her brother hissed as loudly as he dared.

      “Why are you whispering?” she shot back from behind the binoculars. “It ain’t like they can hear us!”

      “He’s right, Sweet Pea,” her father yelled out from behind the helm in the cabin. “Quit staring! If they think you’re snooping, they’ll hunt us down!”

      The Smith family was making their usual venture out to fish, headed west on the strait, something they were doing only every few days to save fuel. The twin-engine forty-foot Rampage was easily seen, displacing over twelve tons of water and hosting both an enclosed cabin and a “flying-bridge” on top. The family had several poles and outriggers established, trying to catch enough not just to eat, but to barter, too. Limits and seasons are a thing of the past, Jennifer recalled her father saying. The big vessel was just a bit older than her, but they had taken great care of it.

      “The way I see it, they’ll leave us alone ‘cuz they figure the more people we feed, the less troubles they’ll be dealing with at their black market,” she reasoned.

      “Or…the more often they see the rest of us, the more they’ll think we’re competing,” Andy countered. Her younger brother was quiet, but when he spoke, it usually counted for something.

      Jennifer pulled the big, waterproof binoculars off her face and looked at him. “Just you shut up,” she said, which was her usual order to him when he made a valid counterpoint. She turned her gaze forward under her thick, orange rain hood and called to her father through the open cabin hatch. “It’s pretty obvious they’re robbin’ that ship! Maybe we should call it in or somethin’?” It was a half-suggestion.

      “Are you out of your damned mind, Jennifer? To who? We haven’t seen any authority since the wave,” he reminded her somewhat sternly.

      “Well, it looks like he’s grown. That dirtbag has like five boats working for him, now,” she replied, glassing four miles to the northeast. She could plainly see the small fleet of fishing vessels harassing some sort of larger ship that had a red cross painted on the side. She couldn’t tell the name or registered country. “I don’t think they’re trying to commandeer the ship, just board it and rob what they can off-load by hand…”

      I don’t care if you’re scared, old man, she thought. We need to get all the others in alignment, and soon…
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        * * *

      

      Christopher “Sticky” Wood was settling into his new sniper roost, a lesson he took from being hunted recently himself. He had wandered up the hill through the spacious, hilly neighborhood. The homes and properties were built with high-end retirees in mind, earning the original developer his profits not by squeezing every home he could into the space, but by providing plenty of space between homes for a higher paying clientele. Unlike most of the greenbelts and small woods between streets and neighborhoods in Washington State, this particular one had open fields of lavender with the occasional lilac. The home Sticky was occupying was near the highest, southern end of this Olympic Mountain foothill. The normal woods and brush occupied the land farther to his south, but he had a fairly clear observation downhill and to his north.

      There was a large wooden deck with a decent view of several homes on the road below, including the Schwartz’s. He had reclosed the garage door, hoping that the odor would stay contained. He wasn’t extremely worried about authorities anyhow. Seems like this Mayberry town is only worried about the folks down on the north side of the highway, he concluded.

      Sticky took control of the home cautiously, finding it vacated. Still, someone could decide to come home at any time. He set up an old school trip alarm using tin cans leftover from whatever the occupants had eaten after the start of the disaster.

      Shotgun had outfitted Sticky with a rifle and some food for several days. He wasn’t opposed to procuring some more from what was seemingly a mostly abandoned neighborhood, but he was trying his best to keep a low profile. He established his sniping roost on the deck under a dark quilt he found in the house. The upscale home’s roof extended over the deck, offering him good rain protection from anything that wasn’t being blown in from due north. He wondered, once more, who his adversary had been, fairly certain it was an Army-vet relative of the rape victim who had killed herself. In another life, I might buy you a beer, he thought.

      His mind turned back to his prey. His primary plan wasn’t to snipe Dr. Stuart Schwartz, but he knew he might have to once the good doctor found his parents in their present state. No telling what you’ll do after that. But you made my brothers bleed to death. And for that, you will pay…
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        * * *

      

      “Please don’t shoot!” Earl yelled. “Help! Help!” He was panting heavily, his breath blowing out of his lungs like a flameless dragon as he dragged Jack on the makeshift branch-and-poncho litter up what used to be the cabin’s driveway. He was trudging through the snow, glancing in every direction while trying not to look like he was scouting. “Please help!”

      “Stop right there!” He heard the voice of an older man command him from inside the structure.

      Dang! he thought. I need about twenty more feet to see into that carport!

      “Alright!” he yelled back. “Don’t shoot! My buddy is hurt! We need help!” he slowly set the litter down and raised his hands. “He fell down a ravine! We need help!” Earl could see a few flashes of movement as blinds and covers over windows moved in three different spots and on both levels. He had no doubt about barrels pointing at him that moment.

      “Drag him back to town!” the voice commanded from the slightly ajar front door. “Mister, we ain’t playin’! You need to be goin’!”

      “Please!” Earl tried one more time. He was stalling, waiting to hear from Conner on the small radio. He had an earbud under his knit beanie, tucked under his collar and plugged into the small radio under his coat. The big Ranger took a step as he pled his case. “Look, we took a buck this morning. I’ll tell you where to find it if you just help me with my friend! He needs to warm up!”

      “I’m at the back,” he heard Conner say into the earbud. “It could be her, but whoever she is, she’s definitely a hostage. Wait! They’re taking her and a bunch of them are going up to the second floor. Including kids. I got several hostiles on both floors, unknown how many. Most of them armed with long guns.”

      “Please, mister!” Earl pled once more. “I’ll trade you our deer!”

      The front door slowly pulled open, and two people in tattered clothes slowly came out—one man and one woman. The man had a hunting rifle trained on Earl, and the woman was holding a 12-gauge shotgun. “Bring him closer,” the man commanded from the covered porch

      Definitely not the same voice, Earl thought. He reached down for the two branches, feeling the hard, old snow crunch under his glove as he scooped and lifted. He began to drag the device once more. As if on cue, Jack started wailing from the new motion. Don’t oversell it! Earl thought. As he trudged over the icy snow closer to the cabin, he kept his head low, feigning more exhaustion than he truly had. As he took a quick glance left towards the carport, he could see an old pickup truck. He still needed a few more feet to be able to see past it. He was commanded to halt once more. Damn!

      “Go check it out,” the man gruffly told the woman. She walked down the creaky steps, slowly and suspiciously eyeballing Earl as she made a wide arc toward him and the stretcher.

      Earl set the branches down once more, using his feigned exhaustion to stumble the last two or three steps with raised hands. He stumbled and glanced past the truck, seeing the bright yellow utility quad in the wide open next to an old rusty engine still hanging from an engine hoist. Bingo, he thought coldly. You’re all dead men…

      He picked himself back up off the ice and snow and heavily trod the four feet back to the stretcher, fully aware the nervous lady was bound to fill him with buckshot. Jack was laying there, bundled up in a mylar blanket so well that his face couldn’t really be seen.

      “I think his ribs are broken,” Earl said, giving Jack the correct phrase for crap’s about to go down.

      “Lemme see!” the rough-looking woman said from under winter wrappings. She had wandered to within four feet of the homemade stretcher. Earl bent down and pulled the mylar blanket up on the side of Jack closer to himself. He purposefully held it high so that the lady lost sight of all but his head.

      “Oh, hell!” Earl yelled. “He’s bleeding!” He picked his AR-15 up off of Jack’s chest, dragging the mylar off toward himself to keep it covered. As the lady bent to get a better look, she saw the muzzle of Jack’s shotgun raise up from his chest, his hands on the weapon’s stock down near his crotch.

      Frozen in a slow motion fear, as if watching a cartoon coyote walk in the air before he realizes he has run off the cliff, the lady said nothing. The look on her face said it all, as her eyes grew as wide as saucers and her mouth opened in a gap that made no screaming noise.

      Earl was already leveling his rifle up to the top of his shoulder, flipping the safety off like he’d done ten thousand times before. He knew his first two shots would be all the signal Conner would need. Larry was in the woods behind the dilapidated cottage. The experienced elk hunter was covering that whole side with his Weatherby.

      POP! POP! Earl’s rifle screamed, almost instantaneously with the thunderous BOOM! of Jack’s shotgun. As the man on the porch developed two sudden leaks in his forehead and throat, the woman experienced the wrath of a slug perforating her cervical spine. Jack’s shotgun muzzle was a mere three feet from her. Between the slug and the blast, it almost appeared as if her head had come off, though it didn’t.

      “Mooooovvveeee!” Earl yelled at Jack, who was already scrambling off the fake gurney. The pair started running for the front of the cabin as blankets and shades were being ripped off of windows. As they got onto the porch, they could hear glass being broken from the front windows. The men slammed themselves up against the logs on each side of the front door.

      At the back of the cabin, the door flew open and an armed man started to run out, not anticipating that the enemy would be standing right there. Conner pulled his trigger, and from the distance of five inches, the 62-grain steel-core bullet ripped through the man’s sinus cavity and brain pan at three thousand feet per second. He was dead before he could feel the burn of the muzzle flash on his face. His body fell in a slump, and Conner had to back-peddle a couple of steps to make sure he didn’t get knocked over. The old wood deck croaked as he leapt over the pile of meat and began to sweep the death funnel he was about to enter. He swept both sides of the door as he entered what was essentially a mud room. It led straight into the pantry with a wide doorway. Conner entered the pantry and cautiously approached the other entrance into it, along its left side.

      Back at the front door, the cabin’s residents started to realize that their foes were at the front door. As two men pulled their rifles from the upstairs windows and started to cover the stairway, the two at the windows on either side of the front door pulled into the room and started shooting at the doorway. Earl had taken a kneeling position and was eyeballing the wide-open door, which was hinged on Jack’s side. As soon as he saw a muzzle start to sweep around the door, he began to fire, connecting with the middle-aged redneck several times. He saw wood fragments splintering off the logs near Jack, who was anxiously scooting himself down the wall, trying his level best to become one with the floor. The incoming rounds were mostly being stopped by the open grain of the big fir logs that created the opening for the door.

      Earl stayed against the wall as best as he could as he stepped out and turned his body left, making his way for the window that the adversary had abandoned. He did an effortless shoulder change with his AR, switching his hands in their positions on the rifle seamlessly. He was able to “slice the pie” on the edge of the broken window frame. Switching to his left shoulder had allowed him to keep his body behind logs and let his rifle be the first thing into the window frame.

      Earl pivoted his barrel on the frame, his eye looking through the electronic sight. He made visual contact with the man five feet away, who was oblivious to his presence and still pumping rounds into the door frame. Earl shot him twice in the head, once again yelling for Jack to move. “Take that other window!” he commanded.

      In the pantry, Conner exercised discipline with his trigger when the doorway he was approaching suddenly started filling with bodies trying to flee the carnage. His main focus wasn’t on the size or gender of the bodies, but on the hands. The first two pair he saw were empty, but the third person in was sporting a pistol. Conner dropped the person as soon as he saw a head and torso. The pistol clattered to the floor as the man’s body filled the pantry doorway. The other two people—one man and one woman—were taken aback by Conner’s presence and the sudden gunshots. They fell to the floor and began to beg.

      “P-please!” the man yelled. “Don’t!”

      Conner unslung his rifle and butt-stroked the man square in the chin, hitting the ‘button’ and knocking him out cold. The woman was screaming hysterically. After re-slinging his rifle, he grabbed her with both hands and shoved her back into the kitchen. He couldn’t afford to stop, and he sure wasn’t about to take the time to frisk and tie her up properly. He swept in all directions as best that he could as he entered the kitchen. He put his foot right in the middle of the woman’s back, planting himself in a semi-crouch as he tried to assess what was happening. Compared to the dawn daylight outside, the cabin was dark, and all he could see were shadows and shapes.

      Back up front, Earl hissed at Jack. “Cover those stairs!”

      After switching shoulders on his rifle again, he made his way to the front door and began to slice off his small chunks of the pie as he cleared to enter. He paused for a second, reaching up to his radio toggle that was just a few inches downstream from his earbud.

      “Entering the front,” he said to Conner.

      “Move,” he heard his friend reply.

      He came into the room, stepping over one of the bodies and scanning for threats. He could hear foot traffic on the creaking and rickety floor that separated the main cabin room from the upstairs area. He contemplated calling out for a surrender. He had no idea how many more enemy they had to fight. He had no idea if there were non-combatants. He was in the middle of the main room, staring at an open, cottage stairway on the right side, a back room with what appeared to be some form of kitchen in-between, and a small hall to the left.

      Keeping his rifle shouldered with just his shooting hand, he reached up and toggled the earbud once more. “Where ya at?” he asked Conner.

      “In the back door to the kitchen.”

      “Clear the back,” Earl ordered. “We’re covering the front.”

      Without speaking, Conner gave the silent and trembling woman under his foot a shush sign with his finger to his lips. There was a countertop between the kitchen and the back room that he knew someone could be hiding behind. He slowly walked to the end of the counter, but before he broached the end of it, he just knocked an empty fruit basket off the counter and onto anyone hiding there. He heard it hit the floor and nothing else. He immediately covered the corner and rounded it, finding nobody. He swung his rifle back around and cleared the rest of the space.

      “Clear,” he said loudly enough that he didn’t bother with the radio. “Moving.”

      “Move,” Earl replied.

      Conner came out of the space next to the kitchen’s other counter. Earl headed for the small hallway while Conner covered his back. He cleared a small bathroom and closet and returned to the main room.

      “How many more shooters you got up there?” he yelled at the stairs.

      “’Nuff that you’re all dead when ya try to come up!”

      What I wouldn’t give for a flashbang right now! Earl thought.
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        * * *

      

      Bubby? Is that you? Am I delirious?! Natalie wasn’t quite sure what was real anymore.

      The patriarch held the captured .357 revolver squarely on the top of the stairs, careful not to get too close to them. The old man’s survival instincts were strong—he was avoiding broadcasting himself near any of the upper story’s windows, too.

      “You all might as well just accept it!” he yelled with the rage of knowing he’d lost members of his clan. “You’re all dead! Git it?! D-E-D! Dead! You can’t come up – and as soon as you try an’ leave, we’re gonna kill ya’!”

      “I got two of yours still alive down here,” Earl yelled.

      Bubby! Natalie screamed in her head, not quite comprehending that the moment was real. She was lying in a pile of broken window glass, being guarded in one of the front corners by the two women. The children were all hunkered down, whimpering and scared to death. Two of them were actually holding onto Natalie. Her mind pushed through the fog of war, the countless days of torture, rape and abuse that had strung itself along into one long nightmare, quickly dissolving into understood reality.

      “Buuubbbbyyyyyyyy!” She screamed as loud as her terrified and hoarse voice would allow her.

      The three remaining men weren’t expecting that. One of the women started to slide on her knees along the floor, about to pound Natalie in the head with the butt of a Ruger 10/22. Within two seconds, the patriarch started to scream an order to kill her when one of the rear windows of the house exploded in fury with the sound of glass turning into a thousand shards and the roaring boom of Larry’s hunting rifle echoing outside the cabin.

      The log cabin’s open floor plan was simple: a set of stairs entered a hole in the floor on the north end of the structure, several feet off the wall. That end of the upper floor was wide open, with lumber and plywood constructing a pair of bedrooms out of the south end. The patriarch had kept everyone in the main room so that he knew exactly where every moving piece was on the life-and-death chessboard.

      As Conner’s head began to break through the plane of the upper floor, his body driving up the steep wood stairs as quickly as his legs could pump through a fresh surge of adrenaline, the three men were still reacting to the temporary distraction. Both of the other men were on the front half of the house, covering the blindside of the stairs. The man on the left caught the motion of the foreign invader first. He leveled his AK-47 to his shoulder.

      Natalie had shaken the little fingers clutching onto her arms off and was lunging at the woman who had been scooting toward her. She got her hands on the woman’s throat before her captor was able to get the Ruger’s barrel pointed at her. A .22-caliber bullet exploded out of the rifle, impacting one of the logs Natalie had just been leaning against a mere four inches above the kids. Natalie squeezed as hard as she could. She could feel cartilage cracking under her palms. I’ll die before I let go of you—you murderous witch! she screamed in her head. On the outside it was the war-cry of a woman possessed.

      Dynamic room clearing was an infantry soldier’s most dangerous assignment in urban fighting, something that both Conner and Earl had done in real combat in Iraq. The former Ranger was following his training, clearing the path of least resistance. As he crested the top of the stairs, he was clearly seeing the old man, who was spinning back around from looking at the exploding window behind him.

      POP! POP! POP! Conner’s AR-15 screamed as he pumped three rounds into the old man’s head and chest from a distance of six feet. The patriarch crumpled, still holding the revolver. Conner was fully off the stairs and starting to spin to his right. Earl was about halfway out of the stair hole himself.

      KA-BOOM! The upper floor exploded in a much different and larger sound, as the AK sent a round through the top of Conner’s left shoulder, exploding into his muscle and clavicle with extreme prejudice. He screamed in agony as the shockwave of energy sent a surge of pain like he’d never experienced before. Instinct caused him to drop to his knees and let go off his rifle to grab the spot. Training took back over when he saw the other man, the one who hadn’t fired yet. He was sneering at Conner through the open sights on his AR-15, enjoying the look of terror and pain on the invader’s face for a moment.

      Two more shots rang out. POP! POP! Earl’s AR sent a round into the throat of the man who’d shot Conner at the exact same instant that the little Ruger elsewhere had cooked off again. The small semi-auto had chambered another round as Natalie was squeezing the life out of the woman. She had relaxed her grip in the moment of the fight just long enough for the trigger and bolt on the gun to reset. This second unplanned shot found its mark, but it wasn’t the children. Her rifle’s muzzle was swinging wildly in the fight to breathe, and she was pointing it directly at her husband. She shot him in the leg just as he was getting ready to kill Conner. The sudden pain caused him to flinch and react just long enough for Earl to get around the stair protrusion in the middle of the floor and finish the man off with a three-round burst. Conner fell face first to the floor in writhing pain, grunting loudly to avoid screaming.
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        Tricks Up the Sleeve.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 34 Days.

      

      Rey stood staring at the open-ended buildings with a large, metal net suspended between them, thinking about the extravagance of it all. These buildings resembled many of the actual quake-damaged structures that were not much more than barren steel skeletons after the disasters shook the glass and contents right out of them. Many of the older buildings did actually snap somewhere mid-structure and collapse or start leaning against a different building. Like a giant building made out of dominos and one got knocked over too early, he thought. But not these. These were made to look unfinished on the ends on purpose. What kind of maniac has the wealth and extravagance to make a state-of-the-art structure look unfinished on purpose?

      The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation was more than a set of buildings—it was an empire built specifically to influence the world. To some it represented great hope, and to others, great influence and control ripe with abuse.

      Everyone was worried about the conspiratorial New World Order, Rey thought amusedly. He began to walk west, his protection detail turning to follow him about five paces behind. As he walked west, he looked straight up at the giant net, formerly a one-of-a-kind, light-up piece of symbolic art. All that any of this symbolizes to me is hypocrisy, Rey thought. This foundation should have spent a little less time and money trying to vaccinate highly survivable illnesses and a little more trying to stop…well…us. That thought made Rey actually laugh out loud, not caring what his men thought. But these structures are new and were built well! Rey also knew that the benefactors had probably not been impacted too badly by the disasters. I’m sure they took a helicopter to their estate in Montana, and a plane from there to New Zealand to live a long and prosperous life…

      On the campus’ southwest corner was an intact parking structure. “Have the rolling command rig we captured established up there,” he told a lieutenant travelling with him, nodding towards the top with his eyes. “The antennas can use the extra height.” He wondered how badly the radio signals would be affected by the damaged or collapsed skyscrapers to the south. He glanced back at the foundation’s two primary buildings. “Those will become our dorms eventually. Until we’re certain we have control of the city, everyone is staying in their tents.”

      “Si, Jefe,” his soldier replied, making a few notes on a paper pad.

      The troupe continued across a parking lot and into a small football arena with partially covered bleachers on both sides. There were multiple military-style tents and vehicles occupying the facility. Rey glanced at his watch and headed for the tent that housed his special operators. Almost time.

      Several minutes later he was meeting with about twenty men, most of whom who had participated in the gang-infiltration mission. Most of them were Mexican, but there were men from other countries and ethnicities—special forces men that Rey had personally recruited, including four Americans. All of his special forces were multi-lingual and highly trained in combat tactics.

      He spent forty-five minutes reviewing a new mission. He admitted there was a lot he didn’t know, reminding them that the initial objective was observation, not direct-action contact. A messenger came in with a bag, and Rey broke into a big smile when he saw him.

      “Ah, yes! These are the patches we modeled off of what you men helped uncover by bringing the two prisoners back.” He pulled a handful of them out of the pouch and passed them around. Some of them men chuckled when they saw them, wondering what good they were. Rey appreciated the skepticism—it meant his men trusted him when they felt they could question something openly.

      “They had a code word that went with it. I’m sure at this point the patch and the code word have been declared compromised. It matters not. This is the lead we have, and if you absolutely have to use it as part of your cover, then do so.”

      There’s a reason you get paid well and your families live comfortably. Don’t forget that.
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        * * *

      

      “Mama, when’s dinner gonna be ready?!” Phil heard his granddaughter ask with a fairly whiny tone as he walked into the large log-structure they had recently built smack dab in the middle of the rifle line. They’d installed a river-rock fireplace at each end. On the eastern end they also installed an industrial woodstove with an oven-box, large cooking stove, and even a coiled pipe that ran through the firebox to heat water that was plumbed through it. The well house for the property wasn’t too far away. The well-head had a back-up hand pump on it, but one of the range members had recently wired up a battery bank, inverter, and solar panel to the pump and pressure tank. There was a one-and-one-quarter inch hose that ran around a berm and connected the well to the deep sink that was in the log structure’s kitchen end.

      Phil was very proud of the Common—the club members had worked hard to build it out of fallen trees. He was even more proud of his daughter, who came up with the idea. She and Big Tony, the gun club’s former bottled water delivery driver, were the key custodians of the Common. It provided a much more viable option for the roughly two-hundred people to prepare shared meals much more efficiently than people cooking on small propane stoves in their tents and trailers. The food went much further, too.

      Lack of food is still poised to be our biggest enemy, Phil thought, aside from dying horrible deaths at the hands of a drug cartel. Tahoma had enacted her wrath during the second week of October. It’ll be months before anything of real volume takes off in the high-tunnel greenhouses.

      The Common was slowly filling with tables and chairs—plastic, scrap wood, fallen timber, even a few recliners trucked in on trailers. Savannah was using crayons to do her homework at the table closest to the kitchen area. Payton was next to her, rehydrating veggies and sausage from her father’s freeze-dried supply.

      “About a half-hour, honey,” Payton told her daughter.

      Most families had adopted their share of the work in an organized fashion. It was usually the same people from the various family or friend units that were working on a communal dinner each afternoon.

      “Hey,” she said to her father, as Phil walked up and threw his full leg over a wooden bench to straddle across the table from them.

      Savannah sighed her discontentment with her mother. “You always say that…” Then, “Hi, Grandpa.”

      Phil noticed that she was returning more to her old self the farther she was removed from the abduction and rescue. He also noticed the enthusiasm for ‘camping’ and ‘going to school in a conex box’ was quickly evaporating.

      “Hey, Peaches,” he said, smiling softly and using her nickname. Phil had a thing for nicknames for his girls. “Olive,” he said, looking at Payton Olivia Walker, “how you feeling? Getting enough food and rest?”

      “Daadddd,” she grumbled. “Don’t start…”

      “Dr. Schwartz made it clear that you should take it easy,” Phil argued.

      “What’d they want?” Payton asked, changing the subject. She was outgrowing the desire to argue with her father over everything.

      Phil accepted her dodge, as he was outgrowing the need to be right all the time, too. “Talk about the cartel thing,” he said while picking up one of Savannah’s crayons.

      Payton looked up. “Oh?” Her face was her mood ring—she showed her worry instantly.

      “Nothing imminent, honey,” Phil said reassuringly. He looked into the kitchen area, scanning for Teddy. “Have you checked on Teddy today?”

      Payton nodded. “He’s still understandably depressed.” Teddy was Tyler’s husband. While Phil was still a bit old-fashioned and reserved on the gay marriage topic, he was sympathetic to anyone who lost a loved one, particularly after his own wife had passed away from cancer several years earlier. “You should check on him,” she suggested.

      He picked up her meaning. “If I had something to say besides I’m sorry, I would. I’m pretty sure he blames me for the whole thing. And let’s not forget that they’re most likely abducted, not dead.” Phil reached over the table and started coloring on Savannah’s geography project, which his granddaughter completely ignored.

      “It would mean more than you realize if you just go talk to him,” Payton said as she pulled the crayon from Phil’s hand and shoved his hand back onto his side of the table. It was all done on autopilot, with neither of them acknowledging it had even happened.

      Phil looked down at the wood bench between his straddled legs. “In a bit, honey. I want to get off the leg for a while.” He switched to crutches whenever he could to keep the skin conditions on his amputation at bay.

      Payton stood up to take the mixing bowl of hydrated items over to the big pot sitting on the wood stove. “I forgot to tell you,” she said. “The older Horn kid came by looking for you. Something about some scrap metal?”

      “Oh! Good!” Phil said. “Working on something to replace the SPP patches.”

      “Hmmm,” Payton said as she walked away.

      Phil leaned over the table and picked a different crayon up. “Do you think your mama is mocking me when she says ‘Hmmm’ like that, Peaches?” He started rubbing the black crayon over the dark orange he’d colored earlier.

      “Nawww. She always says that, Grandpa. Just like you!” she squealed when she realized it.

      “Huhhh,” Phil said, purposefully choosing a different sound effect. “Watch this, Peaches!” he said with mock enthusiasm. He pulled his pocketknife out of his pants pocket and started scraping on the black crayon he had drawn, revealing the orange underneath it.

      “That’s kinda neato,” she said…impressed, but not really.

      “It is kinda neato, isn’t it?” Phil said, more to himself than his granddaughter. An idea had just been born. “I’ll be back by dinner,” he said as he walked east and then north to go find the Horn family’s camping spot.

      As he walked north on the cross-range road, he passed the spot near the other firepit where the Slaughter Peninsula Posse had been born, not long after Crane had passed away. He caught himself daydreaming about that night and suddenly realized he’d walked a hundred feet without realizing it, almost passing the Horn’s tent. He stopped by the small group of tents pitched in the northernmost action bay and learned from Thad Werner, the Horn’s neighbor and the club’s dedicated chiropractor, that John Horn and his sons were up at the field helping Eli with a project.

      Perfect, Phil thought. I can get updated on two projects at the same time. He was far enough along to just continue the whole trek on foot, despite wanting to use the Gator.

      Ten minutes later, Phil was crossing the field where the Command Post and largest gardens and greenhouses were. He was nearly there when he found the Horns, Eli, and a few others walking out of the trail that Josh and his team had cut east off the range’s property before the big fight with the National Guard. They were all carrying a variety of tools and looked dirty and tired.

      “Phil!” Eli said, pleasantly surprised. “It’s getting dark…we’re wet and tired. Just headin’ down for supper.”

      “Don’t let me stop you, brother. I’ll check on the project when I catch up to you. I’m actually here to talk to Horn about a different task.” John Horn was one of four John’s at the range, and everybody had taken to calling them all by their last names.

      Phil joined the group as they headed back across the field and down the hill he’d just come up. “I found some tin, and I found some sheet metal. I think the sheet metal would be a longer lasting product to make some tags,” Horn said. Phil had decided that they needed to replace the patches, as painful as that was going to be.

      “Agreed,” Phil admitted. “I have an idea for fool proofing it. But we’re going to need some disappearing paint and UV lights.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 35 Days.

      

      Rey was watching the daily chaos at the “Clink”—Century Link Field—and T-Mobile Park on a set of screens. In this case, he was in his new command vehicle, which his troops had captured relatively intact, except for some bullet holes, after an engagement with the local authorities. The big diesel rig was a rolling communication platform on a giant F-650 chassis. It was the pride and joy of the Seattle Police Department’s Incident Management team—or it used to be. Rey’s technicians removed the equipment that had been on the near side of the freshly installed bullet holes to make room for some of his own gear. The vehicle was nestled safely in the center of Memorial Stadium, about as close to the center of his claimed territory as he could get it.

      The camera angles he was watching from were from two different towers on the south end of downtown, including near the top of the Columbia Center Tower. One of the perks of being the boss, Rey admitted to himself. I can make other people climb seventy-something stories with gear so that I don’t have to. In addition to setting up food and medical distribution centers and machine gun nests, Rey’s men were now setting up observation posts all over town, especially up in abandoned skyscrapers. This task fell on his newest, indentured prisoners and American gang members.

      The process wasn’t without its hazards. There had been a few attacks on some of his men as they ascended the towers. Those buildings that hadn’t lost all of their glass and still seemed somewhat structurally sound had started to become the impromptu collection points for the worst dregs of society. Other than us, Rey thought amusedly. But this is why we use the expendable soldiers, isn’t it?

      People that were off their mood-altering meds for too long were being expelled from the FEMA camps. If they didn’t die of dehydration or starvation, they had to wind up somewhere. The dark, cold towers had become mini cities in and of themselves…trading camps for food, water, and anything else a person desired. The people in them were filthy and unkempt, and certain areas on every floor reeked of human waste. Rey’s army had learned to never go into one with less than a full squad. Once the “residents” figured out the cartel were the drug distributors, they became welcomed guests. The exception to that was the Wells Fargo building, which for some reason, was where everyone who just vanished seemed to wind up. Rumor was that the people who had taken up that facility were prone to cannibalism.

      On this day, Reynaldo Hernandez’s observation teams had been built with several extra people to carry out an operation. Rey’s men had carried with them up the two towers a total of ten six-bladed drones, each capable of carrying a payload of up to eight pounds. They were able to add a little additional weight by removing the drones’ skin, lights, and cameras. As entertaining as Rey would have found it to watch the action from the delivery vehicle, they didn’t actually need the cameras. These drones had been programmed just a few hours earlier in the same command vehicle Rey was sitting in. They had been given an independent GPS point to fly to and ignite an electric squib when they were about twenty feet off the ground.

      The view from the tower cameras will have to suffice, he told his command team. Be safe, amigos, he told the departing field team.

      At five minutes after three in the afternoon, all ten of his pre-programmed drones took off from the two derelict skyscrapers and started flying south, almost immediately descending to an altitude of four hundred feet. Let’s toy with them a bit, he’d told the programmers that morning.

      Rey watched in amusement as the drones began to buzz over the heads of various security points belonging to the Washington National Guard and last remnants of the various police agencies. The loud, buzzing, man-made insects were following pre-selected routes and turning at their waypoints to change directions and altitudes suddenly. Care had been used to select altitudes and durations to ensure that the drones missed each other.

      The programmers couldn’t account for variables, however. As the buzzers started the final descent, one Guardswoman made a lucky shot with a specially modified shotgun that had launched a drone-capturing net, dragging the device down before it reached its final destination. Another drone flew straight into a flag mast hanging off the side of a building, something Rey’s programmers couldn’t see on their satellite photos. But ultimately the mission was a success, as eight drones, each laden with eight pounds of C-4 plastic explosive, caused several seconds of chaos and confusion before hovering over several security checkpoints around the FEMA camps and detonating themselves.
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        Critical Decisions.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s hammer Plus 28 Days.

      

      Throughout the intense fight, Natalie continued to squeeze the woman’s throat. The other woman had watched everything unfold and had dropped her gun to scoop up her own child.

      “Get in here, Larry!” Earl yelled into the little mic and earbud. “When he gets there, come up, Jack!” he ordered.

      He scanned all of the room again, keeping his rifle up. He knew Conner was down, but that wasn’t the moment to help him. He wanted to throw a second round into the man he’d shot in the throat, but he didn’t trust that he wouldn’t shoot right through the floor. He squatted just a bit, and with the looseness of his sling, had the capacity to send his rifle straight down muzzle first with a hard-striking blow to the gurgling and grasping man’s forehead.

      Insurance, he called it. At least he gets to die asleep, now.

      Earl could hear his sister wildly screaming as she continued to choke a dead woman. Clear the other rooms, he commanded himself. He managed to verify the two rooms were vacant about the time that Jack had finally arrived up the stairs.

      “Help Conner!” he yelled. He walked over to his sister slowly, eyeing the last woman and children who were all scared, sniveling and shaking with fear. “Don’t move!” he commanded them with an angry, pointed finger. At 6’ 2” tall, Earl Garren could be quite intimidating when angry. He took a knee next to his sister. “Nat.”

      She was sobbing, flushed in the face with rage. She’s gonna make herself pass out if she keeps it up, Earl realized.

      “Nat. It’s over. She’s dead.”

      As he put his hand on her shoulder, two of the quivering children began to cry for their mother, screaming and bawling. Awwww, hell! Earl thought as he looked at them. This is a real goat-screw if I ever saw one… Earl slowly slid his gloved hand down Natalie’s arm and placed it on her hand, coaxing her to let go.

      “Nat. It’s me.”

      His sobbing, enslaved sister was now forced to accept that the ordeal was real and hope hadn’t died after all. She relaxed her grip, looking up at Earl. That’s when the real emotion showed up. “B-Bu-B-B –” She couldn’t even call out for Bubby, as the weeks of fear and rage overtook her. She fell into her big brother’s arms, bawling in a combined state of stress and relief that only people freed from human trafficking could ever truly understand.

      Earl held his sister while glancing over at Jack and Conner. Jack had Conner lying on his back while he used a knife to try and cut enough of his coat away to expose the wound. Because Conner had made his way directly to Earl’s after the disasters, he was only outfitted with Earl’s spare gear. He had a backpack out in the snow that he’d ditched as part of this battle plan. Earl yanked his own first-aid gear, called an IFAK, out of a pouch on his plate carrier. He threw it at Jack. “What do you see?”

      “Just an ass-ton of blood,” Jack said. The software developer had never dealt with this kind of thing before.

      “Take a dressing out of that pouch and apply pressure. Fast!” Earl commanded. “Listen to that wound! Do you hear air?”

      After Jack fumbled with a vacuum-sealed pouch and pulled out a thick dressing, he pushed it onto the wound. He bent and slowly lifted it, though his ears were still ringing from the gunfight. “I-I don’t think I hear air!”

      “Good,” Earl said, trying to calm down a bit. “That dressing unravels like a Z. Start packing it into the wound.” He swiveled his head toward the stair-hole. “Larry, you okay down there?” Earl yelled, ignoring the radio.

      “All good! Got these two tied up!” he heard back.

      “Nat. I need to check on my friend.” He held onto his sister, forcing her to stand up as he stood. She slowly composed herself, showing signs that she would be able to walk on her own. “C’mon,” Earl nudged as he tried to hold her around the shoulders with one arm and move toward his buddy at the same time.

      Natalie nodded that she understood, not quite ready to try using words yet.

      Earl moved to Conner and Jack gladly slid over. He bent close, putting his eyes and ears into play, trying to lift the dressing Jack had stuffed into the hole just enough to see where the wound was.

      “I think it missed the lung,” Conner said in a slightly shocked tone. “Did we get her?”

      Earl looked up with moist eyes. “We got her, brother. We saved her.” He kept pressure on the bandage with one hand and put the other one around his buddy’s neck, cupping the side of his head. “You saved her.”

      Just then Earl felt a nudging. It was Natalie – the former triage nurse was kneeling next to her brother, gently bumping him as a way of saying move. Earl gave her a surprised look. “Move over,” she softly commanded. “Let me look.” With a hard-to-hide look of surprise, Earl scooted away, clearing the room for his sister. “What’s your name, soldier?” Natalie asked.

      “Conner,” he grunted through the pain.

      “Conner?” she repeated. “As in, The Conner? The one who was such an idiot in all of my brother’s war stories?”

      Conner would’ve laughed if he wasn’t in such immense pain. “The same. Owwww!” he yelled when Natalie started feeling around both sides of the shoulder.

      She was looking down the chest as best as she could with all of the clothing still there. “Cut a little more there,” she instructed Jack, who had moved to Conner’s other side. She continued to look, listen, and feel. “I agree. I’m not seeing or hearing any air or frothy blood. Looks like it destroyed your clavicle, though.”

      “Well that sucks,” Conner said.

      Earl laughed a bit. “That’s your takeaway, brother?”

      “Just trying not to cuss in front of the lady,” Conner joked with a wince. “But I sure could go for some mother-lovin’ morphine.”

      Earl, Jack, and even Conner all chuckled a bit. Natalie was still way too emotional. If not for an intrinsic need to treat her would-be savior, she would still be a wreck.
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        * * *

      

      “W-what are you gonna do with us?” stammered one of the remaining female prisoners. All of them were down in the dining area on the first floor, though Earl had left the one tending the children unrestrained.

      He looked at his sister. “Your call. Either of these women show you any mercy?”

      Natalie had been sitting in one of the old worn out dining chairs, thinking about what she wanted for several minutes. She had been staring down at her father’s .357 revolver, taken from the still-warm, dead hand of the old patriarch. She finally stood up. With cold, hard eyes, she looked at Earl and said, “I don’t care what you do with them. But I want my goats back!”

      Earl wasn’t worried about that. He’d ensure that all of Natalie’s stuff was reclaimed before they left. She stormed out of the cabin to check on Jack and Larry. They were reinforcing the now-real stretcher that Conner had made and tethering it to the yellow Cub. Conner was laying on the front porch, wrapped in the decoy mylar blanket and a pair of crocheted afghans they’d taken from the cabin.

      In the cabin, Earl looked at his seven captives—three adults and four children. “Look, I don’t want to kill ya…but I will. But since you two were running, and you dropped her weapon and tended to the kids, I think I’ll let you live.” An open sigh of relief crossed their faces as they all started to bark their thanks.

      Earl held a powerful hand up. “Just…just stop. Save it. Here’s how this is going to work.” He looked at the kids and addressed the oldest looking one. “How old are you, kid?”

      “Eig-eight,” the scared boy answered.

      “That’ll do. Name?”

      “B-Billy!” The kid started to cry.

      “Billy, calm down. You’re going to be fine. You’re just going to walk with me for a bit, so that you can bring one of the hunting rifles back to your tribe when we’re on our way. Get it?”

      “C-Can’t ya’ just leave one?” the scared boy asked earnestly.

      Earl laughed. “Uh—no. That’s not how it works, Billy.”

      The woman from the pantry chimed in. “Billy…sweetie. If he wanted to hurt us, he’d already gone an’ done it. Just do what he says, an’ come back,” she ordered.

      Earl’s reasoning had been to let the kid bring back one hunting rifle for the starving family. He would set the scope’s sights off as far as he could, just in case the lone male got a wild hair to come after them. His real reasoning, though, was a bit more nefarious. He knew they’d all be freed within a couple of minute of leaving. He wanted one kid with him as leverage. You follow us, the kid gets it. His face made that perfectly clear to the adults.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m afraid to ask,” Natalie said, eyes swelling with tears once more, “but…my boys?”

      “They’re fine, Earl said, which made his sister start crying with joy. They had tracked back down to the spot where they’d hidden the quads, probably a full two miles from the cabin. They’d just let the boy take the rifle with him to start heading back.

      Natalie was overjoyed to hear that, but her face creased with worry once more. “They took my baby, Earl!” She only used her brother’s real name when she was desperate.

      “What do you know? What’d they tell you?”

      “Nothing!” she exclaimed. “The day they took us, the day they shot Roy—” She stopped, flooded with emotion.

      “Anything, Nat. Any tidbit. Did they trade her? Did they—”

      “Trade!” she exclaimed. “Yes!” her eyes darted back and forth, searching the foggy memory of the nightmare. “F-fuel! Something about having fuel for winter!”

      Earl’s face was stoic. He looked at the makeshift gurney behind the Cub, then at the others and the quads, deep in thought. He stayed silent.

      “What?” Natalie demanded.

      He looked in her eyes, still thinking. Finally, “Alright. But what I say, goes. Got it?”

      “Whatever! What are you thinking?”

      “Not whatever, Nat. Say it. Say ‘deal’,” he said, taking her back to their childhood.

      “Fine. Deal. Whatever! Now—what are you thinking?!”

      “Feel how the temp has dropped?” he said, looking up. “Snow’s comin’. These vehicles have only been working because this snow is packed and frozen. We need to get as much traveling done as we can while we can use them. Larry and I are heading down to Snoqualmie Pass on one quad. You and Jack will take the Cub and one quad back to my cabin.”

      “No! Earl! If my daughter is—”

      “You said deal, Natalie. You’re in no shape to go on a snipe hunt. She might not even be there. And Conner needs to get back down there. There’s a team of people down by the river that’ll be able to pull those bone fragments out.” Earl was in NCO mode.

      Natalie had tears flowing, but she knew her brother was right. The small rescue team disbanded, with the rescuee now in charge of getting the wounded Conner home before they froze in the mountains.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer plus 29 Days.

      

      Josh, Jeff, and Stu didn’t have too much difficulty getting a ride across Hood Canal. During the disasters a month earlier, the structure that had been the fourth longest floating bridge in the world broke loose when the residual effect of the massive Strait of Juan de Fuca tsunami shot south-southwest and smashed into it. The two fixed ends hadn’t fared much better, one of them barely standing and the other crumpled over into the tidal zone. It hadn’t taken long for people whose boats had been up on trailers to be put into the water for providing rides. After a couple of days, fuel had become an obvious concern. As they’d heard what had happened down in Bartlett, people were required to provide fuel as part of their payment for one-way transport.

      Charlie had long ago learned about the bartering system from the north end deputies and had pre-warned the three gun-club residents to bring some, along with some sort of food to barter with. Payton had provided some of the apples from Phil’s tree, as they were starting to go mushy. The three travelers had barely made it the three miles up the long, steep hill in Jefferson County when they ran into their first checkpoint.

      “Hold up,” Josh ordered the trio as he pulled his small monocular neck-strap, retrieving it from his coat’s interior.

      “Fine…”—huff-huff—“by me!” said a panting Stu, who put his hands on his knees. Jeff just turned away and rolled his eyes.

      Josh scanned the checkpoint. “They’ve already seen us, so it’s a moot point to try and dodge them.” He stared through the one-sided optic for a few more seconds. “Seems legit.” He tucked the device back into the front of his coat and started walking again.

      All three of them had rifles slung on their backs, a posture Josh had ordered to keep a nervous Nelly from shooting first and asking questions later. There was a slight uphill, and it took another ten minutes to cover the five hundred meters. They were all travelling at Stu’s pace.

      At a month into the disaster, anybody alive had either been through checkpoints or knew somebody who had. They took their place in line. Josh surveyed what he was seeing from the east-bound pedestrians. People were bundled, dirty, and keeping their distance from each other. Like pack animals afraid to make eye contact, Josh realized. He knew there was a delicate balance in the art of eye-contact—too much would get you attacked…but so would too little.

      They went through the process of providing their names and destination for the first of several times. It gave Josh an uneasy feeling. Like we’re being tracked. But his experience in Iraq had prepared him for this. He understood exactly why these points existed. He guided his nephew and precious cargo in the form of a doctor through their first checkpoint experience.

      As they continued west on Highway 101, he said, “We need to get off-road by two hours before dusk. I want to get at least a full klick off this road to whichever side is the high ground.”

      “The high ground…” Stu repeated. “Just like in the movies. What is it about the high ground? What makes it so darn special?” Stu was trying to be funny, not fully comprehending Josh’s experience with loss in Iraq and the demons he’d fought over it in the years since.

      “Words won’t do it,” he said coldly. “Let’s see if you still need to ask that after the first time you’re ambushed.”
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        * * *

      

      John Cronin was at the main gate, taking his turn on watch and deep in thought. Something had been nagging in the back of his mind for the entire two days since his conversation with Vince and Alex. The idea had warranted enough merit that John solicited some volunteers to escort the pair of men on a mission for parts. The team, four men and two women, had gone with Vince and his grandson back into Redmond, risking exposure to the threats to fulfill two equally important shopping lists. Every mission carried risks at a minimum, and ‘travel tolls’ were guaranteed.

      One half of the mission had been to take Alex to the site of his former employer, which was a multifaceted electronics firm. Alex’s department modified circuit cards for aircraft communication and navigation systems for Boeing. They had a large warehouse of the parts and tools needed for a variety of tasks. Getting in had been a challenge, though it was one that the team had been ready for. Vince had grilled his grandson about the facility, and the team brought a variety of abnormal tools with them for forced entry. They wound up using a sledgehammer, a Haligan pry-bar, and a pneumatic driver operated by a scuba tank, to blow through heavy locks and doors. The vacant building’s shipping roll-up doors had been forced open by starving people, but the heavier and more secure personnel doors leading into the test bench area had required the specialty tools.

      Once inside, Alex had procured several electronic parts, servos, batteries, wire, solder, tools, and the most important pieces—IR sensors. He filled his grandfather’s old duffel bag so they would have more than they could ever think they would need.

      The other half of the mission had been to a black market that had been set up in Kent, near the largest Amazon warehouse in the region. At almost one million square-feet, it had been ransacked less than two weeks after the disasters, as people were quickly overtaken by a desire to ‘get theirs’ before everyone else had stolen the good stuff. By this point in the disaster, the place had been stripped clean, and a series of markets had sprung up all over the city. They were looking for Infrared markers—battery operated beacons that were invisible to the human eye but would scream like a spotlight to anyone wearing night-vision devices.

      Fortunately, they would seem broken to the vast majority of people who possessed them. On the flip side, who would want a broken flashlight? That would let the savvy know that they’re worth something.

      To barter for them, they had pre-packaged several zip-lock bags with the apocalypse’s favorite currency—.22LR ammo. John had advised them to use that as their fallback plan, first offering a handful of other items they considered spare. Most of the members of Phalanx had been preparing for years. They found spare water filters, stainless water bottles, and expired MREs that people in the group had been holding onto for years for just such a bartering emergency. Disposable lighters were now worth their weight in silver—literally. Preppers who didn’t have several dozen packs of dollar-store lighters stored just for bartering were kicking themselves. They also explained the mission to the residents on the south side of the river, who had responded with more bartering donations.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet tonight, boss,” said Renee Sherman, one of the two people on front gate duty with him. They were parked in the little wood yard-shed while Erin’s daughter, Lacey, took her turn out near the gate, scanning for potential threats with the night-vision binoculars.

      “Oh, sorry,” John said, knowing he really wasn’t. “Thinking about the haul the team came back with today.”

      “So, what was that all about?” Renee asked. “Everyone seems pretty hush-hush about it.”

      John turned to look at the young woman. “Well, we have a chance to try and make a…let’s just call it a special tool. There’s some trouble brewing with the gangs. We may need all the special tools we can get.”

      “Okay,” Renee replied, somewhat disheartened she couldn’t be trusted with the plan. “I get it.”

      “Look, kid, don’t take it personally. We just need to compartmentalize everything. The more one person knows, the more they can spill if one of the bangers get them.”

      “Well, did you all get everything you need?”

      “Hopefully. Apparently, we need to go raid a hobby store or two next. One thing at a time, I guess.”

      Renee could tell John was just appeasing her, so she quieted. John went back to thinking about payload delivery. This whole idea had too much complexity, which made the chances of failure high in John’s mind. The former cop was a firm believer in the KISS method—keep it simple, stupid—when it came to warding off Murphy. He knew at least four of the Phalanx team members that had managed to procure everything from grenades to construction grade plastic explosives over the years. Making their airborne weapon go boom wasn’t his concern—getting it over the cartel intact…that was what worried him.

      They had learned on the radio that not only did they shoot down the National Guard helicopters early on in the engagement, they had actually captured one. The cartel owned the skies. Nobody in their right mind would try to fly a small plane near downtown Seattle. Not that we have an aircraft or pilot anyhow, John thought. At least…not a fixed-wing pilot.
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        Mind Over Matter.

      

      

      

      About five weeks after the disasters, a dynamic in the paradigm shifted in the Western cities in America. The years earlier had been strife with polarizing politics, giving rise to organizations on both ends of the political spectrum that had been preparing for all-out conflict. But something unheard of had happened just one federal election cycle prior, when a third-party candidate had taken the presidency by taking the majority of the electoral votes. Things had remained tense, but the rhetoric had ratcheted down just a bit, as had the violence that had been plaguing the cities.

      But as the on-going economic, electric, and internet crises continued to take their toll, a power vacuum developed in cities like Denver, San Diego, Sacramento, and Portland. The gangs had already established a firm foothold in Los Angeles and San Francisco many years earlier, but now they were actually impacting almost every city in the West. Taking a cue from the success of the Mendoza cartel’s powerplay, all of the sub-branches that collectively were called MS-13 by the American media had begun to take a more direct control over their cities, one neighborhood at a time. The American president had been too distracted by the increasingly violent skirmish between China and Russia and too trusting that the governors would be able to handle the problems in their states.

      Some of the governors and mayors had been trying to stay ahead of the gangs’ influence by calling National Guard units and placing their police on overtime. All that did was reactivate the Marx-based organizations that had fought so hard to enact socialist ideologies disguised as a fight for rights and liberty. The protests started and evolved into riots as the police state grew. All the gangs really had to do was sit back and watch, ready to pick up the pieces when the vacuum had taken full hold.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 36 Days.

      

      “Gene! You doing okay?” Tyler asked his partner, unsure how many hours had passed since the last time they’d spoken. He was guessing it had been two days since they’d even been out in the main shop, getting tortured. He was in immense pain, both from physical damage and from a splitting headache. Sleeping, or more likely just laying still, was the only way to find relief. There was only so long one could lay in the fetal position before even that started to hurt, though.

      The guards brought them water and dog food twice per day, allowing them out to use a bucket. Must be that sadistic leader’s way of feeling humanitarian, Tyler thought. Or he just doesn’t want to step in our waste the next time he tortures us…

      They’d even been given some rags from the shop. Tyler instructed Gene in stuffing those into his armpits and crotch. “Keep the skin warm in places where the blood is close to the surface,” he explained.

      Gene began to rustle a bit. “Uuugghh…yeah, but I think my balls may be…be…”

      The Navy veteran was a computer jockey—he’d never been trained in how to handle this. He started to weep because he couldn’t openly admit he thought his testicles would be damaged beyond repair if he survived this. After he got his tears under control, he decided to check on his comrade. “What about you?”

      “Stiff…sore…cold. Even if they opened the cage door, I don’t think I could move. I j-just can’t seem to warm up!” He gave that a moment to sit there, and then asked Gene, “How long you figure we’ve been holed up down here?”

      “Feels like a few days…but I have no way of knowing for certain. My injuries are making it difficult to think about anything else.” He thought for a moment longer. “And like you, I don’t think I’ll be able to run.”

      The pair went quiet for a good ten minutes, but Tyler wanted to keep Gene talking to keep his mind off his electrocuted nuts. “Gotta ask you a serious question, Gene.”

      “O-okay,” he said weakly.

      “Why do born-again Christians target gays so much?”

      Gene had been expecting the conversation before they were tortured, but at this point it caught him completely off-guard. “I—I d-don’t understand…”

      That caught Tyler off-guard. “Whaddya mean you don’t understand?” How can he NOT understand the Christian history of forcing their belief systems on anyone who believes in gay rights…abortion… “I mean, how can you not see how you changed when you found out Teddy and I are married?!” Gene shuffled around a bit. Tyler could hear him groaning in pain. “What…what are you doing?”

      “I’m sitting up. You and I are about to have a serious conversation. I don’t care how much pain I’m in. I want to be lucid and understand everything clearly.”

      “I’m not trying to start a debate, Gene,” Tyler said. “I was just hoping that we could be honest with each other after all of this…”

      “There is no debate, Tyler. You and I are just two people with our beliefs.” He gave a strategic pause. “But the truth doesn’t care what you or I believe, it’s just the truth.”

      “Well, that didn’t take long,” Tyler said in a frustrated tone. “That’s exactly my point! You guys always think you’re right!”

      “So do you!” Gene countered.

      The pair were quiet while they each thought about their next points. Tyler finally said, “Look—I’m not going to argue. We need each other, and I think you and I can at least agree on that. But I do want you to know that it became glaringly obvious by how you treated us that you weren’t pleased to find out we’re gay.”

      Just then, the door from the shop flew open and a cartel soldier holding a lantern came pounding down the concrete steps with two dog food bowls and a jug of water.

      “I am truly sorry if I treated you and Teddy badly,” Gene said. “Truly. And I want to pick this back up when we can.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Phil!” he heard Horn say as he stepped off the office’s front patio. There was a hard November rain pounding from the southwest. He had pulled up the rain hood on his camo coat and was about to climb into the Gator. “I don’t know how you managed to do it, but thanks for procuring that special paint. I gave a sample tag a good coat and tested it inside one of the conex boxes with a UV light. Glows like a champ. Once it hardens, I’ll see if some clear coat will protect it.”

      “Ah, good. Finally, something’s going right. And good thinking on the clear coat.”

      Phil wanted to know if this idea would work, but he was in a hurry to get in the gator and go check on two of his other pet projects. Savannah’s coloring project had given Phil the idea to paint a secret phrase on the new metal tags that would replace the now-compromised SPP patches. They could spray paint over it and put some sort of phrase or sticker over the spray-paint as a decoy. If a patrol ever doubted the validity of the tag some other Posse group presented, they could scrape the paint off and check with a UV flashlight.

      Several years earlier at the annual banquet, Phil had given all thirty range officers a little flashlight with a UV bulb and glow-in-the-dark body as a thank you gift for their hard work that year. While not all of them had made it out to the club after the disaster, he had the surplus—the club had purchased a bulk of fifty.

      As Phil turned to climb into the Gator, Horn continued. “Say—what did you want the control word to say?”

      Phil finished climbing behind the small scooter’s wheel and just stared at Horn. “Uhh…I hadn’t even thought about that. Gimme a little bit, and I’ll get back to you before you mass produce.”

      “Right on,” Horn acknowledged.

      Phil started the Gator and headed for the road that diverges from the main gate and head’s up range. He crossed over the range and stopped off by a conex near the southern perimeter. He hopped out and hobbled over to the door and gave it a little rap with his knuckles. He saw a pile of cardboard tubes laying on the ground outside.

      “Come in!” he heard through a mostly closed steel door.

      Phil entered and saw two dim lanterns providing light to the father and son duo of Theron and Stephan Middenberg. “How’z it goin’?” he asked. The box was strong with the scent of saltpeter and sulfur.

      Stephan pointed in the corner. “If the old man would just let me lead, there’d be twice as much by now.” He was pointing at a tightly sealed tub of powder from the self-contained fireworks. While the big show quality mortars had proven useful, and probably would again, all the smaller stuff they had procured from the local crime family weren’t much use just as a firework. The Middenbergs were disassembling them for parts.

      “Maybe you should just have a nice, tall glass of ‘kiss my butt’,” said the plump father to his lanky son.

      Phil laughed. “I think maybe you guys should prop the door open just a bit!”

      Though he knew Phil was joking, Theron explained, “Can’t. We’re already trying to dehumidify in here.” He pointed to three of the plastic-bucket, desiccant dehumidifiers that people had provided from their RVs.

      “Hmmmm,” Phil said. “Yeah, moist potassium nitrate isn’t much good, is it? Just thought I’d check on you guys. Just…be careful, okay?”

      “Stuff’s pretty stable,” Theron commented. “We might’ve made a few ‘Dupont spinners’ for fishin’ over the years.” He was smiling sheepishly as he said it.

      “Was there anything left to eat?” Phil asked, laughing. “I thought grenade fishing was a joke.”

      “Yeah,” dead-panned Theron. “It’s a joke. We’ll just go with that.”

      “Alright, fellas. I’ll get out of your hair.” He went back to the Gator and took the southern perimeter road to the field up on the hill. Phil parked the Gator next to the Command Post trailer and tent at the south end of the field. Sloppy, sloppy mud, he thought looking around at the mess. Gonna need to get some pallets out here…maybe build a deck. He remembered the back deck had collapsed on his split-level home just two miles north. Maybe some of the lumber will be usable.

      “Hey, everyone” he said as he ducked into the walk-in carport style canopy.

      The club’s lead HAM radio operator, Jerry Horst, was in the middle of teaching a few others the fine art of calculating how long to make an antenna that would be resonant on several of the HF frequencies. They had been using a long pair of wires called a di-pole, but now he wanted to use a loop hanging from the trees.

      “Howdy, Phil. Everything alright?” Phil only showed up to the CP when there was something specific to discuss.

      “How’s your local AmRRON net been holding up? You all still passing local intel up and down the peninsula?”

      “Three to four times per day, like clockwork. Plus there’s still some traffic on the local emergency management nets to monitor. Why?”

      “As much as I don’t want to, I think we need to get our scouting and salvage patrols going again. Just wanting to get a bead on any security issues you might be hearing about.”

      “Ohhh,” Jerry said. “Just the usual stuff. Murders. More and more people being found dead from starvation or just plain old suicide. There was a big fight at the FEMA camp in Bartlett this morning.”

      “That’s what I was afraid you’d say,” Phil said with a dark tone. I need to tell Charlie to get his family back out here, he thought. Enough’s enough.

      “So, what’s the issue?” Jerry asked.

      “Food,” Phil mumbled as he opened the zipper flap and exited. “Always food.”

      He found himself wondering if the rain had driven the team who was working on his special project to the east side of the range to seek shelter. I should go check on Eli and the guys. He passed the two, large ‘poor-man’s’ greenhouses made out of PVC pipe and plastic, realizing they were going to need to do something better if they wanted those things to last through winter. Of course, they’ll be working still. That’s what these people do—just keep plugging. I can’t recall a time I’ve seen a better example of the American Spirit, he thought. It will help us get through winter, and just maybe save our Washington…

      As he got to the mid-field trail that led east to their eastern perimeter, his eyes caught a motion in the exposed garden to the north. There was a small doe, about eighty meters away, grazing on grass. Phil took his slung rifle off his back. He flipped his magnifier in front of his red-dot sight to expand the view several times. Scrawny. The temptation to shoot was strong. Fudge-cycles. She wouldn’t even dress out to be sixty pounds, I bet. Phil didn’t want to hunt a deer with a caliber like 5.56 mm anyhow, but when people weren’t getting enough food, some things became ethically fuzzy. The doe looked up at Phil, and her nose twitched the air just a bit. He re-slung the battle rifle onto his back and started limping east again, wondering what the next big crisis would wind up being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tough Choices.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 29 Days.

      

      The night before had gone somewhat smoothly for Josh, Stu, and Jeff. They had pitched themselves a low-angled and low-height lean-to style tarp that was big enough for two of them at a time. They piled up debris on the low side gap to keep wind and rain from being pushed under. One guarded while the others slept.

      If someone had told Josh a month earlier that he would be camping with his nephew and a Jewish plastic surgeon, he’d have slapped them. As it were, the training that he and Phil had rushed Stu through was evident. He had been keenly aware of his muzzle and finger anytime he was handling the rifle that Phil had lent him.

      Each of them chowed on a can of tuna for breakfast. They broke camp and hiked back out through the underbrush and low-hanging cedar and fir branches back out to the highway. It started to rain.

      As they progressed west, they occasionally moved off to the side of the road to give plenty of clearance to a much larger eastbound group. About once or twice an hour a vehicle would stop by, sometimes with groups of people fleeing to higher hopes, sometimes with groups that resembled a civil patrol of some sort. It was during one of these occasions that Stu ventured too close to the shoulder, slipping down a particularly muddy and steep slope. He slid down the wash for a good twenty feet, slamming into the base of a tree where it leveled out.

      It happened so fast, Jeff and Josh couldn’t do anything but watch.

      “Hoooo-llyyy crrraaapppp!” Stu yelled as he slid. THUD! “Son of a…!” he screamed in pain.

      Jeff scrambled down the muddy slope, slipping and landing on his butt once but regaining his traction. The ordeal delayed them only a bit, but Stu was fairly certain he had a good ankle sprain. This had slowed their pace considerably, and by the late afternoon they had only progressed to the intersection of Highway 104 and Center Road. It was only one-third of the roughly forty miles they needed to travel to the Schwartz house.

      They came to a junction of that intersection, running into another large checkpoint. There was no line, and they were able to stroll right up to four armed men who were guarding the one vehicle sized gap in an offset row of jersey barriers.

      “What’s with the limp?” the tallest one asked Stu. He was direct, but not overly aggressive.

      Stu looked up into the man’s magazine carrier. He then looked up some more. And then some more. Finally, he saw a smiling man in his early to mid-thirties looking down at him from behind a bushy, reddish-brown beard.

      “Well, I’d tell ya, but I’d have to kill ya,” quipped the short, balding physician, referencing a movie line that had been born about the same time as this giant. Stu’s ankle hurt, he was desperate to get to his folks’ house, and he was hungry. And there was a natural smart-alec in him that still lurked deep under the reformation he’d gone through over the prior month.

      Jeff guffawed and Josh just smirked, wanting to see if the good doctor could back-peddle with a sprained ankle.

      The other guards all made a few small sound effects and smirks, as if openly thinking, ‘you gonna let this twerp get away with that?’ But the young farm-boy showed great poise, to Josh’s delight. I don’t really feel like apologizing for Stu with these boys… Aside from that, he could see a vehicle rolling up from the west, and four new men and women showed up. This had caused no concern to the checkpoint staff, which told Josh it might be a shift-change.

      The tall redneck broke out in laughter, which broke the ice for all of them. “I’m pretty sure you can’t reach the ejection seat either, little Goose!” he said, causing everyone to laugh, even the ailing Stu.

      “Let’s just say my two-sizes-too-big hiking boots didn’t handle a slippery slope too well,” Stu explained. “I’ll live.”

      “You should get that thing elevated,” the man explained.

      Josh winced, not wanting the doctor to make another smart crack. It might not go over so well, this time, he thought.

      “I appreciate that, friend,” Stu said politely. He pulled his California driver’s license out, expecting they would need that. This prompted Jeff and Josh to cough up some IDs, too. One of the other men scanned the names against the list and verified they had passed through the checkpoint near the bridge a day earlier.

      “California!” exclaimed the tall one. “What’re ya doing up here in the north country?”

      “Trying to see if my parents are still alive,” Stu said honestly and earnestly, almost wanting to see the man eat some humble pie.

      “Awww, dude…well. That’s understandable.” The other guard handed them all their stuff back.

      They were waved through the gate and started limping along past the men, who were now busy trying to conduct a shift change with the new arrivals. The trio continued down along the hilly highway and decided to abandon the day’s trek in search of a camping spot so Stu could get his foot up. Josh found what seemed to be a grassy field and led them into it, figuring there would be a game trail on the far side of it. Might get lucky and find something to shoot for supper…

      They heard a vehicle pull up and stop—it had come from uphill and east, the direction of the last checkpoint. It caught the small team’s attention when it stopped on the road where they had just left a minute earlier. They all turned to look.

      An old brown Chevy Tahoe with the rear passenger side window down revealed the tall checkpoint guard. “You guys got a hotel for the night?”

      Jeff and Stu started the whole look around at each other process, but Josh pushed right through them and started making his way to the vehicle. The other two stared at each other for a second before Jeff took off after his uncle. Stu hobbled after them.

      “You don’t gotta ask me twice,” Josh said as he approached the vehicle. He could see all four of them in it, so he headed for the double doors on the back. “I was in the Army. You’d shudder to know some of the places I’ve slept.”

      He and the others stuffed themselves into the back of the laden SUV and felt it lurch as the men started driving.

      “I figure you guys can crash in my barn for the night,” their new friend said. “Name’s Chad,” he said sticking his hand over the back of the bench to Josh for a shake. “Chad Dutchman. But my friends call me Tiny.”

      On the trip, the travelers learned that Tiny and his buddies—Jeromy, David, and Brad—all manned the checkpoint in the afternoons. This allowed them to work their homesteads in the morning and evening. They were all neighbors who lived within a few miles of the checkpoint. Within five minutes, Jeromy had pulled the rig over and was dropping Tiny and his new houseguests off at his small farm.

      Stu hobbled and limped as he climbed out of the cramped back of the SUV. “I do appreciate this, Chad,” he winced in pain. “Are you sure your wife will be okay with this?”

      “Really, dude? I tell you my friends call me Tiny, and you still call me by my real name?” Chad was doing his best to act mad.

      “Well, then what should we call me?” asked Stu. “Gigantor?”

      Tiny laughed, always appreciative when someone could throw a crack right back at him. “Here she comes now. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

      A petite, pretty brunette about Chad’s age walked out of a chicken house and introduced herself as Shelby. She was holding a toddler and a basket of eggs. “I hope you boys aren’t expecting supper!”

      “Naw,” her husband said, “they weren’t promised no supper!” He winked at Stu. “Just a bed in the barn.”

      Who’d a thought… Josh mused to himself as the bantering continued. They were making their way to the barn to ditch their gear…that we’d find such compassionate folks this far into the disaster. He could tell that the Dutchmans weren’t fools—just good judges of character. Maybe there’s hope for humanity, yet.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer had spent the day driving around the outskirts of Port Angeles while her brother and dad scanned for threats. Between the three of them, they had a 1911 pistol, a hunting rifle, and two shotguns choked for bird hunting. Under her father’s instruction from the rear seat in the quad cab pickup, she had travelled around to as many of the fishers’ houses that her father could think of. They’d started with the ones he knew and liked the best, but by the end of the afternoon, they’d killed the remainder of the old Ford’s gas tank visiting several others. Along the way, they’d received a few you know who you should invites from some of them. Most of the people invited had agreed that this was needed and overdue.

      “Go ahead, Sweet Pea,” her father nudged. “This whole thing was your idea.”

      Sitting under a collection of canopies and tarps around the Smith’s firepit was close to sixty folks. Some of the boat owners’ crafts had not survived the wave, but there were a total of fourteen operating vessels of various sizes being represented by the crowd. Most people had come with their fishing crew, who was normally a family member or two. As the day had progressed, the invitees began to include various members of the community who were known for their love of guns and country as well as known military experience. The evening rain had tapered to just an annoying drizzle that drummed lightly on the coverings.

      “So, I don’t really know how to start, y’all,” Jennifer yelled so all could hear. “Least, not with anything different than what we said earlier today. Oh!” A sudden and vicious thought had just occurred to her. “Dang! I think I need to say right up front—if this discussion gets out, my family and I could be in real, actual danger. Please, please, PUH-leeazzeee don’t blab about this with people!” She could see heads nodding. “The pirates are real, you all know that. Everyone knows who they are and what they’re capable of.”

      “So, cut to the chase, Jenn,” yelled Darby Dodds. “Do you expect us to go in, guns blazing to fight these guys?” This brought with it some murmuring and head nodding.

      Grrrr…my name’s Jennifer, you donkey. “I don’t—”

      “I hope not, ‘cause look around. We’d look like McHale’s Navy!” Darby was screwing with her, and the older men in the crowd were eating it up. Several people started to openly laugh.

      Is this because I dated your worthless son, Darby? Jennifer asked herself. “We have things we c—”

      “And just how do you—”

      “Darby Dodds!” Jennifer screamed, taking back control of her meeting. “Are you and that lazy son of yours going to help? If not, just get the hell out right now!”

      This caused several of the women and a few men to cheer, while the men who’d been laughing with Darby all started catcalling, making she told you remarks and other demeaning comments.

      Darby busted up laughing. “I’m just yankin’ yer chain, honey!”

      While the crowd was still recoiling a bit, one of the other women stood up. She was the grandmother of Thomas Sults, one of the most well-liked and respected fishers in the Port Angeles fleet. Once enough people saw her standing, they all started quieting down.

      “Most of you know my family,” she said quietly, but as loud as her little voice could carry. “I was born in 1947.” Though not purposefully, the frail woman was turning on the old-lady charm. “I was one of the lucky ones. See...what you don’t know is that our family name used to be Schultz.” This got a few surprised looks. “I recall the stories my father told me of how he had to flee Germany as a teenager, before they could conscript him into the army.” The crowd had grown so quiet that the fire’s crackling was competing with the rain on the tarps as the predominant background noise. “As a girl, I was captivated by his stories. As a young woman, I studied history in college. And now…as an old lady…well…I guess I don’t really know what to say, except…I’m scared.”

      There! Jerks! Jennifer thought angrily. Eat a big-honkin’ piece of humble pie!

      The little old lady finished what she wanted to say. “It is only because our family has been canning and raising chickens and rabbits that I’m still alive! I can feel it in my bones! What happens when those men want what’s mine?” The guilt-trip had worked—the men were all respectfully quiet. “I’d like to hear what she has to say.”

      After a few seconds of crackling fire, Jennifer continued. “Thank you, Mrs. Sults.” She looked to the crowd. “I have an idea. And, yes, Darby isn’t far off. We will be patrolling the Strait. We need some help, though. And this will be dangerous. But we have numbers—for now. We have to stick together! Now…who owns the cool guns?”
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        * * *

      

      The small town of Snoqualmie Pass wasn’t really a town, per se. It was a village of small rental homes that served to house employees at the ski lodges and resorts. There was a small gas station, a couple of restaurants, a few boutiques and shops—all serving the guests and employees of the summer and winter tourist industries on The Pass on Interstate 90. The only other major facility was a Washington State Department of Transportation unit geared up for plowing the highway and dealing with traffic accidents.

      The seasonal employees had already started moving into the rentals and lodges when the disasters had struck. Many had stayed, still stuck in normalcy bias about the state of things. By the time they’d realized how bad it was, the snows had started to clog up the broken highways and steep hiking trails. In all, there was a population of almost four hundred, many of them meeting at the one strip mall of shops and boutiques every night to make a community stew.

      Earl and Larry had to abandon the quad not too long after the snow started. Earl decided to park it in a spot that wouldn’t be too steep to try to dig it back out, if he had a chance. They hiked the same powerline trail into the small town that Natalie and her unfortunate family had used a few weeks earlier. There were plenty of tracks chewing up the snowpack, and the fresh stuff was light—maybe two inches per hour, Earl calculated. For a bit, tracks were still visible—human, horse, off-road vehicle, wagon, and some game like bobcat, bear, and cougar. The lack of deer and elk tracks was obvious to Earl. I’m regretting never buying snowshoes, Earl thought as they broke through the gap that could be considered the edge of town.

      It was late afternoon, and they gravitated toward the small strip mall with the crowd, keeping hoods up over beanies, trying to remain as gray as possible. As they walked past the last pair of rental homes, Earl saw the gas station on the left, figuring it to be the one that Natalie said had practically robbed them of their chickens. There was a small contingent of men bundled up and standing around a trash barrel fire. Must be the local gang, the bearded Ranger thought, unimpressed. He and Larry had opted to keep their rifles slung on their fronts but were trying to keep them pointed down to reduce their threat posture.

      “Seems like more and more people are carrying rifles,” he mumbled to Larry as they turned right into the strip mall parking lot.

      There was a pair of armed guards who cut them off and stopped the men from walking straight to the community stew hub. “Just hold up,” one of them said gruffly. “This is for residents and guests. You’re neither.” He was a bigger man, like Earl, and had the tone of someone not afraid to fight.

      “We’re stranded up on the pass. My mom is ill…We’re just looking to see if someone with a snowplow or horses can come up and give us a hand.” Everyone has or had a mom, Earl said to himself, hoping.

      “You two ain’t getting anywhere near that food,” the big one rebuked sternly. “And why can’t you wanderers ever come up with something new. ‘Stuck at the pass,’ my butt!”

      Earl instinctively tightened the grip on his rifle, which the two men caught.

      “Look,” said the shorter one, trying to defuse the tension. “Nothing happens without Tank’s permission.” He pointed at the gas station behind Earl and Larry. Larry had turned back to look, but Earl and the big guard had remained eyes-locked.

      “Tank,” Earl repeated. “Got it. He must be big, then.” Earl caught the bully’s grimace as he and Larry turned to head in that direction. When they were about halfway across the slushy road, he stopped Larry and spun him for a quick, whispered conversation. “This Tank is who we’re looking for. Sounds like a real Boss Hogg wannabe. The plan is to stay humble, let them run us out of town…”

      “What if they follow us?” Larry asked, a little confused about the wisdom of drawing a pack of hunters.

      “Oh—they will,” Earl clarified. “Not sure of their approach…could be a group…could just be one or two, which is what I’m hoping.”

      Larry scanned both ways to ensure they were still alone in the street between the two groups. “What’ll that get us?”

      “The bottom line is that we’ll need to get this Tank character alone. To do that, I need to know where he lives…”

      Larry understood. “Alright, Earl. I may not have your combat experience, and I may be sixty-five, but I ain’t afraid to help you get that little girl back. You lead…I’ll follow.”
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        Luck o’ the Irish.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 30 Days.

      

      “Geez, this thing is huge!” John exclaimed.

      Alex and a small team had rapidly begun to work on the delivery vehicle as soon as all of the custom parts had arrived. They were working practically around the clock. It had started with making the molds and shapes they needed for the fuselage and wing. John’s scout party had managed to find everything on the shopping list at three different former hobby stores, all of which had been boarded up, and one of which had been picked almost clean. They had brought back a variety of rigid cardboard, Styrofoam, carbon fiber, epoxy, and a few other pieces.

      “Your guys surprised me,” said Dexter Armstrong, one of the others working on the model. “They brought back some good stuff. If the payload isn’t too big, we may be able to slap together two models.”

      “Good to know,” John said, eyeballing the custom-shaped Styrofoam wing. “This thing is a good five feet long. Are you sure it’s big enough?” He and Vince had stopped into the garage at one of the other Phalanx homes to check on the project.

      “That’s only half of it,” Alex explained. “There’ll be two of those we bond together and lay into a custom notch on the fuselage.” He and the lead HAM operator, Marshall, were busy soldering electronics and trying to figure out how they were going to mount the IR sensors in the nose of the forming craft.

      “So, help an old cop out,” John inquired. “Why can’t we just fly this thing? Bomb them like on 9/11?”

      “Couple of reasons, really,” Dexter started.

      Vince jumped in. “Radio control range, right?”

      “That’s part of it,” Dexter said as he took the wing out of John’s hands and laid it on the left half of the notch on the fuselage. “See it now?” he asked John.

      “Certainly. And I’m sure this thing doesn’t get a lot of range. I’ve watched a few model airplanes on YouTube. Seemed like a money-sucking hobby.”

      “It is,” Dexter agreed. “Or…was.” His mood turned serious. “I’m not sure what you know about aviation,” he continued.

      This made John almost laugh out loud. He didn’t talk about the paramotor accident that almost ended his life and gave him a permanent back injury. If you only knew… And what really bothered him most was how his own son Tucker had taken up the sport when he turned eighteen. After several years he’d gotten used to it, but the fear of losing his son in the same type of accident that had killed his acquaintance was almost too much to bear. The fact that Tucker had become so good at it that he was a full-time instructor before the disasters had made John secretly proud. He was just constantly disappointed in himself that he’d never gone back and mastered his fear of something that, at one time, had offered him so much enjoyment.

      “Like my son does now, I used to paramotor. I understand the thrust to weight and gravity issue just a bit.”

      “Oh, so you get it, then,” Dexter said, completely missing any small clue John may have left there. “If you want to add any real volume of explosives to this thing, we have to limit it to just the electronics, servos, and a battery. No fuel or motors. No receiver for taking in control signals. We might be able to get twenty ounces per square foot of wing. That’s why it is also thick, not just long. We need to have a wing shape that really provides lift so it’ll glide a long way. Which leads me to ask…”

      “Where are we launching from?” John guessed.

      “That’s the million-dollar question…” Vince sighed.

      “Exactly,” said Dexter. “If you try to smuggle this thing down to a skyscraper, it’s going to be difficult to hide—even if you leave it in pieces, which I don’t recommend. We’re going to need to augment these securing straps with some dowels and glue.”

      I just knew you were going to say that, John thought pessimistically.

      “I’m working on a plan,” he said as politely as he could muster. “Could this thing be towed?”

      Dexter looked at the others. “Towing? A tow point would have to go right into the nose...”

      “That ain’t gonna work,” Marshall said. “We need all four of these IR sensors up there.”

      “Well, hold on…” Alex put in. “The dude in the video from India made a smaller model with all four sensors built right into the circuit card. That doesn’t mean we have to do it exactly the same.” Josh could see the young man’s eyes getting a glaze as he was thinking in his head. “They all need to be up front, but putting them in a grid design is really just easier on our minds to comprehend. As long as they’re all up front getting signal, the way we have them send data to the control surfaces is all in the programming, right?”

      Marshall looked at the plane, but he was seeing math and a computer in his mind’s eye. “Yeah, I suppose….”

      “It would take a little work to calibrate,” Alex continued to Marshall, still talking him into it. “But I think it would be doable.” He looked at Dexter. “Yes, I think we could mount these sensors around a tow point and make it work. But you’re still faced with the same questions with your tow vehicle.”

      John gave Vince a nod, telling him it was time to go discuss stuff. Not really, he thought somewhat tensely. There’s only one right answer to that question.

      He brought Vince up to speed on his idea as they headed to one of the fighting positions along the river. He knew Tucker was on watch.

      “Hey,” his son said when his dad and Vince showed up unexpectedly. The two men slid down into the timber reinforced foxhole to get under the limb roof with his son. “What’s up?” He could tell by his dad’s face it was important, but not life threatening.

      “Man, it gets kind of snug in here when two old geezers squeeze themselves in,” Vince joked.

      “Yup,” said Tucker, who still had two more cold hours to sit there. “It does. So, what’s up?” he repeated with a slight annoyance.

      His dad paused for a minute, hesitating and searching for the right words. Finally, John just blurted it out. “Where’s your paramotor?”

      “Locked up in the canopy of my truck,” his son said. “That thing is my bread and butter.” As his love and expertise in the sport grew, so did his cost for having the best gear he could afford. The wing, motor, blade, reserve chute, floatation device, protective gear and other odds and ends represented close to fifteen-thousand dollars in goods. “Why?” he asked suspiciously, eye-balling the two old-timers who wore suspicious looks on their faces.
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        * * *

      

      No. Freaking. Way! I think that’s him! Nick Williams was trying to pull the little photo that the man on Fox Island had printed for him that night. I can’t believe this worked!

      He was looking at Stuart Schwartz in the flesh. Or at least he thought he was. He was digging through his right cargo pocket, feeling for the small sandwich baggie. I’ll give it to that little Fox Island group—they were blindly naïve about how close to death they were, but they were organized doing it…

      Nick started to slide a little closer to the gap in the concrete barriers. At that moment he’d been taking a turn scanning the overall crowd, trying to teach this little security checkpoint about monitoring body language and other unspoken cues. He began to eavesdrop on the checkpoint as they processed the doctor. Now, how to tell this guy I know what he did without scaring him off…But Nick quickly realized that wasn’t his only problem. It became obvious as the doctor passed through the process that he was with one other—nope…looks like two—men. And even though the one looks like a fresh boot, they don’t look weak. Nick realized that was a good sign after thinking about it. The doctor’s will to live is strong, I’ll give him that… Nick still recalled the blood spray the doctor and his scalpel and bear trap had drawn out of the two bikers.

      The trio started to move up the hill on their next leg, and Nick followed. They’d made it about a hundred meters when Nick heard “Williams!”

      Don’t look back, Nick commanded himself. You have half an MRE back there. Just leave it.

      “Williams!” Nick heard again. This time it was so loud that he saw the head of the tall guy next to Schwartz cock just a little bit. He also saw the man’s lower arms disappear to his front.

      “Yo! Nick! Where you headed?”

      Nick just kept walking. Another ninety seconds passed.

      Suddenly Josh turned around, startling Stuart and Jeff. He had his AR-15 at a low-ready position, ready to flip the safety if he thought he needed to shoulder the rifle. “You got a problem, dude?” he asked with a serious tone.

      Nick’s hands shot up to near his shoulders. His rifle was on his back. Even though he had a pistol on him, he had no intention of making the men he’d been waiting for nervous. “No. Actually…I’m here to help you solve a problem. Are you Schwartz?” he asked looking directly at Stu as he slowly kept walking to the stopped group. “Doctor Stuart Schwartz? From Los Angeles?”

      Josh drew on Nick, flipping the safety off as he shouldered the weapon. “Stop!” he yelled.

      Nick stopped immediately. “Whoaaaa…easssyyy….”

      “Interlock those cookie grabbers, scumbag! Put ‘em on the back of your head!” Josh was all business. He scanned past his quarry and saw that the checkpoint had gone back to business and was completely ignorant of what was happening two hundred meters uphill. “You guys scan around to make sure we’re not being ambushed,” he commanded Jeff and Stu.

      “You’re not being ambushed,” Nick said as calmly as he could. “Do me a solid and lower that.” He could see the wheels spinning behind Josh’s eyes. “Please? One Joe to another?”

      Josh flipped the safety and very slowly lowered his rifle to a medium-ready position. “That obvious?” he asked un-amusedly.

      “You got 11-Bravo written all over you,” Nick replied with the kind of respect that only vets understood when one met another.

      Josh sighed a bit, and then looked behind him, and around, scanning. “Old habits,” he said. He had lowered the rifle back to full rest but kept his hands in their positions on it.

      Stu had decided he’d watched the macho guys long enough. “Mind explaining how you know me?” he asked. “And keep in mind that I realize you could’ve gotten what you told us off that clipboard over there.”

      “Trust me.” Nick said calmly as he lowered his hands. “I’ve been gambling a lot to find you. And your life depends on hearing what I have to say.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s getting too deep!” Jack yelled back to Natalie from about eighty feet ahead. His quad was spinning tires and digging itself down. They had tried laying branches in front of it, hoping that momentum would keep the vehicle on top of the packed ice. The fresh stuff was just falling too fast.

      Natalie’s heavier, six-wheeled utility rig was sinking too much, too. “I think we need to find somewhere to camp!” she yelled up to him. “Until this blows over!”

      Jack waved to signal he heard her. He hopped off the quad and hoisted the big backpack off the back-rack, donning it. He grabbed his shotgun and walked eastward up the trail towards the others. “I really don’t feel like going backwards,” he told them. “I’m going west to find a good spot to try and throw up some tarps.” It was his hope that as they decreased elevation, the snow would be more manageable or even non-existent.

      The heavy plastic leaf-bag hanging off the back of Natalie’s vehicle flipped open on its right side. Grimacing from his homemade limb-and-poncho gurney, Conner told him, “Nothing extravagant. The snow will be falling off branches in volumes that can hurt. Throw something up between some heavy bushes that aren’t directly under branches, if you can find it.”

      “Makes sense,” said the software engineer. “I’ll keep my travel down to ten minutes…Figure I’ll be back within…forty?” he quizzed Natalie.

      “Sounds good.” Not that I have a watch, she thought as she watched Jack disappear around a small curve in the trail. She looked toward Conner, who was trying to reconfigure the leaf-bag as a snow cover with his good hand. I bet that shattered bone hurts like a SOB, she thought. “Stop fussing,” she scolded as she tried to do it.

      Conner was in too much pain to argue. “Thank you. You should go get out of the wind until he gets back,” he suggested from under the plastic, mylar, and blankets. “And drink some water,” he suggested, echoing those medics in the Army that used to annoy him so much.

      Natalie was still in physical pain from her variety of injuries, and she didn’t even dare try to think of her emotional mindset at that moment. Having Conner to look after had been an unfortunate blessing…a needed distraction. “You’re in shock. And I told you to quit fussing,” she said, with just a small hint of nurse’s charm, not flirtatious…more…motherly.

      You’ve done plenty, she thought, almost choking up—the elation of being rescued was perpetually pushing itself to the front of her mind. Conner had ended the old man—the lead demon in her nightmares. And that was something she’d not soon forget.
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        Tough Breaks.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 30 Days.

      

      “It don’t matter what you do!” the tied up man told Earl defiantly. “They’re gonna track ya! It’s what they do! It’s what they been doin’ ever since Tank took over!”

      “You’re awfully mouthy, considering you’re hanging over a ravine,” Earl said calmly. He was rummaging through the pack of a man he and Larry got the drop on. Just as he predicted—man, these third-world warlords all think the same, don’t they? Even the American ones—someone had followed them out of the small town. It’s hard to fathom that within a week of the fall of law and order, Conner and I had to kill three criminals, and within a month, a tourist town now has a warlord.

      Only Earl and Larry weren’t a caravanning family. They had set up a simple ambush. Earl had been pleasantly surprised to find it was just one man. “Why’d they send just you?” he asked his prey, just an average looking man in his mid to late thirties.

      “Not gonna tell you anything else! Just gonna wait ‘til they show up!”

      “Heh!” Earl said, raising his eyebrows. They won’t get the chance. He looked at his partner. “You may not want to watch. Why don’t you go downhill a bit and keep an eye out?”

      Larry nodded without word and disappeared. At first, they’d just tied the man’s hands up and made him sit in the snow. As Earl snooped through the tracker’s gear, he found a piece of rope and had an idea. After a few minutes, the two had managed to suspend their foe from a fir branch. He was over a small ravine, just a couple of feet out from Earl, where the ground sloped off steeply.

      Earl looked down. “Won’t kill ya, what with the snow and brush, but daaaannnggg!” He looked up and smiled at the man. “It sure is gonna hurt like the dickens when you break both your legs!” Earl looked again. “On second thought, maybe it will kill ya…”

      “You sick son-of-a-!” the man screamed. “Let me go!” he howled.

      “You’re pretty thin,” Earl said. “I bet you could stand to be hanging from your arms like that for several minutes.” He was being calm and nonchalant about the whole thing. “Whereas that fatty down there guarding the food…”

      “Let me down!” the man commanded.

      “I need to know where to find Tank,” Earl said. “After that…maybe.”

      “Tank would kill me! No way!”

      Earl pulled a knife out of its scabbard on his hip. He looked over the edge as he spoke. “You see…that rope you brought isn’t true kern mantle. If it were, I could cut through like half of it and it would still hold you.” He looked up at the man. “They design it to keep climbers alive even if it gets worn out on a rock, you see…” He was calmly instructing the man as if it were a ropes and knots course. “But that cheap crap you got there?” Earl chuckled. “Lemme guess—Lowe’s? Home Depot? That’s just a three-eighths utility rope.” He put the blade to the rope where it angled down to the bottom of the tree.

      “Wait!” the man yelled.

      Earl stopped. “Go on,” he calmly commanded.

      “Please!” The man was starting the bartering process all over again.

      Earl put the edge back on the rope and pulled it toward him, nicking the outer fabric.

      “Alright! Alright! Stop!” the man screamed. “The ski lodge! Not the little one! The fancy one!”

      “Who all is there?” Earl demanded. He’d grown tired and had shifted his tone to all serious. He put the edge back on the rope.

      The man was huffing and puffing, eyes wide as he watched Earl’s knife. “All his gang! Like thirty of us!”

      Damn! Earl thought.

      “B-but he stays in the private residence behind the lodge!” the man screamed in a panic. “Just him and whatever floozy he takes home that night!”

      “Just him?” Earl demanded. “No guards?” Just a small nick with the blade.

      “O-one! We take turns! E-everyone just sleeps on the porch when we’re on watch!”

      “One last question, and you’re free,” Earl promised. “Who’s buying the kids?”

      “I don’t know, man! I swear! Yes! I seen ‘em moving kids! But I got no knowledge of the business, man! I just work to eat and stay alive!”

      Earl had no intention of letting this snake go warn anyone. “Thanks,” he said calmly as he made good on his promise. He freed the man with the assistance of gravity, giving the rope the final cut it needed to release tension. The man let out a scream as he fell, momentarily disappearing into a steep snow drift, the reappearing as he smashed into the rocks thirty feet below and rolled downhill. Earl watched him bounce off a tree before stopping against another one below that. He wasn’t moving. I’d rather starve than help traffic kids, you piece-o’-dung…
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        * * *

      

      “I think we should trust him,” Jeff said. “He probably coulda picked us off while we’re over here gabbing.”

      Not likely, Josh thought. He’d kept a close eye on their new friend, even though they had all let their guard down a bit and followed him to his hideout near the water. The would-be high-school senior had already proven himself to be quite capable in a fight, having been involved in everything thrown at the gun range members thus far, including the early rescue of Savannah. But Josh had always had a fondness for his favorite nephew. He’d not grown nearly as close to Eli’s other two kids—twenty-year-old Shay and thirteen-year-old James.

      “Alright...” Josh conceded a bit. “If Stu wants to, we’ll at least hear him out.”

      “My curiosity is definitely piqued. I’m strongly considering that he may be telling the truth. I mean, ‘your life depends on it’ has a somewhat ominous tone,” he said, actually chuckling just a bit.

      “I guess that’s it, then.” Josh led his group back up the lawn. Nick had advised that they follow him to the house he was holed up at—there was a fairly well concealed firepit, he explained, and he had rice and beans to share. They kept quiet on the walk up the hill, which pleased everyone just fine. Stu had tried to prod Nick a few times, and he kept putting him off. Neither Nick nor Josh wanted to be distracted while they were walking.

      The trio had been standing near the saltwater inlet, Josh keeping his back to it while he watched Nick build the fire in the backyard firepit of what was probably someone’s expensive retirement home at one point.

      “So, just what—” Stu started to ask but was cut off by Josh, who shot him a look.

      “So, the multicam could have been bought online. What unit were you with?”

      “Been retired for over five years, now,” Nick explained. He figured he might have to swap stories with Josh to earn some trust. “Did a full career, retired Master Sergeant…was a light infantry sniper for most of it. But didn’t get to do as much fun stuff as a senior NCO.” He scanned Josh’s face in the gray afternoon light to gauge his believability. “Retired out of 25th ID,” he said, referring to the Infantry Division out of Hawaii. “And you?”

      Quid pro quo, huh? Josh thought. I guess trust is a two-way street. “I was in for five years, 3rd Cav. Did my tours on both sides of the build-up in ’07.”

      “Mosul…” Nick said, impressed. “I heard that was some tough dirt…I was with 10th Mountain back then. We’d just gotten back from Afghanistan at that point.” And like that the two men had broken through ninety percent of their trust issues.

      Josh looked at Stu as if to say, Go ahead. What’re you waiting for?

      Stu brushed it off. “Nary a soul in this state, except for my parents and one sailor in Bartlett, would know to be looking for me. This ought to be a good story. Why don’t you just tell it, and I’ll interject if I have a question.” Stu settled into a lawn chair and propped his swollen foot up on the stone firepit.

      “I’m hunting a man. No—a predator, really.” Nick was watching Stu’s reactions closely. “He escaped from a facility for his kind on McNeil Island.” This had meant nothing to Stu. “…and landed on Fox Island.”

      Stu shot up, pulling the swollen ankle and foot back to the ground as he leaned forward. “You have my full attention.”

      “He discovered his motorcycle club brethren had been killed in a particularly gruesome fashion.” Nick looked around. Jeff was thoroughly confused, and Josh’s lightbulb was just starting to come on. His head snapped in Stu’s direction.

      “Go on,” Stu tried to say, but his throat had dried up suddenly and the words barely escaped.

      Nick was secretly pleased that Dr. Schwartz was rapidly becoming scared shirtless. “He found a business card and…let’s call it a ‘signed confession’—left by you—and he’s been coming after you ever since.” Mic drop. The fire popped as a small moisture pocket in a piece of firewood exploded.

      The silence grew just a bit awkward, as Josh was wondering just what Stu had done, Jeff was finally catching up, and Stu was wondering if the man before him was actually the predator chasing him. His hands were shaking in his lap, as he contemplated how to get to the rifle he’d leaned against the back of his chair. The .22 Carmen had given him was in his backpack up on the patio. He decided to be blunt. As he stood up, he asked, “Are you him?”

      Josh kicked himself for not thinking of that and whipped his head. He and Nick were five feet away from each other. He shifted his weight as he planted his feet after spinning toward Nick. “Well?” he demanded.

      “Easy!” Nick said, putting his hands out, fighting the instinct to draw in his own defense. “My retirement ID will tell you who I am! And the perp is a low-life rapist dirtbag named Sticky Wood. He raped a lot of women, including my sister.” He left out the part where she killed herself a few years later.

      There was a heavy tension that only came to a conclusion when Stu exhaled and began to hyperventilate. He’d forgotten to breathe when the shock that the man might be the killer had hit him. “Whewwww! Alright, alright…At ease, Josh…I believe him.”

      Josh kept his hand postured to his right hip. “Get out that ID,” he said. “Slowly,” he reminded Nick.

      Nick slowly pulled it out of his front pant-pocket and handed it to Josh. He scrutinized it thoroughly, finally relaxing and handing it back.

      “Sorry, Nick. We just can’t be too careful.”

      “I get it,” Nick said scanning all three of them. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you without getting shot for days!”

      The men all looked around at each other, slowly chuckling and shaking their heads, wondering how poorly the almost-Mexican standoff could have gone.

      Stu had started to put the pieces together. “I’m assuming he found out about my parents?” He was confused. “How…”

      “I tracked him to Fox Island the night after you… Anyhow, he tortured the neighbor who had taken you off island.” This caused Stu’s face to pale as he sat back down in the lawn chair. “Badly, before he finally killed him,” Nick added.

      “I take it you just couldn’t get a shot on him?” Josh asked.

      “He’s wily. I was tired, I made a mistake. Truthfully…I’m lucky. It was dark. He escaped by boat, and I’m plain lucky to be alive.”

      “Then what’s the plan?” Jeff chimed in. “Is there a way we can help? I mean—he doesn’t know about me and Josh.”

      “Yeah,” Nick agreed. “I was pondering that, too, on the walk up the hill just now. I’ve been waiting for him to come through a checkpoint, but I doubt he will. He’s part of the largest meth-cooking gang in the Northwest. Which means connections.” He moved around to stretch a little, picking up the pot he’d brought out of the house for the rice and beans. “We have to assume he’s up here, and probably already waiting for the Doc to show up.”

      Great, Josh thought. “Which means we need to take our time and do a good counter surveillance without being seen,” he said.

      “Exactly,” Nick acknowledged.

      “But first—Stu…since my nephew’s life is on the line, here, I think you owe it to us to tell us just exactly what you did to these bikers.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think something’s out there!” Natalie said from the mouth of their small, manmade cave. They were bunched up around Conner’s stretcher, which was up against a giant, old fallen cedar. The log was almost five feet thick at the root-ball. Cedars were usually more resilient to the Pacific Northwest winds, but even trees that had stood for three hundred years hadn’t been impervious to Tahoma’s hammer. Jack and Natalie had taken fallen limbs and made a hasty debris hut by leaning them on the log. Conner talked them through the act of fire making with wet tinder, something neither one knew how to do. They had warmed up some rocks in the fire, and Jack had used a gloved hand to spread them around their little shelter.

      “Everyone quiet!” Conner hissed, trying to listen. They could hear fresh snow packing every once in a while, but it was very stealthy. Mostly all they heard was the odd quiet of falling snow drowning out the wind.

      “I need to check it out,” Jack said.

      “No…Jack, just sit here a bit,” Natalie argued.

      “He’s right,” Conner said. “Sorry, buddy. It’s all on you. Remember, don’t get tunnel vision.” He resisted the urge to throw out a worn-out cliché about swivels.

      Jack slipped out of the hut, pulling his shotgun with him. He crouched next to the root ball for a bit, scanning. He then moved around it and out of Natalie’s sight.

      Conner could see Natalie was about to call out to Jack. “Tssttt,” he quietly noised at her.

      Did he just shoosh me? she asked herself with a small tad of Karen attitude. He was shaking his head no when she looked at him. Natalie gave him a stern look, but she complied, trusting his security experience. They continued to look at each other, when the quiet suddenly exploded!

      “Aaarrggghhhh!”

      They heard Jack scream as one round fired out of his shotgun. Natalie and Conner heard the sound of a life and death fight being drowned out by Jack’s screams.

      Without hesitation, Natalie grabbed the .357 laying on top of her pack and slipped out of the covering. I’m gonna kill you, you son of a—

      As Natalie whipped herself around the far side of the fallen root-ball, she expected to find a man—any man—fighting Jack. Instead it was a two-hundred-pound cougar that had his throat in its mouth. It spun on its feet, pulling Jack with him in a powerful stroke. The growling was unmistakable—you’re next, it was saying to Natalie. The cougar was sensing this new threat as a competitor for its fresh kill.

      Until that moment, the most nervous Natalie had ever been was the first time she was allowed to use a scalpel while assisting in surgery. That paled compared to the shakes she had as she tried to cock the revolver. Damned gloves! she screamed in her head as the adrenaline coursed through her veins.

      The cougar let go of its bleeding and moaning victim, baring its bloody teeth at Natalie. It stepped over Jack and did a semi-charge before stopping in a low crouch. It let out a loud roar. Natalie was trying to strip the gloves off her shaking hands. The two foes were about eight feet apart—well within the leaping range of the hunter.

      You’ve been through so much! Just calm down and make it count! Natalie wasn’t sure if it was her own voice or that of God, but her hands stopped trembling. She cocked the revolver, as the very few times she’d ever shot a revolver, that was the only way she’d ever done it. She looked down the barrel and squeezed. BLAM!

      The hollow-point impacted the cougar’s shoulder and it let out a loud whelp as it hobbled off through the brush. Natalie cocked the gun once more, and the shakes returned. Her senses were on full alert and she heard something behind her. She spun around!

      “Me!” Conner screamed, laying at the bottom of the root-ball. “It’s me!”

      “Dang it, Conner!” she screamed at him, spinning back around. She held the revolver up as she trudged through the bloody snow and brush to try to get to Jack.

      “Jack!” she screamed as she knelt next to him. His eyes were twitching but they weren’t looking at her. Over half of his throat was gone, the shotgun lying next to him. The cougar had gotten his carotid arteries—both of them. He had but a few moments left before the lights would go out completely.
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        Crucial Conversations.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 36 Days.

      

      “Tyler,” Gene whispered after the guard had left. “Can we continue our discussion?”

      “I suppose, Gene,” Tyler said. “But I’m not debating. And I’m not letting you tell me what a sinner I am. I’m in too much pain to deal with it.”

      “Nothing like that,” Gene promised. “We have two different beliefs, and I don’t see that being an issue in our predicament…and I’d like to think it wouldn’t have to be an issue in the unlikely future if we survived all of this…”

      “Let me ask you a point-blank question, then,” Tyler said. “What gives straights the right to get married, but not me? I am who I am, Gene. Despite what a man-tainted Bible says.”

      “Fair enough,” Gene mumbled. “Not that it’ll help, but I don’t think the government should be telling anyone who can or can’t get married, straight or otherwise…”

      “So, you’re for gay marriage?” Tyler asked point blank, knowing the answer was no.

      “I’m for letting people live their lives and then deal with the repercussions they’ve created,” Gene said.

      “That’s dodging the question,” Tyler said straightforward. “Answer it, Gene! Try being honest.”

      “Honesty gets people with my beliefs verbally attacked,” Gene countered. “But the answer is no. No, I’m not. But my dodgy answer merely meant that I feel that marriage should be between a straight couple and God—and the ordained minister. But your question perfectly exemplifies a point I wanted to make in bringing this conversation back up.”

      “What’s that?” Tyler said, a little testily.

      “I understand—completely—that there are hypocritical Christians. To me, the question should be about sin, not specifically homosexuality. But every Christian, not just the hypocrites, constantly has to defend his or her beliefs on the gay topic. The media, social media, even you guys—everyone assumes they know me and my thoughts without even asking.”

      “I told you the conversation was done when you called me a sinner,” Tyler said.

      “Typical,” Gene countered. “Why is it your side of the debate always gets to accuse my side of hate but never lets us finish speaking?”

      Tyler huffed in exasperation. “Just make your point and be done, already!” He was tired of hearing it and shifted his injured body around in the cramped cage. He had bumped the door with his foot and thought he heard a clunk.

      “I’ll cut to the chase on all points, then,” Gene said. “I think if God loves us and created everything, then He was able to inspire men to write his instruction manual—the Bible—and protect His intent when future men screwed with it. I believe in its definitions of sin…all sin. But I also see so many supposed Christians violating the definition of sin themselves—whether in pre-marital sex or lying or what have you. I see and acknowledge the hypocrisy. And I can’t tell you how to feel or what to believe, but like all humans, I have some sinful temptations that are hard to resist. Beyond hard, even. No matter how much I try, I will always fail at controlling them. All I wanted you to know is that I understand and acknowledge all of that. And if I’ve treated you differently, I’m sorry. This has been a learning experience for me. You may not believe it, but I care for you, particularly after all we’ve gone through.”

      While Gene had been trying to summarize his thoughts, Tyler had started feeling the cage door, investigating the source of the noise. “Gene—”

      “Anyhow,” Gene continued. “I’m hoping you’ll—”

      “Gene! Shush!”

      “—consider my points and trust that I want to be frien—”

      “Gene! Quiet!” Tyler finally blurted as loud as he dared. “I’m trying to tell you that my cage’s lock is open!”
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        * * *

      

      Cartel leader Reynaldo Hernandez stood at the table at the end of the tent, looking over his teams of operators. He had briefed them on their game plan. They would spend the rest of the evening prepping their equipment, stocking supplies, and loading the two boats. There were sixteen of them going on this assignment—four teams of four men. In the wee hours the next day, the boats would take two teams each and drop them off at various parts of the Slaughter Peninsula. It was on those teams to procure a vehicle and make their way to the west part of the county.

      Rey had printed a large satellite photo, complete with an outline of the gun club’s property lines. He had reached back to Mexico, where the parent organization had a team of hackers who were able to do a few tasks. They reached into the cloud and pulled up the West Sound Sportmen’s Club parcel information from county accounts. They retrieved every bit of data on its members that they could—discovering that the leader, one Phillip Edward Walker, had killed three members of a local drug ring while trying to save a policeman—and lost part of his leg in the process. They had a real-time satellite photo of the large wood structure smack-dab in the middle of the club’s rifle line. They could tell where the gardens were and where all the trailers were. They even had the probable fighting positions marked. The cartel had sent all of this to Rey via digital HAM radio.

      Reynaldo and his teams worked through a plan, picking primary and backup positions to rendezvous once on the other side of the water. The teams were to remain under the radar, checking in with updates and for new orders at midnight each night. They were to look like they were on a civic patrol, only showing the patches and mentioning the Posse if absolutely necessary. Reynaldo had expected to take up to three days gathering intel.

      “Jefe, there are bound to be citizen militias forming over here, and in greater numbers,” one of his men asked in concern. “Wouldn’t we be better served ensuring our new recruits are battle ready?”

      “You are correct in your assessment, Orlando. Our radio operators are keeping a close ear on the airwaves, fixing positions. There are, indeed, a number of them. The important thing to remember about gnats,” he said looking at all of them, “is that even when there are a thousand of them, they’re still just gnats!” This caused a few courtesy chuckles, but his men respected him too much to pander with butt kissing. “I feel that the air-strike on the arenas has had the desired impact, demoralizing any such cowboy-mentality in the gringos. But—this mission is about just that concern, my friend,” he said looking back at Orlando. “This particular group has proven crafty and resourceful, not only winning a stand-off against their own policia, but convincing them to join forces in the process. This is the core of your mission. Find those with this mindset…and when the moment is right…destroy them loudly and violently.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 37 Days.

      

      The door to the boiler room slowly pushed open. Tyler realized that being stuck down in the dark space with only his thoughts and Gene had helped his eyes adjust very well. The nighttime light coming in from the high windows had illuminated the dark shop quite well. I guess the guards decided locking this boiler room door was too much work or not needed. He decided that the shop must be guard free, but he wasn’t about to risk his life on a whim. He slowly pushed the door open just enough to get his head out and listen. After a few more seconds of waiting to get clubbed to death violently, he pushed the door open a few more inches and stepped out.

      There were big swinging doors on both sides of the building—the kind that full-sized vehicles could drive through. He walked over to the side on the grain elevator pier side of the building, hearing generators running. Tyler cautiously stooped below the chest high windows in the large swinging doors and slowly slid up for a peek—something’s going on. Lots of commotion loading a couple of boats. That’s when he saw the ship. Whoa! Where’d that come from?

      Tyler realized that he must be in Seattle or elsewhere on the east side of Puget Sound. The temptation to flee inland was his first impulse…except, if the cartel controls this pier, then what else do they control? And when they discover I’m gone, what’ll happen to Gene? Despite his philosophical differences with the man, he harbored no ill feelings toward him. Then they’ll canvas the area until they find me…

      Tyler stepped away from the window and knew exactly what he had to do. He slowly crept back toward a workbench, careful not to knock anything over—this is when the hero kicks something in the movies, he thought. He knew exactly what he was looking for—a pair of adjustable crescent wrenches. He rummaged through the tools by feel. When he thought he found one, he’d walk closer to the light coming from a window. About three minutes later he’d finally found what he was looking for. Tyler made his way back to the boiler room where he found Gene praying for Tyler’s safety.

      “Tyler!” Gene said when he realized his partner was back. “What’re you doing? We made a pact!”

      “I’m getting you out of here,” Tyler said as he felt his way to Gene’s cage and tossed the blanket off of it. He began to feel for the door and lock.

      “No! Tyler! You’ll make too much noise busting the lock! Just go! Get help!”

      “Give me a minute,” Tyler said. “I need to at least try this idea.”

      “What idea?” Gene insisted.

      Tyler explained what he was doing as he did it. “See…I recognized the feel of the standard brass combo lock like we used when I was in the Air Force. I remember learning this trick in SERE training.”

      He went quiet to concentrate on what he was doing. He opened the jaws on one of the wrenches and placed it through the lock’s shank so that it was sort of grabbing the brass body. He did the same thing with the other wrench on the far end of the shank, which placed the curved backs of the two wrenches against each other with the handles at about ninety degrees. He pushed the handles toward each other, which turned the wrenches heads and jaws into a couple of big cams. This applied pressure to the shank, and it popped out of the lock. Both pieces of the now broken lock clattered to the cold, concrete floor.

      He slid the galvanized slider of the dog cage’s door and opened it.

      “Holy cow!” Gene said. He started to crawl out of the cage, but as he stood up a searing pain shot through his groin. “Unngghhh!” he moaned, trying desperately to be quiet.

      “Your nuts?” Tyler asked.

      “Uh-huh!” Gene grunted his reply. “They’re bad, Ty…I mean real bad. I don’t know if I can walk!”

      “Well, I’d check, but I know how that’d go over in your church,” Tyler quipped.

      Gene laughed. “Don’t, man! It hurts to laugh. What’re we gonna do?” Tyler was under Gene’s left arm, holding him up.

      “Well, they just fed us an hour ago, so we know they won’t be back until morning. I saw them loading some boats. The shop is dark—nobody in it. I say we sit tight in the shadows and try to get on one of the boats.”

      “Why not slip out and off the pier and just disappear?” Gene grimaced.

      Tyler was starting to lead him up the stairs. “You can hardly move. If we can stowaway, then we’re on the move, they don’t know where we went, and you’re able to sit still. And we’ll be on the west side of the water…maybe…”

      Gene blew out a big breath at the top of the stairs. “Okay. You’re right. I couldn’t even breathe as we walked up here.” Tyler did another quick check of the shop and re-opened the door to lead Gene out to it. “And Tyler—I’m really, really glad you came back!”
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        The Mission Must Continue.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 31 Days.

      

      “Larry, you know how to operate that AK?” Earl whispered. “Things could get dicey pretty fast.”

      “I’ve shot a few of them,” Larry acknowledged from behind his tree. They had taken the rifle off of the man that had tried to tail them.

      “Alright. Even with my suppressor, we can’t afford to lose the element of surprise,” Earl said, bringing him up on the game plan. “I’m going in alone. I just need you to cover me and call out ‘Fallujah’ on the radio if you see anyone comin’.”

      Larry nodded. “Good luck, Earl. If trouble starts, I’ll take out as many as I can,” Larry promised. “Just remember I can’t see every approach from these woods.”

      Earl slipped the night vision device down and started creeping through the forest to the back side of the cabin. The thought to pretend to be part of the gang and approach the front had occurred to him, but it seemed too risky. These guys have a routine, by now, he told himself. Been together long enough to know each other’s clothes…even the way each other walks. He knew his activities in the house would bring a certain level of noise—he had no choice but to take out the front guard—silently.

      The smell of seasoned fir emanated from the fireplace as he slowly crept around the large fancy cabin behind the ski lodge. Earl stayed in the dark as much as possible. He had to travel halfway down the structure’s front to get to the covered porch that was partially recessed by the shape of the building. He paused on the corner and crouched a couple of feet, slowly peaking around the wall. Sleeping sure enough, he thought. Just like dead piece-of-crap said…

      Earl watched the guard for a couple of minutes. He was wrapped up in a quilted blanket, and sitting on a front porch rocker, rifle leaning against the doorframe five feet away. Time to commit. He slipped around the corner and onto a shoveled sidewalk. He could feel and hear the sand crunching under his feet. Shoot! He opted to speed his walk up, pulling his rifle and sling up momentarily. He ducked his head out from under the sling as he stepped up onto the porch, careful not to catch it on his helmet and NODs. With his rifle free, he shot its butt directly into the sleeping man’s chin, hitting ‘the button’ and knocking him out. Earl pulled two zip ties he’d transferred from his pack to his cargo pockets out and secured the man’s hands to the rocker. He used his knife to cut up the blanket, stuffing a piece in the man’s mouth and using a long strip around the man’s head to hold it in place.

      He tried the handle, and the door opened. Earl slipped in and closed the door. He saw the flickering of the fireplace dancing on the walls of the entryway and dining room. The cozy cabin had been set in a mountain décor, with no expense spared. The handrails on the stairs were a highly varnished oak, and there was a chandelier made out of antlers over the dining table. Earl cautiously walked, placing heels down first to keep his rifle’s muzzle from bouncing.

      As he made his way past the dining and kitchen area, he walked under a six-foot wide archway into the main living area. He raised his NODS—the fireplace was emitting plenty of light. He could see the back of a man sleeping in a large, high-back reading chair, two mostly empty rum bottles on the floor next to him. Earl kept his rifle on the man as he slowly approached from behind and to the man’s right.

      The large throw rug on the lavish wood floor helped silence his boots for the last dozen feet of travel. Passed out in the chair was a man, easily 6’ 4” and about four-hundred pounds. Tank...

      Earl looked around to ensure they were alone. A bear skin rug complete with head between the reading chair and the fireplace was the nearest company. I think this room and my suppressor would be soundproof enough. He pulled a pair of older backup tourniquets out of his left cargo pocket and threw them on the man’s lap.

      “Wake up!” he yelled, jamming his suppressor into the man’s sternum forcefully.

      “Uggh! Hey!” the big man yelled, not fully awake, and definitely not sober. He shoved at whatever was touching him, but Earl yanked the muzzle up as he took a pace back. The man started to open his eyes. “What the—”

      “Wake up, dick-lips,” Earl said calmly.

      Tank started to get up despite clearly recognizing the receiving end of a bullet dispenser. “You’re gonna—”

      WHAM! Earl center-punched him with his barrel, right in the solar plexus. The man’s inebriation had made it all too easy, though he was quickly gaining his wits.

      “You’re a dead man!” he yelled. “Dead!”

      “So, I’ve heard,” said Earl. “Put those on,” he ordered, casting a quick glance at the tourniquets Tank hadn’t even seen yet.

      Tank glanced down at his lap and shot his look back up. “What?! No—”

      POP! His resistance was futile, as Earl provided the proper reason for Tank to put on a tourniquet by shooting him in his left knee.

      “Arrrrgggghhhh!” Tank screamed in agony. His eyes widened, and the face behind the dirty blonde and graying beard started to lose color. He started to hyperventilate.

      “I ain’t doing it for you,” Earl explained.

      Tank began to scramble to get the thing over his foot, but his large size made it difficult…almost comical. He finally figured out to take the strap completely out of its buckle and shove it under the wounded limb.

      “Yep,” Earl instructed. “Now cinch it. That’s right. There. Now start turning that windlass until that strap hurts worse than your knee.”

      Tank was still grunting loudly as he was finishing the process. “Just who the fu—”

      “Other one!” Earl yelled over him.

      This time Tank didn’t hesitate. He started putting the tourniquet on his uninjured right leg. “I don’t know you, mister, but you’re a fool! You don’t save the life of a man who will kill you for shooting him!”

      “Ha!” Earl laughed. “I’m not saving your life, you idiot! I’m just making the pain last longer!”

      POP! Tank’s right knee exploded in fury, and the screaming and writhing in agony process started all over. Once he’d secured the second tourniquet, Earl could see the man’s will to resist had been badly damaged. He was sweating profusely and looked like a ghost. His fat legs made it hard for him to get good constriction with the tourniquets. “Wh…what d’ya want, mister?” he asked between pants of breath.

      “Blonde girl. Sold to you by some scum up from Wolf Mountain almost two weeks ago. She’d be four. Her name’s Katherine. Say it!”

      “K-Katherine…” Tank was becoming submissive in a hurry. “L-look, man…”

      “Spit it out, Tank! This can go on all night!”

      “Th-that’s what I’m tryin’ to say! She’s not here!”

      “Bull!” Earl yelled as he bashed one of the wounded knees with the business end of the rifle, causing another yell in pain.

      “No! Serious, man! There’s a huge market for kids, but not here in Snoqualmie Pass!” He said it as if he couldn’t believe he had to explain it.

      Earl thought for a moment because the low, tourist-related population probably wouldn’t actually have a high demand for trafficked children. His expression revealed his rage, as he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Where? Who?”

      “It was Cartel, man! I-I’m sure of it!” Tank pleaded. He knew he was in over his head with Earl.

      “Seattle?” Earl demanded.

      “Wha—? No, man! They were Russian or Ukrainian or somethin’! They went east!”

      “East! You’d better not be lying to me, Tank!” Earl said as he shoved the barrel within six inches of the man’s face. He knew better, but he could also tell Tank was bleeding out and in no shape to fight.

      “I swear! H-his name was…” Tank was trying to jar through the pain. “Max something!”

      “Liar!” Earl yelled, resisting the urge to end it. He had the man talking. “What was a Russian trafficker doing here?!”

      “Travelling east, man! Stuck in Seattle after the quake, just like everyone else! He had guns, we had girls. It was an even trade! Dude’s name was Volkov, or somethin’…Goes by Pozhar! He’s missing his right ear!”

      It was all sounding true to Earl. Tortured amateurs didn’t make up stories about Russian mafia and think of names on the fly. “How many kids? Where was he taking them?”

      “Three men…taking six kids…please mister…”

      “Where?” Earl yelled as he pressed the muzzle closer.

      “New York…”

      Earl screamed in his head, afraid to believe what he was being told, yet somehow it all made sense. He pressed the suppressor into Tank’s mouth and squeezed the trigger. He pulled his rifle out of the corpse’s face and marched to the front door, not realizing just how much time had gone by. He opened the door, stepped onto the porch and saw an empty rocking chair.

      “Fallujah!” he heard Larry scream into his earbud.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what’re you thinking?” Josh asked Nick as he stretched.

      Nick was stretching and yawning, too. Probably let my guard down a bit too much, but that sleep felt goooooood, he thought. And it is nice having someone to watch my back for a spell. “For the next few moments, some instant coffee,” he said as he got up and knocked on the glass door to call Jeff in from his small watch station in the woods next to the house. He started looking for his boots. Nature was calling. “Let’s round up the Doc. Everyone grab a bite and a sip, then we’ll figure it out.”

      While the small team took a few minutes to get the sleep out of their system, Nick took care of coffee and making room for it, then pulled out one of his Sequim maps. About fifteen minutes later, all four of them were sitting in the commandeered living room, staring at it.

      “It beats nothing, but I do wish we had a topo right now,” Nick said, referring to a topographic map. “It’s safe to assume elevation increases with southerly travel, right?” They all nodded, acknowledging the fact that they were travelling east-to-west, situated northeast of the Olympic Mountains. Nick knew he was mostly explaining this to Stu and Jeff. “So, to a sniper high ground is gold. Stu, why don’t you start with telling me about where your folks live.”

      Stuart looked over the map and got his bearing on where the only highway came into town. He mumbled a few things to himself, as he used his finger to take the exit and head south of the highway. A few lefts and rights, he finally said, “Right about here, I think. Address is 14355.”

      Nick reached up with a sharpie and dotted it, allowing Stu to pull his finger back. He spent the next half-hour peppering Stu with anything he could remember. What did the house look like? What were the distinguishing features? Cars? Flowerbeds? Deck? Which side is uphill? Where are the closest neighbors? How many? Who are they? What about the next street over? Up? Below? Stu was apologetic and frustrated because he knew so little.

      Nick pulled back and looked at the map as a whole. He noticed a forestry service road that headed south about a mile east of Stu’s parents’ neighborhood. There…

      “Alright, fellas,” he announced. “Here’s what I propose. Stu, you and Jeff stay here and keep a low-profile. Josh and I will take my boat a little closer to town and then hike this forestry road. We’ll find a trail somewhere to cut west and try to get some eyes on this neighborhood.”

      “What will that do?” Jeff asked.

      “Maybe not much. But if we can get a clear look, I’ll be able to see where I would set up an ambush. And more importantly…a counter ambush…”
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        * * *

      

      It was growing dark with evening as Natalie tightened the improvised sling and swath holding Conner’s arm to his chest. “I told you to stop fidgeting,” she scolded. “All you’re doing is making your fever worse.”

      “I gotta admit,” Con-Man said, laying down on a set of garbage bags stuffed with maple leaves next to the fire, “I feel like freshly microwaved dog-turd…”

      Me too, Natalie thought as she worked on her patient. She had been forced to bury her trauma, focused on getting to her sons. She knew that when she did, the full impact of everything would finally hit her. “At least we made it below the main snowfall today.” She was soaked and shivering.

      Conner said, “Get under this mylar with me.” Natalie looked horrified. “Seriously. If you trust your brother, then you can trust me. Even though these blankets are soaked, the mylar is keeping the heat in.” Conner was laying on his good, right shoulder, facing the fire. Natalie picked up the mylar and scooted next to him, pulling the foil blanket and wet layers above it back over herself.

      That morning, back at the big cedar, she had announced she was going to bury Jack, but Conner talked her out of it. “Earl’ll find him when they come by,” he advised. “Neither of us is in the condition to put our remaining energy into that. The shovel is on the quad they took. Ground is frozen. The best we can do is cover him with enough branches that keeps animals from reaching him too easily.”

      “That seems…so…disrespectful.” Natalie started to weep slowly, thinking about how the man had lost his life saving her. None of them would be here if we’d just stayed home. Roy would be alive. My babies! She started to cry heavily, sobbing.

      “I’m sorry, Natalie. It’s the reality of things. We can build a cairn of rocks on this tree. Earl will find it. He’ll find Jack. He’ll have a look around when he finds the vehicles. I promise.”

      They covered Jack and broke their camp, and Conner committed to walking. Natalie fashioned a good walking stick for him from a branch. His legs weren’t injured, but the stick would still help with balance when trudging downhill along the snow-covered powerline run.

      Conner could no longer wear a backpack, so they used cordage to attach his gurney to his hips with a makeshift belt outside his coat. He dragged as much gear behind him as he could manage. Over the course of the day, Conner tried to keep a pace count, though his fever was making him ill and he wasn’t very lucid at some moments. He estimated they’d only travelled four or five miles, but they’d decreased elevation by at least a thousand feet, probably more.

      They found a pair of fallen trees in which one had crossed another at angle. The little space was roomier, and the branches had made for a decent roof. After they’d gotten a fire going, Natalie collected some water from a nearby stream and helped Conner settle into his spot.

      Thinking back to the morning’s sorrow about Jack, Natalie said, “You awake?” She was the front spoon facing the fire, trying to not lean too far back into his wounded limb.

      “Who could sleep?” Conner joked through the pain.

      “I realize I forgot to tell you thanks. I’m sorry…”

      Conner could tell she was going to start weeping again. “Did I ever tell you about how I met your brother?”

      Is he delirious? He knows we’ve never met! “Uh—obviously not,” Natalie said with just a small hint of sass. “Let me guess,” she said as she wiped at the eyes that had started to moisten a moment earlier. “In the Army.”

      Ignoring her joke, “We went through Ranger school together. I’d only been in for like thirteen months, hadn’t even deployed yet. Earl was already an infantry sergeant with combat experience. There’s this first phase for like three weeks where they wash out the ones that won’t hack the rest of it. I know this may be surprising to you, but I was the class clown…”

      “Shocking,” she said sarcastically.

      “No, it’s true,” Conner said, missing the tone as he was half-asleep with fever. “That’s where he started calling me Con-Man…” Conner was trying his best to finish the story to cheer her up before he passed out from exhaustion. He shook his face. “Anyway, the physical part of it was easy for me. The discipline…not so much…” He paused, thinking.

      After a long silence, Natalie said, “And…?”

      “Earl took me under his wing. Made me realize that being Han Solo in a team environment doesn’t work. Earning my tab was the best thing I ever did. Aside from my kids, I mean.” He paused for a moment. “Next to them, there’s nobody on this planet I love more than my best friend.”

      The fire snapped in the silence. “Where are your kids? I take it they’re safe in another state somewhere?” Natalie asked, receiving only light snoring in reply.
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        Skin of Our Teeth.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 31 Days.

      

      “I’m going out the back!” Earl yelled into the radio as he slammed the heavy wood door. A round went through the door a few inches above Earl’s head.

      “Got the back covered!” Larry said.

      Though Earl couldn’t hear it, Larry had already taken out two pursuers with his hunting rifle. It was still the wee hours of the morning and too dark to see much.

      Earl ran back through the large living room and karate kicked the glass French doors leading to the impressive wood deck. They splintered the center post out, losing half their glass in the process, as the 6’ 2” combat vet knew better than to stop for anything.

      He pushed through the pieces of door and ran for the stairs that led from the deck to the snowy yard between the cabin and the woods to the west. He didn’t have the time to find the little earbud button to key up his mic. He just sprinted for the woods, flipping his NODs down, which turned the snow into a bright green reflector. He knew about where he’d left Larry.

      As soon as he saw his partner take another shot, he yelled, “Larry! Coming from your south, and I ain’t stopping!” Larry’s muzzle flash had been a huge beacon to the incoming horde—the snow and trees around the two men began to take fire.

      “Switch guns!” Earl yelled as he passed Larry. Earl wasn’t in the best of shape and they were running uphill in the snow—and now he was towing a sixty-five-year-old man. “There’s a small crest for a little dell just up here a bit! We have to make it there!” Earl yelled at Larry as the two tried to sprint in almost eighteen inches of fresh powder.

      They could hear probably six to eight people behind them. As Earl reached and jumped over the small crest, he pivoted and dropped to his knees. Larry was huffing and puffing, with about twenty meters to go. Earl saw the beams of flashlights cutting through the dark around the fir trees.

      Pop! A shot flew over both their heads, as Larry finally crested and plopped down low next to Earl. “You ever see Butch and Sundance?” Larry cracked.

      Earl ignored the old man. “Reach into the rear, lowest pocket on the back of my pack,” he ordered.

      Larry did as ordered and shoved his hand into the pouch. “Is that—?”

      “Yes. The round ones, not the cylinders! Grab them!” He was starting to throw bullets down at the group.

      “They’re going to know where we are!” Larry protested.

      “Correction!” Earl yelled as he passed the man, grabbing the two fragmentation grenades from his hands. He started running south below the crest in the dell, where they couldn’t be seen. “Where we were!”

      Larry dragged himself back up to a low squat and tried to keep up. They ran another hundred meters. Earl was looking up. They were in a large grove of trees with heavily laden branches of snow.

      “Hand me that AK,” he ordered. “Keep running south! Count two hundred paces and find a good hiding spot! Go!”

      The old man took off, and Earl let the AK fall in the middle of their tracks, as if someone had dropped it. He then got to one knee and laid the round fragmentation grenade under the rifle.

      This is some real ‘Red Dawn’ magic, here. Let’s hope this works…

      He set the handle directly under the rifle and slowly pulled the pin, carefully making sure the handle stayed squeezed. Once the grenade started cooking, there was nothing to do but pray. Earl was too old and tired to run at least five meters in the snow in five seconds. He carefully backed away. He could see the lights approaching the crest, so he took off for the south in a sprint to catch Larry.

      A few minutes later, he was behind another snowbank with Larry, waiting…hoping to hear an explosion that never came. The pack of men caught up and were slowly spread out along the trail. The snow was too fresh and deep to run in and it gave them away anytime they stopped and made a plan.

      “The snow, Larry,” Earl whispered. “They know we’re here.”

      Larry squeezed his hunting rifle, kissing it on the stock. “I’m ready, young fella.”

      Earl popped the pins on the two smoke grenades Larry had dug out on their small respite, throwing one to the east and one to the west. The men could hear them, but the woods, pre-dusk light, and snow made them hard to see.

      Earl could tell there was a commotion ten to fifteen meters north of his snowbank, as he heard men arguing about what to do. He yanked the pin out of the second frag grenade and gave it a good toss over the bank. Five seconds later…

      KA-BOOM! He heard at least three sets of screams. He and Larry sat up and looked to acquire targets. He was able to pick out at least two, which he dispatched with several shots.

      “Cover me!” he hissed to Larry. He got out and could see bodies through some of the smoke. The screaming helped him home in on the carnage. He shoots, he scores! he said to himself, realizing he’d gotten at least four of them with the grenade toss. He heard the report of another dispatched by Larry’s hunting rifle. Earl started to walk north again, seeing a wounded man running away.

      He began to sprint after the man. Need to make sure none of these guys makes it back to town. He started following a blood trail. Earl was most of the way back to the booby trap that had never been sprung when he saw the escapee crawling in the snow.

      “You’ll never reach it in time,” Earl said.

      “You!” the man said as he turned and looked at Earl. It was the big one with the attitude who had tried to keep Earl from reaching the stew pot about twelve hours earlier.

      “Awww, what the hell—go ahead,” Earl egged the man on. He sped up the pace of his crawl toward the rifle, thinking that he and Earl were in some sort of quick draw competition. All’s fair in love and war, Earl thought. Although, I always heard that if you fight fair then your tactics suck.

      Just then, the bully reached the AK he thought was his reprieve of safety and spent the last five seconds of his life wondering just who Earl Garren was.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 32 Days.

      

      The forest service road had shown signs of people using it, with trash strewn everywhere. Nick and Josh had passed more than one burn mark indicating places where people had lit small fires. They were keeping a five meter distance between themselves, Nick leading and on the left side of the road, Josh on the right. The men were carrying their rifles up front, not sure exactly who they would run into. The road crossed over into the next valley after they crested.

      “I sure wish we had the right kind of map,” Nick said. He had even used the little GPS device on his boat to take a look for some better guidance but to no avail.

      “I have a Gazetteer back home in Shelton that would have all this on it,” Josh said regrettably.

      Nick looked back in surprise. “You’re from Shelton? How’d you wind up in Slaughter County?”

      “Tagged along with my brother’s family to his in-laws.” He thought about the accuracy of that. “Well…to his in-law’s bugout location…”

      “And that’s where you came to guard Stu?”

      “Pretty much. Stu’s a doctor in a world that suddenly found itself two hundred years back in time. And this place we’re staying is about sixty percent geriatric.” He left off the part about his biggest concern—that Payton was entering month seven of pregnancy. “Knowing his folks are probably…” He stopped scanning long enough to look at Nick, who was looking back at him. “…you know. We figured he’d need a place to stay when he figured it out, so Jeff and I are here to bring him back safe and sound.”

      Interesting, Nick thought as he turned his head back to scanning. He stopped and stared west at a small path. “Let’s try this game trail. Hand me that machete, will ya?”

      Josh took the blade off the side of the man’s pack and handed it to him. The pair started west on a game trail. There were still occasional pieces of trash. Everyone has hunted this land to extinction, Nick thought. Jerks can’t even pack their trash out. They ducked under branches and stepped over logs, only using the machete where the trail grew over with huckleberry and salal.

      “So, this location…” Nick said about fifteen minutes later. Josh looked puzzled. “Where you’re staying…”

      “Ohhh. It’s a gun club. The main guy is an ex-Marine.”

      “Don’t let him hear you say it like that!” Nick kidded.

      “Yeah, yeah. I wouldn’t much care, except—” Josh stopped short.

      Nick stopped and turned out of curiosity. “What?”

      Josh started smirking, sheepishly. “Nawww. Never mind.” He looked forward, trying to get Nick moving again.

      “What? Is the dude you’re daddy or something?” He studied Josh’s smirk.

      “Would you get moving, already?” Josh insisted.

      “A girl,” Nick concluded. He turned and started hiking. “There’s a girl. Lemme guess—he’s her daddy?”

      “Dude, shut up!” Josh said as they continued to hike west. “How on Earth could you tell that by looking at my face?”

      Nick started laughing more than he wanted to on a patrol. But he did miss the camaraderie of giving another soldier a hard time. “Easily,” he said. “Gettin’ laid is about the only reason an 11-Bravo would care what a Marine thinks!” They both had a good laugh.

      “It’s not just the girl,” he admitted. “This place has become family. We’ve already gone through a world of crap. I…I feel fortunate to have met these people. And—we’re starting to protect the community…patrols and such. Formed up a posse endorsed by the sheriff.” Josh didn’t feel like telling the whole story. “What about you?” he asked, changing the topic. “What are you doing after the hunt is over?”

      “Well,” Nick said as they were about to crest the hill, “turns out I have a lady friend, too. Not too far from here, actually.” It had just dawned on him that he’d done nearly a full circle since the beginning. He held up an upright hand, telling Josh that party time was over. They slowly crested the trail at the top of the hill and stopped. Nothing but a valley and another hill. Nick pulled the map out as Josh caught up to him. “See that creek on the map?”

      Josh knew that creeks on maps were always in the valleys. “Probably just past that next hilltop, then.”

      Counting a small break, the pair spent three more hours crossing over the next peak and finding a clearing below the crest. Nick doffed his pack and opened it, pulling out a hard, plastic watertight case. He retrieved a mil-spec M-151 spotting scope. It would provide forty-times magnification.

      Josh gave a low whistle. “Man, I bet that cost a pretty penny!”

      Nick just looked with a slight grin but didn’t say anything. He left it in the case while he took an all-black tripod off the side of his pack. He set his poncho on the ground and started adjusting the tripod, which would enable him to stay seated. After he’d assembled the whole unit, he started scanning the roads below him. He pulled the map out of his coat pocket and referenced it a few times. He finally looked at Josh.

      “You might as well get comfortable. Just keep an ear out for trouble. I think I know which one is Stu’s house—and I see exactly where I would be surveilling it from.”
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        New Alliances.

      

      

      

      There was only so much President Jeremiah Allen could do. The United States Military was making every possible move it could to the American West Coast. Not only was part of the Atlantic Fleet being pushed through the Panama Canal to change homeports to San Diego and Pearl Harbor, the American President had worked out an emergency revision to the protection agreement with Japan—the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Halsey was destined to pick up her air-wings in California and change homeports to Yokosuka. The Washington State Naval Shipyard was trying desperately to have her seaworthy after narrowly getting the vessel out of a destroyed dry-dock without flooding the ship. The president had been promised that the ship would be on the way to San Diego within a week.

      Across train tracks and highways in the southern half of the US, Army and Marine units were in transit, leaving a bare-bones force on the East Coast. The president had been forced to activate the Eastern states’ National Guard and Reserve units, as the Western states’ units were tied up with riot control. In the gulf city of Pascagoula, Mississippi, decommissioned naval ships—particularly those meant to haul aircraft, tanks, and troops—were being put through emergency overhauls. The Navy had been trying for many years to correct an error of too much force reduction from the 1990s, but there just hadn’t been time. The ships were being made habitable and provided with new electronics for their Combat Information Centers. The engine rooms and other systems were just too time-consuming to upgrade in a state of national emergency. Another world war had been brewing for close to two decades, and the release of Tahoma’s hammer had been the kettle’s call.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 37 Days.

      

      “How ya doin’, James?” Phil asked his radio operator.

      James Bryant, though only thirteen years old, had trained and learned enough from Jerry that he was now standing Command Post duty as a lead operator. Jerry had personally grilled the young man enough to know that had they still been in a time of law, young James would be able to pass the technician’s test and operate without walking on other people’s signals. That was good enough for him. After watching Jerry for a few weeks, he was finally able to give Jerry a chance to go move around a bit. He’d been mentored in all facets of running the Command Post—keeping the log, marking activities on the map, and taking reports from the salvage and intel patrols.

      “Pretty good, Mr. Walker.”

      This made Phil grin. “James, I’ve told you to call me Phil.”

      “I know, but my dad says to call you Mr. Walker. I don’t wanna get in trouble.”

      “Ahh,” Phil understood. “Jerry must have a lot of faith in you to leave the CP.”

      “I guess. This stuff is fun—at least, when I actually understand what they’re saying. The HAMs use lots of letters and numbers as code to keep things short. That’s why we have these posters,” he said, pointing around.

      “Gotcha…well, good job, young man. I never had the interest to learn all this…kind of wish I had, now…”

      “It’s not too late, Mr. W!”

      If only that were true, Phil thought. Just too stinkin’ busy all the time. “I suppose not. Now, did Jerry remind you to text me on the mesh network if anything urgent comes up?”

      “Yes sir. Say, I’ve been meaning to ask you—any idea when my brother and uncle will be back?” The teen showed a bit of concern on his face.

      “Sorry, bud…no. But they know how to take care of themselves. I wouldn’t sweat it until there’s a real reason to.” Phil put on a confident face, but inside he was growing a bit concerned, too. “You have anything to report?”

      “There is traffic from the north end that I put on this message form here. I was going to let Jerry look at all of this when he got back…”

      “No, no…it’s alright, James. I don’t need to be called for every detail. There’s an art to sensing when something is unique or urgent. It’s the kind of sense you get when you turn into an old fart like me or Jerry.”

      Phil scanned the traffic log while James laughed. Interesting…a civil navy of sorts up in the Strait, keeping the piracy at bay. Unknown number of boats…estimates as high as twenty…maybe more… “James, is there a way to get ahold of these boats if we need to?”

      “I’m not sure…sorry…”

      “Relax, my friend. Just do me a favor and ask Jerry when he gets back on duty. Okay? Now…the real reason I’m here is to have you make a contact for me. You up to that?”

      “Yeah! I mean yes, sir!”

      “At the next scheduled time, I need you to arrange a meet up of Posse leaders. Tell them…” Phil picked up the current roster of code words that had been pre-arranged to give location, time, and priority. “…Sandpiper. Tell them Sandpiper. Ya got that?” James was jotting it in the logbook.

      “Yes sir!”

      “Thank you, son. Keep up the good work,” he said as he exited the canopy. Son… And like that Phil once again thought of Crane, though each time he was just a tad less sad. I miss you, boy…

      He walked back down the hill. The rain wasn’t horrible, though he did miss the days of pulling up a weather radar on his phone. He stopped in his tent to get off the prosthetic when his phone buzzed. He checked the mesh-text and saw that he had an unexpected but welcome guest up at the office.

      Phil kept on the fake leg for a bit longer and wandered up the path to find Charlie and his family in the small trailer. “Hey!” he said as he gave Mel a hug and high-fived Charlie’s kids.

      “Will work for lodging!” Melinda Reeves said a little nervously. Though initially resistant to move out to the gun range earlier, once at the range she didn’t want to leave. It was only after her husband and Phil had a temporary falling out that she and the kids had braved the FEMA camp in Bartlett.

      “You know you don’t have to beg, Melinda,” Phil said as endearingly as possible. He could see her eyes tearing up, though she was trying not to cry in front of her kids. “Why don’t you all go set up your gear? I think your old camping spot is still open,” Phil told her and the kids. “Deputy Dog will be along in a couple of minutes.” They watched Melinda drag her kids out to Charlie’s patrol rig to grab their stuff.

      Charlie went first. “I…I guess—”

      “Save it, brother. Buried hatchets, as your heritage goes, and all that. Is it getting bad down there?”

      “I don’t know what we’re going to do, man!” Charlie was in a place where he could vent and speak freely. “The sheriff and Adam mean well, but there’s just too many people. The good news is that any Guard and police left are staying for good. The bad news is that it’s like watching a reality show—people always sneaking off for sidebar conversations, backstabbing… The way everything is crumbling is like watching a grape turn into a raisin at a hundred miles-per-hour.”

      “Yes, I even get a sense of that out here,” Phil admitted quietly. “There’s always going to be people who push their own agenda, no matter how upright they seem on the surface…”

      Charlie decided to change the subject. “Got anything else brewing? Anything to report, I mean?”

      “Nothing you guys don’t already know.”

      Phil led Charlie back out of the office. He watched his friend help his family start retrieving their stuff and headed back for his tent. When he got there, he ditched his pants and prosthetic to try and grab a nap before manning a fighting position for watch that night. This cartel thing…I don’t know if I’ll ever actually sleep until we figure this crap out once and for all…

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 38 Days.

      

      Late the evening before, Tyler and Gene watched the cartel finish loading their stuff onto the two boats. Several trucks of men disappeared through the rubble of train cars and broken pieces of road, made drivable by American construction workers and heavy equipment operators who didn’t feel like watching their families die painful and slow deaths. There were but two cartel soldiers guarding the pier.

      “We’re going to have to find a moment of opportunity,” Tyler said. “Surely those two won’t stay planted in one spot all night.”

      “What if they come in here?” Gene asked, concerned.

      “That’s what this is for.” Tyler was holding a four-foot long piece of pipe he’d found in the shop. “The other thing we need to remember is that there’s probably crew on that ship. Anyone could come out for a cigarette at the exact wrong moment.”

      Their opportunity finally came when one guard went onto the ship—probably to poop, Gene thought—and the other roved slowly down to the end of the pier. They snuck out as quickly as Gene could travel, and under the cover of night snuck right back onto the boat that had brought them there. All of the miscellaneous life preservers had been shoved into the front of the hold to make room for boxes and bags of equipment and supplies.

      “This is comms gear, I’m sure of it,” Gene said as the two painfully pushed their way past it to bury themselves in stinky old Mae West style floatation devices and fishing buoys.

      “Maybe some of it,” Tyler said. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Those NSN numbers. It’s military, American. I was in information security when I was in the Navy. Learned a few things about the gear.”

      “Huh,” Tyler grunted. “From the looks of things, these guys are operators,” he said as he peeked into a zipped gear bag. He looked at Gene. “We need to be as quiet as church mice when they get to wherever they’re going!”

      Less than three hours later, the soldiers had returned and departed on a pre-dawn trip northwest across Puget Sound. An hour later some of the cargo disappeared from the hold and some of the men departed. The small vessel headed south for thirty minutes before stopping again. The process repeated itself.

      “Dang!” Gene scream-whispered at Tyler as the now empty vessel fired back up to leave—presumably east. “Some of them didn’t leave!”

      “I know! We need to run up and just fly off the back of this boat as fast as we can.”

      “No!” Gene was terrified. “I can’t move that fast!”

      “We got no choice, Gene. We’re dead men if we go back to Seattle on this boat!” Gene didn’t say anything, but Tyler had the impression he was going to freeze up from fear. “Look! We have to go! Push through the pain. I’ll head up the stairs first. Every second counts! We’re getting farther away from shore!”

      With that, Tyler led the way—he wasn’t going to stay, and he knew leaving was the only way to spur Gene into moving. He pushed his way out of the fishing gear and life preservers and headed aft. He stood aside from the stairs when he got to them and could hear Gene trying to move through the mess, too. When he sensed his partner behind him, he moved up the ladder and cautiously tried to sneak a look. He waved Gene up.

      As low as he could whisper, he cupped Gene’s ear and said, “The aft deck is clear. You make a break for it, and I’ll stop and shove anyone who comes after us into the water.”

      Gene’s teeth were shaking as he looked at Tyler. “G-good luck!” And with that, Gene started running up and aft as fast as his tortured body and fiery balls would let him.

      Tyler had no intention of stopping. He lied through his teeth to get Gene the confidence he needed. He got right on Gene’s back and started shoving him in the middle of it as hard as he could. The two men jumped off the stern of the vessel and plummeted four feet into the water. Razors of icy pain shot through Gene’s broken body as the men hit the fifty-four-degree water. Gene made a bubbling sound as he screamed while submerged. He started to shoot his way up and Tyler grabbed him and held him down, half expecting to see Hollywood style bullet trails coming after them. Gene started to panic and eight seconds later broke free of Tyler’s grasp, shooting through the surface. Tyler followed.

      “What the Hell?” Gene yelled through coughs, while Tyler was shushing him to be quiet. He spun around to get his bearings.

      “We need to swim that way.” He pointed. There was a broken piling and pier farther north along the shore from where the cartel soldiers were still handling their gear. “Quietly!” he whispered.

      There was a medium density rain that helped mask the sound of their strokes, which gave Tyler the confidence to try regular swimming versus dog paddling. He knew they only had moments before their bodies would freeze up and they’d drown. The two made their way past the pilings, grabbing onto the broken pier deck. They were surrounded by sunken boats, and the shore less than two hundred feet away was littered with trash and pieces of boat above the tideline.

      “C’mon, Gene! We can rest when we get there!” Tyler urged.

      The two battered, frozen men slowly made it to land and pulled themselves up onto the gravelly bank. Th-tha-than-thankk-y-youuu, L-Lo-Lor-Lorddd, Gene thought. He was so cold even his mind was shivering.
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        * * *

      

      Tyler came to in the back of a truck bed. An old canopy was keeping the rain off him and Gene. It smelled of fish and bait, though there wasn’t any in there at that moment. Gene was curled up next to him, covered in what looked like a horse blanket. He looked at his own, naked lap and realized he had one, too. He scanned around and could see the back of a man’s legs.

      Odd…this truck is surging and driving slower than my grandma… He decided it must be a weird dream. There was an old milk jug sitting between them, about half full of sloshing water. He took a long pull on the jug and laid back down, falling back asleep instantly.

      A while later, he woke with a start as he heard voices. The cartel! He shot up and hit his head on the truck canopy, instantly crashing back down next to Gene. “Oowwwww!”

      “Don’t do that,” he heard a grandfatherly voice calmly say.

      Tyler repeated the cry, as it were just one more in a long list of pains he had accumulated. He looked down to see two men of Native American heritage staring at him.

      “Whatchu got there, Floyd?” he heard the taller one say. He couldn’t see his face.

      “A couple of naked white boys…”

      “Yeah, I can see that. I mean, what’re two naked white boys doing in your trailer?”

      “Yes, but that’s not what you asked,” the older one said as he and the other walked out of sight around toward the front.

      “H-He—” Tyler’s voice cracked as he tried to call out. He slowly sat up and stooped his head. After taking another drink of the lukewarm water, he called out, “Heeellloooo?” He could hear multiple muffled voices approaching, getting louder as they spoke.

      “…sounds like one of your white boys is up.” Just then the men returned with two more.

      “Hey, there!” the oldest one said.

      “H-Hey…” Tyler said. “I guess I’m not dreaming, then.”

      “Heh—no…no… Let me help,” the old man said, reaching in.

      Tyler leaned forward and took the old, leathery hand, trying to keep the horse blanket in front of him. It was still wet and cold outside. As he slid out onto the open tail gate, one of the younger ones, probably an older teen, was there to offer a full blanket, which he did without saying anything. Tyler took it as he was reaching for the gravelly ground with his feet.

      “Thank you,” he said to the young man, who was already walking back around the truck bed. “Wh-where am I?” he asked the old man who was looking at him inquisitively.

      The middle age taller one said, “Where do you want to be?” in as mysterious of a voice as he could. He started laughing loudly, drawing a rebuking look from the other.

      “Must you always do that?” the shorter, older one scolded.

      “Ha ha! You act like we get naked white boys here all the time! Can’t a guy have a little fun?”

      The older one looked at Tyler. “I’m Floyd,” he said sticking his hand out to shake Tyler’s. “You’re at my place. I found you washed up on the shore.”

      Tyler looked around and saw split-wood fencing all over. Must be a small horse ranch… “Please tell me this is Slaughter County,” he said hopefully.

      “It is,” Floyd said. “You’re on the Suquamish Reservation. Got any idea how you wound up on our shore?” He watched as the two younger males and a newly arrived female showed up to pull Gene from the bed.

      Tyler stepped out of the way. “Oh, hey—please be careful. He’s hurt. We both are…”

      “Looks like you boys been beat up pretty good,” the taller one said.

      Tyler finally took Floyd’s hand. “Sorry. I’m Tyler.” He then addressed the other. “We were captured by the drug cartel and taken to Seattle.” The cartel! he suddenly realized. They’re here! I need to get word to Phil! His face showed the sudden surge of urgency.

      “What is it?” Floyd asked.

      “The cartel!” Tyler explained. “They’re here!”

      The taller one started to interject. “Drug dealers ain’t nothing new.”

      “Quiet, Henry!” He looked at Tyler. “Please forgive my brother. He’s been kicked by one too many horses. Please continue.”

      Tyler didn’t know why, but he found Floyd’s voice soothing…reassuring. “These aren’t the local dealers. The Mexican cartel has taken over Seattle.” He expected to see shocked looks, but both men just patiently waited for him to finish, their only emotion being one of calmness. Tyler continued. “We were tortured.” He watched Floyd’s family put Gene on a backboard and carry him off. “We were lucky and escaped. But—they’re here. They’re planning some sort of attack. I need to get to Bartlett and report what I know!”

      “Easy does it, Tyler,” Floyd said. “You should probably warm up and get some rest, first.”

      The old man turned and started to lead Tyler up a path toward a double-wide manufactured home. It was older but in decent shape. It looked as if it had some repairs made to it as a result of earthquake damage.

      As they passed the trailer, Tyler could see the truck bed was actually not attached to a truck at all. It was a converted trailer being towed by a horse, which the young man who had brought him a blanket was now detaching from the trailer. Tyler followed Floyd into his home, trailed by Henry. He stepped inside and felt the warmth of a fireplace. Oh, man! Does that feel good!

      “Have a seat, Tyler,” Henry said as Floyd turned up a hallway. “Keep that blanket tight. I don’t want your dirty butt on my couch!” Henry started laughing loudly again.

      Tyler plopped down and realized there was a danger of falling asleep again. NO! You need to get going!

      Floyd returned with a child of maybe ten years old holding a bowl of soup. She gave it to Tyler.

      “Oh, wow! Thank you so much!” Tyler said graciously. The girl left and Floyd and Henry sat down in easy chairs.

      “I think we can scrounge up some clothes for you. I’m sending my grandson to go fetch one of our tribal medics. Your friend’s grapefruits aren’t looking too ripe,” Floyd said matter-of-factly.

      “They used a welding machine to do that,” Tyler explained. And I know I’m selfish, but I’m so glad it wasn’t me, he said to himself.

      “And I’m betting you had all your teeth before this started,” Henry said, this time not making any jokes.

      Tyler nodded and looked quickly down at his soup, stirring it. “You’re correct, I should stay and heal. But I can’t. I would be in your debt for some clothes and a ride to Bartlett. And if you can look after Gene until I can get back.”

      “As you know, there is no hospital. Your friend will be my honored guest as he heals, unless we can get him some better care somehow,” Floyd explained. “And we will help you get to the far side of the rez, on the way to Peterson. I’m sorry, but that’s the best I can do.”

      “Yeah,” Henry said with a smirk. “We don’t go off the reservation anymore!”
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        Not All news is Good.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 32 Days.

      

      John felt the butterflies in his stomach as he watched his son swooping around, doing rollovers and sharp banking turns and dives. The weather had broken enough for him to come do his first flight in over five weeks. They needed it to not be raining. Water droplets on a wing could cause it to collapse. If God doesn’t give us some good weather when we need to use this thing, it was all for nothing, John realized. He watched the square, parachute type wing over his son stayed filled with cells of air and reacted to his every command, applied through two pair of control cables and brakes and one electric throttle.

      They had slid over the ten miles to a large mountain that had been frequented by paramotorists and their non-motorized cousins, parasailers, before the hammer fell. There were two security teams keeping watch and perimeter guard. Seeing a paramotor this long into the strange, new world was sure to bring some spectators. The idea of word about these tests getting to the cartel was foremost in John’s mind. The group had been hard-pressed to convince him to let them come out this time. Things better work, that’s all I have to say about it…

      John was watching as Alex and Dexter busied themselves in prepping the craft. They had made a tow line out of a double strand of 550-paracord and had attached it to a hula hoop that Tucker could try to hook with his arm as he did a low-elevation fly-by. Typically when he flew just a few feet off the ground he tried to maintain a good portion of his power, which maxed out at over forty-five miles per hour. Flying low was the most fun and most challenging aspect of the sport—pilots needed time and space to climb if they came up on a tree or powerlines unexpectedly. Tucker was keeping his momentum at about twenty-five mph, which was enough to keep from stalling and landing.

      To provide a small, shock-absorbing factor, the paracord line had been tied with a few alpine butterfly-loops and the cord had been run back and forth through them a few times. It had been secured with a large volume of wraps, similar to a noose. The intent was for the paracord tow line to grow in length as Tucker’s initial grab had pulled on it, absorbing the sudden shock and slowly transferring the energy to the glider.

      The glider had everything except the actual explosive, which was going to be in the form of a construction grade mixture of TXT and RDX. It was waterproof and stable, but also required the use of another explosive to set it off. The electrically-fire blasting cap wouldn’t do it by itself. A common component in the construction and mining industry—ASA—was the small explosive triggered by the squib that would then explode the main charge. The small team had simulated the warhead by adding eight one-pound cornhole bags to the craft.

      Tucker swooped down and pulled into a level flight barely four feet above the open sloping field. He lined up on Alex, who was holding the hoop out, ready to run aside before their glider caught him. About five hundred meters down the field, just before the next tree-line, Marshall had set up a weighted cardboard box covered in foil. He had traversed most of the way back towards the main group and was pointing a combat rifle with a civilian version of an IR laser pointer at the target. He and his target were off-line with Tucker’s flight path by at least forty-five degrees.

      Tucker used his right hand—his non-throttle side—to reach out and grab the hula hoop. He cocked his arm to hold it tight knowing the weight of the glider would try dragging his shoulder back. He hit the throttle to begin an ascent as quickly as possible. Trying to get as much of his speed back as possible before the clunky, fifty-pound anchor behind him caused him to crash.

      The paracord shock absorber began to grow and stretch as the wraps around it tightened around the pulley system they’d made out of knots started to tighten. The lumbering craft rolled on its two wheels, slowly at first, and gaining speed quickly. The extra wide and thick wing had such good loft, that the craft picked up speed quickly and began to float just ten feet down the field. It quickly gained altitude, following Tucker like an eagle chasing a baby seagull. Tucker could see the long paracord towline was at least three times longer than the forty or so feet in altitude he and the glider had, so he banked slowly left and kept climbing to loop back around.

      “T-bird!” John said into the radio, knowing Tucker would be able to hear him in his headset and helmet. “That wasn’t the plan!”

      “The glider needs more altitude,” John heard back. “I also think I need to cut this hula hoop from the line and hold onto it. This whole cord thing is going to fall like a rock before the glider can get to where it’s going!”

      John knew there was nothing he could do—it was all in Tucker’s control. He scanned the perimeter, once again checking for threats. Tucker finished his loop. He and the glider trailing him were at least two-hundred feet above ground level. As he said he would, about the time he passed the group he cut the hula hoop free and let it fall. The glider, which had been seeking the IR beam from Marshall’s rifle the whole time was now free to do what it wanted—no longer under the command of Tucker’s powered wing. It made a couple of small adjustments as the four sensors did exactly as predicted, turning the craft towards Marshall. It flew right over him, dragging the paracord from its nose, and appeared to be headed for the foil covered box, but it landed about forty meters shy of getting to it.

      John waited for the glider team to go check their craft and watched his son swoop low once more, pulling on his brakes as he came in for a smooth landing. He stopped his short landing trot and turned to grab his lines so he could control the descent of his wing.

      “Looked like it was guiding itself that way,” John said as he walked up to his son.

      “It’s the paracord. I’m certain of it,” Tucker responded. “That whole shock absorber idea worked, but it uses way too much cord. And it made it hard to pull that thing. I was fighting drag because it was trying to turn the whole time. And since we’re discussing holes in the plan,” he said as most of the rest of the team was pulling in closer, “who’s going to sneak in there and use the laser pointer?”

      John had been dreading this question. Man up. This is your son you’re talking about. “I am.”

      “Dad! No. You can’t sneak in anywhere. Your back hurts just walking around the neighborhood.”

      “I won’t be walking, son. You’re not the only paramotor pilot here.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 33 Days.

      

      “How can you be sure this plan will work?” Stu asked Nick, his nervousness oozing out of his words.

      “I can’t, Doc. Nothing’s guaranteed,” Nick admitted. “Except that this guy won’t stop until you’re dead, and this is the one time we’ll know exactly where he is.”

      Ten hours earlier, Nick had positively identified a sniper’s roost on the back deck of the house above the Schwartz’s. While tempting to take the 923-meter shot, the winds were too unpredictable. I will not waste this opportunity on an ego-booster, he thought. He studied the propped-up cover on the deck for quite some time, finally seeing a set of legs scoot backwards through the sliding glass door and disappear into the house. Gotcha!

      Having already scanned and mapped every visible inch of the neighborhood, he and Josh packed up and beat feet back to his boat. They’d finally made it back to their hideout. It was pre-dawn and they were briefing Stu and Jeff on their findings.

      “But how can you be sure he’ll squirt up that trail?” Stu protested. They were all staring at Josh’s hand-drawn map of the kill-zone, complete with yardages between structures. “And how do you even know how long these distances are?”

      “The spotting scope has a range-finder and can mark off degrees of movement in the level-plane,” he explained. “After that it’s just a matter of doing some circular trigonometry with a calculator using the point we were planted as the center.” Most people never truly know just how much training we get, Nick reminded himself.

      “Alright, professor,” Stu said with a tinge of sarcasm. “I’m still the worm on the hook, here!” He got up from around the coffee table and started pacing. “Hopefully you can understand that.”

      “Got it,” Nick said seriously. “Would you rather die later? Slowly and painfully? ‘Cause I can stop helping….”

      Stu stopped in front of the picture window and looked east at Discovery Bay. He let out a big sigh. “Sorry. I’ve already learned, once…the hard way…to trust my partners.” He turned back around and tried to muster a little humility. “So how does this play out?”

      Nick looked at Josh. “You’re the back seat.”

      “What? No! You’re the sniper! Why wouldn’t you—”

      “The angle,” Nick cut him off. “We’ll be shooting up through the deck. It’ll be a lucky shot, at best, that gets him from there. Make that first one count, but after that, pour on the fire. Make him run for dear life!”

      “How are you so sure he’ll run?” Jeff asked earnestly.

      “He’s an opportunist. I’ve studied this guy for years. He grew up rough. Running when you’re outnumbered is Lesson 101 in the school of street survival. I’d be surprised it if takes him longer than a minute to squirt out of that house. Which leads to the next point.” He looked back at Josh. “The second you need to change mags, both cars need to burn rubber up to the next street. That’s how we’ll push him up the hill.”

      “What if he doesn’t go?” Josh asked, concerned about the possibility that they’d lose him.

      “If he bolts down the hill or the street, I’ll just take his head off his shoulders.”

      “What about vehicles?” Stu asked.

      “In that big fancy garage right through that door over there.” He looked at Stu. “Ever spun the tires on a Charger before?”
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        * * *

      

      “Natalie!” Earl yelled from a few hundred meters back on the trail. He and Larry had taken flight for the rest of the night and well into the next day, only stopping to rest when they were sure they weren’t being hounded by any stragglers from the ski lodge. They had made good time but lost some of it when they investigated the incident near the stuck vehicles. Earl had considered getting a good fire going to thaw the ground enough for a burial. Nope, Earl concluded. A big fire would attract them if they’re following us. Ultimately, Earl’s ‘leave no man behind’ mentality forced him to make another improvised stretcher. They wrapped Jack up in a mylar blanket and began to drag him home. Ranger up. It irked Earl that they had now abandoned three perfectly good vehicles, knowing they may never see them again. But that’s a small price for saving my sister…

      He and Larry trudged on, with Earl doing the dragging the majority of the time. Conner and Natalie’s injuries were keeping their progress slow. Earl estimated they were maybe one more full day away from reaching North Bend when he spotted them up ahead. “I don’t feel like getting shot, do you?” he asked Larry.

      “Not particularly,” the old hunter replied. The two began to yell and wave their rifles, eventually getting their counterparts’ attention.

      Natalie came running back up the trail. Earl could see hope on her face all the way up. He dropped the poles and tried to cut her off and hold her. When she was but a few feet from him, she finally realized it was Jack on the makeshift stretcher, not her daughter. She let out a scream that rivaled the wounded cougar’s when the realization that Earl had failed to find Katherine fully hit her.
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        “Perhaps because I’ll never be one, humans are interesting to me.”

        —Jeff Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming Dexter

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 33 Days.

      

      The lower wood guardrail of the deck Sticky was laying on exploded into a hundred pieces of wooden shrapnel, as splinters showered the cover he had laying over his head and part of his rifle. But it wasn’t just the one shot from that first, sudden muzzle flash. It happened again, this time coming up through the deck about two inches to his left.

      “Balls!” he screamed out loud.

      Crawling backward as fast and low as he could. His legs cleared the threshold of the open sliding glass floor. He was a good four feet away from the rifle before he realized that in his zeal for preserving life and limb, he’d failed to grab the stock and drag it back with him. The area all around it—and indeed the rifle itself—was being peppered with copper-jacketed lead.

      Screw that! he thought, as he shook the temptation to fetch the hunting rifle.

      He had no idea who was in the two vehicles, but he knew they knew right where he was, and he had to change that—fast! He pushed up off the floor and started to run for the front door when it suddenly occurred to him he was being stalked. What if they’re already out front? Hell!

      Sticky ran down the hall toward the home’s bedroom area. He didn’t even care about finding any of his things—escape was his only instinct. He pulled back the closed custom blinds on a bedroom window that looked out the far side of the house. Seeing nothing but lawn and shrubbery, he ripped the blinds off the window, throwing them out of the way entirely, and slid the window open. He didn’t even kick off the screen, choosing to punch and push his way through it. He leaned his body on the window’s sill and squirmed the four or so feet to the ground, using his arms to break his fall into a roll.

      In a split second, he pushed himself against the home’s wall, trying to become one with it as he scanned in all directions hastily. How’d  they know I was there?! Who are they? Is it the Army boy who’s been after me?

      Sticky low-crawled to the front corner of the house. Dammit! He’d forgotten how much lawn this property had. Most of the homes here were spread out from each other a bit and had what used to be custom landscaping and manicured lawns. He knew he had to move. He’d heard that when ambushed, the best option was to just keep moving. He started to slowly creep, stooping as best as he could, toward the street. He could hear tires squealing as at least one of the vehicles was tearing up the hill on a main road, looking for this street to continue its hunt. Sticky saw what appeared to be a community trail in the woods just across from the property he was on. There! He started to sprint.

      Just as he made it to the trail’s head, he heard the red Challenger round the nearest curve, followed by the gold Expedition a mere two seconds later. He kept sprinting up the trail, gaining altitude as he did. He heard the vehicles stop and idle at the house he’d just abandoned, but he didn’t stop. Dammit! he screamed in his head for the hundredth time in the last two minutes. He could see the hill flatten out just a bit farther up, with a distinctive cedar and its roots on the right side of the trail. I’ll stop for a breather behind that tree!

      He got to the top and stepped behind the tree, turning. He slowly leaned back out just enough to look down the trail. I don’t think they’re following me! He sat there trying to catch his breath, looking just to be sure for another minute. He turned just in time to see the shape of a man in green. There was a rifle butt coming straight at his head. Wham! The light went out.
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        * * *

      

      Sticky’s head throbbed. The pulsating pain in his forehead was almost unbearable. He jolted with a start as he came to, and it took a few seconds for him to orient himself. A man in camouflage stood not four feet away. Sticky squinted his eyes, but he couldn’t make out specifics. His head hurt too much.

      “What the—?” Sticky screamed through the headache. “You got no idea how bad you’ve screwed up, man!” Nick said nothing, and the pounding headache was blurring Sticky’s vision, but he squinted until he figured it out. “It is you…! I knew it! How’s yer sister?”

      Nick remained silent for another moment or two before speaking. “I thought about just ending it for you,” he said. “But it didn’t seem right, somehow…”

      He walked closer to Sticky, a combat-style fixed-blade knife in his hand. Nick was thumping it softly against his right thigh, slowly…rhythmically… He squatted directly in front of Sticky, who was tied to the big cedar, hands bound and in his own lap. Sticky’s feet had been bound together and tied to a tree farther up the trail to keep them outstretched. He flicked Sticky’s boot with the big knife, causing a nervous shudder to jolt through the wounded predator’s body.

      “You better back off!” Sticky squealed. “You better let me go, Army boy! If you know what’s good for you!”

      Nick said nothing, but he stood and moved to Sticky’s left, checking on the status of an IV bag hanging off the big cedar’s trunk by a wrap of wax-coated bank-line. Sticky hadn’t even noticed it yet. The IV was dripping into a line that was attached to his left arm. When he realized there was an IV in his arm, the anger suddenly became confusion with a tint of fear laced in.

      “Listen! We can deal! I got connect—"

      “Listen to you, Christopher,” Nick said calmly. “You just went through like three stages of grief in the last thirty seconds. You know this is it, and there’s not a single thing you can do about it.”

      Sticky started to plead. “C’mon! I’m sure we can come to an understanding!” He was craning his neck each time Nick walked around, checking the ropes and IV. That’s when he noticed three other men off to the side, just staring at him. “Hey! Listen!” he screamed at them. “I got no beef with you! Just help me out! I got connections!”

      Dr. Stuart Schwartz walked over to a shaking Sticky Wood and bent down to get near his face. "I only wish you could’ve heard how they screamed like little girls as they bled to death, you lowly piece-of-crap,” he said sternly but calmly. With that, he walked back down the trail, not wanting to waste anymore of his life on the Risen Dead Motorcycle Club. Jeff followed after him.

      Nick looked at Josh, who showed no emotion other than providing over-watch for his fellow combat vet. Nick squatted in front of Sticky. He nodded in the direction Stu had walked off. “The doc, there, is the one who came up with this. Though he thought it’d be fitting to just poke you in an artery…not exactly what is about to happen... See…you’re getting it so much easier than you gave any of your victims—including my sister.” He looked off in thought for a second, collecting the words to finish the deed. “Aren’t you curious what’s in the IV, Christopher?”

      “It’s not too late, man,” Sticky pled. “We can both walk awa—”

      “Aspirin and Coumadin,” Nick said, as if Sticky hadn’t even been speaking. “Anti-coagulants we found. Common in older people’s homes,” he explained, almost lecturing Sticky. “In normal life, we would’ve used Heparin. But…” Nick picked up a cut-up t-shirt on the ground and stuffed it into Sticky’s mouth, having to hold his sweaty head from shaking as he did. Sticky was writhing harshly. Josh came over with a roll of duct tape and put several wraps around Sticky’s head while Nick controlled the animal. After the gag had been successfully installed, Josh stood back up and retook his overwatch position ten feet away.

      Nick began to slice Sticky’s pant legs up the front. Sticky was still writhing as best as his bindings would allow, terror in his eyes as Nick cut the man’s shirt off. “Ever hear of death by a thousand cuts, Christopher?” Nick asked as he used the big, sharp knife to create a hard, deep incision up Sticky’s left thigh.

      “MMMRRRRMMMPPHHHHH!” Sticky screamed through the rag with intense fear.

      “Sorry, Chris…” Nick said as he added several crosscuts to the same thigh with lighter pressure. Blood was quickly covering the man’s leg. “Couldn’t quite make that out.”

      Nick continued the process on Sticky’s legs, stomach, chest, and arms. Sticky’s screams started to die down behind the gag. Nick thought he could see the skin getting pale behind all the blood.

      Sticky’s breathing became more labored as his body began to ramp up the other vital signs in an attempt to make up for the dropping blood pressure. The human body could only leak so much and for so long before it had no choice but to shunt blood from limbs to vital organs. But the blood thinners were winning, keeping the vital clotting-function from happening in the several dozen cuts and slices. Nick had wanted to leave nothing to chance, slicing heavily into fat and muscle layers.

      In his last moments, Christopher “Sticky” Wood’s eyes displayed the same fear he’d become addicted to seeing in his own victims. Once Sticky’s eyes closed and head drooped for what appeared to be the final time, Nick cut the bindings on the wrists, allowing him easier access to the man’s arteries near the inside of his biceps. He gave both of those a good puncture with his knife, just to eliminate the chance of some sort of miracle healing.

      With no words spoken, Nick and Josh headed back down the trail, listening to the sickening gurgle of a wounded, dying monster. Nick wasn’t sure that ending this psychopath would bring him peace, but it did bring him closure, and on that day—it was enough.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 36 Days.

      

      Natalie was sitting next to the sleeping Conner, looking him over. His fever and infection had finally broken, thanks to the antibiotics Earl had vacuum sealed a few years earlier. He had purchased some pet medications without a prescription, taking care to purchase them from a reputable dealer, as he knew the filler materials would be much riskier from some of the cheaper, foreign websites.

      There was a retired doctor who lived in North Bend. He had come down and performed an emergency surgery on Conner’s shoulder. He removed pieces of clavicle that were never going to heal in place and excised some dead tissue. The wound had been open a long time, so he installed a drain that Natalie kept clean. He mentioned that Conner’s shoulder would probably form in what was known as a malunion—not life threatening, but his shoulder would droop for the rest of his life.

      She dabbed the sweat from his forehead with a damp washcloth. Conner had been staying on a cot in the same room as all four teenagers. In the two days since they’d been home and resting, Earl had noticed his sister had understandably been hawking over her sons. She had been prone to bouts of crying, nearly approaching hysteria when she tried to sleep. The rare times she would actually fall asleep, she would wake up screaming Katherine’s name.

      Earl waited quietly for her to finish what she was doing. He could tell she was stalling. “Nat,” he finally said. “There’s something I have to ask you.”

      She looked up, knowing full well what he wanted. She placed the washcloth back in its bowl and approached Earl with moist eyes. “Let’s go outside,” she suggested.

      As they walked through the cabin, she found her sons pressure canning apples with their Aunt Tori and cousins. They passed through, grabbing their raincoats and walking out onto the covered porch to watch the river.

      I do love the sound of that roaring water, Earl thought, dreading the question he had to ask. Peaceful. “Look, I know you’re under a lot of stress,” he started.

      “Mom and Dad…” Natalie said, cutting him off with a statement more than a question. She started to cry, which was very easy to do.

      Earl just nodded, already knowing. He looked out at the roaring river, running hard with rain and snowfall. He pulled his rain hood down as he’d just gotten very warm. “How?” he asked, looking back at her.

      Natalie broke down, and her big brother came over and held her. She started bawling in the big man’s chest. She finally composed herself a little. “Mom died on the day. A big pile up out on the highway. She—she—”

      “It’s alright,” Earl said. “Whatever it is…it’s alright, Nat.” The hardened man had tears welling up despite finally confirming his suspicion that his mother was dead. “When the boys showed up, they couldn’t talk about it. I guess…I guess I knew already.” He let the river’s noise take over for a couple of short minutes. “And Dad?”

      “He wasn’t doing good, Bubby.” Natalie started crying again, though with a little less sorrow. “He wanted to stay. I tried to…”

      Earl pulled on her shoulders softly so they were looking at each other again. “Let me guess—he was being hard-headed…”

      Natalie busted up laughing at the inside joke, as it was the known, family blemish that Earl and their father both shared the same stubborn determination. He pulled his sister back in for a hug. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help,” he said, staring at the rushing, mountain river once more.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Earl,” John Cronin said from Earl’s front door. “Glad to see you guys made it back. How’s Conner doing?”

      “Let me grab my coat,” Earl said. “I need to go move a bit anyhow.” Within a couple of minutes, the two men were strolling west along Earl’s side of the North Fork. “Conner will heal, but he’s gonna be laid up awhile. He took an AK round through the shoulder. Lucky, really…Stupid lucky.”

      “Man,” John said slowly. “I heard you got your sister back. I hope she finds some healing...”

      “We’ll see,” Earl admitted. “I went to go find her daughter, but…” He clammed up, not really wanting to get angry again.

      “I was a cop, Earl,” John said. “You don’t have to tell me what kind of sick people roam the world.” There’s only one reason someone would’ve taken your niece. I wish you could’ve found ‘em, John thought. Even cops knew there was a time justice just needed to be served.

      Earl scanned the low mountain to his south, thinking once again about security. “Yeah, I sure coulda used some snowshoes. But, hey!” he suddenly remembered. “If you hadn’t given me those firecrackers, Larry and I wouldn’t have made it back.”

      “No kiddin’?” John said.

      “Serious as a heart attack,” Earl said flatly. “Word to the wise. If any of you need to head east, be ready for warlords. I took out a couple, but…well…nature hates a vacuum, as they say.”

      “Uh, yeah—that’s kind of what I needed to talk to you about.” John was trying to play it cool. “And we could really use Conner, too, dad gummit…”

      Earl stopped, forcing John to stop and face him. “What’s going on, John?”

      “Something you’re much better trained to handle than I am. One of the other highly organized groups is trying to gather anyone with training for a big meeting tomorrow. It’s about this cartel thing.”

      Earl nodded and started walking again. He was trying to make it back to John’s side of the bridge—he knew there’d be coffee in that little guard shack. “Kinda what I figured it was about.”

      “We heard on the radio that they had a fancy drone attack. Pretty much wiped out what was left of law and order in Seattle. Place is turning into a real zoo.”

      “More than it already was?” Earl quipped. “Didn’t think that was possible.”

      The two leaders passed the south side gate and made their way north along the bridge. John stopped so as to not make Earl walk even farther back to his own cabin.

      “Don’t stop now!” Earl ordered. “We’re almost to the coffee!”

      John busted up laughing. A few minutes later they were in the north side guards’ break shack, staring at some papers. “Here’s the nitty-gritty. Phalanx is but one part of a network. We’ve been building ourselves for years. There are groups like ours all over the tri-county area. My only regret is that we never networked with the militias in West Sound or the Southwest corner of the state.”

      Neither man brought up that the coastal region had been completely wiped out by the tsunami.

      “How are you all laying out the battle plans without the cartel learning about it?” Earl asked.

      “Digital HF,” John said. “Or more specifically, a completely random set of digital HF frequencies that we picked years ago using a random number generator app.” Earl made a snoring sound effect, which caused John to chuckle. “To put it simply,” John continued, “we plugged in several types of digital equipment and multiple bands to use them on, along with a number of times per day. Four years ago, someone built a program to pick primary through tertiary modes and frequencies for every day, at randomly assigned times, four times per day, for the next twenty years.”

      “To put it simply,” Earl mocked. “What’s wrong with plain old encryption?” he wondered aloud.

      John chuckled. “Ha! You career Army guys have the funniest senses of humor! As if we can get that!”

      “Oh. Alright. So—years ago, you guys made a brainy commo plan. Now what?”

      “There’s a big meet tomorrow. I want you to be over here at 0745. We and a few others will be listening in at our HAM shack. If there’s a plan to go fight these guys, my feeling is that we’ll be linking up with the south end units somewhere near Renton.”

      Earl let out a big exasperated sigh. “Man, am I getting sick and tired of war! I just wish this ordeal was over!” It was a lot to process after the week he’d just had. He stood up, feeling his pockets for a can of chew he hadn’t had in weeks. “Dang it!”

      “So…that’s a yes, then?” John said with a twinge of humor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Plans.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 37 Days.

      

      “I think I can muster about twenty,” Earl said the next morning. It went without saying that most of the volunteers weren’t the spring chickens of any modern army. “We’ll put the guards down to just the front gate and a roving patrol. Everyone on the road knows to be armed and extra-vigilant while we’re away. This includes a few older teens, like my own daughter,” Earl told John seriously.

      “Same as us, Sarge,” John replied. “We all got skin in this game.”

      John couldn’t believe he was also looking at Conner. He’d insisted on coming, feeling a bit better. It took Earl impressing upon Natalie that all they were doing was going for a simple walk before she’d let him go.

      “Shouldn’t you still be in the sack?” John asked him. “You look like the one-armed man that killed Dr. Kimble’s wife!” He was referring to the empty sleeve that resulted from Conner keeping his wounded, left arm slung to his body under his coat.

      The joke went over both Conner and Earl’s head. Larry gave it a quick chuckle. “You must be an ol’ turd like me, John. I don’t think those boys remember that show!”

      Earl had also brought Larry with him, knowing the man’s experience as a long-range game hunter might translate into a good sniping role.

      The four men strolled east on the northside road to a point where it split into a Y. They took the left fork and walked about four homes and properties up, stopping at a small chicken and goat farm that had been built on a small flat on the hillside. Earl could see three different antennas mounted to the house and outbuildings. Some were just a pole, and some had little rods sticking out at the bottom.

      John caught him staring as they headed up the short, gravel driveway. “Look up,” he suggested.

      Several wire antennas crisscrossed the property in different locations, running different cardinal directions. Earl even caught a big satellite dish in the back, pointed southerly toward the sky. He could hear the deep whine of a generator running behind the home.

      “When does this guy have time for goats and chickens?” Earl sniped with a chuckle.

      “His wife does all that!” John laughed. They made it to the front door, and John gave two quick knocks as he opened it to let himself in. “Barb?” he called out.

      As he pushed himself through the door, Barbara Oakley was walking up. “They’re all already in there,” she said.

      Small introductions and greetings were exchanged in the entry as John slowly led his guests up the hall and into what used to be the home’s master bedroom. “Your guys’ radio shack is in this dude’s master bedroom?”

      “Uh-huh,” John replied. “It seems a bit weird, but they’re older, kids live elsewhere and all that. They just use a smaller room for themselves.”

      As they entered, Earl just about crapped himself. A large oak dining table with two leaves extending its length was surrounded by a dozen, tightly packed chairs, some wood and some folding. The far wall had a workbench that ran the entire length of it. The bench and the shelving above it were covered in radios, meters, oscilloscopes, wires, and power supplies—electronic gizmos of all types. Not one, but two computers were powered up, each with two screens showing spreadsheets and technical data.

      “Is that a map?” Earl asked jealously. He was looking at a map of east King County with their little river fork on the right and the Renton area on the left. He could see small electronic dots placed on the map by a computer program.

      “Yep,” John whispered. “Those are patriot unit locations. They’re using APRS to transmit where they’re at to us in real time.”

      Three or four small conversations were going on simultaneously, creating a small buzz. Maps and photos were on every available piece of wall. Conner leaned in and mumbled, “I always figured Darth Vader’s sex dungeon looked somethin’ like this.”

      Larry chuckled and Earl shot his buddy a stern look. I guess you’re feeling better, huh? he transmitted to Conner without words.

      “Gents,” Marshall said aloud, breaking into everyone’s talking. “Why don’t you all get seated.”

      Everyone scooted toward the table. People were shedding coats, as that many heaters in a room warmed it quickly. Earl figured the gear was probably cranking out heat, too. There was a general buzz coming from that side, as several pieces had their small, internal fans working. A different radio operator with a headset on was turning knobs and clacking on a keyboard, trying to pick up the signal for the chat.

      As everyone settled in, Marshall said, “While Tina gets us into the meeting, why don’t you introduce the guests,” he suggested to John.

      John took a few minutes to introduce the men and what they’d just learned on their trip, not wanting to waste a chance to once again remind everyone of the reality of what the world beyond their valley had become.

      They were interrupted when the woman at the bench leaned over to Marshall and said, “We’re ready.” She flipped a switch and suddenly radio chatter could be heard coming out of four speakers around the room in crystal-clear digital. Surround sound, Earl thought, laughing to himself. We’re using cheap Baofengs that China could probably kill with the flip of a switch, and they have surround sound…

      Earl heard several electronic voices calling in. “…Issaquah East, checking in.” Then a new voice, “Issaquah West, checking in.” The process repeated itself. Maple Valley, Mirrormont, on and on.… Obviously alphabetized, Earl thought. The speakers went dead as Tina keyed into a microphone, “North Bend, checking in.”

      John leaned close to Earl and whispered, “And this is just around here—our sector. The section leaders met earlier and are now disseminating information down. Later today we’ll be relaying our statuses back up—committed numbers, whether or not we’re low on ammo and food, known obstacles we have to travel around or avoid, stuff like that.”

      Earl, Conner, and Larry sat quietly for thirty minutes, listening to the initial battle plans being presented. Sounds like they have retired infantry coordinating this. Maybe we won’t all die in Seattle, after all. Hope, which was a tree that could either grow or wither in the pit of one’s stomach, had planted itself in Earl’s gut that morning—though still just a sliver.

      After the radio had grown silent again, Marshall passed the floor to John. “Thoughts, security lead?”

      “Well, the special project we’ve been working on is ready to go. But you need to make sure they know—” he emphasized, stabbing a pointer finger at the radio beyond Tina— “that it won’t work if there’s any rain.” He turned to his guest. “Earl and Conner are Army combat vets. I think they’d be able to provide some thoughts on what we heard.”

      Though not prepared to speak, the experienced NCO in Earl had been cast into this role many times. He stood up. “It’s not rocket science. Lake Washington is a giant topographical obstacle that we all have to get around. In conventional warfare, you don’t attack an entrenched enemy with anything less than three times their estimated strength. Your leaders estimated the cartel is at ten thousand. Which sounds like a SWAG to me.”

      A few murmurs broke out amongst the others. “A what?” one of them asked.

      “A scientific wild-ass guess,” Marshall explained, cutting Earl off.

      “Exactly,” Earl said. “That’s supposed to be the invaders and the local gangs they absorbed.”

      “And broke out of the Monroe prison,” John added, looking up for a moment before staring at the table again.

      “That, too…” Earl said. “The bottom line is that we all have to link up with the South Sounders and move north. Everyone else needs to link-up up there and move south,” he said, pointing at the north end of the map. “While it’s good to hit them from two sides, it’s also going to make commanding and controlling our operations more difficult. How will we resupply? How will we treat our wounded? Have our planners been working on all that?” He looked at John next to him.

      “They have, though…admittedly without actual hospital care. We know we’re going to have some Civil War type casualty rates.” More murmurs. “We can always use more volunteers with medical training.”

      Natalie, Earl thought sadly. Hasn’t my poor sister been through enough? “My honest assessment, folks, is that this cartel just may win. Maybe we can scrounge up the numbers to beat them. But they’re much more battle hardened than we are. They have artillery, armed drones, even a helicopter. We have snowplows mounted to pickup trucks. We have no wildcard factors, unless we can get a break in this rain and use our aerial attack.” He thought he was done and started to sit, but then suddenly shot back up. “And…they know exactly what two routes we’ll be coming up and down to get to them.”

      “Two routes…” Marshall mumbled a little too loudly, deep in thought.

      “Huh?” a couple of the others asked.

      “What if we could attack them from a third direction?” he asked, looking at Earl and Conner.
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        * * *

      

      Jeff was riding on the front of Nick’s boat, calling for obstacles that may still be clogging what used to be the pristine waters of Hood Canal. Stu was digging through an under-seat storage compartment looking for a spotlight.

      A thought had occurred to Josh. “We’re going to be coming up on the submarine base very quickly.”

      “So?” Nick asked.

      “So, an entire regiment of Marines showed up there by ship and helicopter like two or three weeks back. You know, to start extracting important things—as in national security.”

      Nick figured out what Josh was hinting at. “You think they’d stop us?”

      “Wouldn’t you?” Josh countered.

      “Good point,” Nick admitted. “What do you propose? Find somewhere here to land?”

      “That depends,” Josh replied. “Have you made up your mind what you want to do?”

      Several days earlier, the four men put an end to Sticky Wood and then put Doctor Stuart Schwartz’s parents to rest. They gave Stu a day to grieve and recover before making their way to Nick’s boat, where they abandoned the vehicles. That was the first time Josh asked Nick if he was heading to his nearby bootie call’s ranch. Nick gave the trio a ride back to the house that they’d holed up in. He’d been tempted to just give them the boat and start hoofing south, but he knew he’d have to pass by the checkpoint he abandoned. Deep inside, he knew that wasn’t an issue. The real issue was purpose. For the first time in his life—he had none.

      The men made a fire to sit around while they answered some of Nick’s questions about the gun range. What’s this posse thing? How many of you are there? You guys actually fought the law and won? And you get to kill meth dealers? The more he learned, the more he felt like it was a calling.

      Nick was an atheist, not prone to serendipitous feelings of fate and kismet. Still…there’s just something tugging me to stay with these guys… Knowing he had enough gas to boat them around to Slaughter Peninsula, he bought himself a little more time. The men knocked back a few drinks with booze they found in the house—careful not to get too tipsy to defend themselves, but also enjoying watching Jeff get his first buzz—almost like things were normal, again, for an evening.

      They’d finally made the slow journey around. Despite a medium rain while being out on the boat, the fact that they weren’t walking was like winning the lottery to Stu and his swollen ankle. He was still wearing the boots he’d bartered for almost a month earlier, having failed to find adequate replacements in either house.

      “Well?” Josh said, shaking Nick out of his reflective thought.

      “I’m thinking if I go with you guys, I’ll never see this boat again.”

      “Most likely,” Josh agreed.

      “But…I need to trade off ammo or gear for gas…an idea I don’t like. So…maybe I’ll come check this gig out with you. You say there’s a place I can hang the hammock?”

      All three men were trying to hide their smiles that Nick was joining them. “Big wood Common we just built, complete with rock fireplaces. You’ll be fine with those high-dollar hammock quilts of yours!”

      “Rather than park here,” Stu suggested as Nick had started east for the shore, “I’d suggest you go back up to the broken bridge where people like us are bartering for trips across. You might just get a good deal for this boat.”

      “Shoot, Doc, that’s actually a really, good idea,” Nick said as he turned his boat north again.
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        * * *

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 38 Days.

      

      Phil walked back into the EOC in Bartlett at about 1430 hours, a full half-hour before the meeting he’d called for with the other Posse units from Slaughter Peninsula. Charlie had relayed to the National Guard Major, Adam Matsumoto, that they would be converging there that afternoon. Phil didn’t want to be the last to show up. He was asked to wait in the building’s lobby based on his own recognizance—he had earned the right to be granted entry to the facility, though not the credentials to wander freely.

      One of the remaining deputies came and grabbed Phil. “Charlie said to take you into the meeting room off the main EOC,” Matty Wildman said.

      “Hey, Matt,” Phil said with a handshake. “Lead the way.”

      Forty seconds later he learned where most of the diesel generated electricity travelled. He saw fifteen people, a mixture of civilians, police and fire officers, and National Guard personnel staffing various stations, some with computers, some without. He scanned the room. They all look as tired as I feel, Phil thought. Everyone’s attire was worn and showed signs of being worn way too much—coffee stains abounded, though the ring-around-the-collar was harder to see on the camo uniforms. He could see a communication room with a couple of radio operators during his quick scan.

      Deputy Wildman led Phil into the conference room.

      I wonder where the ‘witch’ wound up? Phil thought, curious if he should dare ask what had happened to Sandy McAllister. Oh, heck…why not? “G’afternoon, Sheriff,” Phil said. “Thanks for letting us meet here today.”

      “My pleasure, Mr. Walker,” Sheriff Raymond replied. “Charlie says you have a new security protocol for the community patrols?”

      “That’s a big part of it, yes. I need to get some new metal tags and code words distributed to the other civilian groups. The patches were fast, but as soon as our people were nabbed, they became a liability.” Phil looked around at the messy conference room. “I figured it would be a good chance for us and you all to shore up our working relationship.”

      “Ahhh,” said the sheriff. “Don’t let me interfere. I need to go check on some things, but I’ll be back before you guys finish. Promise.” The sheriff began to depart.

      “Say, Sheriff,” Phil stopped him. “Before you go…” He trailed off, searching for the words.

      The sheriff finally figured it out. “You’re wondering what happened to her…” he guessed with the slightest of grins.

      “Somethin’ like that,” Phil admitted.

      “House arrest, Phil. You don’t have to worry about her. We all make committee decisions.” He turned to leave and said over his shoulder as he did, “And we have an odd-number for tie-breaking…”

      Phil could see Charlie crossing the EOC toward him with several other posse leaders in tow, some from each end of the county, as well as his old lawyer Gary Stonefence from the next county over. After the room filled up and greetings were over, Phil sent a box around the room.

      “Everyone take one of the tags and a flashlight. You’ll need any type of portable UV light with your patrol teams for this to work.” He spent a pair of minutes explaining the new tags and the reasoning behind them.

      “So, you’re saying there’s glow in the dark paint under this spray paint?” one of the women asked.

      “Uh, yes—that’s a key part of this. As long as the tags don’t get compromised like the patches did, it’ll be the failsafe way to know if the tag is legit. There’s a clear coat between the two layers. You can scratch this spray paint off and the code word will stay intact. Of course…if the team you’re questioning for authenticity is, indeed, nefarious, you’d better be ready to fight when they figure out what you’re checking for.”

      “What’s it say?” Gary the lawyer asked.

      “Huh?” Phil said.

      “The secret word.”

      “Oh—Spiritus Americae,” he answered.

      Gary chuckled, the lawyer knowing immediately it was Latin for American Spirit. “Alright…why Latin?” he inquired, still laughing.

      “Easy enough to know what it means, but if it’s in English…then it’s forged…right?” A few heads nodded.

      The meeting continued with updates for several more minutes when a messenger came in and fetched Charlie. Phil could see through the conference room’s window as Charlie went to the radio room. The newer north end and south end units were explaining their recruitment and training issues when Charlie returned.

      “I’ve sent a runner to go find the sheriff,” he said. “There’s something brewing that everyone needs to know about.”

      The room buzzed for several minutes while they waited. Sheriff Raymond, Adam Matsumoto, and Bartlett Police Chief Brandi Farrly showed up and squeezed in. Charlie reviewed the message forms he was reading quickly and looked up, addressing everyone as he scanned the room.

      “I’m sure those of you whose groups have the right radio capabilities will be getting this from your own HAMs when you get back.”

      Charlie looks concerned, Phil thought. Gravely worried…

      “There’s an American militia network on the east side of the sound amassing in multiple locations. They plan on attacking the cartel tonight.” The room stayed deadly quiet for two seconds and then exploded in noise.

      “What?” several people all asked excitedly. Commentary started up and opinions started to fly.

      The one thing that didn’t die in the volcano was people’s ability to spew their opinion, Phil thought, somewhat perturbed.

      Charlie was using his hands to try and get everyone quiet, which they eventually did. “Listen!” he said respectfully but sternly. “This is happening. What it means for us is unclear. Understand? These are our countrymen, standing up to back the police and Guardsmen who’ve been slaughtered like cattle over there! Not so different than what you all are doing!”

      The room grew quiet when Charlie mentioned that.

      “Listen, folks,” the sheriff chimed in, “You all need to think about what your plan of action will be when this cartel shows up with larger numbers. I mean—they already came over here and sent a message when they killed Phil’s folks.” Several heads turned toward Phil when they were reminded of that.

      “What about the military?” someone shouted out. “What are they doing about it?”

      “Our military liaisons are extremely sympathetic to what’s happening, but they say their hands are tied,” the sheriff explained.

      The small room erupted once again. Phil wandered over to Charlie while all of the opinions and emotions filled the airwaves. “Are they asking for help, brother?” Phil inquired.

      “Actually, yeah…” Charlie acknowledged. “But how? How would we?”

      Phil brought Charlie up to speed on hearing a report about a ‘posse-style’ unit of boats patrolling the Strait of Juan de Fuca. “Maybe it’s not just them,” he posited. “Maybe there’re other boaters willing to help, too…

      “A lot of maybes, Phil,” Charlie countered. “It would take everyone here a couple of days to go back, get their groups organized, and get back. The cartel will obliterate this patriot army before we even step foot on a boat!”

      “Don’t underestimate a guerrilla counter insurgency,” Phil advised as he pushed past Charlie and out of the room.

      His closest friend followed him out. “Where you goin’?”

      Phil stopped and turned back. “Get up to the range and have Jerry get ahold of that group of boats. I’m going to the shipyard.”

      “The shipyard!” Charlie exclaimed. “Good Lord, Phil—why? We have their liaison officer here!”

      “My son gave his life for that place, Charles,” Phil said in the most serious tone Charlie had ever heard. “I need to go find out what he bought with it…”
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      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 38 Days.

      

      Josh, Stu, Jeff, and their new friend Nick turned left on Canal Vista Highway. “It’s like three or four miles from here,” he said loudly toward the rear of the spread out pack. Nick was leading his new pet llama, which had a ton of his gear stacked on it.

      “Please tell me there’ll be a good spot to pin up Brian and let him eat!” Nick hollered up the pack. “I really don’t feel like building a corral tonight.”

      The four men had acquired their beast of burden in trade for Nick’s boat. The family that had owned Brian had camped for two days, waiting for a trade worthy of their walking meat-supply. When they found out Nick’s boat was sea-worthy, they felt they’d finally found something worth Brian’s value.

      “And who in the world—”

      “—names a llama Brian?” all three of the other men cut Nick off in unison, mocking him.

      After the laughter that lasted longer than it should due to boredom and exhaustion died down, Nick said, “I guess I have said that a few times, haven’t I?”

      “To answer your question,” Jeff said, “Yes, there’s already a place where we’re keeping horses.”

      “There’s some small grazing spots that haven’t been eaten or gardened yet,” Josh added. “But we’ll need to go find hay to get your llama through winter. Should be easy enough. We’ve been logging that kind of info as part of our neighborhood patrols.”

      An hour of careful walking later and the foursome passed the northwest fighting position on the gun club’s property. “Heeeyyyyyy!” they heard from behind some covered sandbags. It was Don Kwiatkowsky. “You guys are back!”

      “Hey, Pappaw!” Jeff called out, giving his grandfather a hug as he came out of the hole.

      Josh led the team up the older and less used alternate driveway, past the secondary gate, and into the north end of the club’s main parking lot. People were flocking to the parking lot, having heard on the radio that the group was approaching. There was a loud and happy chatter that broke through the early evening rain.

      Payton and Savannah trotted up the stairs from the rifle line. She was probably tending to post-supper dishes in the Common, Josh figured. He was trying to look happy to see her without revealing just how badly he wanted to hold the two of them.

      The Walker ladies grabbed onto Josh, and Payton planted a long kiss on her man. “I have missed you!” she said excitedly. “But Babe—you really need to brush your teeth!” Savannah was laughing.

      Stu was shaking a few hands and trying to politely make his way back to his little bedroom and office at the far end of the rifle line. Phil hobbled up to the top of the stairs on his crutches and blocked his way. “Stu,” he greeted. His face was asking how the trip went. Phil knew Stu’s presence meant not well.

      “They’re at peace, Phil,” Stu said with a smile, knowing what the unspoken question was. “And I’m just glad to have people I can trust, at this point.”

      “You’ll have a home here, Doc, for as long as we all need to stay here…” Phil stepped out of the way of the stairs. “Other than people battling colds and flu, there are no surprises down there. We’ve been patrolling again. Supplements and salt are at the top of the scrounge list, just like you ordered.”

      “Good to hear,” Stu called out as he made his way down and to the right.

      Phil pushed through the people as their excitement started to taper. He noticed a new face and a llama parked behind Josh. Jeff had escaped his parents’ hugs and started to lead Nick and the llama down past the office.

      “Who’s your friend?” Phil asked Josh.

      Payton looked around to see what her dad was talking about. She hadn’t even noticed. Jeff, Nick, and Brian rounded the corner just before getting to the main gate and went east farther onto the property.

      “He’s the real deal,” Josh told him. “There’s a long and harrowing story that I’ll be happy to tell down by the fireplace with a bowl of soup.”

      Payton grabbed him by the hand and started to lead him and Savannah down the steps.

      “Army?” Phil asked Josh before he could escape.

      “Light infantry,” Josh informed him. “Sniper.”

      Two hours later, with a roaring fire in the stone fireplace on the west end of the Common, Nick Williams began to hang his hammock from two nearby logs. He’d just been regaled as the big hero in the story of life and death of a vicious psychopath that nobody listening had ever heard of before. All they knew was that their loved ones and precious doctor had returned—albeit with a sprained ankle and a little dehydration.

      “I’m sure we can find a trailer with an unused bunk, Nick,” Phil said as the crowd was breaking up. “It’s kind of what we do.”

      “I’m good, Phil, but thanks.”

      Josh had just broken free from Payton and Savannah’s grasp as they headed off to get ready for bed. “What’s wrong?” he asked Phil. “You haven’t said twenty words in the last two hours.”

      “I was waiting for you guys to get some rest, but…” Phil trailed off.

      “What?” Nick asked. “The last time I saw that look I found out some buddies had died.”

      “There’s something brewing in Seattle. A big fight.” Phil looked at his Luminox watch. “Any minute, now.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 39 Days.

      

      “What do you mean they can’t find them?!” Reynaldo screamed into his headset.

      “They know they’re out there, Jefe,” Ramon said. “The gang leaders we absorbed for the Renton area saw at least two thousand mustering at the municipal airport last night. By the time our south end unit got down there and set up for an attack, they were gone.”

      “They didn’t just disappear!” Reynaldo scolded. “There must be tracks, or something. Find them!” He ripped the headset off and scanned to the person he was looking for at the far end of the big command vehicle. “What about the north front, Lupe? Did our inept inductees lose them, too?”

      “No, Jefe! They’re coming down the same highway we did—at least most of them—number 522.”

      “What do you mean most of them?” Rey screamed.

      “There’s so many of them that they’re taking up every north-south arterial between the lake and Highway number 5,” the man said, referring to the I-5 corridor. “They’re avoiding anything with collapsed overpasses, just like we did.

      Rey tried to compose himself a bit. “Get the reaction force moving that way,” he said to a different man, who fled the rig to relay the order. Rey looked at his watch. 0330. Damn! “Can you get the Alpha Team on the radio?” he asked hopefully.

      “I can try, Jefe, but the protocol is for them to check in at midnight. I’m sure their radios are off to keep the batteries charged.”

      “You’re sure…” Rey repeated. “You’re sure?!” he screamed. “Why don’t you get your butt in gear and try!”

      “Si, Jefe!” the man said and began trying to raise the operators over on Slaughter Peninsula.

      “Jefe!” another operator called for Rey in the chaotic rig. “South sector has some information for you.”

      Rey snapped the headset out of the man’s hands and put it on. “Reynaldo!” he barked to make sure whoever it was knew exactly who they were speaking with.

      “We’ve found them, but we can’t keep up with them.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” screamed Rey. “Kill those bastards!”

      “We’re stuck to the streets, Jefe,” the poor soul tried to explain. “They’re using bull dozers and big off-road trucks to travel up the high-voltage lines! Big, American-style obnoxious trucks!” the man repeated.

      “Wait a minute!” Rey looked at one of his equipment operators. “Zoom in the map!” he ordered, pointing at the big screen monitor on the side of the vehicle’s wall. “Down in Renton area!” He moved over and leaned close the screen, studying it. “There! Zoom back out just a bit…travel north and zoom out just a bit more…”

      It hit Rey like a ton of bricks once he’d zoomed back out and looked at the map as a whole. Like a giant, green highway, there was a two-hundred-meter-wide level road that was kept drivable by the utility companies for the annual windstorms that knocked power out in the Seattle area. It headed northwest for miles, mostly paralleling the unusable I-5 corridor. There was light brush and the occasional tree that kept it from being drivable by normal cars.

      In a panic, he screamed, “Move north! Find out where these powerlines cross the highway!” Rey was starting to get hoarse.

      “Here, Jefe!” the man yelled, pointing at his screen. Rey was looking at a point in Seattle’s southern industrial section, a scant two miles from downtown.

      He took a deep breath. “Eduardo,” he calmly ordered one of the men over. “Start programming some drones.”
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        * * *

      

      Tyler and his hand-me-down clothing hobbled several miles from the Suquamish Tribal Reservation, through the nearest town and to the broken highway—the only major one in Slaughter County. Most of the overpasses on it had collapsed, though over the weeks, various private citizens had driven their tractors out and carved passable roads through or around the debris. There was a decent amount of foot traffic heading both directions, with too much county and National Guard related vehicle traffic for any people of lower moral character to try setting up a toll. Those had mainly been limited to the confines of neighborhoods and smaller thoroughfares due to one fact—the vast majority of people travelling thirty-nine days after the hammer fell were armed and travelling in packs. Survival instincts had gone through a rapid dusting-off in recent weeks.

      Tyler was keeping a close eye on any vehicle, both for avoiding trouble and to find possible help. Seems like I haven’t seen one cop or Guard vehicle yet. Are they even still a thing?

      In the early afternoon, he’d progressed to a point between Peterson and Sylvan to the south. He clued in on a very large mob of people moving north on the highway. There was a group of four travelling about a half-mile ahead of him. He saw no less than twenty people peel off the northbound mob and start crossing the large grass median that splits the two directions. They were running at a high rate of speed. Tyler heard gunfire. Oh, Heelllll no! he screamed in his head. He back pedaled three hundred meters to the one road that cut west in this section of highway. He knew he could take it over to a parallel road dotted with farms and ranches. That road ran along the perimeter of the submarine base.

      Forty minutes later he was standing on that road heading south when he heard a rumble. It got louder by the minute, and he saw a United States Marine Corp vehicle rise over a small peak in the road. What the…?

      The thing showed no signs of stopping, so he stepped into the tall grass on the east side of the road. He had a better vantage of what was happening and saw one vehicle after another crest the little peak. By the time the first had passed him, he could see ten with no sign of it slowing down. A Marine was sitting behind a machine gun, sticking out of the roof on that very first vehicle. Tyler saw the man look at him and start talking into a microphone that was part of his helmet as they passed by.

      The fourth vehicle in the convoy was a Humvee that stopped directly in front of Tyler. The diesel engines and giant tires rumbling by were so loud that Tyler could hear nothing else, and he didn’t need to—Halt was an easy word to read lips with. Like the larger trucks, the Humvees were carrying a mounted machine gun on top. Instinctively, Tyler put his hands above his shoulders. After thirty seconds, the junior officer riding shotgun in the rig stepped out and approached Tyler.

      “Sorry, sir,” the polite Marine said. “I need you to stay here until we’ve cleared this road!” he yelled over the noise.

      Tyler finally saw a big semi crest the small rise, pulling a giant, low-boy flat trailer. On that trailer were wood crates of varying sizes covered by tarps and secured with many straps. The sole marking—and only on a few—was a single propeller shape. Tyler had no misunderstandings—the former Air Force officer knew only too well what that meant and what the Marines would do to keep it secure. He just nodded, still too hoarse to try and yell. The officer stood there with a polite but defensive posture for the four minutes it took the convoy, complete with military mobile crane trucks, to pass by.

      “Very well, sir,” the young officer said as he turned to head back to his vehicle.

      “Wait,” Tyler hollered after him. He was ignored as he saw the man open his Humvee’s door. Tyler started to move toward the officer and yelled, “Wait!”

      The top gunner swung his barrel toward Tyler and kept it pointed just above his head as he yelled, “Halt!” Tyler heard it loudly and clearly that time.

      The officer reached into the cab and brought an MRE out. He closed the door and started walking to Tyler. “This is all I can give you,” he said.

      “No. I mean—thanks. But that’s not what I need. I have an urgent message to get to the county EOC!”

      “Not our mission, sir,” the officer said. “Have a good day.” He started heading back to the vehicle.

      “I know the cartel is here on the peninsula!” Tyler yelled in desperation. “I know how many and how they’re outfitted.” The officer turned around. Tyler could see him squinting under his battle helmet, not wanting to have to deal with this headache. “It’s a matter of national security!” Tyler finally said.

      The officer deflated just a bit, and the top gunner actually rolled his eyes and dropped his head. “Look!” Tyler yelled. They’re still here! Have to keep trying! “I was a Captain in the Air Force. I’m not screwing with you.”

      “Good day, sir” the 2nd Lieutenant concluded with some finality.

      “They used an RPG to kill my friends and kidnap me, damn it!”

      The Marine walked back over and studied Tyler’s face. “Get in,” he finally said.

      Thirty minutes later, Tyler was sitting in a fairly secure shelter in the middle of Bogdon Submarine Base. It had been constructed by the Navy Sea-Bees as the regimental HQ for the Marines that had arrived to supplement the base’s normal security forces. Tyler could still smell fresh paint. He was seated in a folding chair with thin padding, under the watchful eye of a Lance Corporal, though not one of the men who had picked him up.

      Another Marine, this one wearing sergeant’s stripes, came through a door behind a counter to talk to Tyler. “Sir? Can I get your name, please?”

      “Tyler Wilson,” he replied. “Look, I don’t mean to be snide, but the information—”

      “I’m taking you to see Sergeant Major Piercy, sir,” he said. “As soon as I get back.” The young man started to go around the counter.

      “I take it he’s your Battalion Senior NCO, Sergeant?”

      “Regimental, sir.” With that the young man disappeared.

      About twenty minutes later—Hurry up and wait is still a thing in the military, I see, Tyler thought—the door opened, only it wasn’t the young sergeant. An older, distinguished Marine stepped out and closed the door behind him. Gray temples, and this man looks like he could fight the cartel himself.

      “Mr. Wilson? I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Sergeant Major Greg Piercy,” he said shaking Tyler’s hand. “Why don’t you follow me?”

      “Su-sure,” Tyler said.

      It had suddenly dawned on him that he and Gene were going to make it—that the nightmare might actually be over. Teddy! he thought to himself. I’m going to see him again! He followed the tall Marine back through the door and down a hallway.

      Three doors down, Greg opened an office door and led Tyler into a nondescript room with two brand new desks. They were both covered with papers, though care had been taken to make sure none of them were face up before Tyler had been brought in.

      Greg took the wheeled office chair from the one desk and pushed it toward Tyler. “Have a seat,” he said politely. He passed Tyler and opened the door. “Stone! Bring me two waters, double time!” he ordered. He reclosed the door and sat down in his own desk chair. “Sorry about the wait, Mr. Wilson—”

      “Tyler. P-Please…call me Tyler…”

      “Tyler…” Greg repeated with a subtle smile. “We had to make sure you were who you said you were.”

      “Please forgive me, Sergeant Major—”

      “Greg,” he interrupted.

      Tyler chuckled. “Greg. But in my ten years in the Air Force, we never got anything done that quickly.”

      This time it was Greg’s chance to laugh. “Well, we already had a full report on the incident you reported to our unit that picked you up. We had to consult it. So far, you have the details right. What else can you tell me?”

      Ohhhh…I see what’s going on here, Tyler realized. “Is this a test? Look, Greg—I’m not kidding! This cartel is real. They’re powerful and they’re—”

      “Here?” Greg said, still being polite. “Are they multi-racial?”

      “Yes!” Tyler exclaimed.

      “Speak English with no accents?”

      “Most of them. Look—”

      “Subversive? Sneaky?”

      Tyler exhaled. “Aaannddd you need to make sure I’m not one of them…”

      “I need you to tell me something they wouldn’t have learned through torture,” Greg said. “Give me some detail they couldn’t have known. Or at least wouldn’t have thought to ask…”

      Tyler thought for a minute. Just then there was a knock on the door. After being told to enter, a young Marine provided two bottles of water, along with a tray of hot chow—two plates of pork adobo. Greg excused the Marine and set some food and water in front of Tyler.

      “I’m stuck, I guess. There’s nothing they couldn’t have gotten out of me and Gene.” He looked away, thinking about what he and his new friend had endured. He started to tear up.

      “Then how ‘bout this?” Greg said. “Tell me something that will make the people at the range know you’re you.”

      “Acapulco,” Tyler said. “It’s where Teddy wanted to go on our honeymoon. I insisted we go to Nassau.”

      Greg looked up into the corner of the room. “You guys get that?” he said to a camera.

      “Roger that, Sergeant Major,” Tyler heard a voice on a radio squawk from near Greg’s belt.

      “Hooollyyy crap!” he said as his jaw nearly landed in his adobo. “Is this even your office?”

      “Oorah!” Greg announced. The two men laughed a bit and pulled little, plastic sporks from sleeves. “Look,” Greg said. “After you wolf down that chow, you can tell me all the juicy details, and I’ll make sure the right people get it ricky-tick. When you check out—and I’m sure you will—we’re going to need to keep you here for a day or two.”

      “What?” Tyler said as he gagged on a noodle. “Why?”

      “Can’t tell you.”

      Tyler rolled his eyes. But of course you can’t. “I should’ve known…”

      “It’ll make sense tomorrow. I promise,” Greg said. “In the meantime, we’ll give you a checkup and some fresh clothes.”

      “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep, Greg.”

      “I don’t,” came the even reply.
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        Key Events.

      

      

      

      The American patriots approaching from the south had, indeed, foreseen an issue when they reached the I-5 corridor. The maps showed that the powerlines crossed the highway, but there was no overpass or underpass for their close to 1,800 members to cross and continue on. They’d made a strategic decision in planning the day before to divide the column into two formations and use Beacon Avenue and 15th Avenue to travel north. The columns would use their Cat dozers, which had been covered in welded steel plating, to push through any obstacles. This was going to be a one-way trip for the Caterpillar D-9s—the beast weighed fifty-four tons once the plating had been added and had been towed to the Renton Airport with Kenworths. Though topped off, they were going to burn through almost all of their fuel on the mad rush to get into downtown Seattle.

      The biggest risk in the plan was going to be getting the columns over I-5. Three routes were planned. The column using 15th Avenue would divert up Columbian Way and enter the northbound lanes of I-5 for just a few hundred meters. The pair of Cats leading that column would push through the jersey barrier and the trucks would then cross over and exit at the nearby Forest Street exit. The units would then sub-divide and take 4th, 6th, and 8th Avenues north. The rail lines were clogged with train cars that had been tossed off their tracks and were not an option.

      The other column would split into two. One half was going to use one of the few overpasses that had survived due to its short span—the Beacon Avenue overpass. The other half were going to move over to 23rd Avenue and push north past the Mount Baker Tunnels that I-90 dove into. They would push north and attempt to use whatever cartel route they could find over the interstate. It was going to be the element that tied the gap between the rest of the southern units and those approaching from the north. The groups from the Pierce County area were assigned this task, as they had the highest percentage of recent combat veterans. The Phalanx group had been assigned to this task as well, due to the special mission they would attempt if the weather broke. The vehicles had been filtering through all of the neighborhood streets, spreading out to minimize their risk and have a much larger front for the cartel to attack.

      The various trucks and SUVs trailing the Cats had received only sporadic gunfire for the majority of the trip, to their pleased surprise. This changed for the Pierce element—call-sign Tarboo on the radio—as they approached Garfield High School in East Seattle. Earl Garren recognized the sounds of mortars instantly.

      “Incoming!” he yelled to everyone riding in the back of the black Ford F-350. He looked back through the quad cab and saw terror and confusion. The Cat at the head of the column had been the first rig targeted. Four rounds overshot it and took out the two trucks and SUVs behind it. “Drive east!” Earl yelled at his driver.

      “East!” the man objected.

      “Do it!” Earl yelled. “Most of our trucks are to the west! We need to flank this school and get up there!” He pointed to the roof of the high school. “If they’re not launching from there, that’s at least where they’re spotting from!” He yelled back past the three people in the back row and through the open window. “Make sure John’s truck follows us!” he ordered.

      As the Ford turned right to head east, the men and women riding in the bed waved the next truck back to follow. We need to keep together!

      As the truck started to speed east on Alder Street, Earl saw the football field opening up on their left. “Stop!” he yelled. The driver hit the brakes and Earl pointed to the left. “Push us up against the building!” Both his and John’s truck did as expected. “Dismount!” he ordered everyone in truck one. The sounds of fresh explosions could be heard falling on more elements to their west.

      As the infantry started to hop out of the two pickups, Earl ran back to John, Tucker, and several Phalanx in truck two. “Anyone directly tied to the aerial weapon stay put and pull security around these trucks!” he ordered. Dang it, I wish Conner were here!

      His buddy had reluctantly agreed to play security for Tarboo’s medical squad, which had brought Earl a great sense of relief. Protect my sister with your life, he ordered his friend, though he knew he didn’t have to.

      Earl pulled a small, telescoping inspection mirror from his plate carrier. The militia soldiers were pushing themselves into the bushes along the school building’s south side. Earl ran from John’s truck and over to them. “Nine of ya! Congratulations! You’re still alive! Keep hugging these bushes while I—”

      Just then another SUV from Tarboo element sped east on Alder, trying to escape the 81mm shooting gallery that 23rd Street had become. It sped right past the two stopped trucks.

      “Nooooo!” Earl yelled, too late. As the SUV cleared the building, automatic machine gun fire with a red tracer round every fifth bullet, began ripping the truck to pieces. It crashed into a house to its right side and stopped. The rounds were making a snapping noise as they cracked through the air, destroying the truck and everyone in it. “Damn it!” Earl screamed.

      He ran to the corner of the building and used the small telescoping mirror to look down and see where the fire was coming from. Behind the school’s rear entrance, about one hundred meters north, was a crudely constructed sandbag bunker with an M-2 barrel still smoking. He ran back to the scared team. “Lesson two in combat! Do not go past blind corners! Ever!”

      “Wh-what’s lesson one?” a young lady from Spanaway asked.

      “They’re learning it right now! Push through an ambush!” Earl said. He started scanning up the brick wall over the rookies’ heads. “Make a pyramid!” he ordered.

      Two of the men figured out what Earl was looking at and got onto their hands and knees. Two more followed.

      “Maybe you should be on the bottom!” the same young lady suggested, eyeballing Earl’s size.

      He was shoving the next guys on top of the first row. “I’m going in first!”

      Earl unslung his rifle. As soon as two more men were sitting on top of the first row, he started climbing. He felt men’s back muscles tighten as he stepped on them. “Sorry, dudes!” he told the second row as all two hundred and ten pounds of him stood up on their backs.

      He shattered the window with his rifle’s butt, showering everyone with glass. He re-slung the rifle and pulled out a multitool, cutting through the remaining security wire. Doesn’t have to be pretty in combat, he thought. He pushed his body through his starter hole and wiggled through, falling onto a chair-desk in a clatter. He found his knees and squatted on them, raising the rifle in the dark building. Nothing…so far…

      Earl stood and reached back through the window, pulling the two girls and one man who were climbing up the pyramid inside with him. “What about us?” the middle row soldiers asked.

      “Do you have a grenade?”

      “Yeah!”

      “Then get in here and take out that machine gun!” he spun around while lowering his night vision. “On me! Keep it tight!”

      Earl cleared the first corner and scanned both directions. Main hallway, over there! he thought. He led the three youngsters to the corner of their smaller cross-hall and stopped.

      “There’s probably a guard or two covering the stairs going up to the upper floors. Let me do the shooting, since none of you have suppressors!” Without waiting for a reply, he sliced the corner until it was clear and started walking up the hall with controlled steps to keep the muzzle from bouncing.

      Pop! Pop! Tink-tink-tink… Once the first scumbag fell, Earl knew that their element of surprise had been blown.
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        * * *

      

      “Just the man I was hoping to get a message to,” Sergeant Major Greg Piercy said to Phil on the secure radio that the Submarine Base Liaison had provided to the Slaughter County EOC. “What’re the chances that you’d be there?”

      “Funny, Sarge, I was thinking the same thing,” Phil quipped. “I just got done visiting the Navy a bit ago. I have info you may want, as well.”

      “I believe one of your missing souls wandered into my base looking for help…more or less.”

      Phil couldn’t believe his ears. “Repeat your last?” he requested.

      “You heard right,” Greg assured him. He spent a few minutes relaying everything he’d learned to Phil and Charlie.  “Look, fellas, there’s some stuff I have to tell you, and it won’t make much sense to you how I know. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “We’re all ears,” Phil replied. “And I have a feeling I have some stuff you may want to hear as well. No—you need to hear, so that a bunch of good people sailing down the Sound don’t get shot. You first.”

      “Using what your man told us, we were able to pull up some video from…an asset. We went back to the moment your boys escaped from a boat. Using said asset, we were able to track a cartel unit’s movements—all the way to a house less than one mile from your gun range.”

      Greg thought he heard a pin drop through the radio. After ten seconds, he heard Phil say, “Well, that’s just a bit unsettling.”

      “There’s more,” Greg said with a serious tone. “There’s a total of four vehicles there.”

      Phil went quiet for so long that Greg finally asked, “You copy? We still connected?”

      “We’re here,” Phil said. “Just wondering for how long, that’s all…”
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        * * *

      

      Earl’s rag-tag team arrived at the main first floor intersection in the old school. “Gimme a smoke!” he ordered, looking back at the girl behind him. He pulled the pin and let the smoke-cannister cook for three seconds before tossing it up the stairwell. “Last man—cover this stairwell! Remember, two more coming up behind you in a second. Don’t shoot them!”

      Once again, he cautiously rounded a corner and started up the stairs, which were filling with a thick, magenta smoke that reeked of potassium chlorate. Earl’s night vision didn’t help, whereas a FLIR device would have allowed him to see a human heat signature. He knew that when he broke through the hall above, though, that his NOD would once again be effective in the dark building.

      Earl could hear the two women in their twenties, keeping right on his heels and hugging the wall. At least they haven’t frozen up yet, he thought. He cautiously cleared both directions around the corner and saw that the stairs in the old, brick school went up to a third floor in the center and north end of the building. Couldn’t see that from our insertion point…

      There was little of the smoke from the cannister one-and-a-half flights below to contend with when he neared the corner of the stair entrance onto the third floor. The enamel brick corner near his head exploded as the roar of an AK round ricocheted down the hall from around the corner. Earl’s face contorted with focus. Your mistake, dead man. Shoulda waited to see me… He got onto his knees on the stairs and shoved his rifle, hands, and top-third of his head out onto the hallway’s floor, stuffing them in a position to quickly acquire two targets running into a doorway. He filled it with 5.56 mm bullets and heard at least one of them cry out in anguish as they slammed the door shut.

      The experienced Ranger pulled himself back up to the cover and concealment of the open stairwell wall, performing a magazine change and stuffing the partial one into a pouch hanging from the left kidney area of his plate carrier.

      “What’s your names?” he whispered.

      “J-Jessica,” said the one of Hispanic descent. “Sh-she’s Renee!”

      Earl recognized them as two of the Phalanx members from his river. “Stay here until I call you up,” he quietly ordered. “But cover me! Fourth door down, left side!”

      With that, he rounded the corner, muzzle end of his rifle first. Earl sped walked with as much muzzle control as he could and got to the wall of lockers on the far side of the hall, the same side his target door was on. He continued to proceed as cautiously as speed would allow when that door opened.

      Jessica opened fire on a hand with a grenade, and both of them retracted into the room. “Watch out!” she screamed at Earl, who had sped up and gotten into a gap of the lockers where a classroom door was.

      Ka-Boom! The hall echoed as the wood and glass door exploded into small missiles, covering the hallway in smoke and shards. Now! Earl said to himself. He ran up to that corner and rounded it, firing into the room as he acquired the two almost-dead cartel members.

      Keeping his rifle and posture on the room, he slowly took two steps backwards into the smoky hall. “Move!” he ordered Jessica and Renee as he scanned the now-broken shelving in the small janitorial closet. Great! he thought angrily, seeing the old school vertical ladder leading to an opening in the school’s roof. He kept his rifle trained at the ceiling opening as he stepped over bodies and moved closer to it. If whoever is up there heard the grenade, all they need to do is drop one right now!

      “We need to get up there—fast!” he hissed at Jessica as she entered the janitor’s closet. “If they’re watching the access, we’re going to get shot! So don’t waste time!”

      Earl let the muzzle fall to his legs as the rifle’s sling kept the weapon to his body. Simultaneously he was pulling his pistol out of its holster on his right hip and holding it skyward. Raindrops clouded his NODS, so he flipped them up and started using his left hand and feet to scoot up the ladder. The door hinged to the south.

      As Earl’s head got near the opening, he could hear the mortar team launching from that side of the access cover. Thank you, God, he thought as he propelled himself onto the roof, straight out, hoping that the open metal covering was hiding his movement. He spun around on his butt, holding his pistol out to the south to cover the girl’s movement up the fatal chokepoint.

      “Keep low!” he hissed to Jessica as he saw her camo boonie hat crest through the access. Earl transitioned to a knee. Using his left hand to pull his rifle up, he re-holstered his pistol without looking. He scooted back a couple of feet to make some room. Soon both girls were crammed in the tiny space between him and the hole.

      “Shoot anyone up here! I’ll go left, Jessica you go right. Renee, you stay behind this hatchway and shoot over the top of the door!”

      He didn’t give the girls time to think or ask questions. Earl zipped around the doorway and saw four cartel members manning a mortar station twenty meters to the south. Three were operating the weapon and one was leaning against the roof’s parapet with a set of binoculars and a radio.

      Pop! Pop! Pop! Earl pumped three rounds into the one who was reaching into the mortar box first. He could hear Jessica opening fire, too. In a matter of five seconds, all four cartel were dead.

      “Clear the roof! Keep covered! We need to make sure there aren’t others!” Earl ordered, not wanting the girls to get tunnel vision after their surprise victory.

      As they proceeded, the old veteran’s mindset on women in combat had shifted. Proud of those kids, he told himself. If we actually live through the night, you need to remember to tell them that.
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        Critical Junctures.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 39 Days.

      

      Much had happened in the ten days since Jennifer’s Navy had been formed. The alliance of boat operators, with the help of a locally based gun store and holster manufacturer, had defended international shipping efforts from Shotgun’s pirates one week earlier. That first victory hadn’t been pretty, costing one boat and three lives—but the pirates had been successfully repelled for the first time. In the days since, her Navy had grown by eleven more boats.

      Word of the new defensive force was spread by that first relief ship, a Japanese flagged cargo carrier. The South Korean ship that followed thirty-eight hours later was the first vessel in almost three weeks to dare a direct entry, versus the narrow strait around Vancouver Island’s east side. They anchored off Port Townsend, Washington, for six hours to donate fuel to the protection force.

      After that first fight, local welders and boatwrights helped Jennifer’s Navy install better mounts for donated armament. Jennifer had solicited local HAM radio operators and folded them into the network, eager to avoid the Marine bands she knew the pirates used. She had received word that there was an outfit in Puget Sound soliciting their help. After having a conversation with their leader, she decided it was probably a legitimate request.

      Her HAMs filled her in on the fact that Seattle was, indeed, in the beginning stages of an all-out fight. She called for a meeting of the vessel operators in the early afternoon, back at her father’s firepit.

      Though reluctant to leave their families, the charter boaters agreed to follow Jennifer on her mission. She had reminded them all that, like Mrs. Sults’ father in the 1930’s, they were at a point in their lives where they had to make a decision based not on what was safest in the moment, but one that would reserve their families’ right for existence in the future. Like the spread of radicalized socialists of the 1930’s Germany—after all, she said, that’s what the Z in Nazi stood for—the cartel would eventually enslave the people who came to rely on them for everything.

      Jennifer’s HAM operators had received weather reports from their peers across the nation, and those reports validated what their own radars were saying—the storm system was starting to thin. “We’ll probably actually see the moon tonight,” she told her Navy. “It should be a smooth ride all the way to the battle.”
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        * * *

      

      Several medical volunteers had established their primary triage center in a parking garage near Seattle’s Swedish Medical Center. The Tarboo element had secured the several blocks between Broadway and the structure by mid-afternoon. Fighting had decreased, though firefights could be heard in all directions. Tarboo was waiting until dusk to begin a new push into downtown. The north was still fighting, though they’d taken heavy losses via a series of explosive drone attacks. The south element was fairly stable, having made it to the big sports arenas.

      Conner was with four other men, patrolling the perimeter of the structure, though from inside the outer walls.

      Natalie was changing the dressings on the belly gunshot wound of a woman who desperately needed a surgery she wouldn’t get when she sensed Conner staring behind her. “You okay?” she asked looking back at him.

      He had plopped down next to a load bearing column, quickly draining a disposable water bottle. “This garage is a fairly safe bet from anything they can throw at us. The exploding drones aren’t so well programmed as to find the gaps between the half-walls and the next floor, I think.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” she said. “Are you doing alright?” She could see that he was pale.

      “I’ve been worse,” he said, growing a bit quiet.

      “What’s wrong, Con-Man?” she said, using her brother’s nickname for him. “I can tell something’s bothering you.”

      “It’s hard to tell exactly where all the firefights are,” he admitted. “Lots of noise bouncing around off concrete buildings. I’m pretty certain there’s still skirmishes east of us. Just be ready to bug out if we give you guys the order.”

      “Ha!” Natalie said. “Where can we go that’s any safer?” she asked skeptically. “Besides—I’m not leaving any of these wounded behind.”

      Conner finished draining his bottle and stood up, not wanting to argue. He gave a whoop to one of the other guards and pointed to himself and the area above him, indicating he was going to the roof.

      Natalie stood up to check on the next wounded militia member. “Be straight with me, miss,” she heard the woman she’d been tending say. “Am I going to be okay?”

      Natalie was an experienced triage nurse and knew the truth. “You bet,” she lied, smiling. “We have a few people trying to go set up a surgery site in Swedish.” Which was true, but Natalie knew a belly and intestinal surgery would only result in an agonizing and painful death from infection a few weeks down the road. She also knew the cardinal rule of patient care—never say anything to destroy a person’s hope.
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        * * *

      

      John looked around at the forty men and women—ten four-person teams that were a critical piece of their aerial attack. They learned that the weather would be clear enough for Tucker and him to fly their paramotors. They planned on getting airborne at 0300.

      The members—all from Tarboo element—had been hand-picked by Earl and John, based on their observations during the preceding eighteen hours of urban warfare. They had amassed under a grove of trees, taking care to stay out of the open sight of any drones. Like a gnat, they could be heard but hard to spot. They listened to the symphony of firefights from every direction while they caught naps and had supper.

      John was getting ready to brief everyone on their roles and take questions. He knew Earl wasn’t a big fan of a plan this intricate with such ill-equipped and barely-trained people—but they both realized they needed a big surprise or two if they were going to drive this cartel out before they all died.

      “Everyone start gathering on me,” John called out to the tired patriots. They were hunkered down on the campus of Seattle University.

      “Fall in!” Earl ordered the troops. He could tell which one’s were combat vets by the way they responded. The group formed themselves a semi-circle around John and Earl. Tucker and the rest of the team that had built the two laser-guided bombs were two blocks away, guarding the two trucks and all of the supporting gear—the paramotors, the wings, and the precious delivery vehicles.

      John held up one of the infrared strobes. “These are the most important things in our lives tonight. They represent your mission, and they’re literally a life and death matter to me and my son!” He wanted to gauge everyone’s seriousness. “I’m going to let SFC Garren brief you on your mission. We can’t tell you the why—if one of you gets nabbed by the cartel, they’ll torture you to spill the beans.”

      “We’re going to operate as ten four-person teams. Each team has to deliver two of these strobes onto 8th Avenue, or within one block of it in either direction.” Hands started to shoot up. “Lemme finish! Each team will be assigned two blocks. We’ll show you which ones on the map. Know your target buildings, as well as those of the other teams. These IR beacons represent that you have cleared that block of all enemy. Got it?”

      He and John heard, “Yeah, we got it,” and a few other mumbled replies.

      “What?”

      “Yes!” several yelled. “Got it!” came from a few others.

      “Good,” Earl said a little more calmly. “This will make or break our initial strike effort at the cartel’s command and control infrastructure,” he explained. “It is imperative,” he said, emphasizing the word, “that everyone get their strobes up and running.”

      John took over. “We’re outnumbered, especially when you factor in the American gangs that are the bulk of the cartel’s numbers. But…if we can get in and cut the snake’s head off, they’ll start to fall apart. My guess is that we can help end this thing, just by making them disappear into the woodwork when they see us attack their core.”

      After fielding a few more questions, the men broke out a map and showed the teams their sectors. Earl’s team consisted of Larry, Jessica, and Renee, who refused to operate with anyone else.

      “Do we really have to go all the way to the north end of this thing?” Renee asked.

      “If you want to run with me, you do,” Earl said with a small grin. “You’re tougher than you realize, young lady.”

      “Won’t they just see us all marching up 8th Avenue and figure out what we’re up to?” Jessica asked.

      “Which is why we broke into small elements,” Earl explained. “Staggered departures, everyone taking a different route to get to their designated blocks.”

      “When we leaving?” Larry asked. “This old man don’t run for nothin’,” he joked.

      Earl looked at his watch. Gets dark around 1700, he thought to himself. “Half-hour,” he answered. “Everyone fill up your water bladders and bottles, grab extra mags, extra smoke canisters, some snack bars…” He started to walk over to talk to John and turned back to his team. “Oh—and extra batteries for the strobes.” We can’t give Murphy anything to grab onto for this Charlie Foxtrot…
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        Rope-a-Dope.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 39 Days.

      

      It was long past dusk and evening soup for the range residents. The look on Phil’s face was as concerned and serious as he could make it. “We need to bug out. We need to do it as quietly in the dark as we can. And we need to go now.”

      “What?” Alice Huddleston, the club’s president, exclaimed, drawing a chorus of shooshes from everyone else in the office that wasn’t much quieter.

      “It’s my firm belief that we’re being surveilled by the cartel, and I have a serious hunch they’re preparing to attack,” Phil went on. “And there’s the fight in Seattle that finally kicked off in the wee hours this morning.” This announcement made Josh shift his weight and look around the room a little bit.

      “What’s that got to do with us?” Don asked. “And just where are we supposed to bug out to? This is the bug out location!”

      Phil looked around to make sure all club officers were listening. “This is exactly why Eli and his crew have been extending the eastern trail! For just such an emergency!” He was tired and losing patience, but he also remembered that impatience had led him to make a humiliating set of decisions when he almost lost his life to the local gang.

      “Listen, everyone. We have a plan,” he said, casting a glance towards Josh, Eli, and Lonnie. “We can’t afford to debate this. I need you to trust me. I can’t say how in a way that will make sense to you, but we have actionable intel that the cartel is here. If we bug out now, quietly down the eastern trail and to the Blackberry Hills neighborhood a couple of miles east of here, we’ll be alright. Like it or not, this is a trust Phil decision that I’m asking you to make. I’m grabbing Payton and Savannah and leaving in twenty minutes, whether you all do or not.”

      Don looked at Eli and then Josh, studying their faces. They were his daughter’s family, and he knew he could trust their judgement. “Okay, Phil…” he said slowly. “I trust you.” With that the old man stood up.

      “Thanks, Don. When we’re down the trail, a lot more will make sense.”

      Joe stood up, then Alice. Soon everyone was standing. “How do we do this?” Joe asked.

      “Quietly,” Phil emphasized. “Start with your own families and tent-mates, then as quickly as you can, tell the next tent or camper over. Grab and go! You need to emphasize the danger. Grab and go! We assemble and leave from the field in a half-hour. Got it?”

      With that, the remaining officers, trustees, and security experts at the West Sound Sportsman’s Club began to activate a hasty bugout. Even after being attacked—first by the local meth-heads and then by the National Guard—the thought of bugging out had always seemed impossible to them. They had not planned for or practiced it.

      “Phil!” Josh hissed before he got too far away once outside the office. Phil turned to listen. Josh spent a minute explaining an idea he had, to which Phil agreed. Josh hopped in the Gator and took off for some materials he would need to enact the idea of planting stuffed clothes in all three west side fighting positions to make them look like they had people in them.

      Most everyone busied themselves with spreading the word and stuffing their backpacks with as much food as they could carry. Some of the more devout preppers still had their assembled bug out bags. They were going around and reminding people to keep their lanterns and flashlights turned off.

      Phil passed Big Tony, who said, “Just heard, brotha. Let me know what you need.”

      Phil stopped and his face showed he was lost in thought. “You up to a trip?”

      “Whatever you need.”

      “I can’t guarantee your safety, Tony. Only your family’s.”

      Tony slowed down his words for emphasis. “Whatever…you need, Phil…”

      Phil patted the big man on the shoulder. “Then make sure you grab your rifle and pack.” He thought about the irony of that—Phil had given his big friend Crane’s rifle after he’d saved his own life with it in East Bartlett just a couple of weeks earlier.

      Moments later, Phil reached the trailer he’d converted into a living space for his girls. While Payton had resisted the urge to argue when she sensed the urgency in her father’s voice, Savannah wasn’t quite so ready to participate.

      “Grannnnndpaaaaaa!!!” she cried with a tired whininess. She’d already fallen asleep for the night. Phil was patiently trying to stand her up from her cot.

      “I’m sorry, Peaches. This is an emergency. We’ve got to go.” He looked at Payton.

      “It’s okay, Dad, I got her,” Payton told him calmly.

      “Half-hour, Olive,” Phil reminded.

      “I got it, Dad! We’ll be up there! Go bother someone else,” she said, shooing him back out of the converted cargo trailer.

      It wound up being closer to forty-five minutes, but Phil could live with that. Not bad, all things considered, he thought. God bless these people. Lord knows we’ve been through enough. He noticed that people were amassing at the eastern edge of the field, but nobody was leading the way. Where’s Josh?

      Phil had dressed in his full Posse kit, so he flipped his night-vision device down to more easily scan the close to two-hundred-person crowd. He could see Josh, Nick, and the last of the western perimeter guards walking across the field, the last to arrive. And…Jerry? He found Jerry within about twenty feet, who gave him a thumbs up, which told Phil he had packed and secured the Command Post as best he could.

      Phil started pushing his way east. As he passed the last few people before the trail’s head, he could finally feel the buzz that everyone understood the sense of urgency. “Follow me,” he whispered.

      So began the procession in mostly single file. No light, other than red-filtered flashlights or welcomed but uncharacteristic moonlight. Very little talking. Some of the younger kids had to be continually silenced by their parents or siblings, but the toddlers were mostly still asleep, carried by tired family members.

      The going was slow with Phil shining his filtered light on tripping hazards every once in a while. These guys did a good job making this trail wide enough to get an off-road rig up, Phil thought. Good thing the moon is out. Can’t believe the clear night. Fortunately for the club members, it was mostly a downhill journey. About a half mile down the trail, they finally hit the old forest-service road. The pace picked up as the group made an east-northeast trek into a neighborhood not too far from the central town of Sylvan. Knowing they were almost to his arranged rally-point, Phil used his light to scoot back up to the front of the pack. He halted them near the head of the forest service road, where it started off a major service run that ran north to south. The neighborhood was just past the powerlines.

      The farther from the gun range the pack got, the more vocal some of them were starting to get about the unexplained evacuation.

      “Single file, everyone!” Phil said in a semi-normal tone. “We’re almost there. You all will have food and shelter in an hour, just bear with me.”

      He started east again, toward the neighborhood, hearing a few people repeat his words to those who missed them. They re-found the road for the twenty meters that it cut through the greenbelt on the other side of the now-dead power lines. Through the greenbelt of firs and cedars, the group emerged into a cul-de-sac. Several earthquake-damaged homes looked eerily vacant…and several United States Marine Corps vehicles were parked in the middle. The pack of gun club residents had been allowed to pass right through a perimeter of Marines back at the powerlines, never seeing them. Phil, Josh, and a few others were the only ones who knew they were there.

      Phil walked right up to the waiting hand of Sergeant Major Greg Piercy and shook it. The Senior NCO was standing next to a command Humvee with several antennas. All of the other Humvees had belt-fed M-2 machine guns— “Ma Deuces”—mounted to the top. One had an Mk-19 belt-fed grenade launcher. There were also several MTVRs—cargo and utility trucks—of varying types.

      “Phil!” Greg said. “Good to finally meet ya!”

      “The honor’s mine, Greg,” Phil said, grinning. “Gunny!” he exclaimed as he released the Sergeant Major’s hand and shook Gunnery Sergeant Twogood’s hand. “I’m sorry it had to be like this, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t glad to see you and your men.”

      “We get it, Phil,” Greg Piercy said. “But this cartel thing is getting out of hand. Is the plan still the same on your end?”

      Phil scanned the crowded cul-de-sac with his NOD. “Assuming the National Guard has shown up…” He started to recognize some of them to the east, by their different vehicles and uniforms. They were out on the road that the cul-de-sac was attached to.

      “They are,” Gunny Twogood confirmed.

      “Alright,” Phil said, scanning between the two. “We had a rapid bug out, so the majority of these folks don’t know what’s happening. I need a few minutes.”

      Phil started to gather his flock so he could bring them up to speed. “Folks!” he called out a few times. Even though most were maintaining a whisper, there was an excited collective buzz that was hard to cut through. Once he finally held the group’s attention he continued, “Most of you are getting on these Marines’ transport trucks and heading to safety at the submarine base.”

      There was a collective gasp as people were pleasantly surprised to hear that. Phil saw Payton and Savannah towing Josh up to the front of the pack.

      “What do you mean most of us?” she asked point blank. Payton knew when her father was holding back, and she had a feeling he was going back to attack the cartel at the range.

      Her face told Phil he was in trouble, even in the moonlight, so he ignored her. “Everyone! This is the Gunny Sergeant. You all need to listen to him. I need all guards and patrol to fall-in on me. We’re going to a different set of trucks.”

      “No!” Payton yelled at her father, turning to glare at Josh. “You just got back!” she cried to the man she was in love with.

      Josh couldn’t bring himself to say anything as he pushed past the ladies in his life. Savannah started to cry. “Where are they going, Mama?”

      Phil was trying to stay on task—Lonnie, Eli, Nick, Tony. He was checking off names in his head as he scanned. Jeff, Stu—Stu? “Nooooo—no. You’re not goin’, Doc,” Phil said with authority.

      “Wherever all the gunfighters are going, Phil,” Stu said, stating the obvious, “you’re going to need a doctor.”

      “You’re probably right, Stu, but you ain’t going. Josh and the others worked too hard to bring you back. You’re staying with the group.” Phil kept looking past Stu, counting off people in his head.

      “It’s not up to you, Phil!” Stu argued. “If there’s bad people that need fighting…” He was at a loss for how to finish. After ten more seconds of silence from Phil, Stu finally resolved, “I have a duty to be there, just like the rest of you!”

      Phil admired the little doctor’s tenacity, but it wasn’t the moment he wanted to hear it. “Actually, Dr. Schwartz, it is up to me. This is a military action. I’m the CO of this little unit. And I say you’re not going!” He looked at the refugee group of range residents boarding trucks. “They need you, too, Doc.” He pointed right at Payton, who had been twenty feet away and hanging onto every word. “She’s having a kid in a few months. We can’t afford to have you killed!”

      Payton had enough and rushed to the assembled Posse. “Where are you going?” she pled with her father, who was trying not to let emotion impact his pre-departure tasks. Payton let the tears flow, and she looked at Josh. She grabbed onto him, arms around his neck. “Would one of you please talk to me?” she begged.

      Stu backed down from Phil once he saw Payton. He gave him an almost fatherly look. “Alright, Phil,” Stu said quietly. “You win. I’ll let it go.” Stu shook Phil’s hand, turned, and headed for the trucks.

      Payton let go of Josh and turned back to her father. “You’re going back to ambush the cartel, aren’t you?” she scolded.

      Phil finally stopped ignoring his daughter. “Something like that, Olive,” he said softly. He opened his arms for a hug, which she slid into.

      “It’s just land and buildings, Daddy!” she pled. “Please don’t go!” she screamed as she sobbed. “First Mom! Then Crane!” She glared at Josh again. “Now you, too?!”

      “It’s more than that, honey,” he consoled as he pulled back to look her in the eye. “And you know it. Things will only get worse if we don’t stop it now.”

      She grabbed onto her father again. “Promise me you’ll come back.” Phil stayed quiet, but he seized the moment, slipping a sealed envelope he’d been holding into the water bottle pouch on her backpack. “Promise me!” she demanded.

      Phil slowly pushed his daughter off and nodded at a Marine who was waiting to gently guide her toward a truck. “Ma’am,” the marine said.

      She began to follow the young Marine but stopped in her tracks so firmly that Savannah’s clasp on her mother’s hand slipped out as she kept walking. Payton turned back to her father and Josh. She began to bawl.

      “Everything will be okay, Mama,” Savannah said in the voice of an angel. She didn’t grasp that many of the others weren’t also headed toward the Humvees.

      Ignoring her daughter, Payton cried out, “I love you both!” She then turned, sobbing loudly as she hurried to the waiting Marine and vehicle, with Savannah tagging along.

      Phil watched his daughter and granddaughter turn to look back through the thinning cul-de-sac as they walked to a filling truck. Gunny Sergeant Twogood had just finished giving his Marines their orders. They were busy mounting up into their Humvees, ready to head in the direction that the bug-out had just come from.

      “About three-point-five kliks up the service road, you’ll find our trail, Gunny. Another 700 meters to the property. Good luck.” The Gunny silently nodded to Phil to acknowledge the information.

      Phil and the Posse left the cul-de-sac and boarded the National Guard’s trucks. He could sense the sadness and foreboding as everyone stared at the Marine vehicles, which were whisking their families and loved ones north and out of the abandoned neighborhood. Phil finally knew what it meant to feel the full weight of command, wondering as he looked at the forty or so men and women, which ones would be living their last night.

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      The moonlit night’s cold, November air was quiet, save for the small DC motors that pushed four propellers at a high rate of speed. The red and green lights on the device had black electrician’s tape over them. There was no camera—the drone flew at four hundred feet above ground level to a very specific spot and lowered itself. It set down between the corner of the log structure and the rifle-line’s awning. One second after it stopped its descent, the little drone’s computer sent an electrical signal to a long delay electrical relay, which in turn zapped one kilogram—about 2.2 pounds—of C-4 plastic explosive. The explosion sent logs flying well over one-hundred feet in the air, propelled by a fireball and shockwave that broke the glass out of every small building and trailer on the property and the homes to the properties south of the West Sound Sportsmen’s Club.

      The cartel soldier’s timing was nearly perfect, as the vehicles that had been travelling south on the Canal Vista Highway rolled right over the center of the roundabout with Salal Road. Vehicles two through four came to a screeching halt fifteen seconds after the fireball had turned the Common into a million toothpicks and sent stones from the two rock fireplaces flying hundreds of feet away. Men got out of the four vehicles and used rocket-propelled grenades to send high-explosive shells into the club’s northwest and front-gate fighting positions. The lead vehicle had travelled down and sent an RPG round into the southwestern fighting position.

      The four fire teams then entered the gun club’s property from the three insertion points. One of the teams then sent two more RPG rounds into the office, turning it into shrapnel. The three gun-safes—each weighing over a thousand pounds when factoring in the contents— went flying onto where the rifle line roof had existed only a minute earlier, crashing onto the concrete pad below.

      The fire-teams began a methodic search and destroy mission, each one assigned a variety of trailers and tents to kill the occupants in. They systematically rounded the ends of berms, heading into the action bays and firing full bursts from their M-4s into the various tents and camping trailers. They dropped hand grenades through busted trailer windows and immediately moved on to the next area to clear. As they meandered through the action bays to the north of the rifle line, firing blindly, it started to dawn on the cartel’s most elite special operations forces that they were attacking…nothing.

      “Yankee, check in,” the team leader ordered on his tactical radio. “Have you seen anyone?”

      “Negative, Six,” the team’s leader said.

      “X-Ray?”

      And so it went, the squad leader of each fire-team concurring—we haven’t seen a soul…

      “Fall-in on me,” the leader ordered. He was standing on the cross-range road, east of the burning log structure, staring at the fire. As all fifteen of the remaining operators began to migrate toward him, he thought his ears were playing tricks on him. Whoompf…whoompf… then a slight pause. Then another pair of the ominous noise. Whoomph…whoompf…

      At the top of his lungs, the leader of the group, a Nicaraguan who had over thirty years of true combat experience, yelled, “Incom—”

      Ka-Boom-Boom-Boom-Boom! Four mortars landed within fifteen meters of the clustering group, sending almost half of them to Hell before their body parts rained down on the burning logs. Dud-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh! Four M-2 belt-fed 50-caliber machine guns opened up on the pile of men. The remaining cartel soldiers were scrambling to find cover behind the burning logs, their ears and heads ringing. Two of the Humvees were hiding in the woods at the top of the cliff above the range’s 250-meter line. One was at the berm by action bay eleven and the south road. The last was at the far end of the cross-range road, just a stone’s throw from where the Slaughter Peninsula Posse had been born.

      The fury of the United States Marine Corps was fast, furious, and effective. The north and south Humvees began to slowly approach the destroyed cartel unit, under the protection of dismounted infantry who were using cover to rapidly approach on foot as they sought out and shot the cartel infantry.

      Out on Canal Vista Highway, two more Humvees appeared. One of them used its Mk-19 belt-fed grenade launcher to destroy all four of the stolen vehicles the cartel had arrived in. As much as Sergeant Major Greg Piercy wanted to search the rigs for usable intelligence, he just wasn’t going to chance the lives of his men. Besides, he reminded himself as he looked up at the sky, we already know what they’re up to.

      Greg’s Command Rig received an all clear from the Platoon Leader. His driver took the rig past the smoldering sandbags by what used to be the range’s front gate and took the little road down to the rifle line road, where he stopped. Greg’s Marines were already well into performing their secondary search of the property.

      “Any problems, Lieutenant?” he asked 1st Louie Jamal Johnson.

      “No, Sergeant Major,” Jamal said as he approached the Regiment’s top NCO. “We’ll have our assessment ready to transmit in five mikes,” he said, using the military lingo for minutes.

      “Very good, sir,” Greg said.

      Gunny Twogood walked up as Greg was getting ready to start a secure comm with his bosses via a battle tablet. “Feel good to get out of the office for a change, old timer?”

      “Oorah,” the older leader said. “The old man wants to know ASAP that we had no casualties. Estimated enemy KIA?”

      “Sixteen,” Dale Twogood said.

      “Roger,” Greg said. After a couple more minutes, he was face-to-face with none other than Colonel Isaiah Franklin. “Mornin’, sir.”

      “Sergeant Major,” Colonel Franklin replied. “Give me some good news so I can hit the rack.”

      “Excellent news, sir,” Greg informed him. “This threat to our base’s southern flank has been dealt with. Zero casualties. Sixteen estimated enemy KIA. You’ll have our full report in the system before you’ve had your mornin’ joe, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Be content with what you are and wish not change; nor dread your last day, nor long for it.”

        —Marcus Aurelius

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      The monolithic ship sat like a giant, gray ghost. Any tidal movement in her mooring on the east side of her homeport pier just outside the shipyard was barely discernible. It was surprisingly clear for a Pacific Northwest November. Phil noticed that when their trucks were far enough in between the generators and tall floodlights casting long shadows on the navy base, he could just start to make out the stars. The base and accompanying shipyard were mostly very dark, at night only using the fuel needed to provide security lighting and time-sensitive work. The criticality of resources had forced the nuclear-powered titan to use her reactors in homeport. She, too, was keeping her profile as low as possible for security reasons, though Phil could easily see red light emanating from the sole hangar bay door on the vessel’s portside, rear corner.

      The road along the quay wall ended at the head of the aircraft carrier’s pier. There was one last gate to pass through, staffed by camouflaged sailors with rifles. Phil kept his eyes on the 70,000 tons of Freedom as he felt his truck in the convoy turn right and continue toward the far end of the pier. The USS Halsey, Phil thought solemnly, once more thinking of his beloved son, Crane. Please be worth my son’s life, whatever your mission is… Phil closed his eyes to talk to his son and ask God for wisdom in what was ahead, if even for only a few seconds. The brakes squealed as the truck clunked to a stop.

      Phil reset his below-knee prosthetic back into a hard-suction onto his stump and climbed out of the cab, allowing the Guard soldier to go to the back and start guiding Posse members out of the enclosed bed. The pier was a commotion of vehicles, both military and civilian. Phil could tell some sort of gathering spot was in the middle of it at the far south end, past a long row of dumpsters and forklifts. He started hobbling toward the crowd. A lot of sailors up and about for 0300, he thought, seeing that there were quite a few small huddles of sailors on the ship’s lowered aircraft elevator, observing the militaristic hubbub assembling on their pier.

      As he passed the last forklift, he stopped to turn back and look, double-checking that his convoy’s troops were following. Most had their kits donned, a hodge-podge of plate carriers, chest mounted rifle magazine pouches, gun belts and backpacks. Many were working in pairs to carry ammo crates. A few were pulling or pushing small carts filled with water and medical supplies. Is this really happening? Phil was both proud and worried—not so much for his own safety, but for that of the others. He had an idea of what to expect when they hit the beach, but he didn’t know how most of these men and women—kids, a lot of them, he corrected himself—would react to incoming mortars and bullets. But we were all kids, he reminded himself of his own military service. Militaries throughout history had always preferred kids—they’re long on adrenaline for combat and short on the courage needed to question bad orders. He turned back to walk towards the canopy where he recognized several people.

      “Mornin’, Sheriff,” Phil greeted Sheriff Ward Raymond. “Shouldn’t you be staying back to guard the county?”

      “Shouldn’t you?” the Sheriff quipped back.

      Phil just stared at him for a second or three. “Fair enough,” he concluded. “Charlie…Major Matsumoto,” he said, acknowledging them as he walked over for handshakes. “What’s the plan?” He could see a number of National Guard members to the south, standing at ease but in formation. He nodded toward them. “I take it that’s all you can spare without opening up the EOC to marauders?” he asked Adam.

      “Let’s just say ‘yes’ and leave it at that,” the Major replied. He was ashamed to admit just how badly depleted his unit had become. If it weren’t for the stored food, he was sure there would be no National Guard at this point.

      A small group of naval officers approached from the direction of the USS Halsey’s brow, or gangway, on the southeast side of the pier. Phil could tell it was the Shipyard Commander and a few other higher-level officers. He had just met her for the first time about fourteen hours earlier. Smart…and fair, he assessed. They walked up to the canopy and a couple of them grabbed some coffee out of the urns that were on a table. Phil saw the coffee pot and realized it had been a couple of weeks since he’d had any. Ohhhh, maaann—I wish I hadn’t seen that… “Good mornin’, Captain,” he said to Captain Marie Darnell, as she approached their little huddle. Major Matsumoto offered a crisp salute, which Marie returned.

      “Phil,” she said, offering a handshake. “Once again, thank you for coming to see me. This little effort you and Major Matsumoto have thrown together is more important than you realize.” She turned slightly toward the man next to her. “This is Captain Reese, the Commanding Officer of the base, and Captain Carpenter, the Halsey’s CO. Technically we’re on Captain Reese’s pier.”

      “Captain,” Phil said to Captain Reese, acknowledging him. “We appreciate the support. Have you heard from our little patriot navy?”

      “Yes, Mr. Walker. They’re all bobbing out there past the security fence. It’s hard to see that until you get closer to the pier’s end. When you’re ready, Port Operations will open a section and they can start tying up to the three barges over on the west side of the pier. We’ve set some fuel tanks that have hand pumps to top off boats that need it.”

      “Much appreciated, sir,” Phil told him. He looked at the other Unified Posse leaders and received a set of facial expressions and head-nods that said, “Let’s get going.”

      “We’re ready, Captain. Based on radio chatter, they needed us yesterday.”

      Captain Reese and the Lieutenant Commander following him used a set of hand-held radios as they stepped away from the group. The Sheriff, Major Matsumoto, Charlie, and Phil headed out to go start briefing the militia leaders, including Gary, Skinny Kenny, and some from the two ends of Slaughter Peninsula.

      “Uh, Phil,” Marie said quickly. “Just a quick word?” He stopped as the others kept going, looking back and forth at Marie and Captain Carpenter, the aircraft carrier’s CO. “Captain Carpenter, here, wanted to meet you.”

      “Oh—sorry, sir, just a bit preoccupied,” Phil said sticking his hand out.

      The captain took it, but he didn’t let Phil’s hand go. “Richard, Phil,” the accomplished man said. “I prefer ‘Rich’ when formality isn’t necessary. Listen, I’m not in a position to say too much, but I just felt you should know that your son’s sacrifice was not in vain.”

      Boom—instant tears filled Phil’s eyes. He looked down and away as he didn’t want to seem like a cry-baby. “Well, Rich,” he said, trying to choke the words out, “I appreciate that.” He really didn’t at that moment, but he knew he probably would appreciate it one day.

      “I mean it, Phil. We have orders. Things are happening to the world dynamic as we speak. If this community didn’t rally after the volcano, to get my ship out of dry-dock…” He paused looking behind Phil at the several hundred community members, soldiers, and police officers who were mobilizing. “…Or tonight, to ensure we can even sail up Puget Sound safely…sooner than you think…we wouldn’t be able to go do our jobs. You’ll find that Team Halsey found some ‘spare’ munitions to donate to the effort. They’re on the barge already.” The old man smiled as he said, “Ah—the barge without the fuel bladder, that is!” His smile turned down to a fond smirk once more. “Thank you for your sacrifice, Phil.” He finally released the grip on Phil’s hand.

      Phil was at a loss for words. He just looked at the two Captains for a moment, giving ever-so-slight of a smile, nodded, and walked off to his Posse.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer looked around as her family’s vessel slipped through the breach in the big, floating security fence under the watchful eyes of two Federal Police Officers in a patrol boat. One of them was standing behind a mounted M-60, ready to install holes into anything that suddenly started acting like a threat. Though Jennifer never saw them, her craft was also being covered by machine gun nests on the pier and carrier’s flight-deck, too. Her father guided the forty-foot Rampage through the waters, following the lead craft, a twenty-foot whale boat operated by the shipyard’s personnel, toward the west side of the pier. I think we’ve picked up some local vessels in our fleet, she thought as she looked back and saw the size of her armada. She and Andy were ready to tie up to a barge at the Navy base in Bartlett and start loading troops.

      “What’s the plan, again?” her dad yelled from inside the cabin for the fourth time in three hours.

      “We’re tying up first and leaving last!” she yelled back with a tone that said, ‘Quit asking!’ “We’ll probably need to let the smaller craft tie up outboard of us, just to keep the foot traffic moving.”

      She had been told there would be two or three large barges which were light enough that they were drafting about five or six feet from the waterline to their decks. Too tall for some of these craft to let the militia members jump down from. Especially with gear, loading ammo…Her plan had been to tie up the larger fishing vessels to those and then all smaller vessels would in-turn tie-up to their craft.

      For over an hour, the plan slowly became reality, as vessels in the Patriot Navy began to fill with armed women and men, and supplies. Fishing boats and small cabin cruisers would take on six, eight, sometimes twenty people and then pull out of the way. A line had formed up on both sides of the security fence breach, as full vessels competed for a slot to pass through with empty ones.

      Jennifer watched, as the middle-aged red-head and a handsome Native American deputy assigned boats to certain team members. The National Guard members and most of the other deputies and police officers were doing the same thing on the other barges. She could tell by the uniforms that some of the militia members were from the fire department. Maybe the medics? She wondered.

      As the barge was finally emptying of people, the last thirty or so were boarding her Rampage. “Permission to come aboard?” Phil asked with slight amusement. The former Marine wondered if anyone would get it.

      “Granted,” Jennifer said. “I’m Jennifer. I’m guessing you may be the ‘Phil’ our radio operator told us to look for.”

      “That I am,” Phil said. “These are Charlie, Nick, and Josh,” he said pointing to his three comrades-in-arms. “We’re some of the leadership for the Posse. Bear in mind, there are Posses and militias from at least two other counties here tonight, along with the soldiers. It can get a bit confusing.”

      “I get it, Phil,” Jennifer said. “This redneck flotilla isn’t exactly an organized unit itself,” she joked. She turned to Andy and ordered a cast-off from the barge. As her father guided one of the last craft back out of the Navy base’s security perimeter, she finally took a moment to gaze at the giant aircraft carrier. There were generators on the pier and the ship itself that allowed her to see it—and the gawking sailors. Is that…is that a cell phone? She couldn’t believe her eyes. Sailors were on the end of the flight-deck, waving and saluting as they filmed the Patriot Navy. Jennifer immediately defaulted to her natural sarcasm in her thoughts. You act like you’ve never seen a Howdy Doody, rag-tag flotilla sail off for war before…
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        * * *

      

      “You look like George Washington crossing the Delaware River!” Charlie cracked, laughing at Phil. The huge moon hung in the eastern sky like a beacon of hope.

      Phil had been deep in thought and didn’t realize he was standing as far forward on the fishing vessel’s bow as he could. He had subconsciously put his half leg up on a cleat, using his hand to hold the ship’s hull, which was a little shy of four feet high.

      He had been watching the procession slowly make its way through the snake-shaped inlet, past the landslide on the south end of Russell island, and start plying toward Seattle. The vessels were slowly spreading out to make the wakes between them not churn up too much rocking action. Phil guessed they were doing about ten knots, so that they could travel as a pack.

      He turned and looked at his closest friend. He pulled the fake foot off the cleat he was leaning on and took the two steps down the deck toward Charlie, careful not to step on Joe’s legs in the process. Everyone was sitting for the ride over. He looked around. Some were carrying on quiet conversations, others looked like they were praying or trying to catch a quick catnap. God bless anyone who can sleep right now. He reached for his buddy, and the two friends embraced for a ‘bro-hug.’

      “Try to keep your head down, brother,” Phil said worriedly.

      “You’re telling me?” Charlie joked with fake exasperation. “I’m one of like sixty brown or black dudes in this shin-dig, and most of us are in Army uniforms. You just make sure people know I’m not part of the cartel!”

      “Don’t worry, Charlie!” the two men heard Big Tony call out. He was sitting on the deck, just below the windows to the cabin. “I got your back!”

      That made all three of them bust a gut laughing, releasing some stress in the process. Phil glanced at Tony and said, “I don’t think I told you how glad I was you and your awesome family made it out to the range, Tony.”

      “Feelin’s mutual, Phil. It’s all good.” With that Tony, closed his eyes and Phil started scanning faces. He saw Jerry creeping up the port side of the boat, trying to reach Phil past the feet and legs of napping or praying people.

      “So, I was able to link up with the radio operators from the other Posses while we were staging,” Jerry said.

      “Oh?” Phil replied. “What’d ya get?” he said, spying the toy in Jerry’s hand.

      “I figure you’d be best to decide where to use this!” Jerry said with the excitement of a nerd who just received a new Star Wars toy. “Man, I wish I’d thought of this! It’s a homemade FLIR periscope!”

      “A what?” Phil knew that FLIR was an infrared scope, but he was confused—basically looking at a cellphone on a selfie-stick.

      “One of the other HAMs put a bunch of these together! It’s a phone with a FLIR camera plugged into the charging port. Only they were able to use a cable and camera stick to provide some separation between the two. See?” Jerry said. He raised the stick and camera about six-feet into the air over his full arm’s-reach. Phil could see the heat-images of various bodies on the deck at the stern of the vessel. They were looking over the trawler’s cabin.

      “Holy schnikies!” Phil said. “That’s pretty cool. Tell you what—hold onto it with your gear-bag. I’ll find you when we need it.” As Jerry made his way to the stern again, Phil started scanning faces once more. Josh, Nick, Eli, Tony, Charlie…thank you, Lord, for these people. Please watch out for them.

      He looked back to the east, the ‘Space Needle-less’ skyline of Seattle slowly becoming more visible with the slightest hints of late-fall dawn. They were still far enough out that the sounds of waves lapping the hull and the diesel engine’s rumble was all he heard. But the lights of gunfire flickering off of buildings in multiple spots was unmistakable. He could see the occasional muzzle flash and tracer rounds, which worked with the moon and the growing dawn to reveal the windowless skyscrapers and leaning hulks of ships that had partially submerged, pulled into the sound by their sunken piers.

      The seed of anxiety planted itself in Phil’s gut. He scanned south and north, seeing nothing less than fifty boats in the Patriot Navy carve the black water of Puget Sound. They bobbed up and down as they plied through the salty brine, carrying over five-hundred men and women who were headed to defend the thin-line between America and the Cartel.
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        The Battle for Seattle.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      “How the hell are we going to move eighty-three wounded and deceased?” Natalie yelled at the guard. “And where would you advise we go?!”

      “Look!” said Stan, the old Viet Nam vet. “There’s about fifteen gang members marching down 16th Avenue! There’s not enough of us to fight them!”

      Janet, one of the other people helping bandage the wounded, ran over to the northeast corner of the parking structure. Her view was mostly obscured by the rubble of the next structure to the north, which had crumbled in the massive earthquake. She ducked when the sight of gang members, mostly decked out in black clothing with red undertones, came into view. They were running from car to car to cover their advance. She came running back over to the center of the facility at about the same time loud gunfire started echoing loudly throughout the concrete walls. “They’re practically here! Grab a gun! It’s too late!”

      Where on Earth is Conner?! Natalie yelled in her head as she felt the heft of her .357 in the waist pack she’d been wearing on her hips. What she didn’t know was that he and one other of the five-man contingent had begun to snipe at the encroaching enemy, drawing their fire to the top of the structure. Natalie ran to the tables they’d started piling the tactical gear from the wounded on and dug through it—a shotgun! I know how to shoot one of these!

      Stan had rejoined the other two guards on the ground floor, shooting out of the structure at anything that moved. “They’re going to try to flank us from the west!” he yelled. “I can feel it in my bones!”

      One of the other two, who was about half of Stan’s age, began sprinting, dodging the wounded and dead who were lying on the tarps in the middle of the garage. He made his way over to the western side. “He’s right!” He started firing, trying to shoot back and forth at two different angles. Twenty seconds later, the young man took a bullet in the side of the head and crumpled to the floor.

      Natalie was flipping tables up on edge, trying to place them in front of her wounded. I have to try! She then placed the gear  behind the tables, hoping that it may provide some form of ballistic protection for the people she’d assumed charge over. The car-entrance to the ground floor was about fifty meters south and on the east side. Stan and his comrade moved over to it to begin covering any invaders that tried to penetrate it. Not ten feet from it, a hand reached over through the gap that made a breezeway at the top of the first floor and dropped a grenade in. Clack-clack-clack it said as it bounced on the concrete floor behind the two guards. KA-BOOM! Smoke and noise spread throughout the place, sending a shockwave that made people’s ears ring.

      “Conner!” Natalie yelled at the air, wondering if he’d already died on the roof. As the smoke cleared, she could tell that both of the remaining guards had been killed by the blast. She looked left and right. Janet was holding an AR-15 while their other teammate, a retired psychiatrist, was holding a smaller caliber Ruger pistol. All three of the team had taken up positions behind load bearing columns. The doctor cried out in agony as he was shot in the back. None of them had thought to keep an eye on the west side of the garage after the young guard had been killed a minute earlier. Janet spun and started shooting at the face that had shot the doctor. Natalie wasn’t sure if Janet got the invader, but he had disappeared from view and stopped trying to shoot them. “Just keep watching the west!” Natalie ordered.

      She peered back around her column at the vehicle entrance and saw three gang members start to enter. They had their rifles raised and were sweeping as they started to progress. One of them started firing into the side-leaning tables. “Noooo!” Natalie screamed, as she saw her wounded start to get shot again. She swung the shotgun down and blasted the closest man squarely in the chest. He let out a scream as he fell to his knees, clutching the eight holes that had just entered his body.

      Both of the others began firing wildly in Natalie’s direction and she retracted herself behind the column. She could hear nothing but both rifles barking. She looked over at Janet and saw her get shot in the side three times as one of the cartel-inducted gang bangers finally had the angle to see her. In her panic, Natalie couldn’t remember how to pump the shotgun. Her hands trembled as she fidgeted with the zipper on the waist pack. Her motor skills had been completely lost in the cortisol-fueled fight-or-flight reactions that moment. God, please protect my babies! she thought as she started to claw at the bag, unable to feel the small metal zipper-tag.

      POP! POP! POP! POP! POP! POP! POP! Natalie’s’ vision exploded in muzzle-flash as Conner came running off the parking garage’s stairs on the north wall. He’d freed his wounded arm from its sling and was marching almost straight at Natalie’s column, firing a few feet to her east. Natalie heard a strange voice cry out just a couple of feet on the other side of it. POP! POP! POP! POP! Conner kept shooting as he got to the column and then passed it, out of her sight. “Now! Now!” Conner screamed into the radio immediately putting his left hand back onto his rifle as he marched to the next column. He was pouring gunfire onto the entrance. A team of the Tarboo militia began to pour over the air-gap in the western wall of the garage, dropping in, rolling and taking cover behind the columns and few remaining cars in the facility. Within a minute, they’d killed any remaining members of the gang that had tried to invade the makeshift infirmary.

      Natalie looked out at the militia members as they strolled through, checking to see if any of the enemy on the ground were still a threat. She walked out past her column and saw the man who was four feet from killing her, missing the space where his nose and eyes should’ve been, fresh red blood pouring onto the floor. She heard screaming coming from behind her shielding for the already-wounded. Natalie scanned around and found the wheeled cart they’d been keeping their supplies on. Get back in the fight! she yelled at herself in her head. She grabbed the cart and made a beeline for the psychiatrist who’d been shot in the back. She used her shears to cut the man’s shirt off, exposing a wound in the region of his left lung. Slamming a piece of gauze on it, she wondered if they had anymore chest seals. Natalie took a quick glance up at Conner, just in time to see him take one knee…than another…before falling forward on the concrete.
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        * * *

      

      John had forgotten just how cold one could get cruising around a few thousand feet up. Tucker had advised him to layer up and tether everything—rifle, binoculars, even the gloves themselves, just in case he took them off for a task. Even with a base layer and several additional layers over it, though, the clear November night was cold. He had apprehensively taken off on his first paramotor flight in fifteen years a half-hour earlier from the soccer field at Seattle University Park. This had been his first night flight. Paramotorists weren’t required to file flight-plans, but the law also required them to only fly during daylight hours, except for permitted events like air shows. The laws on such things really don’t apply anymore, do they? he asked himself after he started his ascent.

      His role and Tucker’s were vastly different—he would be a high-altitude spotter. He could keep his motor turned off for several minutes at a time, drifting quietly a few thousand feet above the action below, providing a semi-stealthy aerial reconnaissance to the Patriots. The nearly full moon was both a blessing and a curse—there was no rain to endanger their flight ops, but they would be quite easily seen once someone had actually noticed them. For this reason, John was trying to stay to the west of the action, out of the moonlight to those on the ground. John pulled on his sleeve and scanned his watch.

      “Peanut Butter, this is Chocolate Actual,” John heard Earl call out on the pre-designated frequency. “All cups are in place.”

      John fussed with his glove to get his hand onto the transmit button near his earbud. “Roger and copy. Wait for further.” He heard a double click for Earl’s acknowledgment and fired up his motor, staying a few hundred feet higher than the highest skyscraper in the north end of Seattle. He didn’t have to worry about the construction cranes—every one of them had fallen forty-one days earlier. John could see pockets of fighting. He had been calling in enemy positions to the militia units up until a few minutes earlier. John throttled up the re-warmed engine on his back and pulled on his handles to move farther south. I want to make this run at a safe height before my boy risks his life.

      John flipped the night vision down on his helmet and immediately saw the twenty strobes echoing off the steel skeletons and concrete walls below. We need to hurry—those cartel most assuredly see them, too, and are trying to figure out what they mean. He caught direct sight of a strobe a couple of times, but at this height it was mostly just the reflections of their rhythmic blinking. Earl’s team had just created a runway right up 8th Avenue, except for a couple of spots where they just couldn’t root out all of the enemy cartel. John swung around back west to find his picket that was less in the moonlight to ground observers. That’s when he noticed dozens of black dots in Elliot Bay, creating wakes as they approached Seattle. What the….? Stay on task! he scolded himself.

      “Nougat, this is Peanut Butter! Creamy goodness. I say again, creamy goodness.” He waited for the reply.

      Finally, “Peanut Butter, Nougat copies. Creamy goodness is a go.”

      He’s airborne, John realized. He went back to scanning the action on the waterfront, wondering if he had time to call any of it in before he had to go spot for his son. He decided he needed to fidget with his radio and report it when something on top of a building caught his eye. Cartel! He was sure of it. Setting up mortars! It was then that he realized the Patriot leaders had, indeed, made good on the idea that he had relayed up the chain. Marshall had suggested that they try to make contact with the West side Patriots. Phalanx had relayed the idea and never been given an update on what became of it. Those must be ours!

      John did have a rifle with him, but he was a key piece of the attack—he was going to lase the target for the guided-bomb’s tracking system. “Peanut butter, Nougat,” he heard in his headset. “Melt in your mouth. I repeat, melt in your mouth.” No time, John thought. “Copy,” he replied, banking his paramotor to the northeast to reacquire the target he’d picked out near Seattle Center.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy moly!” Tony screamed, eyes wide as flying saucers. “They never even made it to shore!”

      Phil ran back thru the crowd of Posse members, who were trying desperately to duck and be ready to jump off the boat with their gear. He pounded on the window of the boat’s cabin rapidly. “Get us on that shore! Now!”

      They had all just watched a mortar round take out the craft that was two boats to the right. It was the one that Sheriff Raymond had been on, Phil was fairly certain. More mortar rounds were splashing around the vessels. I knew sailing straight for our insertion point was a bad idea! Phil had tried convincing the vessel’s crew that they needed to zig-zag randomly, but they weren’t hearing it. They just wanted to drop off their raiding parties and get back out. The destination was the very shore that Tony had scrambled onto several weeks earlier when he went on a mission to rescue his girls.

      Phil tried to see what building the mortar was coming from. Most of the buildings in this area were only a few stories tall. Still, those mortars could be coming from several hundred meters away! We may not find them! He felt the boat surge with power, as he and nearly everyone stumbled backwards when Jennifer’s father bumped the throttle.

      “I can’t see nothin’, Jenn!” he yelled out of the cabin. “Gonna need you to say ‘when’!”

      “Move!” Jennifer yelled as both she and Andy pushed their way through the crowd to get an eye on the rapidly approaching shore.

      “Everyone brace yourselves!” Phil yelled out. “Hold onto your gear!”

      Ka-Boom! A mortar hit the water just a few feet away from the vessel to their port side, which was also trying to speed to shore. They took several casualties and the boat had a giant hole in its side. It started flooding just as streams of machine gun fire from two different nests on buildings started raking the boats.

      “Now! Now! Now!” Jennifer yelled, repeating herself to make sure her father heard. He slammed his throttle into reverse and cut his helm hard to port, causing the craft to lurch to starboard. Everyone felt the power cut out, and the forty-foot Rampage lived up to its name as it drifted up to the erosion control rocks and slapped them with a thud. “Off! Everyone off!” Jennifer was barking.

      Andy jumped onto the nearest rock and ran a few feet south. One of the Posse threw him the stern line. He held it to keep the vessel from wandering off. Posse bodies began to pour off. As soon as he hit the rocks, Josh turned to Jennifer and yelled, “Throw me the line!”

      She did as directed, and the vessel stabilized while about thirty other people began jumping off. Some of them hit the frigid water directly, a few others slipped on the rocks and slid in. People were trying to grab those who were slipping, while others trying to get off the boat were trying to hand over ammo and packs. Chaos! Phil realized. Get control! “Charlie!” he yelled for his friend who was already on shore. “Pick three people to guard the east and three to take the supplies from the ship!”

      “Phil!” Jennifer called to him just as he was about to stick his whole, right leg over the boats side and feel for a rock. He looked at her. “What do we do?”

      “Get out of range of those mortars!” he screamed. “But be ready to come back! We may need a ride somewhere!” He could see the girl looked terrified as he slipped off the boat, sinking up to his waist. Nick was ahead of him, and he reached down, giving  Phil a hand and pulling him up. “Where’s Tony?!” Phil yelled toward Charlie, who was directing people in their tasks.

      “Right here, Phil!” Big Tony said from the eastern side of the pack. He was facing out towards Seattle.

      Phil wobbled the thirty feet over to him and turned around, taking a knee and facing the boat. “Good,” Phil said a little more calmly. “Hang tight!” He could see Andy had jumped back onto the boat, and Josh was just giving the bow a shove. Phil was scanning his team. “Jerry! Over here!” He kept scanning once he saw his comms guy duck-walking toward him. Phil was now extending his scan north and south, trying to see what teams were making it ashore. He observed people from the entire armada clamoring for cover behind rocks, as the cartel gun nests were finding their marks.

      Nick had just shown up to Phil’s spot and took a knee, too. “We need to get off the X, Phil,” he suggested quite calmly. Phil looked at the sniper, who was a virtual calm in a storm of rage, battle rifle on his front and sniper rifle sticking straight into the air on his back.

      During the staging period on the pier, the Posse had quickly divided itself into four teams of seven or eight people. Phil’s fireteam would be calling the shots for all four teams. “Josh!” he called over to him, knowing Tony was part of that team. “Have Tony get us over those train tracks and past that park! Double time!”

      “Roger-Wilco!” he heard Josh yell, “Alpha! Two four-man teams in diamond formation! Tony, you’re on point! Don’t worry, I’ll be twenty feet behind you!” Tony led the small unit out, while Phil had assessed the rest of the shore landing. He could see much of Major Matsumoto’s group had landed over the immediate several hundred meters to their north. The rest of the Slaughter Peninsula Posse was still scrambling to shore to the south. “Nick,” Phil said without yelling since the sniper was still just a few feet away. “Scouts out! You guys find some high ground to the north! See if you can stop those machine guns!” Phil said pointing that way. He then pointed back to the south. “And see if you can find those mortars, too. Hurry!”

      “Delta! Let’s roll!” Nick yelled, channeling his inner Todd Beamer. His seven-man squad rolled out in the shadow of Alpha but veered north as soon as they crossed the train tracks.

      “Lonnie! Have Bravo Team spread out in a line along these tracks to the south over the next one-hundred meters. It looks like the rest of the Posse is having a hard time getting those smaller boats near the shore. Give them some cover! Go!”

      “Whadda we do if you guys take off on us, Phil?!” Lonnie asked nervously.

      “Everyone stay on our freq. Just check in. Jerry!” Phil yelled.

      “Yo!” his HAM called out, causing Phil to snap his head that direction.

      “You tech-nerds worked out a comms plan, right?! We got a dedicated frequency?”

      “Yes! Just remember—nothing’s secure!”

      Nothing’s secure! Phil almost choked in sarcastic laughter in his head. Understatement of the year, Jerry! he thought. “Right! Great point, Jerr! Everyone! Fall in! Keep your heads down!” he started to stand to a crouch and turn and realized he’d made eye contact with Charlie, one of the few Slaughter County Sheriff Deputies on the invasion force, and the only one in Phil’s Posse Unit. “Sorry, brother,” Phil mumbled, knowing Charlie had watched a few of his brethren die in the explosion. Charlie just nodded.

      Collectively, the four small squads under Phil’s command were call-sign Peg-Leg. He had chosen the moniker Echo for his command squad to avoid any confusion with the real ‘Charlie.’ Phil turned and led his fireteam into the black under the occasional burst of mortars and machine gun fire. As the first hues of morning dawn started to paint the sky, the Slaughter Peninsula Posse had officially entered the Battle for Seattle.
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        Momentum.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      It’s just canyons, boy, John thought as he scanned the area south of downtown for his son’s wing. Lord, please help him! Though not a religious man, he was a loving father and was as worried for his son as he’d ever been. John knew that mid-level flying through a city in daytime would be extremely hazardous at best. The winds could easily whip themselves around a building and deflate or slam a wing into another building. But at night, in a city wrought with destruction? There were already a variety of obstacles in the air before the devastation—flag poles or utility wires, trolley lines…But now people had begun to build clotheslines, antennas, watchtowers…

      Tucker Cronin had actually been wearing the helmet with night optical device for about a half-hour before launch, trying to acclimate his depth perception to it. He didn’t want to chance the risky nighttime launch off the soccer field with them, so he flipped them out of the way. After he’d attached his wing to his motor harness and made sure the brakes and steering straps were exactly how he wanted them, he pulled the wing and just the action of getting the leading edge a few feet in the air was enough. The sixteen-meter long sail’s foils began filling with breeze, inflating them instantly. The wing jumped up and kited itself behind Tucker. He began to walk backwards and then turned himself, running to make sure that wing stayed just behind him a bit.

      He applied full throttle and reached a point where he knew the wing had stabilized with forward momentum. That was his cue to pick his feet up. He double checked the throttle and put both hands on the steering cables, pulling the handles off their magnet mounts, but barely pulling on them. He could feel the wing’s performance through those cables. He rose into the sky south of Seattle University and course corrected to do a wide arch to the east. His goal was to fly over the university and come back down on a southerly approach to the same soccer field, much like an F-18 landing on an aircraft carrier—and hook the hula hoop with his foot. His ground team had performed every possible preparation to the delivery device that they could. They had shortened the towline and constructed it out of a much thinner run of fishing line—three wraps of fifty-pound test. They didn’t want to employ the shock-absorbing wrap in the line, for fear the friction of the line’s extension would burn and break it. Instead, they used a medium sized spring-scale normally used to weigh fish up to twenty pounds. It was tethered to the hula hoop end and would fall away when Tucker separated the bomb.

      The weapon pickup had gone about as smoothly as it could—other than running behind schedule, everything in the intricate plan was going okay.

      Tucker had opted to hook the hoop with his foot, not wanting to have his hands impacted by the towline having to wrap itself around the protective cowling around his motor. After he hooked the hula hoop, he pulled his right foot up to his butt and used a bungee cord he’d attached to his belt to positively hook onto the ring. As he gained altitude and began an arch to the west, he could feel the ten-foot wide, Styrofoam and carbon fiber bomb buffeting the air behind him.

      “Nougat, this is Chocolate Ten. Everything looks stable.” The one report that Tucker, John, and Earl had been waiting on arrived in their earpieces. The unit farthest south in the flight-path operation had the authority to wave off if the glider was misbehaving.

      This is it, son, John thought. He was so tempted to begin air controlling for him, but he knew the cartel was listening. Any extra radio traffic was just giving away information—everything had to be spoken in memorized phrases. John had to stay on his picket, ready to provide a last-minute laser for the glider. His only backup was Earl, who would have to scramble to the top of the shaky and leaning Amazon building to be able to lase the cartel’s camp if something happened to John.

      Tucker battled the buffeting winds, resisting the temptation to check out the beautiful sunrise that was just forming. He caught the first pair of blinking strobes in his NOD and started decreasing his throttle, trying to get down to about two hundred feet above 8th Avenue. He descended over an older Seattle neighborhood of apartment buildings and museums, crossing the broken I-5 highway and Washington State Convention Center with a slightly west-of-true-north heading. He pulled on his right steering cable with just a few ounces more of pressure than his left, banking around a circular, fifteen story building and shooting for the canyon gap. A block later he had to course correct the opposite, taking on a slight left turn in the process.

      The winds hadn’t been as bad as he was expecting. Tucker figured it was mainly due to so many of the buildings missing their glass—it was pouring through them naturally, versus being forced to go around and in between them.

      He could see firefights happening below. The whole point behind this canyon run was that unlike his father, who had high-altitude that allowed him to shut off his motor—he had to keep power applied at near-full throttle to tow the dead weight behind him. Up in the sky, and he would’ve been heard and seen, and surely shot down before getting the precious cargo delivered. About mid-run, Tucker could see the strobes were on 7th avenue for just two blocks, before picking back up on 8th. He had to trust the ground team that they had secured that zone of enemy. He grabbed his brake cables and pulled down on the leading edge of his wing for just a moment, to change the angle it was attacking the air. He stowed those, pulling hard on the left steering strap to perform a wingover maneuver that allowed him to practically pivot in the air. He kept the throttle up, knowing that providing forward propulsion was the only way to keep the glider towing properly.

      Tucker’s wing and the homemade guided missile broke through the small gap between the U.S. District Court building and the tower to its north. He banked to the right and flew a block, reacquiring the next set of strobes to the northeast. He looked hard right quickly to see what had driven this dangerous maneuver. There was an intense firefight happening.

      John Cronin caught first sight of his son and the cargo as Tucker had veered back over to 8th Avenue to resume his path to the Seattle Center. After one last, round skyscraper to pass, he was through the canyon and into the dangerous open. Tucker adjusted his cables and pressed the last ten percent of throttle he had to the max, beginning to climb.

      John had been performing a loop to the west of the Seattle Center. When he estimated about a minute until his son’s arrival, he cut his throttle and pulled slightly on his brakes, dumping air and altitude. He guided himself toward the gap near 8th Avenue. When Tucker broke through, John Cronin was only four blocks west and about four hundred feet higher, travelling mostly east. One last adjustment, John told himself. He pulled on his left cable and banked himself to aim toward the vehicle in the football field…the one with all the antennas. John pulled the rifle hanging from his neck up and placed the scope up to his eyes. He found the pressure pad that engage his aiming laser with his left thumb. His invisible laser glowed like a bright green rope in his NODs. He finally settled it on the important-looking truck…
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        * * *

      

      Reynaldo Hernandez had grown tired of monitoring the battle behind a screen and radio operators. Incompetent fools! he screamed in his head. When this is over, I’m going to burn you alive! Then drown you! Or, perhaps, invent a way to do it at the same time! He ran out of the vehicle, snatching the battle rifle out of the hands of the nearest guard. His two personal guards had to run to catch up as he headed east. Three minutes later, a rapidly moving and angry Rey was breaking through the roof access of the south building of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. He found one of the many machine gun bunkers he’d worked so hard to establish over the preceding days. “Can you see anything?!” he demanded angrily.

      “Mostly just muzzle flashes, Jefe!” one of the two men replied. “Over toward the east!” he added, pointing past his sandbags and toward 8th Avenue. Most of the illumination was being provided by the moon, but as the dawn built in the eastern sky, the shadows were growing long. The difficult visibility was compounded by the muzzle flashes and grenade explosions in dozens of downtown locations, the reflections shining through the broken gaps where windows used to exist.

      Rey was scanning with the outpost’s binoculars and trying to keep an ear on radio traffic. He grabbed his handheld set and screamed, “I want an update on those IR beacons! Now!”

      “Jefe, this is Unit 116! They’re fighting ferociously to keep the street clear of us! It doesn’t make sense!”

      Rey replied with a loud word that would have gained him an FCC fine, if the FCC had still had the ability to levy it. He dropped the radio to the roof. “Vamanos!” he yelled to his guards, getting ready to go back to his CP. In his anger, he had defaulted to his native tongue. Something caught his attention. “What is that?” He looked around.

      “Que?” one of his guards questioned.

      “The noise?! What’s that noise?!” Having been in the insulated truck most of the night, his ears had not been rung by the gunfire too much. He started scanning around.

      “Give me your night vision!” he demanded of the machine gun team.

      “The batteries are dead, Jefe!”

      After Rey repeated that FCC non-compliant word at the top of his lungs, he started looking south toward downtown. There! he thought. “Right there!” What is that?!” In an almost slow motion, cartoon-ish feel, Rey caught the motion of…something. “Is that a bird? No, a drone! They have a—”

      The glider, though it had been spray-painted black, was just too big not to be noticed. It course corrected up and down with just a slight hint of left to right. It was headed northwest. Rey followed the trace of its path, right back to his…”Noooooooo!” Reynaldo Hernandez saw a giant toy, seemingly being radio-controlled by someone, fly directly for his Command Vehicle. “Shoot it down!” he screamed at anyone listening. As his machine gunners tried desperately to swing their barrel west and acquire the glider, Rey began looking around for the source of the noise. He saw a parachute steering away to the east, only noticeable when it crossed over something on fire. It was climbing and an engine could easily be seen pushing whoever it was to safety.

      The gun-team had lost the descending craft below the threshold of the building before they could get a shot off. With fire in his eyes, Rey scanned around and found his radio near a sandbag. “Everyone get out of the—”

      WHUH-BOOOOMMMM!
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        * * *

      

      Both Cronin men had caught themselves a case of the giggles—and tunnel vision. The fact that his son had just pulled off what was perhaps the greatest paramotor stunt ever made the old man proud. John started his motor back up after he lowered the rifle slung around his neck. Tucker was supposed to go back and grab the back-up device, but John could see the young man bank north. He watched his son’s wing and, it eventually turned west almost a half-mile north of the fiery center of the cartel’s operation. John had had enough. “Nougat! Stay focused!”

      The young man had been overcome with adrenaline upon seeing his heroic deeds pay off. All of his recent training had fallen to the wayside. “Did you see that, Dad?!” he screamed excitedly into the radio. “We beat ‘em! They’re going to fall apart at the seams, now!” The younger Cronin had become mesmerized by the initial, devastating explosion, which was now causing vehicles, fuel bladders, and ammunition supplies to catch on fire.

      “Nougat!” John yelled in his dad voice. “Gain elevation, bank north, and vacate the area! Immediately!” John had resumed a northerly flight between the cartel and Elliot Bay, trying to regain the safety of altitude.

      He heard machine gun fire erupt, as several locations around the cartel encampment started firing at his son. It would be a matter of moments before one of them was able to gain a bead on him. “Descend!” John yelled into the radio. “Forget altitude! They’ve seen you! You need to hit the treetops!”

      Tucker started to execute an emergency drop by cutting throttle and pulling on the brakes. He had to be careful as to not do it so long that he collapsed his wing entirely. In the rescinding fires that had enveloped the football field cartel basecamp, John caught a motion rapidly ascending from the fountain area east of Climate Pledge Arena. “Dammmmiiiitttt!” he screamed out loud before keying the radio. “Nougat! Evacuate! You have incoming!”
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        * * *

      

      Earl had been intensely listening to the exchange, trying to scan the area with binoculars. He had acquired Tucker and was trying to see where he would go down, should it come to that. The young paramotorist was wildly zigging and zagging to escape the machine gun fire. Suddenly, a  quad copter drone came shooting out of nowhere. Though it could only match speed with the paramotor, it had cut him off with a sharp angle. Whoever had flown it shot it straight into Tucker’s cords keeping him attached to the wings.
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        * * *

      

      “Nooooo!” John yelled, as he watched his son’s wing start to collapse. The youngster had pulled a series of evasive maneuvers that had put him dangerously close to the cartel’s eastern perimeter. Time slowed down for John, as he suddenly became paralyzed with the realization he was going to watch his son die the same way he had to watch his friend die in his recurring nightmares. He made sure his throttle was as high as it could be and changed course. There was a natural point where experienced paramotor pilots knew they could glide and make a landing somewhere. John watched his son deploy his reserve chute as he fell. The device came out and inflated, slowing the descent as he lost sight of the boy somewhere a couple of blocks southwest of the Gates Foundation. He cut his engine and began his descent, hell-bent on getting to his son before the cartel did.
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        * * *

      

      “I got him,” Earl yelled to Larry, Renee, Jessica. “Let’s go! Girls, follow me! Larry! Gain some altitude!” With that, Earl Garren and his two female warriors ran north as fast as they could scan for threats.
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        Ultimate.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      “It was some sort of guided bomb!” Nick yelled to Buddy Chadwell, who was on the roof of the ten-story apartment building with him. They were west-southwest of the explosion, and the rest of his squad was pulling security at the base of the building to ensure they could make it off. He had continued to watch the action through his binoculars.

      “Do you want me to start getting your fancy scope out of the case?” Buddy asked.

      “No! This thing is unfolding too fast! We’ll be moving in a couple of minutes!” the experienced veteran told him. “Hold up!” He was watching the action unfold. “There’s a parasail!” he exclaimed. “The kind with a motor! They must’ve dropped it!” The multiple bursts of gunfire caught his alert eyes. “That dude’s going to be in deep kimchee!”

      “There’s another one!” Buddy yelled, causing Nick to look high up and to his left.

      He swung the binoculars. “He’s turning toward the one being chased!” Nick started looking that way again. It took him several seconds to reacquire Tucker’s deflated wing.

      “The first one is falling! Wait! Some sort of reserve parachute!” It dawned on Nick quickly that the cartel would make that man pay dearly and slowly for what he’d done. “Get Phil on the horn! Tell him what’s up. I know exactly where that guy fell! We’re too far away here—let’s get going!”
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        * * *

      

      John pulled hard on the brakes as he drifted at almost thirty miles per hour barely four feet over the ruins and wreckage of Denny Way, stopping a mere fifty feet shy of the concrete wreckage that used to be the monorail. He estimated Tucker was two blocks north and two blocks east of where he was letting his wing slam to the ground. As he started to undo the leg straps on his motor harness, a bullet ricocheted off the ground next to him. He realized that someone from the south was shooting at him. He ran back toward his wing to get some slack in the lines, and then ran around an abandoned car to take cover. He squatted behind the wheel and axle and unclipped his wing, and then finished doffing the motor. They must be a couple of blocks away still. He bolted to the corner to his east and turned running north, out of sight of whoever had been approaching from downtown.

      John kept his rifle up, trying to scan in all directions in the free-for-all shootout that Seattle had become. He climbed to the top of the monorail wreckage and scanned along the top of it, all the way to where the Space Needle had crushed it in its fall. Clear as its gonna be! He crawled over the debris and continued his journey, desperate to save his son. He cut up a long alley, using the ruins of a destroyed apartment building as cover as he ran north. He rounded another corner and saw Tucker’s wing, lying in a heap in the old Best Western parking lot. John Cronin started sprinting for his son.

      As he cleared the corner of the building to his north, crossing Taylor Street, a burst of fully automatic fire from a Humvee to the north hit the pavement two feet in front of the rapidly stopping senior Cronin. He scrambled backwards. He was once again covered by the building to his north but was in the wide open to any threats from his east. He could see Earl and his small team approaching from that direction.

      “Dad!” his son called into the radio. “I-I’m hurt! I can hear them coming!”

      “Nougat! This is Chocolate Actual!” John heard in his earpiece. “We’re approaching from your east!”

      The fog and confusion of battle was landing on John Cronin, who could think of only one thing—I must rescue my son!
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        * * *

      

      John Street, Earl thought, consulting the map after reading the street sign. Now that’s ironic. “How we doin’, ladies?!” Earl asked tensely. “Remember to speak up when in doubt!” They were covering his rear flank while he tried to figure out an approach to get to Tucker.

      “Those cartel we cleared off 7th and 8th are east of us!” Jessica yelled. “It’s a matter of time before they find us!”

      “Have faith!” Earl commanded. “The rest of Tarboo is coming in to take that heat off of us! Right now—we got to save that kid!” He looked up, not liking the parking lot and trees before him. He only had a couple of blocks to go, but a belt-fed had an angle on him was chewing up pavement when he tried to poke an eye around the corner. Effer must be right on the corner of the Gates Building, he thought. And it sounds like there’s a second one to the west.

      “Okay, girls! Keep it locked down here! I’m going to try to clear this shooting gallery!” He no sooner than made it ten feet when fifty-caliber bullets started chipping up the asphalt in front of him. Dammit to hell! He screamed in his head as he made his way back behind his tree. Definitely two of them!

      “Chocolate Sniper One, are you listening?” Earl keyed up on his radio. Please be paying attention, Larry!

      “I’m hearin’ ya,” came the country drawl.

      “Can you reach out and touch someone?! Need you to make a long-distance call, old timer!”

      Larry had made his way to a ten-story building on the south side of Denny Way and 9th Avenue. Without replying, he calculated his yardage using the built-in scale on his hunting scope. He took a guess on the wind and started adjusting the clicks on the scope. Without so much as a word, the old hunter exhaled half a breath and let the shot fly. He hit the sandbags below and to the right of the machine gunners on top of the Gates Building. He ejected his casing and rechambered, never taking his eye out of the scope.

      “Sorry, Chocolate actual. I got ‘em to duck! Woulda been a hit on a bull elk, but no kill!”
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        * * *

      

      “I want him alive!” Rey screeched through his teeth. He and his men had just dismounted. A full block south of the Gates Foundation building, one of his captured Humvees, complete with a belt fed machine gun, came to a screeching halt in the intersection of Taylor Avenue and Thomas Street. They were maintaining a close eye on the corner of a building a few blocks south, keeping a would-be rescuer at bay. The gun-nest on the Gates Building was covering Rey and his ground-based capture-team one block further east as they methodically bound past each other. As badly as Rey wanted to run, he knew there were militia elements all over the city just to the south. They undoubtedly fought-for and held a clear flying lane for this craft, Rey realized with an intense rage. An operation this man will regret for the rest of his pain-filled life!

      Rey heard the snap of fifty-caliber rounds whizzing over his head, hitting the ground where a different rescuer had tried to slip through. “The pilot must be a block up and on the right!” Rey yelled to his men. “The far end of this hotel!” His men were all using fully automatic M-4 rifles. “You! Stay here!” he ordered one of them while popping and throwing a smoke canister to conceal their approach. “You two! Get on that corner!” he commanded, pointing a finger. He was dispersing his pawns—seventeen, counting himself—amongst the chess board, a small insurance policy in case the couple of hapless rescuers got lucky.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad!” Tucker was yelling from the ground in front of a concrete pillar that held up the awning to the hotel. “I’m sorry!”

      “Tucker!” John yelled. He stepped out, once again, and was almost hit by both machine gun and automatic rifle fire. He ducked as he took pieces of concrete shrapnel to the face. One chunk cracked his safety glasses, which he stripped off and tossed aside. The former cop had never felt so helpless in his life. “Arrrgghhhh!” he screamed, wishing he could wake himself up from the nightmare. “Hang on, Tucker!”

      John Cronin moved the barrel up as soon as his eyes and hands crossed the protective threshold of the building, on the far side of the parking lot to his north, shooting at the truck and machine gunner. He felt a round rip through his throat at the same moment two others tore through his legs. John hit the ground and clutched at his open esophagus.

      “Dad!” the wounded Tucker screamed. Earl stare in disbelief from less than two blocks to the east, unable to do anything but watch.

      The shot had missed John’s cervical spine, but it nicked the carotid artery as it destroyed his neck muscles. The former Seattle police officer died of hypovolemic shock, knowing his son was a hero, and wondering if they would soon meet in Heaven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violence of Action.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      Alpha, Delta, and Echo squads of the Peg-Leg Posse unit were quickly approaching the zone that the unknown parachutist had fallen into. “Delta One!” Phil yelled into the radio. “Can you get eyes on that closer belt-fed?!”

      “I need thirty seconds, Actual!” he heard Nick Williams say back into his headset.

      Phil’s Echo squad was lining up behind the cover of the broken monorail tracks, waiting on Josh’s Alpha squad to call that they were set.

      “Alpha stacked at Point Zulu!” he heard Josh bark into the radio, indicating the corner of Taylor and Denny. He didn’t want to give the street names on the air. “We can move north as soon as that thing is eliminated!”

      Nick and Buddy were sprinting up a slightly angled piece of the former Space Needle’s broken legs, a part that had held close to a hundred feet in length and was about thirty feet high where the north end had settled on a piece of the monorail tracks. He slid to a stop on his knees in the grit and gravel, holding his aim from a kneeling position. It was only one-block to the fifty-cal that was laying suppressing fire.

      Ka-Boom! The machine gunner’s head exploded east with the sudden insertion of a 7.62 mm projectile, ending the barrage of gunfire that had trickled to short bursts after John Cronin’s demise. “Now, Peg-Leg!” Buddy yelled into the radio upon Nick’s shot.

      Phil’s squad and part of Nick’s all clambered over the broken monorail segments and began to bound east. Phil could see a presumably dead body at the far end of the block. They reached the vehicles just west of the downed man. Phil had Jerry pull out the homemade FLIR scope and scanned past the pilot in the hotel parking lot. “There! And there!” He began to pinpoint where the Cartel were hiding to his team, rendering their smoke less-effective.

      Josh’s crew had eyes on the same body. They were between two fairly tall buildings, sprinting to make up the longer distance than Echo squad. Josh saw the driver of the Humvee two blocks farther get out and suffer a similar fate as his gunner had a few seconds earlier. He and his squad favored the building on the right and slowed to a stop as they approached the corner. Phil’s crew was stacked up on the left side of the same intersection. “Smokes!” Josh heard Phil yell into the radio. The entire Peg-Leg Posse had loaded up on the canisters provided by the USS Halsey. Four canisters quickly began to fill up their half of the parking area, intermingling with the thinning waft coming from the north.

      As the yellow and purple plumes began to spew south and southwest of the hotel parking area, Josh did one last scan and saw the parachute fabric. He heard Phil begin to call out specific positions of approaching cartel that had been identified with the homemade FLIR scope. “Contact!” he yelled. “Moving! Alpha, push right! Multiple hostiles by those flipped over vehicles to the northeast!”

      Phil and Echo did the same to the north, each of the squads laying suppressing fire over Tucker. They could occasionally make out enemy soldiers as the smoke thinned. Pop! Pop! No less than six rifles from the squads were barking at any given second. The sounds of gunfire ricocheted off the buildings, covering the music of the brass hitting the ground. Acrid gunpowder smoke added to the fog-of-war created by the cannisters. Phil and Charlie took up a spot to Tucker’s left, keeping cover behind part of the driveway’s covering-structure. Josh and Joe did the same thing on the right side, forming an arch with Phil and Charlie to protect the wounded pilot. A cartel member stepped out of the mixed smoke to within six feet of Joe, who sent two rounds through the man’s face. “Reloading!” Joe called out, as he peeled off the line, immediately replaced by Vince. Glenn did the same thing with Charlie as he stepped off the line, crouch-running back to a dumpster for cover. Josh spied the one giving orders and shot him squarely in the plate carrier, sending him rolling under a pickup truck. Back on the Space Needle pile, Nick scanned for the machine gun on the Gates Building, but he was too close and low in elevation to get a shot.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are those guys?!” Jessica screamed past all the gunfire.

      “I dunno!” Earl screamed back, still trapped…still trying to get into the fight. “But I’m glad they’re on our side!”

      “Daaadddd!” Earl could hear Tucker yelling, emotion roiling from the young man who’d just seen his father ripped apart by a machine gun.

      “Hang tight, Tucker!” Earl yelled. He was south of the Cartel advance, but the smoke from the canisters was obscuring most of the ground approach from the north. What it didn’t do, however, was prevent that machine gun from pinning Earl’s fireteam down to their corner. All they could do is watch as this well-trained band of strangers moved-in to shield Tucker Cronin from capture and a certain, painful death.
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        * * *

      

      Tony kept his giant frame as low as he could as he ran up to Tucker, laying on the ground behind the two fireteams that were shielding him. “Can you move?!” the big man asked.

      The distraught young man yelled, “I think my hips are broken! You need to cut my harness!”

      “I gotcha!” Tony said. “Don’t worry, big man!” Tony yelled. He used his knife to slice through the paramotor leg and shoulder straps. He reached down and picked Tucker up under his armpits, hefting him onto his shoulder. Tucker cried out in pain as the Mack-truck sized rescuer began to run south to the next block.

      “Peg-Leg! Fall back!” Phil ordered. “Center peel!” As rhythmically as when they approached, the team began to cover and peel back. As some would run for a spot, they would plant themselves and provide covering fire as the remainder walked backwards, firing. As they ran out of ammo in their magazine, they would turn and run, reloading on the move, and pass their teammates. They would plant themselves and repeat the process. The next-to-last man would always hit the last-one on the shoulder so they knew they were the most exposed. Charlie grabbed the fallen John Cronin, the big linebacker grabbing the dead man in a fireman’s carry, using the ‘ranger roll’ that he’d learned in one of Phil’s tactical classes.

      Throughout it all, Phil had noticed a small team pinned down to the east. They were obviously friendlies, having been taking fire from the north the whole time. Using hand signals, he told the approaching man and two women to stop. He mentioned that they were falling back to their rally point in the south. The big man a block east gave Phil the okay sign.
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        * * *

      

      “Drive!” Rey yelled at his soldier, who had never seen his boss lose his cool so...volcanically… There were still a few trying to make their way back to the Humvees.

      “What about—”

      “Drive!” Rey yelled again, this time holding his pistol up to the temple of the young pawn. He threw the rig into gear and stabbed the accelerator pedal with a booted foot, sending the captured National Guard rig back to the north. “Head to the pier!” The soldier took the most direct route they’d discovered through the Queen Anne neighborhood and past the broken rail-lines to get to the command ship over by the grain elevator.

      Rey sprinted up the pier, leaving a pair of guards behind a sandbag bunker in the parking area with confused faces. He made his way up the brow, forward and up five levels to the office behind the ship’s bridge. He found a couple of the ship’s compliment who had been in the radio room, monitoring the action.

      “Jefe!” one of the exclaimed. “There was an explo—”

      “Get hold of Oso Negro!” he yelled, referring to his Cartel’s headquarters in Mexico. It was named after a fabled story of a wounded black bear that had slayed thirty men before they finally brought it down. “And send out the emergency evacuation order!”
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        * * *

      

      Phil took a quick assessment of his Peg-Leg squads in the Slaughter Peninsula National Guard’s secure staging area down the hill near the waterfront. They were in the Olympic Sculpture Park. Most of the Guard had taken up operations linking with the elements approaching from the south, clearing out the remaining cartel and gang units that had been cut-off from their headquarters. He noticed that four familiar faces were absent, including Eli, Josh’s brother. The remaining Slaughter Peninsula Posse members were gulping water, eating protein bars, and topping off magazines. “To open, how are our fallen?” he asked, dreading the answer.

      Lonnie spoke up. “We’ve lost Madison, Bobby, and Tyson,” he said with a deep sadness in his angry voice.

      Jeff had been obviously crying. “My dad was shot in the leg! He’s lost a lot of blood! The medics from Bartlett are trying to operate on him!”

      Phil was overcome with emotion, his eyes swelled with tears. He was taking a knee on his good leg, forearms on the other knee. He looked back up at his crew laying on the hillside around him. “It’s okay, everyone. Take a moment to get it out. We’ll be able to grieve properly when we’ve sent these bastards to Hell!”

      Earl wandered up to Phil’s team, and recognized it was a good time to be quiet. Phil cast a glance up and decided to stand. “Come on over,” he said.

      “We just wanted to come over and offer our appreciation for saving our man, back there,” Earl said. “Name’s Earl. The rest of my team is checking on him.”

      “You guys were a pretty small unit,” Phil said, wondering.

      “Just the tip of the spear. We had never planned on trying to rescue a downed pilot. Murphy…” he admitted, looking around at Phil’s unit. “Anyhow, didn’t mean to interrupt. Just sayin’ thanks.” He turned to leave.

      “Make sure and tell that kid that we’re all proud of him,” Phil said. “What he did may be the thing that wins this for us. How’s he doin’?” he asked, causing the tall Ranger to stop and turn.

      “He’ll recover. But his old man bought it trying to save him. That’s who you guys scooped up in the retreat. That’s something the kid’ll have to learn to live with.” He turned to leave again. “Someday…” he said as he wandered off.

      Phil noticed that the Guard personnel in the area were starting to gear up. He looked at Jeff, who suddenly realized that hope wasn’t quite dead. He scanned the remaining members of his team. “You should get that bandaged,” he suggested to Glenn, who had been grazed in the retreat from their rescue operation. “Anyone else with scrapes and sprains, get them looked at. I’m going to go find out what our next mission is.” These Guardsmen are getting ready for something…

      Phil took a long pull off his hydration bladder hose. Need to fill this thing, he realized. Drained it in less than three hours. Charlie caught up to Phil as he was walking under a ten-by-twenty pop-up canopy being utilized as a hasty Command Post. Adam saw them both, and shut down the conversation he’d been in. “Hey, guys,” he said with a look of dread on his face. “Charlie, I…”

      “I saw,” Charlie said. “Direct hit. Nobody could’ve survived that.”

      “Doesn’t that make you the ranking Sheriff Officer?” Phil asked earnestly. Charlie didn’t reply, he just gave Phil a look that said, ‘not now’.

      Phil picked it up from the tall deputy and turned back to Adam. “We’re here to find out what’s next…”

      Adam held out an electronic tablet for Phil to take. “Good timing. We’re getting ready to send everything we got straight up these train tracks.”

      “What am I looking at?” Phil asked semi-excitedly. “Is this…today? Now?! Where did you get this feed?!”

      Adam pointed up. “Our Raven.” He was referring to his unit’s hand-launched reconnaissance drone. “And our friends pulling security at the submarine base have a Reaper sending us images, too.”

      “A Reaper?!” Phil damn near screamed. “Are they done playing this ‘we can’t get involved’ game, yet?” Phil knew he wasn’t giving them full credit for the operation they’d performed hours earlier. He was just venting that it had taken them so long to help.

      “Phil,” Charlie said trying to calm his friend down, who wasn’t listening.

      “Just have them send a missile up those guys’ hind-quarters and finish them off!”

      Adam just gave Charlie a look, who said, “Phil!”

      Phil took a deep breath and then sighed it out. “Sorry,” he muttered as he started looking at the tablet. “What am I looking at here?”

      “A retreat,” Adam said. “Twelve minutes ago, they started moving en masse toward that ship on that grain pier.”

      “What?!” Phil handed the tablet to Charlie as he stepped out into the mid-morning sunshine. He reset his frequency on his little radio and keyed it up. “Rampage! Rampage! You still got your ears on?!”

      Twenty seconds later, he heard Jennifer get on the radio. “We’re here, Peg-Leg!”

      “We’re going to meet you where you dropped us off in ten minutes! Copy?”

      “Copy! Ten minutes!”

      The other two had followed him out when they saw him key up his radio. Adam said, “Phil, what’re you doing? We have a ground assault moving forward!”

      “They’ll shred you guys alive, Adam! They’ve had drones, mortars, and RPGs every step of the way! You really think they haven’t pre-ranged some heavy weapons on those train tracks to cover their escape?”

      He ran right past the water refill station and back to his team, who were starting to fall asleep. “Peg-Leg! Mount up! This one’s gonna hurt!”
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        * * *

      

      The Rampage pulled up to the east side of the grain elevator’s pier to offload the first group of Peg-Leg operators. Nick heard artillery and RPGs but realized those were impacting the rail cars to the south. They’re going after the ground assault, he realized. Every soul on board was laying as low as they could on deck, using machinery and the side of the boat for cover, trying desperately to return the fire they were receiving.

      On the quick, one-kilometer cruise after being picked up, Phil had ordered Lonnie and the remaining few members of Bravo to join Josh and Alpha on the boat’s second insertion. “Now, Delta and Echo!” Phil hollered as he led the scramble off the fishing boat.

      The big diesel engine didn’t take too long to start backing up with the reverse thrust that Jennifer’s father had applied. He slipped it into neutral to give the fifteen or so fighters time to scramble off the boat. A bullet impacted his port side cabin window, sending cracks throughout the safety glass. Then a second hole. The old captain reengaged the transmission and throttled the prop as high as it would go in reverse. The two squads of Posse members had barely taken foot on the pier, each of them scrambling for cover.

      The elevated beltway above was held almost a hundred feet over the pier by a steel structure. There were four primary and one back-up booms that could telescope out over a waiting ship and use giant hoses to start dumping grain from the conveyor. There were a few electrical panels, a couple of mooring bollards, and the legs to the structure—ballistic cover was difficult to find from the cartel’s incoming rounds. Buddy Chadwell took a shot in the gut and fell to the ground, writhing in agony. Jeff pulled him over to a pile of mooring line and dragged him behind it, laying on Buddy to try to protect him. “Keep moving!” Phil ordered. “We need to make our way to that brow!”

      Nick looked up at the grain elevator from the safety of the leg closest to the Seattle side and end of the pier. I need to get up there! I bet they already have a shooter up there themselves! The tower on the south end of the pier was a crisscross framework of load-bearing legs, and both horizontal and vertical diagonal bracing that gave the platform the strength it needed to carry tons of weight. There were five of these on the pier, with each being a spot that tethered one of the giant hoses. At the top, the conveyor connected them all on two levels—an enclosed room with the grain-hauling belt, and an open-air machinery space at the very top. Nick took the battle rifle off his front, needing the space to be able to climb the tower, leaving him with his sniper rifle and a pistol. He began to climb the framework, trying to get up to the conveyor deck before his whole team was killed.
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        * * *

      

      By that time, the boat had made a speed run to the north end of the pier. Jennifer told her dad to keep it tight to the giant ship, keeping them out of easy sight of the various cartel riflemen on board. The battered little boat sped past the ship and turned hard to starboard where the pier angled over toward the shoreline with a different section. Before he hit a third, small pier extension that jutted north, Captain Smith once again parallel parked on the angled pier by jamming reverse throttle. “Everyone off!” Josh yelled, hopping onto the pier. They all took cover and began firing at the cartel who were still trying to board the pier from shore, effectively trapping those already near or on the ship between Alpha and the Delta-Echo squads to the south. While Lonnie and several others held off the advance from shore, Josh started trying to provide Phil and Charlie’s advance some covering fire.

      As Joe Santillan tried to run across the pier to take cover behind a different part of the conveyor tower, he took a shot directly in the head, dead before his body buckled at the knees and crumpled to a heap. “Joe!” Josh yelled, too late. He tightened his own cover up. “Echo, this is Alpha! I think there’s someone sniping from the top!”
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        The Path of Most Resistance.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      Nick lost his traction on a beam as he tried to climb another layer. He held onto the cross brace for dear life as both feet grasped at the free space below him. He high-kneed his left leg and got that foot to grab back onto the horizontal piece. He was able to strengthen his grip after that, and hoist, yanking his right foot back up. Whew! Don’t look down! He could see he was only five-feet from the conveyor deck, which meant the fall would’ve been deadly—even into the water.

      The conveyor deck was enclosed with corrugated sheet metal to keep the wind and rain off of the grain, but it had a series of windows—probably for ventilation, Nick thought—and the actual doors in which the big hoses on jib-arms actually ran into the tower. Nick grabbed the lip of the vent window on the very end of the tower he was climbing and began to pull himself in. “Mira!” he heard a cartel soldier yell from the far end of the space.

      Crap! Nick thought. He quickly scrambled back down the structure five feet as he heard the sheet metal being perforated by bullets above his head. Sniper and a spotter! They’re going to hear me above them if I take the upper deck! With shaking arms and legs, already filled with lactic acid from the climb, Nick began to crawl under the structure below the conveyor, almost one hundred feet above the intense firefight directly below. No good! he yelled at himself. You’re a sitting duck, Williams! Think! He scanned the conveyor system itself, recognizing that there was a crawl space where the pulleys and return loop of the belt existed. Yes!
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        * * *

      

      “Nick! That sniper has a good angle on the north assault! They could sure use a hand!” Phil yelled into the radio. He could tell that the conveyor itself was keeping the enemy sniper from seeing his southern team, though once on the ship, he’d be able to pick them apart at will. His assault had advanced to within twelve feet of the gangway that led directly into the ship’s loading hatch, a pair of doors on its vertical side, that literally showed the giant, red cross of a relief organization when they were closed. Phil looked around, seeing some of his people had been shot, and others were just pinned down. “Charlie!” he yelled. Phil was the farthest north along the south assault team’s approach, and Charlie was right behind him, though on the Seattle side of the pier. “Covering fire! I’m running to that brow!”

      After switching to a new magazine, Charlie leaned out and sent six, rhythmic shots about a second apart at the cartel soldier who’d been using a shrink-wrapped pallet of rice bags as cover. Phil leaned out from behind the tower leg and ran to the brow in a crouch. When he rounded the corner to it, he kept his rifle pointed straight up at the hatch at the far end.

      Charlie yelled backwards, “Covering fire!” Jeff and Jerry both leaned out from their cover, as did Vince and Glenn, who had both taken gunshot wounds. Everyone was shooting down the pier, Charlie knew it would be a full miracle if one of his own didn’t shoot him. He took a step out and paused for just a half-second, hoping his team would see him moving—then the former college linebacker sprinted for the brow opening at full speed.

      “Thought you’d never show up!” Phil quipped as he shot a soldier trying to cross the opening at the top. “Stop for coffee?!”

      “Would you move, already?!” Charlie yelled. The big deputy wasn’t able to squat quite as low as Phil behind the brow’s sidewalls.

      Phil picked himself up a bit and started low walking up the gangway. He stopped at the top, feeling Charlie stop right on his back. Charlie gave him a hard squeeze on the right shoulder. Phil stepped into what was essentially a storeroom, swinging left to clear the corner, where he saw a cartel soldier trying to hold the blood in his side, rifle on the floor. “You’re just a kid!” he yelled at the Hispanic boy of maybe sixteen years old, wide eyed and scared. Phil shot the soldier in the head as he moved in behind a pallet of beans and squatted. There’ll be time to pity this kid, later…

      Charlie had taken cover behind a different pallet on the forward side of the hatch they’d entered. Both men changed to fresh magazines in their rifles. “We need to hold this position!” Charlie said, excitedly.

      “No!” countered Phil. “Feel that rumble in the deck?! The engines are on! She’ll be leaving any minute! Two of us will be able to sneak through easier!”

      “Stop, Phil!” Charlie argued. “Use your head for once! If this thing takes off and it’s just the two of us…” Charlie drifted off.

      It was a critical moment, not one for making snap judgments—but with no time to think. Phil had faced this scenario twice in his life, losing a leg in the process, and darn near losing his life to a local gang just a couple of weeks earlier. “Moving!” Phil said as he finished up his magazine change just a split second earlier than Charlie. He moved toward the interior hatch and paused, letting Charlie catch up. “We need to get to the weather deck!” Phil said. “To cover the rest of the team trying to board! I’m guessing it’s two decks up!” As a former Marine, Phil had practiced this exact exercise a few times in his youth. “We’ll head aft, find us an inclined-ladder and cover each other going up!”

      The men rounded the corners into the passageway, Phil leading aft with Charlie covering the forward direction behind them. “I see one!” Phil yelled. He was surprised that they had encountered so little resistance.

      Eighty seconds later, as the two friends were stacked on a hatch that led to the ship’s starboard side overlooking the pier, it became obvious. They could hear commotion as several soldiers were at the two extreme ends of the ship trying to cut through the giant mooring lines with axes. “They’re going to make it, Charlie!” He scanned out to the train tracks beyond and saw the National Guard engaged in a severe fight with the enemy who never made it to the ship. “It’s just us, bud!”

      “Most of those guys have set their rifles down, Phil,” Charlie said as he took a quick scan aft. “We can buy some time. We don’t need to stop both ends from casting off!” Charlie realized “Just one!”

      “I guess we could try to buy a little ti—”

      “Heading aft!” Charlie said, cutting off Phil as he crossed through the hatch, trying to keep low and against the bulkhead.

      “Son of a…” Phil muttered as he followed his friend out. They slowly progressed to the old cruise ship’s stern, an open-air deck about eighty feet by eighty feet in size. It had cheap camping style chairs and some bolted tables, and not much for taking cover except for a few of the ship’s fixtures themselves.

      Charlie cleared the starboard outer passage and entered the open space. There were three different lines tethering the stern to the pier. The one closest to Phil and Charlie had already been severed. Charlie opened fire on the busy soldiers, sending all ten scrambling for weapons and cover as he plinked them off like a carnival duck game.

      Phil scanned out and realized that they were angled away from the pier by dozens of feet. “Charlie! Look!” he said tapping his friend on the back where they were squatting behind a vent plenum that came out of the deck and bent over in a horseshoe shape. The remaining two lines on the stern were taut as the ship’s propellors and rudders were sending power forward and port. Someone had prematurely started the escape.

      “Kinda a bad time, Phil!” Charlie yelled back. He did a quick scan over his shoulder to see why his friend wasn’t shooting and saw it. The grain elevator was nearby at their end but ran away sharply from the ship. A round ricocheted off the plenum, bringing both of them back into the moment.

      “These last two lines are it!” Phil yelled. “We need to kill these guys and keep those lines from being cut!” As he spoke the words, he caught movement back aft. “Looks like they’re going to try and get us from port.” Phil swung his rifle and started shooting at the three who’d made it to the port aft corner, hitting one of them in the head.

      “I’m thinking there’s about seven left!” Charlie yelled. We need to spread out a bit!”

      “I think you’re right—”

      Ping! Phil’s words were cut off as around hit Charlie in the upper, right arm, and then ricocheted off his humerus into the vent plenum. Blood sprayed out of holes on both sides. “Aaahhhhh!” he screamed in pain.

      Phil was already grabbing the tourniquet off of Charlies gun belt, pushing the hoop around his friend’s hand, trying to keep them both low behind the plenum. “It’s about to hurt like a mofo, brother,” Phil said. “Trust me!” He started turning the windlass, and Charlie’s face creased with wrinkled tension, the pain shooting up to his brain.

      “Mother fu—”

      “I think you may have been right, brother! We need to get out of here!” Phil said after securing the tourniquet’s windlass. Once again, I’ve ran right into the shit without thinking! He stood just over the plenum and emptied his magazine on every location he knew they were hiding. He hauled his friend over to the side of the vessel. The Posse leader heaved the wounded Native American deputy over the side and into the water twenty feet below.

      Phil felt a round hit his fake leg. He squatted and turned, reaching for his rifle but raised his hands instantly. Four cartel soldiers were approaching him from point blank range, rifles ready to shoot. Phil could see the last two mooring lines being severed as he raised his hands above his head. “Alto!” he heard someone yelling in Spanish.

      “Soooo,” Phil heard a smooth voice let out slowly. He turned his head to see a good-looking man in all-black tactical gear walking up to him, waving off his men to ensure they didn’t shoot their captive. “Your little ‘posse’ sure seemed to turn the tables on my men, last night! My sources in your county’s EOC—” Phil’s face filled with rage. Rey Hernandez just laughed. “You fool…we’re…everywhere.” He smirked at Phil and pulled the SPP patch still attached to the front of Phil’s plate carrier off with a gentle tug, staring at it for a moment before he threw it off the ship. “You may’ve outsmarted us last night, but we’ll be back. And with greater numbers…”

      “Did you really think you’d succeed?” Phil asked incredulously. He let out a defiant snort. “Are you so arrogant that you thought we wouldn’t fight back?”

      “Do you want us to kill him and dump him, Jefe?” one of his lieutenants asked. Some of the men had resumed firing at the small boat harassing them.

      “No! Stand him up! Remove his weapons!” Rey yelled as he was doing the same. “This one I will handle myself!”
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        “Desperation is sometimes as powerful an inspirer as genius.”

        —Benjamin Disraeli

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      Josh could see the ship parting off the pier and began to frantically wave for Jennifer’s attention. The Rampage had moved off pier a bit and were firing at the soldiers who were firing back. “Get over here!” he yelled, not remembering in the heat of the fight what frequency her navy had been using. He saw her acknowledge and turn to issue orders to her dad in the cabin.

      The craft pulled up to the eastern running section of pier with its port side, ready to drive out into the bay on Josh’s command. “Everyone on!” he ordered. Men and women were dragging their wounded back with them and helping them get onto the craft. That’s when Josh saw Charlie get dropped into the water. He was about sixty feet from the grain pier. “Move it!” He was watching for Charlie to surface, which he did. But the big deputy was having a hard time treading water.

      Josh turned and jumped into the craft, grabbing Jennifer by a shoulder. “Look there! See him?”

      She scanned to see what Josh was pointing at. “I got him!” She pulled free from his grasp and went to relay the mission to her father.

      Josh looked at the tired and bleeding bodies. “Everyone! Line up on starboard! Get low!” He looked at Tony. “Get aft and be ready to yank Charlie into the boat!”

      Tony was confused by what that meant, but he went along with it. “O-okay, brothuh!”

      The Rampage began to lurch forward and Captain Smith gave it one-third throttle as he turned port around the corner of the pier, motoring into the widening gap between the cartel ship and grain pier. “If you see a soldier, you shoot him!” Josh commanded the battered team.
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        * * *

      

      Now! Nick yelled in his own head as he popped the small access cover open and stood up waist high in it. There were small covers that led down into the conveyor crawl space—one at each tower—for maintenance workers. He had taken off his sniper rifle to increase his maneuverability, choosing to clear the opening with his pistol. The space was dusty, as the two cartel men had been moving around in the grain, stirring it up. He kept his pistol red dot in focus as he swung, picking up the spotter who was four feet away and trying to draw his own pistol. Pop! Pop! Pop! Three shots in seven-tenths of a second. He pivoted toward the sniper. He hadn’t time to swing the rifle off its bipod and try to get it on Nick. The sniper merely sent a foot toward him in a low roundhouse, kicking the pistol right out of his hand. It fell back into the space at Nick’s feet.

      Nick threw a knee up onto the deck, followed by the other leg’s foot, and sprang, propelling himself at the cartel sniper, who was trying to draw his own pistol. He grabbed hold of the man’s right wrist, trying to keep it under control while he grasped the back of his enemy’s neck with his right hand. The two men both spread their feet out, trying to widen and lower their center-of-gravities in the life-and-death tussle. Nick tried to do a neck-whip on the man to throw him off balance and cause a forward stumble, but it didn’t work. The man let go of his pistol and tried to round his hand out of Nick’s grasp. As he did, both of them tripped on the belt of the conveyor and fell into the grain, sending more dust into the air.

      The man scrambled for the top position. Nick was on his back and locked his legs around his adversary’s waist, keeping him trapped near, trying once again to lock the man’s right arm and keep it from reaching the pistol in his holster. The man desperately tried to start punching Nick with his left hand. He adjusted his neck and head, forcing the man to punch into his battle helmet and NODs.

      The younger man telegraphed that he was about to throw a giant punch at Nick’s nuts, so Nick released his leg trap, planting his boot soles on the man’s hips and gave a huge kicking thrust, sending him flying backwards and onto his back on the grain conveyor. Nick immediately crunched his knees to his chest and kicked, thrusting his hands on the ground behind his shoulders and popped to an upright position. He ran over and dove onto the man, trying once again to gain control of the man’s right arm, barely stopping the hand from getting to the pistol and holster on his right leg. Nick tried to straddle the man by sitting on his waist while also leaning forward, using his grip on the man’s wrist to pull the arm up and away. The man sent another crashing left into the side of Nick’s helmet. I’ve had enough of this! Nick thought, as he took the blow and threw the heel of his right hand straight up into the man’s chin and jaw, stunning him. He reached back to his knife scabbard, yanking the blade out of the kydex holder and jammed it into the man’s throat as fast and hard as he could. For the second time in a week, the long-range sniper’s knife had claimed a victim.

      He gave the knife a quarter-turn twist and then sliced out through the left side of the man’s throat, sending blood spraying everywhere. Nick then plunged the blade down into the man’s chest, causing a bone-crunching sound to join the dying gurgles. No! Time! To lose! Nick staggered back up to his feet and stumbled over to the little hatch, hopping into it. He retrieved his rifle and popped back up through the hatch, scrambling to get to the sniper’s window. He stepped over the man’s corpse and pulled the folded bipod legs down. He flipped the protective covers up on both ends of his scope.

      Nick was breathing heavily from the intense hand-to-hand fight. He peered through the scope, which was waving wildly as his body reacted to being out of breath. He estimated the ship was about three hundred meters off the pier at the stern, the gap growing rapidly. He could see the Rampage down below, engaged in a firefight with the ship’s crew on the aft end. He took a deep cleansing breath, blowing it all out and then repeated the process once more. He started picking off cartel members on the ship as quickly as he could. After the fourth one dropped dead from exploding-cranium syndrome, the rest all started driving themselves forward and off the stern. One even jumped into the water to evade the shooting-barrel he’d found himself in. All that was left were the two…fighting? Nick took a harder look. Phil! As the ship’s angle changed, he could see Phil and a cartel member who seemed well-trained in a brawl very similar to the one he’d just endured. He lined up on the other man, but they were both moving fast. He tried to follow them in his scope, but their rapid fight movements, coupled with the movements of the ship and even the way his own breathing were affecting his ability to keep crosshairs on the action. Both Phil and the man he was fighting were moving wildly in nick’s scope. The sniper couldn’t take a shot.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was trying to keep both his real foot and the fake one under him. This guy’s younger and stronger! If he gets me on the ground—it’s over! He and Rey had been exchanging blows and grappling for control of the other one’s hands. Phil wasn’t sure how the man was going to use his bare hands to kill him, but he assumed it would be choking him to death once he’d tired out. Not! Gonna! Happen!

      Phil used his half leg to send a knee into the man’s gut as they kept their arms interlocked on each other. He connected with the man’s core, below the plate carrier, but the man just tightened his toned abs and grunted through it. If anything, it added to his anger and resolve to kill Phil. He released his right hand from Phil’s neck and sent a crashing blow into the redhead’s face, sending him backwards and to the deck. Wasting no time, Rey ran over to Phil and tried to grab his throat. Phil counter-punched from the ground, trying to grab Rey’s arms at the same time.

      Rey felt something hit him hard and squarely in the ceramic ballistic plate on his back. It dazed him, but the plate did its job, destroying itself to stop the bullet. Reynaldo Hernandez had been shot in both plates that day, which only bolstered his fight with Phil as if he were on a just-cause mission. “A sniper?! This is between you and me!” he demanded. He grabbed Phil and dragged him backwards toward the centerline doors on the former cruise ship. He pulled Phil up in front of him, using him as a human shield.

      “Unnngghh!” Phil grunted as the man tried to put him in a choke hold. He used everything he had to start clawing at the side of the ship. Need to make it over there! He knew his only hope was to escape into the cold water of Elliot Bay. He leaned forward, forcing Rey up onto Phil’s back and started walking.

      Sensing what was happening, Rey lowered his grasp around Phil’s waist, trying to keep on the deck and out of the sniper’s scope. Phil managed to make it to the four-foot tall side wall and grab on. “Unngghhhh!” he grunted again, fighting for the chance to jump.

      Rey was squatting, keeping his feet and gravity low behind Phil. He made one last reach with his right arm around Phil’s waist, pulling his own head into Phil’s back and letting go with his left. Like any soldier, Rey knew there was no such thing as a fair fight. He reached into the waistband behind his pants, finding his last-ditch gun, a single stack Glock 9mm.
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        Sacrifice.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 40 Days.

      

      “Dammit!” Nick yelled out, realizing that his shot went low, hitting the man who was winning the fight in the back plate. The pair of men had spun around and were now facing Nick as Phil clawed his way to the near side of the ship. The range is getting farther with every second! he scolded himself.

      Nick took a deep breath and pulled the laser range finder out of the pouch on his belt. Better to burn a few seconds and know!

      He lased it and realized the ship was now 587 meters away and growing. Nick made a couple of adjustments to his scope, centering the reticle for a 600-meter shot. He re-found the fight happening before him, seeing that the man and Phil were both low behind the bulkhead. “C’Mon, Phil!” Nick yelled to nobody in particular. “Move!” He was ready to shoot the cartel man as soon as Phil cleared.

      Nick could see Phil pulling himself up and over. A head! Nick realized. He took a deep breath and then started to blow it out…Suddenly the head disappeared, lowering itself behind Phil’s legs and rump. Phil was pulling hard! Nick could see Phil’s belt getting pulled backward by the foe’s grasp! As the ship moved farther away, Nick was constantly having to move his scope with microscopic adjustments. Then it was too late.

      As Phil started to break free of the grasp on his belt, a left hand popped up. Nick squeezed the trigger slowly, shooting at the hand. He saw the bullet impact the steel deck on the far side of the hand 600 meters away! Clunk! As Nick tried to cycle his bolt, it gave him the familiar bout of resistance it always did when its magazine was out of rounds. Nick could do nothing, as he watched the Glock silently discharge into Phil’s left side five times. A long, horrible moment later, the sniper heard the worst gunshots of his life, as he watched Phil Walker tumble headfirst over the guardrail and into the cold, dark waters below.
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        * * *

      

      Phil bobbed in the cold waters of Elliot Bay, knowing he’d been shot, but not knowing if he was light-headed from blood-loss or the chill of submersion. There were an unknown number of burning sensations passing through his chest. They felt like hot tunnels, bored by worms of fire, but much more intensely than the event that cost him half of a leg a few years earlier. He thought he could make-out Jennifer’s boat gliding toward him. Though he could see several rifles flashing gunfire over his head just a few feet away, he couldn’t hear them. Strange…

      “Now!” Jennifer screamed toward her father, who cranked the stern hard to port and reversed the throttle on the big diesel engine. The fishing boat yawed hard to the starboard as it turned port, throwing those shooting rifles at the escaping ship to slam into the rail, some nearly going over into the drink themselves.

      The boat continued to turn and slowly started to creep its stern toward Phil, where Josh was leaning over the transom just a bit too far, with Big Tony practically laying on Josh to keep him in the boat. “Phil!” Josh screamed, seeing his friend’s face turning paler by the second. “Hang on, Phil! Stay with me!” Tears were streaming down his face.

      “Cut it!” Jennifer yelled, turning to her father to give him the throat slashing sign when they were about ten feet  away from the wounded leader. Her father left it just barely engaged in forward gear for a second, to slow the vessel’s reverse course just a bit, before throwing the transmission completely into neutral.

      Josh was ready. He shuffled a little to his right as the boat’s backward arch still had a bit of curve to it. He plowed his hands into bloody, frigid salt-water and got first his right hand, and then his left, under Phil’s armpits and yanked. He curled Phil a couple of feet up, and as he maxed out the pulling range of his arms, felt himself go practically weightless as a giant named Tony heaved both of them up and over the transom. Josh couldn’t keep his feet as he landed backwards on the deck, and Phil came falling directly on top of him.

      “Cut it off!” Charlie was yelling as he saw the blood continue to pump out from under the plate carrier. “Get those wounds exposed!” he was hollering. He was trying to get in and help, despite his own right arm being in the air and with extreme pain from the tourniquet.

      Josh had been through this before, in Iraq. He was tuning out Charlie’s yelling as white noise as he scrambled to his knees. He pulled his fixed blade knife out of its scabbard on his belt and began to saw through the shoulder straps on Phil’s plate carrier.

      “Find an aid kit!” Tony was yelling at Jennifer, who was frozen in place, watching Phil bleed out.

      “I got one!” Josh said tensely as he pulled Phil’s combat IFAK—his trauma kit meant to be used on himself—off the left side of the plate carrier. “Get that off!” he ordered Tony as he pointed to the wet and heavy chest rig.

      As Tony complied, multiple bullet holes had allowed massive bleeding and salt-water to turn Phil’s green shirt and chest into a big, wet mess. Josh was ripping open the IFAK, searching for Phil’s largest trauma dressing. He tossed the remainder at Charlie, who was continuing to try to get in and help. “Find the chest seals!” he yelled.

      “Guys…” Phil mumbled softly.

      “I got ‘em!” Charlie said as he saw Josh applying pressure to the holes closest to Phil’s heart. They weren’t even hearing Phil.

      “Guys!” Phil coughed out with a new and unusual raspiness, as blood that was in his esophagus helped push the word out. A little of it splattered on his ghost-white face. He raised his hands up weakly. Charlie grabbed Phil’s right hand with his own left as Josh was continuing to hold pressure on the chest exit-wounds

      “There’s just too many wounds!” Josh screeched in exasperation.

      “Josh…” Phil said calmly, causing the young man to look into his eyes for the first time. “It’s okay….”

      “No!” Josh yelled. He looked back at Charlie, expecting some back-up.

      Charlie just looked at Josh and shook his head no.

      “It’s okay,” Phil repeated more softly. He continued to hold his left hand in the air, trying to get Josh to take it. “Charlie,” he said, slowly turning his head toward his right.

      “I’m here, brother” Charlie said, crying…not believing what was happening before his eyes. He held his right arm in the sky, but the immense pain in it was pushed to the back of his mind. He felt like it must be some bad nightmare, once again seeing Phil Walker bleed to death before his very eyes. Only this time there was nothing he could do. Hot tears were starting down Charlie’s cheeks.

      “You’re the key, my friend...” Phil whispered.

      “Phil. I…I”

      Phil cut him off, knowing he had to get a couple of things said quickly.

      “You’re the key, Charlie. The Sheriff is key to keeping Liberty alive…” Phil’s eyes were glassing over as he lost his train of thought.

      “I-I got it, brother. I got it,” was all Charlie could think to say through his tears.

      Phil’s mouth curled up just a bit at the corners. “Josh…” he said as he turned his head left. Even laying on the boat’s deck, it looked wobbly and unsteady.

      “I’m here, Phil,” Josh said. He gave Phil’s hand a squeeze to remind him, unsure if Phil was losing his vision as he bled out. He was trying and failing to choke back his tears and emotion.

      “My girls…” Phil said, quietly.

      “I got ‘em, Phil. Don’t worry! I’ll protect them with my life!” Josh said through a wavering voice.

      “My girls, Josh,” Phil said, almost as if he hadn’t really heard Josh’s reply. “They’ll save you, too…if you just give them a chance. They love you, you know…”

      “I know, Phil!” Josh said as he used his other hand to wipe his eyes. “I love them, too. Don’t worry!”

      “They’re yours, now, son. Their love can save you from the things you want to forget.” Phil’s voice was growing barely discernible. “Tell them I’m with the others…” Phil’s smile eventually started to fade, and though his pupils remained the same size, they lost…something. As the life was leaving him, Phil weakly said through barely moving lips, “Caroline…Crane…” almost as if he were talking to them. The last of the energy in Phil’s neck muscles relaxed —his head slowly turned the rest of the way left. On a beautiful and clear fall day, as the large cartel cruise ship continued to slip out of range of the Posse members still firing at it, Phillip Edward Walker died.
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        “In three words I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life: it goes on.”

        —Robert Frost

      

      

      

      One Night After Tahoma’s Hammer

      

      At 35,800 feet in elevation, Air Force One was currently almost three times higher than the storm system that was dumping tumultuous rain on Western Washington, and yet only half as high as the hammer had been when it peaked a few hours earlier. The top sixty percent of Mt. Rainier was conspicuously absent, an anomaly seen by very few people up to that point. The gray fist of the hammer had mostly dissolved overnight, evolving into a steady column of dirty steam. The jet-stream had taken the ash to the northeast, forcing the colonel flying the 747 to take a more southerly approach.

      The flying bunker had departed the other Washington at 9 PM, when it had become apparent to Shannon Sahr, the President’s Chief of staff, that her boss had better be seen over the Rainier Impact Zone as soon as possible. This was no ordinary natural disaster. Advisors could use words to inform the President that the left side of the country was without power, but Shannon knew that POTUS would need to see it with his own eyes to truly receive the message. About two decades earlier, another President had learned the hard way not to be seen as dismissive of a natural disaster to the media or the rest of the country. They had circled for a few hours, waiting for the sun to catch up so they could observe from the sky.

      “It’s obvious we’re not going to see much from up here,” President Jeremiah Allen said. “Tell them to find a place for us to land, JJ,” the President told his primary assistant, Julia Jacobs.

      “Sir,” she said, getting out of the taupe, swiveling, custom recliner and making her way aft down the carpet of the portside aisle, where she disappeared around the corner of the meeting room.

      “So far the thing that has impressed upon me the most is seeing most of everything west of the Rockies in the pitch black,” Jeremiah told Shannon as he craned his head back to his viewing port. The pair and JJ were occupying three of a four-chair cluster on the portside in the Presidential Staff area aft of the living quarters in the craft’s nose. “Impressive in a horrible way, of course,” he clarified.

      “Yes, that is definitely something we’re going to start hearing from all the Governors about,” Shannon agreed. “While you were resting, I had Terrell start pulling some data on how much the other western states rely on Washington for power. Which then led me to think about Amazon and Boeing…then Microsoft…and then Intel…” She could see the worry return to POTUS’ face as she paused to scan her wristwatch. “I think you know where I’m going with this…”

      “What time?” Jeremiah asked, implying he’d already figured on a full briefing when he woke up.

      “About twelve minutes, sir,” Shannon replied as her boss rose from the plush chair and start forward for his personal space in the craft’s nose. “I’ll make sure nobody knocks,” she said, getting out of her own chair. She knew her boss and old friend well, and twelve minutes to piss, brush his teeth, and slam a coffee was all about any president ever got, even on a normal day. Both of them stopped and turned when they heard footsteps pounding on the carpet behind them. JJ was returning with an Air Force major in tow.

      “Mr. President,” she called the last ten feet, just to make sure he didn’t escape to his berthing space. “I figured out pretty quickly into my conversation with Major Thompson here that he’d better come brief you personally. Major?” she said, looking at him to begin explaining the bad news.

      “Sir, there’s nowhere in the RIZ where we can land,” he said using each letter individually.

      “Well obviously not SeaTac or Boeing, Major,” the President chuckled softly. “Just have them set us down in Portland or Vancouver.” He started to turn.

      “Sorry, sir. That won’t be possible.”

      Jeremiah turned back. “What? Why not?” The thought that the quake had damaged every runway for hundreds of miles seemed too impossible to be reasonable.

      “Well, sir, the –“

      Jeremiah cut him off as he figured it out. “Okay, Major, I get it. Can we at least land at Fairchild or Spokane International?” he asked, expecting a yes.

      The major started shaking his head, tipping off what was about to be another negative answer.

      POTUS cut him off again. “What?!” He looked at the blank look on Shannon’s face, then at JJ, who was trying to maintain her best game-face, but was clearly worried, too. “Good Lord, Major! What are you saying? Airliners can’t even land in Spokane?”

      “No, sir,” the major confirmed. “At least—not until the FAA and the Army Corp of Engineers can get there and perform a mandatory inspection. Both SIA and Fairchild have reported some major cracks in the runways. The next closest airport with a runway long enough to handle Air Force One is Beale Air Force Base in Northern California.

      “Well, rat balls!” exclaimed the President. He didn’t just want to get on the ground for the photo op—he really did want to see things, smell the fear…let people know that the government would be there to help them.

      “Thank you, Major,” Shannon said, taking over. “That’ll be all for now.” Once the major had excused himself, she told Jeremiah, “Go, sir. Get a cup and meet us in the conference room in ten minutes. We’ll brainstorm this as a team.”

      “Thanks, Shannon,” he said with an ever-so-slight smile. “See you in a few,” he said as his headed for his lavatory.

      Shannon’s motive to shoo away the President wasn’t completely altruistic. She always liked to hear what the staff was about to tell him before they actually did. She hated surprises. She and JJ headed into the filling conference room, and she plopped herself down in the end chair in the far-end of the room’s large, oak conference table. That was everyone’s cue to take their places, which most of them did as they wrapped up their sidebar conversations.

      “Who has anything that they feel needs head-of-the-line?” she asked her staff as she looked around at the dozen faces.

      Half of them raised their hands, which caught Shannon off-guard. It was usually one or two when she asked that question. She pointed at the person closest to her left. “Sam, you got thirty seconds.”

      Sam Gilson, Shannon’s Operations Director, took a quick breath before speaking. “I just came back from the Comms Center. I received a message from my counterpart on Secretary Locklear’s staff.” He was referring to the Secretary of Defense. “SecDef is requesting a video-call with him as soon as we can make it happen.”

      “Any idea what it’s about?” Shannon pressed.

      “Something about troop movements and navies starting to load up with supplies. An offer of ‘assistance and relief efforts’ he said.”

      “Already?!” Shannon exclaimed. “That didn’t take long. Who? Russia? Or China?”

      Sam’s voice contained the concern that his face was trying to hide. “Both.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 41 Days.

      

      “…and lastly, as you feel out your roles in your new promotions, I’d like to leave you with this thought,” Captain Richard Carpenter told the more than two-hundred sailors in formation in the aircraft carrier USS Halsey’s Hangar Bay Two. “Maybe it will bring you inspiration in this time of turmoil that the world hasn’t known since the last World War. It’s from an old Greek general named Thucydides. ‘The secret to happiness is freedom. And the secret to freedom is courage.’ God bless you all, Team Halsey. Now, let’s get back to work and make ready for tomorrow’s departure.”

      With that, the Commanding Officer, decked out in his dress blues, turned sharply and walked away from the podium with the Executive Officer in tow. The Command Master Chief called the promoted sailors—mostly junior enlisted, but a few new Chiefs and promoted officers, too—to attention. As the formation broke apart, Culinary Specialist 2nd Class Petty Officer TaiIsha Johnson walked up to Carmen Martinez. Both of them had big grins. “Ooooo, girl! You made 3rd Class and changed rates on the same day!” referring to Carmen’s successful attempt to change to the Damage Controlman trade. “Congratulations!”

      “Thanks!” Carmen said, giving her closest friend from her old job a hug. “Congrats to you, too! I bet you can’t wait to get home to your family in San Diego!” The big ship was returning to homeport, its overhaul cut short by the massive events caused by the Cascadia Subduction Zone. Many of the sailors’ spouses and children had opted to stay in their homeport city, a decision that was tough, but often impacted by a longer-vision for their career.

      “I am! But this stuff goin’ on with China an’ Russia got me worried…You heard the scuttlebutt, right? That they got a real fightin’ war goin’ on, now?”

      “Yeah, I heard,” Carmen said, lost in thought as the two women made their way to one of the hatches out of the hangar bay.

      “What ‘bout you?” TaiIsha asked. “You got plans to get up to L.A. when we get back?”

      “I dunno,” Carmen admitted.

      “But I bet you’re as glad as I am to get out of this crappy town…” TaiIsha said, as she started descending the inclined ladder to the 2nd Deck.

      Out of the whole stinking state, Carmen thought. Her mind turned to Dr. Stuart Schwartz, wondering if he were still alive. Her tempest-borne relationship with him was the one piece of Washington State—other than the brand-new promotion—that she would ever look back on fondly.
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        * * *

      

      Navy Captain Marie Darnell, Commanding Officer of the Washington State Naval Shipyard, was watching the operation closely. In the preceding weeks, her staff had carefully rebuilt a setting in a drydock, the one they normally used to recycle old submarines. They re-used the wood from a prior setting, something they’d never done before. But these are unique times, fitting for this one-of-a-kind mission, she thought.

      The submarine USS El Paso had been severely damaged. Even in the absence of a historic-level natural disaster, the ship might’ve been scrapped instead of repaired. But the catastrophe had impacted the shipyard and accompanying navy base’s ability to conduct even the most routine business. Many of the older buildings, vital shops and tooling for conducting repair and fabrication work, had simply crumbled to pieces. Two of the mobile cranes had fallen over, as had the giant one that was the hallmark item for the small city’s skyline—not that we actually use that one anymore, Marie reminded herself. The El Paso had been buttoned up for some basic buoyancy as quickly as possible. Even the emergency clean-up of radioactive contamination had been put on hold, just to get the boat into a dry-dock with a functioning caisson.

      With the sub’s emergency move one dry-dock to the east came a new mission—make it be able to dive, one time, to at least four hundred feet, Marie had been ordered by her superiors. She had no idea why, but the fact that a team of Ordinance Experts from the submarine base had installed several secret munitions packages on the ship had given her a good idea. Marie wondered what would come next for her barely limping command as she watched the submarine’s tow pendant being installed. War is in the air, she realized, but who will fix the ships?
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        * * *

      

      “Bubby!” Natalie screamed, as her exhausted brother walked into his hunting cabin. She led a pack of family members, soon to be elbowed out of the way by Tori and Earl’s kids. Everyone was competing for Earl’s attention.

      After a couple of minutes of being trapped at the front door, he finally dropped his gear and started wandering in. “Babe, I could really use some water…” he hinted at his wife. He scanned over to the living room and saw Conner laid up on the couch in front of the picturesque view of the river. “Man, you are really nursing, this thing, aren’t ya?” he teased his buddy.

      “Which one?” came the feeble reply. Earl saw Natalie walk back over and grab his friend’s hand as she sat next to the couch.

      “What?!” Earl exclaimed. “What happened?”

      “I got shot—again—and you come in uninjured—again!” said his best bud.

      Earl got close and looked at Natalie for an explanation. She looked at her brother, tears welling just a bit. “He saved my life!” Again! she added in her own head.

      Earl noticed their connected hands and smiled. “I’m starting to think he’s just trying to impress you, Nat.”

      Natalie burst with laughter as a couple of tears flowed out of her eyes. She looked back at Conner. “Maybe!” she said, showing a somewhat happy emotion for the first time since the disasters started seven weeks earlier.

      “Through-and-through,” Conner told his friend. “Right side, missed my liver, clipped the bottom of the lung. Doc from across the river dug-in and sewed it up. And now,” he said with a grin, “I’m on some goooooood druuuugs!”

      Earl gave Natalie a look. “Not just pain meds,” she explained. “Your friends across the river donated some higher-grade antibiotics, as well.”

      Earl just nodded silently, thinking his buddy must have a guardian angel watching out for him. The group went quiet for a bit, and Conner broke the ice again. “Thinking about trekking east as soon as the pass starts to thaw. Should be good and healed by then…”

      “Makes sense,” Earl said, nodding. “Get to Montana…let your kids know you’re still alive…”

      “Yes, that,” Conner said as he cast his eyes at Natalie when she wasn’t looking at him. “And before I leave, we need to find out everything we can about this ‘Max Volkov’ person…” Conner said in a coldness that pushed through his pain meds. Natalie looked down at her lap sadly, once more reminded of her missing daughter. “I think maybe I’ve found my life’s next mission…” Earl gave his usual nod, upset with himself for not being able to bring young Katherine home.

      “What’s the update on Seattle?” Tori asked, wrapping her arms around her husband’s waist from behind, head poking around his side as she handed him a glass of water.

      Earl took it from her and downed the whole thing. “The cartel ship escaped. Those not on it have disappeared in droves. Those that couldn’t escape have been surrendering—mostly. A few are fighting it out, still. The mop up could take weeks. Not to mention winter is here, and everyone’s starving. It’s going to be a long time trying to get through next summer when we might be able to pick some crops....” Earl scanned around the room, looking at his family. “But I think we’ll be fine.”

      

      Tahoma’s hammer Plus 44 Days.

      

      Interim Sheriff Charlie Reeves acquired one of the large, air-cell tents and the blowers necessary to keep it inflated from the National Guard. Well over half the range’s residents had been using it as an emergency shelter for the prior two nights, ever since the Marines that whisked them to safety brought them back. The move to the submarine base had been part of an emergency pact to preserve life until the immediate threat was eliminated. Several wreaths had been constructed and hung from a wood frame on the far end of the one-hundred-foot-long tent. Everyone except for those on guard duty had crammed themselves in for a remembrance-of-life ceremony.

      Tyler had been reunited with Teddy, and Gene, still decked out in donated pajamas and bathrobe, sat on his other side. Though not due to cancer, a tribal doctor recognized the need to conduct a life-saving inguinal orchiectomy on Gene, removing both severely damage testicles before they could cause a deadly infection. Despite having a difference of theological opinion, he and Tyler had bonded in a way that few would ever understand.

      Charlie looked down at his flashcards, then at the crowd before him. He gave Payton, Savannah, and Josh—all sitting in the front, a warm smile. “God,” he opened. “Yahweh…Jehovah…Mother Earth…or Grand Father,” he said, thinking of his own heritage. “Whatever you call Him, today is a time to remember those who gave up their lives…and ask Him to watch over them in their next world.”

      Charlie looked at the eight wreaths…then down at the ground. He tucked the flashcards into his pants pocket. “We all lost friends and family,” he said. “You all—we family…all—have had to see so much suffering these last two months!” He started to tear up, still having a hard time believing his friend and mentor was gone. Many of the audience had, themselves, been wounded in the fight for freedom. “This…thing—this…pure evil. It isn’t new.” He started to pace a little bit. “This is history…repeating itself…”

      The entire tent was quiet of people talking, so the hum of the fans outside keeping it inflated, powered by generators, overtook the room for a long pause. Charlie was trying to find the thing to make it all worth listening to. “My friend, Phil. Your friends and loved ones! They wouldn’t want us to grieve like this. They’d want us to find a way to make things better. This greed that drives people, now—it isn’t just cartel, or criminals, or drug addicts. It’s us! It’s humanity! I’m sorry, folks! I don’t have the magic words that will make it right! All I know is that my friend Phil died loving something bigger than himself! What he loved…what he gave it all up for…was preserving our rights to Liberty…happiness…family…” he paused once more. “…and love. That’s the thing that allows people to respect each other’s differences. To share food with a neighbor in need. To recognize when we’re hurting others out of selfishness! You all have started picking up the pieces…rebuilding the common area…feeding each other…that’s Love!” Charlie started to cry a little more. He looked at Melinda, who walked up and guided him back to the empty chair by her and their kids.

      Josh stood up and turned around. “I was looking at a calendar, yesterday. Found it in the rubble. I think it came from the office.” He scanned the room, wondering if anyone else had figured out the importance of the day. “It’s charred and water damaged, but I was able to flip it and read it…a bit…” There were a few puzzled looks. “You see, I started ticking marks off for each passing day on a tree out by Don’s RV…Today is Thursday,” he explained. He could tell a couple of people were nodding, knowing where he was going with it. “The last Thursday in November.” The light bulb came on for most adults in the blow-up tent. “Today shouldn’t be about mourning! It’s a day of appreciation…of Thanksgiving…” Josh continued by listing the things that he was alive to appreciate, thanks to the sacrifices of the others. He eventually surrendered the floor. Over the course of the next hour, several others took their turn, saying the things on their heart as part of their healing process.

      After the service, Tony began to shoo people out so that he could begin to set up tables and chairs that had somehow managed to survive the attack. The need to cook and serve another meal was always around the corner. Always. And as Fall slowly became Winter, food would continue to get tight. Tony knew hard times were coming. “Hey, Doc,” he called out to Stu as he saw the short man mingling with the crowd headed for the big, blow-up tent’s opening. “Gotta sec?”

      Stu stopped and wandered back over to Tony, who had plopped himself into one of the rain-soaked, padded folding-chairs. It was dirty and smelled of smoke. He unfolded the next chair from the stack and sat facing Tony. “Everything alright, Tony?” he asked.

      The normally jovial titan wore a tired and sad look, just like everyone. “All things considered, doctor,” he said in his deep bass voice. “Hangin’ in there. Look—the reason I wanted to talk is twofold. First off—thanks for comin’ back. My wife…my daughters…heck, I think I can speak for everyone when I say we’re glad you made it back.”

      “I’m the lucky one, Tony,” Stu said humbly. “Buuuut…I got a feeling that’s not all you wanted when you called me over…”

      Tony shook his head in agreement. “That’s right, doc. Food. I’m worried ‘bout the food situation. We’re gonna need some guidance on things like nutrition and intermittent fasting. My feeling is it’d be better to start getting people used to the idea before we run out of food, not as it’s happening…”

      Stu thought a minute, slowly cocking his head and shifting his eyes as he drifted into a deep thought. After a minute, he stood up and looked at Tony. “There’s some books I’m going to need to pick up. We should talk to Josh and the club leaders about a mission to procure or trade for them.” He started to turn and walk away, but then stopped and turned back. “Tomorrow, though. It can wait a day, I think…” He walked off, missing Tony’s nod as he walked off lost in thought on this sudden worry.

      Two hours later and across the gun club property, Josh, Payton, and Savannah took a stroll up the hill. “I wish Nick didn’t feel like he had to leave,” Payton said, sadly.

      “I knew he wouldn’t stay,” Josh said. “He blames himself.”

      “That’s…” Payton started to cry again…”just nonsense! Why do you men always have to beat yourselves up for stuff that happens in war!”

      “That’s a fair question, beautiful,” Josh said grabbing her hand. “I don’t think I can answer it…If you’ve been there, you already know. If you haven’t…”

      They got to the field and turned left toward the north end. They passed the still, orange Kubota that had recently dug the fresh graves for their fallen loved ones, still parked in the mud. They stopped and looked at Phil’s grave marker, a wooden cross placed carefully next to his beloved dog Dakota. “Maybe one day we can have Crane moved up here,” Payton said, turning to Josh with hope in her eyes.

      Josh’s hand tightened on both girls’ hands, Payton on his right, Savannah on his left. Then he released his grip and pulled both of them closer to him around their shoulders. He recalled the very last word Phil had spoken. “Yes,” Josh agreed. “I think he’d have liked that.”

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 13 Years.

      

      “Phil!” Josh yelled.

      “Over here, Dad!” the strawberry-blonde twelve-year-old said. Phillip Edward Bryant was sitting on the concrete bench of the Tahoma-Rainier National Observatory, trying to stay out of the way. There were hundreds of people from all around Western States of America wandering about on the solemn, October day, marking thirteen years since the Cascadia Subduction Zone had sent the former USA and the world onto a new course of history.

      Josh wandered over to his son. “Sorry, son. I haven’t been trying to ignore you. Just lots of people to catch up with. Some of them I haven’t seen since…” he thought back to that beautiful November Day in Seattle. In some ways it felt like yesterday, and in others it felt like a past life.

      Phil could always tell when his dad was getting sucked into one of his bouts with PTSD. “Dad,” he asked pointing to the burnt-out Chinese tanks out in the mudflat between the observatory and the cratered volcano. “Were those from the Cartel war?”

      Josh shook the fog and looked. “Oh—no…the one that followed…the big one.”

      “Geez, Dad—how many wars have you been in?” the young man asked, trying to be clever but sensing it was a mistake.

      Josh just cupped his boy’s head. “Too many,” he replied with a smile as he turned it into a chance to shake the kid’s hair messy.

      “Dad!” Phil exclaimed. He’d worked quite a bit to get it just right. A Bryant Man just never knew when he might meet a lady…

      “Did you go see the rock, yet?” Josh asked. “Or the wall with your uncle’s and grandpa’s names?” The observatory was centered around an eighty-ton boulder that had flown the several miles northwest and landed in what used to be a runway at Joint Base Lewis-McChord.

      “Not yet,” Phil answered. “Too many people for my liking. I will when it thins out.”

      “You’re more like your grandpa than you realize, son,” Josh told him. “Which is why your mother and I decided to give you this.” He pulled a worn, stained envelope out of his coat pocket and handed it to him. “We were going to wait until your coming birthday, but…somehow…today just felt right.”

      “What is it?” Phil asked inquisitively. He looked at the sealed letter-carrier. To my unborn grandchild was hand-written on it.

      “It’s your namesake, son,” Josh said. He patted the boy’s reddish-blonde hair once more and turned to go find Payton, Savannah, and their youngest son, Crane. Young Phil opened the envelope, carefully pulling out eight handwritten pages.

      “Dear, Grandchild,” it began. “My name is Phillip Edward Walker. If you’re reading this, it likely means I had to give my life to make sure you could have yours. And even though we’ve never met, I love you more than words could ever say.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blades of Grass.

      

      

      

      Tahoma’s Hammer Plus 41 Days.

      

      “And you’re sure this is them,” President Jeremiah Allen asked the two men he’d been primarily talking to in the emergency meeting. He looked back and forth at his Secretary of Defense and Leading General of the Joint Chiefs, scanning their faces.

      “This is solid, Mr. President,” Army General Judah Montgomery said with extreme confidence. “We had a Reaper following it from the moment it left Seattle until our AWAC from Tinker could make it on station. The ship has been under direct observation the entire time, sir.”

      “The timing is key, Kell,” President Allen told Defense Secretary Kelly Fitzgerald. He looked at his watch. “This isn’t just political theater,” he reminded them. “Doing this live will send a serious message to both China and Russia. One they can’t ignore.” He scanned his advisors once more, fully aware that the other twenty-three people in the White House Situation Room were deathly quiet.

      “Mr. President, General Montgomery has my every confidence,” Kelly said, himself a retired Admiral. “If you give us the go, we can make this happen in time for your broadcast.”

      President Allen looked down at the cold cup of tea staring up at him from the table, feeling the weight of the world shift under and around him. He had a stern and angry resolve on his face when he looked back up. “Go.”

      

      USS Bunker Hill, CG-52

      North Pacific, 0630 Local

      

      “Mornin’, Captain,” Lieutenant Jax Warner said to Captain Patricia Cooper. The Officer of the Deck, or OOD, was in charge of the bridge until properly relieved. Jax knew that Captain Cooper would sit in her chair on the starboard side of the bridge for ten minutes before leaving again.

      “Lieutenant,” Patty said with her normal chipper tone. “Going to be an interesting day.”

      “That it is, ma’am.” The OOD went about giving the captain the normal report—weather, known contacts on, under, and over the ocean, status of fuel and various systems. About three minutes into the routine conversation, a messenger from the ship’s radio room entered the bridge and approached the captain, standing somewhat impatiently.

      “Yes, Seaman?” Patty asked.

      “Ma’am, CIC has flash traffic for you. Marked urgent,” the young lady said, as she handed the captain a printed message form.

      Captain Cooper slowly sat up in her stool, scooting her butt back to get more upright. She leaned over to get more light from the bridge-wing window, not wanting to turn on the small reading lamp.

      The ship rolled gently to the port and starboard one full cycle, plying through the rough near-winter Pacific waters, as she read and re-read the message.

      “Sound General Quarters, Mr. Warner,” she said calmly. “Make your heading one-seven-zero. All ahead flank.” She handed the lieutenant the slip to read after he’d made her orders come alive.

      As the ship’s claxon started ringing, sending sailors scrambling to their battle stations, she felt the 567-foot long ship turn sharply to starboard while rolling hard to port as it made a high-speed turn to the south. They’d just been ordered off what was—until that moment—the Navy’s highest-priority mission to help escort the aircraft carrier USS Halsey out of Puget Sound.

      She picked up the phone next to her and rung the Combat Information Center. “Find me that target,” she ordered.

      

      White House Oval Office

      1800 Local

      

      Every major media outlet in the world was showing the Seal of the President of the United States, waiting for the White House Media Center to finally start the feed of President Jeremiah Allen’s face. At one-minute past 6:00 PM, United States East Coast time, he looked up and spoke three familiar words, followed by a message not ever quite spoken before.

      “My Fellow Americans…” he began. “I come to you tonight with a grave message, vital to our nation’s, and really—the world’s—well-being.

      “Thanks to the wonders of modern technology, I’ll be able to show you diplomacy in action. You see, there are actors who have been trying to weaken and destroy our nation. Actors in bad faith…actors without morals…or any purpose other than one of greed, hatred, and pushing suffering onto others.”

      As he spoke, a feed popped up over the president’s shoulder. It was gray and hard to see at first. It appeared to be the deck of a ship and waves. Suddenly the feed expanded out, letting the viewers see the entire front-end of a US navy Ticonderoga class cruiser in the foreground of the screen and some sort of merchant vessel in the background, perhaps six miles ahead of and to the port side of the Navy ship. Though nobody knew it from looking, the feed was being transmitted from the camera of a MQ-8 Fire Scout helicopter drone. The USS Bunker Hill was carrying one of the twenty-four-foot-long surveillance tools as part of its ship’s equipment. The operators had programmed it to match the ship’s speed perfectly, sending an image of both ships from an elevation of three-hundred feet.

      President Allen continued. “And what I mean by actors, are snakes!” He started to get a little heated. “Snakes who have been striking fear into the hearts of Americans in almost every city west of the Mississippi! These snakes are directly responsible for the deaths of thousands, probably dozens of thousands, of Americans over the last several weeks. The ship you see is an American Navy ship, tracking the snakes of the Mendoza Cartel, as they try to slither—” he screamed that word— “back to Mexico! Don’t be fooled by the red cross on the side! That’s what snakes do—they pretend to be harmless as they bite!”

      He paused briefly. “Captain? Are you there?”

      Suddenly, the world heard the friendly but firm voice of Captain Patricia Cooper broadcast over their televisions as she acknowledged her presence. The president disappeared off the screen, allowing people to see both ships in high-resolution digital.

      “Fire when ready,” the president ordered in front of over a billion people.

      “Aye-aye, sir,” she said calmly.

      As the world watched, the sounds of several voices calling out or repeating orders in the USS Bunker Hill’s CIC could be heard, followed a few seconds later by the giant barrel of the five-inch diameter gun-mount on the front of the ship swinging to the southeast and pointing directly at the vessel downrange.

      “TAO, verify target designated uniform-zero-one…”

      Multiple sailors in the loop verified that the ship they were about to fire upon was, indeed, the correct vessel. Range, bearing, and an order for ten seventy-six pound five-inch shells with most of the fuses set for direct contact could be heard.

      BOOM! Then two and a half seconds later…BOOM! The cycle repeated itself over and over again, the huge powder casings clattering to the deck in front of the gun mount. Nobody could hear it, of course, nor could they hear the first-round impact the fleeing cartel ship at roughly the time the seventh shell was firing…but they could certainly see it.
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        * * *

      

      “What do they think they’re doing?” Rey laughed defiantly, looking through the binoculars.

      He could see the ‘haze gray’ naval vessel quite clearly and could sort of make out the small helicopter beyond it. They had noticed it shadowing them almost an hour earlier, merely keeping pace and attempting no other combat action.

      “I dare them to try and board us,” he said to nobody in particular.

      He was standing on the starboard wing of the old cruise ship’s bridge in the forward end of the fake humanitarian relief ship. When he saw the bright orange fire billow from the ship’s cannon, he thought his eyes must be deceiving him. A few seconds later there was a second one…then a third…

      Reynaldo Hernandez put the binoculars down and just smirked, wondering how many seconds he had left to contemplate that old, dusty orphanage he grew up in. Wouldn’t Father Morales crap himself if he could see me now…?

      The first two shells were actually fused with proximity settings, designed to airburst over the vessel, ripping open the ship’s hull and exposing any fuel or ammunition compartments. Shell number one airburst over the ship’s bow, sending metal fragments flying in every direction as the high explosive broke the shell part. Incoming round number two burst directly over the ship’s bridge, taking out Rey and everyone in it. Over the next several seconds, every part of the ship was ripped to shreds in fiery explosions, flooding the non-combatant vessel and causing it to sink in less than three minutes as the world watched. Rey didn’t live long enough to realize the irony—President Jeremiah Allen had shown him the way to both burn and drown someone at the same time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The screen slowly faded back to President Allen’s face, red with rage. “Let this be a lesson to all aggressors and agitators who are lobbying for their chance to strike at the United States while we’re wounded! At this moment, throughout every major American western city aside from Seattle, the US Armed Forces are engaging in Operation Venom Spear, re-instilling law and order by actively engaging and eliminating the drug cartels! Whether it be the snakes of the Mexican cartels, the Bear of the Ural Mountains, or the Dragon by the Yellow Sea, be warned! Behind every blade of grass is an American who will kill your ass!”

      President Jeremiah Allen stood at his desk in the Oval Office, ripped the wireless mic off his tie, throwing the battery pack on the desk and stormed out of shot. The Presidential Seal screen popped back up showing the words End Transmission.

      

      
        
        The End.
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        Get Venom Spear: Blades of Grass Book 1!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN MY VIP READERS CLUB

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to stay updated? Join my VIP Readers Club and get a free short story!

      Adam 2.0 was my entry into the Fractured World charity fundraiser anthology. It is the tale of a DARPA lab-gone-wrong, as a cancer trial evolves into a rogue cyborg. But don’t fret. I’m also giving away a few other things, including The Splintered Moon. It tells the tale of a young, expecting couple as they try to bug-out, unprepared when a piece of the moon heads toward the Earth!

      You can opt out anytime, and I never give away or sell my list.
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      If you enjoyed this omnibus, it would be tremendous if you were able to leave a review. More than you know. My reviews seem to have triggered some people who aren’t fans of Liberty and individual rights.

      

      Reviews help me gain visibility, and they can bring my books to the attention of other readers who may enjoy them.
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