
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Invasion
 
    
 
    
 
   Book Three of
 
   Best Laid Plans
 
    
 
    
 
   by
 
   Nathan Jones
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2016 Nathan Jones
 
   All rights reserved.
 
    
 
    
 
   The events depicted in this novel are fictional. The characters in this story are also fictional, and any resemblance to anyone living or dead is entirely unintentional. While most locations are real some creative license has been taken in describing them, and a few locations are entirely fictional.
 
    
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to my family, for all their support and encouragement. And when I needed it they reminded me that taking a break can be nice, too. It is also dedicated to each and every reader who's given this series their support, whose positive response has been overwhelming.
 
   Thank you.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Prologue
 
   Caution
 
    
 
   Some people had wanted to toss Gutierrez into the cells beneath town hall, but Matt had vehemently argued against that.
 
   First off the defector had come in good faith and allowed himself to be disarmed and taken prisoner. He'd also willingly shared information about the raiders he'd abandoned. The idea of treating him like a criminal after that, even if there was some merit to that line of thinking considering he'd been with Ferris all winter, didn't sit right with Matt.
 
   Secondly there was pragmatism to consider. The man was a trained soldier, and if he was willing to help defend the town his aid might save lives. Matt was willing to take some calculated risks and extend a little trust with that possibility in mind.
 
   There was also the same consideration they'd had with any other prisoner over the winter, that if they kept them locked up they'd also have to give them food that could be going to productive citizens. Matt would rather have a soldier defending the town than a prisoner eating up what little the town had to spare. Which was less and less by the day since their focus had to be on defending themselves from the raiders instead of finding food.
 
   And the overly cautious and uncharitable option of exiling Gutierrez was equally unacceptable, since the man might be tempted to rejoin his former friends, or turn bitter at the town's lack of trust and set off on his own for a life of living by the sweat of other people's brows.
 
   No. If Matt decided he couldn't trust Gutierrez after all they'd make the fairest decision they could about the former soldier. But he really, really wanted to get the man on their side if he could. Or at least prove Gutierrez was on their side; the man's behavior and own professed words certainly indicated he already was.
 
   They'd put the former soldier up in a comfortable but windowless room above the auditorium, with a guard waiting outside “in case he needed anything”. When Matt arrived for his visit he nodded at the man, a refugee he vaguely recognized, and rapped on the door. He heard Gutierrez's voice inviting him in, so he cracked open the door.
 
   The former soldier was sprawled on the room's modest bed, reading a paperback novel, but as Matt entered he swung his legs to the floor and sat up with a bit of his old military rigidity to his back.
 
   “Come for my daily pep talk?” he asked. The words were more humorous than bitter; Gutierrez had accepted the situation with good graces.
 
   “Actually I had something else in mind.” Matt hefted the duffel bag he carried. “Care for a walk?”
 
   “After three days cooped up in here with only you as a visitor?” Gutierrez hopped up with a grin. “As long as it's not to the gallows I'd go just about anywhere for a change of scenery.”
 
   Matt led the way out of the room, nodding to the refugee as they passed him. The man didn't seem happy about watching his prisoner walk out, but Gutierrez wasn't technically a prisoner and anyway Matt was in charge.
 
   With Matt leading the way they headed up Main, and before too long Gutierrez started talking about the usual things they discussed when Matt came to visit: his time with Ferris, his time in the army before that, his past growing up in Santa Rosa, and some of his thoughts about why he'd left the raiders to come help Aspen Hill.
 
   Matt politely interrupted to change the conversation to basketball. It turned out Gutierrez had never been on any formal team but he'd enjoyed playing pick up games at a court not far from his house, and before too long Matt was telling him about his time on the high school team.
 
   The conversation served to get them past Roadblock 3 and a fair ways south of town. Finally Gutierrez, looking confused, slowed to a stop. “So what exactly is this? And what's with the duffel bag?”
 
   They'd probably gone far enough, so Matt stopped as well and gently set the bag on the road between them. Then he crouched to unzip it, revealing the possessions the soldier had had on him when he'd come to Aspen Hill three days ago.
 
   Gutierrez stared at his combat fatigues, body armor, helmet, M16, and 1911 sidearm for a few seconds, then looked at Matt. “I don't get it.”
 
   Matt shifted a bit uncomfortably. “Here's the deal, Raul. I trust you and I've vouched for you, but the rest of the town isn't convinced. We have no right to keep you a prisoner, though, so we decided we should offer you a choice.”
 
   He waited for some response, but the former soldier just waited for him to continue so he did. “The first option is pretty straightforward. If you want to leave you can, and there's all the things you brought with you. I also added enough food to last you for a few days, as thanks for the information you gave us about the raiders.”
 
   “What if I don't want to leave?” Gutierrez asked, looking a bit disappointed.
 
   Matt hastened to reassure him. “The town is more than willing to let you stay. You could be a big help to us. But unfortunately the circumstances are a bit awkward, so there have to be some conditions. A probationary period, kind of.”
 
   “I get it,” the soldier said, sounding resigned. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “First, you'll be stationed at the roadblocks to start out, and to get straight to the point the people on shift with you will be watching you as much as the terrain. The Mayor was pretty insistent about that. You'll also have the opportunity to join the hunting parties, assuming we can sneak any past the raiders.
 
   “Last of all you'll still sleep in that room above the auditorium, but you won't have a guard. There will, however, be guards keeping an eye on all the stuff we moved into the auditorium from the storehouse, as well as protecting Terry and his patients in the new clinic on the stage and in the backstage rooms. They'll sort of keep an eye on you as well.”
 
   Matt fell silent, waiting, but the other man seemed lost in thought. He shifted uncomfortably. “Listen, I know it's not fair. You've done nothing to make us suspect you. But it should only be for a week or so, until-”
 
   Gutierrez cut in patiently. “Like I said, I get it. Trust is earned, not given. I'm grateful you guys are offering me this choice at all. Besides, if what you've told me about the town letting in refugees is true then you guys are willing to give people a chance, and that's all I ask.”
 
   Grinning, Matt clapped the shorter man on the shoulder. “All right, let's get home then.” He dropped to one knee to zip up the duffel as he continued. “To be honest, even with the patrols guarding the perimeter standing in the middle of the road this far from town is making me nervous.”
 
   “I hear you.” Gutierrez had his own grin as Matt picked up the duffel. His grin faded to a look of surprise as Matt offered the bag to him, then his face cleared as if he understood. “Oh, you carried it out so you want me to carry it back?”
 
   Matt shook his head. “It's your stuff. We didn't really have the right to confiscate it in the first place.”
 
   “But I've got my weapons in there,” the former soldier protested.
 
   “Well yeah, which is why we confiscated it. At least until we were a bit more certain you wouldn't go on a shooting spree.” Matt shook the bag, smile widening. “You're not planning to, are you?”
 
   “Of course not.” Gutierrez accepted the duffel and started to sling it over his shoulder, then paused with a slight frown. “So I'm on probation but you're giving me weapons?”
 
   Matt jerked his thumb farther down the road. “There's 45 or so heavily armed, well trained men out there who want to kill us. After your cooperation, and on my recommendation, the Mayor decided that having you armed and able to defend the town at need is worth the risk you might start shooting up the place.”
 
   “If it makes your people feel better I always strictly follow the rules of firearm safety.” The former soldier patted his duffel. “I won't take these babies out unless absolutely necessary to defend myself or the town, or while hunting. And only an enemy who's given me just cause will find themselves staring down the muzzle of either of my guns.”
 
   They started back towards town in an easy, relieved silence, a lot of the tension that had plagued their earlier meetings gone. Just as they got in sight of the roadblock Gutierrez abruptly spoke up, voice quite but sincere. “Thank you, Matt.”
 
   “You're welcome,” Matt replied, giving the polite phrase extra meaning as he once again welcomed the man into Aspen Hill.
 
   When they reached the roadblock Matt had Gutierrez stay to start a shift there, and to his relief the other defenders weren't nearly as suspicious and hostile as they might have been. Hans Miller even went over to talk to the newcomer. With the former soldier on his way to being accepted into the town, or so Matt hoped, he left him there and went home.
 
   Home was once again the Larson residence a block away from Tillman's Sporting Goods. The shelter was very defensible against small groups, as long as the patrols were vigilant and competent people like Trev and Lewis were manning the observation post atop the hill to defend it. But against dozens of heavily equipped men with missile launchers, the earth bermed structure with its sturdy door didn't feel quite so secure. Especially not as far away from town as it was.
 
   Early that morning when it was still mostly dark outside his family and the cousins had begun quietly moving their things back into town. Only the most essential necessities, but that was just about everything since they'd mostly only brought out necessities in the first place, and Trev and Lewis didn't have much more than that anyway. They did bring the solar panels and Lewis's electronics, though, mainly because those were valuable items no one wanted to see destroyed.
 
   Once the task was done Matt had sent the cousins off on a scouting mission outside of town along with several other of his best townspeople, including Jane and Tom Harding. That left his family and the rest of Jane's group to find a way to get eighteen people settled into a three bedroom house. Matt wasn't about to admit that he'd left to sort out the issue with Gutierrez to avoid that daunting task, but the thought had certainly tickled the back of his mind.
 
   He entered the yard to find tarps hung over the open-sided shed where they kept their woodpile. The woodpile itself had been repositioned stacked outside the shed along its open front to make a crude fourth wall, turning the structure into a small and, he was sure, uncomfortable room. A few of the women from Jane's group, trailed by their children, were moving things in as he entered the yard.
 
   Matt frowned. Had that been their idea? Even with the cramped space he couldn't imagine his family forcing anyone out into the cold; with spring finally here it wasn't quite so chilly, but the nights could still be unpleasant. He hurried inside into a bustle of activity.
 
   Sam met him at the door with a moderately heavy box full of their things, which Matt quickly took from her. At her mild protest he gave her belly, still yet to show signs of her pregnancy, a pointed look, and he thought she went a bit pink.
 
   “We have your dad's old office,” she said, by way of directing him where the stuff was going. “It's barely big enough to fit the bed and a dresser with room to walk around, but we'll have it to ourselves.”
 
   “With relatively soundproof walls, right?” Matt said with a grin as he followed her down a smaller flight of stairs into the only finished room in the basement. True to her words there was just a double bed and Matt's dresser with a candle burning atop it filling the small space. “Beats moving out into a shipping container, even if the space would be bigger. What are the other sleeping arrangements looking like?”
 
   His wife filled him in as he deposited the box in the new room and helped her unpack their stuff into the small dresser. April and Terry and the boys were going to be staying in the master bedroom, his parents would be in Matt's bedroom, and the women and children in Jane's group would share the guest bedroom that had been April's room and the shed outside. The cousins and Tom Harding and his son would share the combined living room and dining area.
 
   It would be cramped, but on the plus side all the couples would have a bit of privacy. And with everybody busy day and night protecting the town and struggling to survive there would be chances for those packed more tightly together to sleep in shifts.
 
   Matt frowned as his thoughts led him ultimately back to where they always ended up, the raiders. That first day when Ferris showed up Matt had claimed that the raiders didn't want a drawn out siege, and while his reasoning for the argument was sound unfortunately it was also wrong.
 
   The six truck convoy had been out there for three days, driving around on scouting runs and showing no signs of going anywhere. Maybe they'd gotten enough supplies from Helper to make a siege possible and weren't willing to pass up the opportunity of raiding another town, even if they used up supplies and the town wouldn't have nearly as much worth looting by the time the siege was over. Or maybe they wanted revenge for Ferris and Turner. Maybe a little of both.
 
   Either way this fight wasn't going to be quick and dirty, it was going to be long and bloody.
 
   His family wasn't the only group that had relocated in that time. At the prospect of that sort of protracted conflict they'd had to bring the townspeople back down from Aspen Hill Canyon. Nobody was happy about it, and none of the returning people felt safe, but there was really no other choice.
 
   The canyon couldn't offer more than temporary shelter, especially not to that many people, and the simple truth was that even with the threat of attack looming over the town they couldn't afford to disrupt the vital tasks that were keeping them all alive.
 
   Hunting parties needed to go out. The garden plots needed to be tended. People needed comfortable warm beds and decent shelter to be properly rested and keep illness at bay, especially when they were working overtime to also defend the town. So the townspeople returned to their homes and got back to living life as best they could, ears always pricked for the sound of gunfire or of trucks coming to kill them all.
 
   For the regular townspeople it was brutal, but for the town's defenders it threatened to quickly become impossible. They had all the same needs as anyone else, and minimum eight hour shifts on patrol or manning defensive locations along the town's border was already causing a great deal of strain. Before long that sort of schedule would stretch everyone to their limits.
 
   Not to mention that the defenders also helped with construction of the new fortifications, the ditches and fences around the town and the crude roadblocks across all the smaller roads, even dirt ones, that opened avenues of attack for enemies from all directions.
 
   Matt, in charge of the town's defenses, had barely slept at all since the raiders arrived and was practically a walking zombie. He still tried to go out hunting with Jane every day, always having to be wary of possible enemies as they left town, but the rest of the time he spent coordinating and improving the town's defenses. He kept people alert, he thought up tactics, he suggested training people could do to better prepare for the inevitable combat, and he'd barely been back to the shelter to rest while they were still living there.
 
   Sam was worried sick about him, and sick with worry was not the state an expecting mother wanted to be in. Even now he could see her glancing at him out of the corner of her eye as she worked, and he knew she was about to suggest he collapse into their new bed as soon as it was made and catch some sleep.
 
   Before she could he heard the sound of the front door opening from up the basement stairs, followed by Lewis and Jane's murmured voices. He gave his wife a hurried glance before bolting up the stairs three at a time.
 
   The two had paused by the door, looking around uncertainly as if not quite sure where to go, when Matt caught sight of them. Jane looked tired, but Lewis looked nearly as ragged as Matt felt, and not just from working overtime to defend the town.
 
   He had a feeling his friend was still sorting out his issues with taking the shots that had brought Ferris, Turner, and possibly a third raider down that first day. The action had saved the town from immediate attack and deprived their enemies of not only their leaders but the people who knew the town best, but it still meant taking lives.
 
   Matt knew Lewis tried to be strictly rational and tended to keep his feelings to himself, but he also knew his friend still felt things as strongly as anyone. Thinking back to his own turmoil after Razor's attack last fall and the executions the next day, both of which Matt had been involved with, he could sympathize. Even justified actions placed their burden on the soul.
 
   He determined to talk to his friend about it when he had the chance, but now wasn't the time. “Well?”
 
   Lewis shook his head. “A camp about two miles south of town. I almost didn't spot it since we were going southeast. Two trucks, around fifteen men. Probably a third of the raider forces. They're closely guarding the place so I couldn't get too close.”
 
   “A camp two miles to the north, heavily guarded.” Jane said almost before Lewis finished his report. “I also couldn't get close, but from what I saw it looks about the same. Two trucks, around fifteen men.”
 
   Matt frowned. “So by the process of elimination that leaves a camp to the east or west.”
 
   “East is my guess,” Lewis said. “It looks as if they want to cut us off from the rest of the county.”
 
   “They'd be leaving the entire west side of town open then,” Matt argued. “Didn't they notice us evacuating the townspeople into Aspen Hill Canyon or bringing them home again?”
 
   The brown-haired man and his redheaded companion glanced at each other and shrugged. “Maybe they don't think the mountains are a valid means of escape for nearly a thousand people,” Jane suggested. “They're not completely wrong. Although it does mean that for the moment our hunting parties have free access to the best game spots.”
 
   “Maybe, but it still seems off.” Matt's frown deepened. “For whatever reason the raiders are forcing us into a siege, and you don't besiege a place and leave one side completely open.” He started for the door. “I'd better talk to the other scouts I sent out and see what they've found, then report this to the Mayor. And we'll probably want to send people out to comb the area west of here more carefully, just to be sure the enemy doesn't have any surprises planned.”
 
   Lewis caught his arm. “You can do all that from here over the radio,” his friend said, eyes worried. “Then maybe you should think about getting some sleep. I know I'm sure ready to crash once I figure out where I'm sleeping.”
 
   Matt looked over at the living room, full of the noises of people moving and unpacking throughout the rest of the house and constantly intruded on by people coming and going, and felt a surge of guilt. His friends were pushing themselves hard and deserved uninterrupted sleep.
 
   “Um, you and Trev are sleeping in here with Tom and Alvin.” He suddenly paused, frowning. “Speaking of which, where is Trev?”
 
   Lewis sighed and his shoulders sagged slightly. “I finally convinced him to leave.”
 
   Matt wasn't sure whether to be glad or disappointed at the news. He'd been working just as hard as Lewis to convince his friend to go after his family if he felt he needed to, but at the same time he'd had to hold back more selfish considerations. The town needed Trev, and Matt was also afraid that facing a journey of nearly two thousand miles directly towards an imminent Gold Bloc invasion he'd never see his friend again.
 
   “Well let's hope he's not jumping out of the frying pan into the fire,” he said, fighting a sudden surge of weariness. “By the way, I've got Gutierrez on shift at Roadblock 3. It looks like he's going to work out.”
 
   The brown-haired man nodded. “I know, I saw him there and talked to him for a bit on my way back into town.”
 
   “Good.” Matt clapped his friend on the upper arm. “Listen, could you do me a favor? Get the reports from the other scouts and radio Mayor Tillman about all this. See what she thinks about scouting a bit more to the west.” His friend nodded, and Matt headed back towards the basement and a bed that suddenly seemed a lot more inviting.
 
   Trev was gone, into who knew what madness, and in his absence Aspen Hill was down one man when it needed all the help it could get. But his real concern was that his friend was alone, leaving a dangerous situation for one that was probably even more dangerous.
 
   When he got to his new bedroom Sam was still working at the dresser. He kissed the top of her head as he passed her, pausing for just a moment to rest a gentle hand on her still-flat belly and their child growing there, then continued on to sprawl across the unmade bed. A few moments later his wife snuggled up beside him, and he put an arm around her and held her close as he drifted off to sleep.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter One
 
   Hardship
 
    
 
   Trev had walked long exhausting miles to and from Aspen Hill, without food and even injured for some periods. And he'd pulled the nearly unmanageable weight of overloaded wagons up and down steep slopes over brutal days where they made little progress and his muscles were worn down to exhaustion long before the sun set.
 
   But riding a bicycle, especially while wearing a heavy backpack, was something entirely different. The deceptive ease of travel and the speed he could manage on flat highway over the first hour or so had him thinking he'd easily reach his destination in about a week of hard travel. At that rate he'd be only a few days past the deadline when the Gold Bloc forces in Canada were supposed to leave under threat of nuclear war and might, instead, start invading the US.
 
   It meant he might reach his family in time to do some good.
 
   But the deceptiveness faded fast. As Lewis had put it after his first day of patrolling north of Aspen Hill way back last fall, humans were made to walk and run. In good health they could sprint for a mile or so, run at a reasonable pace for up to an hour with brief pauses slowing to a walk to catch their breath, and walk at the speed Trev had long since become familiar with for a day.
 
   Humans weren't made to ride a bicycle for long periods of time. Or more accurately bicycles, even the best designed ones, weren't made to be ridden by humans for long periods of time. Even looking past the horror stories Trev had heard about what happened to men who sat on a bicycle seat pushing pedals for too long, it wasn't an ideal position.
 
   He knew it wasn't the most reasonable position to take, and wasn't exactly fair to the ingenious creation that was the modern bicycle. He also knew that when he reached his family's home 1,800 miles away, weeks or even months earlier than he would've pushing himself to exhaustion walking, he'd be grateful Lewis had suggested the mode of transportation.
 
   But it was hard to be reasonable when his body was complaining at him. His leg muscles had yet to get used to the different demands being put on them, his rump got sore quickly, and when he stood on the pedals and coasted to relieve the pressure the slightly hunched position quickly became a strain. Not to mention that trying to pedal while standing required more energy, which meant unless he wanted to tire himself out more quickly or coast to a stop he had to sit back down and get to work.
 
   The downhill stretches were the silver lining on the huge, huge cloud of trying to pedal uphill. After the first several hours Trev simply dismounted and walked the bike up any but the mildest upward slopes, and being on his feet was a huge relief. It became more and more tempting to walk the bike on level ground as well.
 
   But he couldn't. Hauling the wagons had been bearable because they paced themselves very leniently, letting their speed slow to a crawl. For this trip Trev couldn't afford that kind of delay, especially not when he could potentially cover five or more times the distance riding as he did walking. Maybe even more than that, if he made back speed by barely using his brakes on the downhill stretches and coasting a little ways beyond.
 
   So by the time he'd gone for about eight hours and it was nearly too dark to continue his legs were cramping with pain; each push of the pedal felt like trying to shove a boulder and his rear felt like it was covered in bruises on top of bruises. To add to that his lungs were dry, and each breath burned painfully from extended periods of panting his way across the arid Carbon and Grand County landscapes. Even the rest of his muscles that hadn't seemed to get too much use were tight and sore like after a hard day of manual labor.
 
   He was so tired he didn't even bother to set up his tent, just found an isolated place beside the road and collapsed into his sleeping bag with a tarp wrapped around him.
 
   In spite of his weariness, and the feeling that he was making worse time than he should be while riding a bike, Trev was fairly content with the distance he'd traveled that day. He knew he'd started out well rested and sore muscles would slow him down tomorrow, but today he'd made it to I-70 and had followed smaller roads alongside it nearly to Crescent Junction, covering about 100 miles.
 
   He'd ridden around Carbonville and Price, tempted by the idea of trying to find a bike trailer and maybe a better bike but deciding against the risk. With their recent hardline stance about keeping their borders closed he doubted trade was a priority, and he had to deal with the ever-present consideration that even if he came in peace the temptation to steal his stuff and possibly even kill him would be too great.
 
   The world wasn't what it once was. His family needed him and he couldn't afford to put himself in a situation he couldn't handle alone. Which was the same reason he'd taken pains to avoid the few travelers he'd seen on the road, mostly clumps of refugees and a few groups that had been better armed and might possibly have been highwaymen.
 
   Because he was alone, now. For the first time since that disastrous hike down to Aspen Hill, after his car ran out of gas following the Gulf refineries attack, he was away from safe places and familiar faces. He had no one to depend on but himself, and he was going far, far away from any friends with only the hope of finding family when he got where he was going.
 
   Trev swallowed against a sudden surge of emotions. Huddled in his sleeping bag on a bit of sandy ground a stone's throw from the two-lane road he'd been following, exhausted and sore and chilly, that thought was almost enough to make him turn back.
 
   To distract himself from it he filled his mind with thoughts of his family as he remembered them when they'd all been living in Aspen Hill. His dad, George, who'd worked from home and occasionally commuted up to Orem for things he couldn't do over the phone or online. He'd often been around when Trev and his siblings were growing up, tucked away in his office for much of the day but always available for his kids.
 
   His mom, Clair, who'd commuted to the same secretary job in Price for most of Trev's childhood, and organized elaborate outings on her days off to make the most of the time she had with her family.
 
   Then there were Linda and Jim, so much younger than Trev that he'd almost felt like another parent sometimes. Unless he was assigned to watch them he'd often shooed them away to do his own thing, especially as he got into high school and then later got his own car and spent the summers with Lewis installing security systems back east.
 
   He'd barely seen his siblings at all during that time, and then they'd moved to Michigan while Trev stayed behind for his last year of high school and to get ready for college. At that point aside from a few visits over the holidays they'd practically become strangers.
 
   Hindsight made him deeply regret all the chances he'd had to spend time with them that he'd passed up to do things that didn't seem all that important now. And while trying to push down fears that he might never see them again the guilt at those missed chances was almost overwhelming.
 
   Trev pulled his sleeping bag up higher around his head and tried a bit harder to catch the sleep that refused to come in spite of his exhaustion. Or maybe because of it.
 
   Once he had his family safe back in Aspen Hill he'd have plenty of opportunities. He could teach Jim all the things that Lewis had taught him, take him out hunting and help him gain all the skills he needed to survive in the world the way it was. He could teach those things to Linda, too, and he'd be a bit more patient when she came to him wanting to talk, or when she teased him about his girlfriends (or current lack of one).
 
   Of course he should've realized that thinking about his friends back in town would turn his thoughts to the grim situation they were in. And there was another source of guilt, that he'd left them to fend for themselves against a dangerous enemy. He refused to see it as selfish, not when his family needed him, but he wished he could split himself in two so he could help everyone who was counting on him.
 
   Then again, that was why his cousin had stayed behind. Trev didn't like the thought of heading to the other side of the country on his own, and he had very real fears about what he might encounter on the way or when he got where he was going. But even so he was glad Lewis had chosen to be where he was needed.
 
   Somehow he worked his thoughts in a more cheerful direction with all the good memories he had of his family, of which there were many. Far more than he'd expected as he turned his thoughts back into the past, each one pushing him farther away from his regrets and his fears.
 
   Not too long after that he fell asleep, more than ready to wake up the next morning and face the near-literal butt kicking his bike had in store for him. Which he did, stumbling out of his sleeping bag at first light and getting a good long drink.
 
   He also ate a hasty meal of boiled rice and beans he'd cooked up the morning before and stored in plastic containers, enough to last him a few days and spare him the need to dip into the meat Jane and Lewis had preserved and traded to him, or if worse came to worst the small amount of cooked wheat he'd also brought with him.
 
   Then, with his eyes still grainy from sleep and the road a black line stretching off into more blackness ahead, Trev hauled himself onto his bike and got on his way. Common sense told him he should've stretched beforehand, but he was once again feeling the urgency that had taken him away from home in the first place.
 
   He hoped to make the goal of 150 miles a day if possible, which meant even with unexpected delays he should be able to reach Greenbush in less than two weeks. That was modest compared to what famous long distance cyclists could manage, but for someone who'd barely touched a bike since he was a kid it was going to be a stretch.
 
   He hoped he was up to it.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lewis couldn't help but feel like fate conspired to keep him from the shelter he'd painstakingly built. First Ferris and his hoarding laws and then, well, Ferris again, bringing the raiders to keep him from his home when it could be most useful.
 
   A small, stubborn part of him had been tempted to ignore the Larsons' good sense in packing up their stuff and heading back into town. The part that insisted that land was his and if need be he'd die to defend it. Truth be told if Trev was still around he very well might have taken that chance if his cousin was up for it, trusting in the sturdy buried shed and their own skill to defend it.
 
   And they probably would've both been blown to smithereens within a few days. Anyway Trev wasn't here, and Lewis never felt quite as competent or assertive when he didn't have his cousin around to set an example for. Then his doubts always came creeping back, that in spite of all his efforts and how well he'd done so far most of his knowledge came from reading about or watching other people do things he'd never done himself.
 
   He'd had a lot of chances to do those things over the last fall and winter, and so far his knowledge hadn't let him down when it came time to translate it into practical skills, as long as he was willing to work hard and learn from his mistakes.
 
   But the fear was always there that sooner rather than later he'd run into a situation he didn't have the skills for, where unpracticed knowledge wasn't enough. That when that time came he'd fail the people who depended on him and looked to him as someone able to do what needed to be done.
 
   Which was beside the point. Pragmatically speaking if he was sleeping in Aspen Hill he wouldn't have to do as much walking to and from the shelter to defend the town and could be on hand to respond quicker in an emergency. He was better able to help out this way, and the fact that he wasn't getting himself killed in some stubborn stupid determination to hold his ground was just the icing on the cake.
 
   Still, he really hoped the place stayed safe in his absence.
 
   Yesterday after the others got all their stuff out he'd not only locked the door but buried the front entrance and removed the stovepipe and vent covers. He'd stowed them in the escape tunnel's crawl space along with everything else they'd been forced to leave behind, just in case someone dug their way in, broke down the door, and decided to cause mischief inside.
 
   That left the shelter with fewer telltale aboveground signs of its existence, which wouldn't do much if someone knew the place was there or was at all suspicious of an unnaturally shaped hill. But hopefully the soldiers-turned-raiders who'd helped Ferris and Turner take the place from them last fall had forgotten about it. That and had more important things on their minds than searching a place they'd already looted once and assumed was abandoned.
 
   Lewis grimaced and shifted position slightly in his observation post, thoughts of his vulnerable home making him antsy in spite of his best efforts to be rational. At the moment he was one of two sentries stationed to protect the gardens along Aspen Hill Canyon stream on the southern edge of town.
 
   He and his fellow sentry were on the nearest two of the series of hills running just south of the gardens, where he could see any enemies coming in time to give warning and, he hoped, turn the raiders back before they could threaten their precious crops.
 
   It had been four days since the raiders first arrived, and while they hadn't done anything after Lewis shot Ferris and Turner they'd been driving around out of firing range and scoping out the town. He always felt his skin crawl when he saw a parked truck in the distance, knowing that a missile could be launched from over two miles away and still hit with reasonable accuracy. The raiders with their binoculars could just be marking targets for later attacks, or at any moment he could see a plume of fire bringing death his way.
 
   The threat was always there, and the raiders seemed to have plenty of supplies so they were taking their time figuring out how to crack the nut that was Aspen Hill, but so far they hadn't struck. Lewis had argued that they shouldn't wait around until the raiders carried out whatever attack they'd planned. But while Matt agreed that they needed to be prepared for whatever came their way, he refused to go out after the well equipped enemy. As did the Mayor, which meant Lewis was effectively voted down.
 
   So here he was, waiting and watching and hoping the raiders weren't at that very minute blowing up the shelter he'd spent half a year building. Hard as he tried to focus on strategies for defending the town that worry always niggled its way back into his thoughts.
 
   Well, that and his far greater fears for his cousin. He'd felt torn in two as he covered Trev with his HK G3 yesterday, watching him pedal furiously for the highway to start his perilous journey to the other side of the country. Every instinct had screamed at Lewis that he was abandoning his cousin to his death. His best friend, practically his brother, who'd stuck with him through all his seemingly harebrained schemes to prepare for the end of the world, and had been his companion through all the chaos that came after the Gulf refineries attack.
 
   Trev had been there for Matt when his friend needed him most. He'd been there for the town. He'd even followed his conscience over pragmatism and tried to help someone who had no qualms with trying to ruin his life for her own benefit. And now, when he needed help most, when Lewis's own family needed them most, Lewis was staying behind.
 
   But what else could he do? Lewis had fired the shots that brought down Ferris and Turner. He'd stopped the attack that would've certainly happened that night and got a lot of his friends killed, but the raiders hadn't left. And now when they did attack next they'd be out for blood, all the more merciless and brutal. If he couldn't abandon Trev when his cousin needed him most, how could he abandon the town?
 
   Lewis dropped his head into his arms, for a moment pausing in his inspection of the area. The decision was made, now. Even if he left immediately to try to catch up with Trev there's no way he'd be able to go any faster than his determined cousin. At best he might be in time to rendezvous with him in Michigan, where his family would hopefully be waiting for him. So for better or for worse, Trev would make the trip alone.
 
   And Trev might not have left at all without the comfort that Lewis had stayed behind to defend the town. All Lewis could do now was push his worry down with his other fears and regrets and focus on the task ahead. Not just for his own peace of mind but because lives depended on him.
 
   With new resolve he opened his eyes and lifted his head, just in time to notice the sudden motion near a thicket to the southwest of the gardens. Stiffening in alarm and cursing his momentary inattentiveness, Lewis hurriedly swiveled his G3 around to look through the scope.
 
   Almost immediately his shoulders loosened in relief and he let out a tense breath, but he kept his rifle raised. After a moment of aiming carefully he squeezed the trigger, and the retort from the .308 shivered the air around him. It took him a moment to regain his sight picture, but once he did he smiled in satisfaction.
 
   Not seeing an enemy in his sights was good news. Seeing food on the hoof in the form of an adult doe there instead was doubly good news.
 
   In a way it was good the town kept sentries at the gardens, because the young plants tended to attract pests like rabbits and deer. Not only could the sentries protect the crops against that menace along with those that came on two feet, but they could bag game without having to move. It beat sitting up in a tree watching a salt lick.
 
   At his hip his radio blared with the panicked voice of Adam Daniels, the other sentry for the gardens stationed on the next hill over. “What was that? Shots fired!”
 
   A moment later Matt's voice came on, sounding alarmed. “Who is this? Where are you reporting from?”
 
   Lewis slapped his forehead in irritation. He either let his jittery friends freak out or he took the time to report in and potentially missed the shot. “Lewis here, the shot was mine.”
 
   Before he could continue Matt cut in. “From the gardens? Are the raiders attacking there? Should I send people?” His friend was, understandably, panicking at the thought, considering how desperately the town needed those crops to survive.
 
   “Yes, you should send people.” Lewis said, then hurried to continue before Matt could really freak out. “To pick up the deer I just shot. The gardens are fine, and a few more people in town will have dinner tonight.”
 
   On the next hill over he saw Adam stand from his concealed position to glare Lewis's way, and a moment later the radio crackled with his voice. “Could you give me a little warning next time? You scared me half to death!”
 
   “Sorry, I hate to be the boy who cried wolf,” Lewis replied. “But would you rather get jolted by a surprise that keeps you alert, as well as filling your stomach, or have well settled nerves and go hungry because I missed the shot while giving you a heads up?”
 
   Before the refugee sentry could answer Matt cut in wryly. “We get the picture, Lewis. Just let us know immediately after you take the shot next time. Or before if you can manage it.”
 
   Lewis was going to point out that Adam started screaming over the radio before he could call in the shot, which he'd been planning to do, but the truth was he had taken more time than necessary admiring his aim when he should've been setting people's minds at ease. “Gotcha. Ideally we want to keep the quick response we saw this time but lose the heart attacks.”
 
   His friend chuckled. “I'll send a few people out for the deer. From the sounds of it you're donating the meat to the town?”
 
   “Well I'd like to have some dinner too.” Lewis raised his rifle again and began searching the nearby area for possible threats. “Going back to doing my job. Over and out.”
 
   That was the first bit of excitement he'd had on this afternoon's shift, but it quickly played out. The people working in the gardens down below, also armed and ready to defend them if need be, eventually got back to work, and Gutierrez and one of the refugees came and picked up the deer.
 
   Lewis watched the former soldier field dress the animal, a bit clumsily but obviously no stranger to the technique, and then the two were off with the meat. He half wished Gutierrez had taken a moment to come up and chat with him, since Lewis had wanted to ask him a bit more about what the raiders had been up to over the winter and how many of the 45 or so men were as well trained as him and the other former soldiers from the FETF convoy. Unfortunately Gutierrez and the man with him went about their task and left with barely a wave.
 
   Oh well. Probably best to avoid the distraction when he had to pay attention to his surroundings anyway.
 
   After they were gone an hour dragged by uneventfully, even the few people working down in the gardens below seeming lethargic. Lewis himself was feeling the effects of several days with little sleep defending the town.
 
   With Trev gone there didn't seem to be anyone paying enough attention to Lewis's condition to insist he get a good night's sleep. Part of that was probably his own fault, putting up a convincing display of being energetic when he was around others. Nobody would notice his feet dragging when he was out patrolling alone, and the long, tedious sentry shifts were an opportunity to rest his body, if not his mind. Thankfully the only enemy he'd had to contend with in his current state was fatigue, struggling to stay alert.
 
   Rationally he knew he couldn't keep going like this. He needed to sleep or he'd fail when people depended on him most, and then he'd never be able to forgive himself. But his restlessness was a product of his fear that he'd be asleep and unable to help when the attack came, so it wasn't rational. Anyway sleep had never come easy to him, a head full of thoughts keeping him awake most nights until exhaustion finally claimed him.
 
   A reason wasn't an excuse, though. The insomnia that had been a problem even before the Gulf refineries attack could become a disaster in these circumstances. He was already struggling to stay focused, eyes drooping and his thoughts wandering to dwell on his worries and fears.
 
   He didn't know if he drifted off with his eyes open, or if the raiders had simply moved with unexpected speed in their surprise attack, but from one moment to the next the roar of an engine came clearly to his ears. At almost the exact same instant a frantic shout came over the radio from the patrol south of town, warning that raiders were headed their way fast.
 
   Lewis jerked his head away from where his cheek rested on the butt of his rifle, instantly alert, and stared to the southeast in the direction of the noise. On the radio Matt was demanding the speaker identify themselves and give the location of the approaching attack.
 
   Even if his friend had been given that information from the first the warning had come too late, though. The approaching vehicle was one of the large raider military trucks, moving fast and veering off the road to head directly towards the gardens in what could only be an attack. At that speed the vehicle would close the distance in less than a minute.
 
   It was tempting to blame the patrol, and they'd certainly taken their sweet time in reporting the approaching truck and been too vague for their warning to be of much use, but even so blaming them wouldn't be entirely fair. They'd all accepted that there were serious problems with fighting an enemy with vehicles, one of which being that at any point the enemy could just point a truck in the direction of town and slam on the gas and be there in minutes.
 
   Aspen Hill couldn't field enough people for patrols out far enough to give advance warning of vehicles approaching at that speed in time for the defenders to respond properly. And trying would be near suicidal since it would leave most of their people exposed outside the fortifications, where enemy sneak attacks and hit and runs in vehicles would pick them to pieces in no time at all.
 
   They just had to be ready when the vehicles came, and hope the defenses they'd set up would be a match for the attack until help could arrive. In this particular situation that defense was Lewis and the people with him, and he'd nearly been asleep at his post.
 
   Lewis didn't waste any time on self-recrimination as he hurriedly lifted his radio. “Lewis at the gardens confirming we're under attack. One truck, under a minute out.” Without further clarification he twisted around and yelled down at the handful of gardeners in the plots below to run for cover, then lifted his rifle to aim at the approaching vehicle.
 
   Unfortunately it was approaching from behind the hill just to the east of the one he was on, where Adam was stationed, and disappeared before he could get it in his sights. On the radio Matt and Mayor Tillman were both talking over each other asking questions, but when Lewis lowered his rifle to use his radio again he ignored both of them.
 
   “Adam!” he barked. “They're out of my sight just below the hill you're on, to your left facing south. It's up to you.” There was no response and he felt a mingled jolt of irritation and worry. “Adam Daniels!” he said louder.
 
   A moment later he saw the man poke up from his concealed spot atop the next hill over, staggering slightly and rubbing at his eyes as he lifted his radio. He'd been sleeping. Not exactly surprising with the strain they'd all been under, but potentially fatal. And for more people than just the former refugee. “What?”
 
   “Get down!” Lewis yelled into the radio. “Enemies right below you!”
 
   Adam dropped, but almost at the same time Lewis heard the staccato burst of automatic weapon fire. There was no way to tell if the refugee had obeyed his order or been shot, but it didn't matter at the moment because the man's position was compromised and he'd have trouble doing anything without leaving cover.
 
   Lewis desperately panned his rifle around the base of the hill, searching for any sign of the truck emerging into sight or any of the raiders on foot. Instead he saw something small and burning distinctly even in the bright afternoon sun, streaking directly for the gardens from behind the cover of the hill.
 
   He lowered his rifle to watch with a sick feeling in his gut as the missile exploded in the center of the Aspen Hill general plot with a deafening noise, heat and flames washing over the plants and engulfing Ian Childress. The man had ignored Lewis's warning to run, instead going for his rifle to defend the precious plants. It had likely just cost him his life.
 
   Since his current position was useless Lewis abandoned it and bolted down the hill, G3 clutched tightly in one hand and using the other as best he could for balance. As he ran he saw another streak of fire become a second explosion in the plot beside the general one, a smaller one and thankfully with no people anywhere nearby.
 
   Was that ten, twenty seconds to reload the missile launcher? Lewis didn't have time to run up the hill to Adam's position, and that would've been a terrible idea anyway since the raiders would be keeping an eye on it. Instead he ran around the back of the hill, racing the clock for the next reload.
 
   The idling truck came into view a few seconds later, one man in the driver's seat and one leaning out the passenger window with his M1A pointed up the slope at Adam's sentry post. Standing just outside the passenger door was the man with the missile launcher. He'd just finished reloading and was lifting it to fire again. To destroy more of their precious crops.
 
   Lewis skidded to a halt and raised his rifle, sighting along it like he'd done countless times.
 
   Like his companions the raider with the missile launcher was wearing body armor, which made the shot even more difficult. Lewis held his panting breath as the crosshairs centered on the man's neck just above his flak jacket, willing his trembling arms to be as rock steady as they usually were. Then he gently squeezed the trigger.
 
   The man went down, loaded missile launcher tumbling to the ground unfired, and the man leaning out of the passenger window jolted in surprise and began looking around desperately. Lewis shifted his rifle's sights to him and snapped off a shot just as the man saw him and turned to aim his way.
 
   His bullet glanced off the door frame inches from the raider's face, half because Lewis had missed and half because at that moment the truck lurched backwards with a squealing of tires.
 
   The driver wasn't an idiot. He backed around to put the truck between Lewis and the fallen missile launcher, giving his buddy in the passenger seat time to retrieve the precious weapon. That put the driver in the line of fire, but he was ducked low with only his helmet visible through the window.
 
   Lewis shot at it anyway, and at the door just below the helmet hoping for a lucky hit. But the door's reinforced siding and the reinforced glass of the window stopped his .308 rounds, with no more to show for it than a handful of spiderweb patterns in line with the helmet inside.
 
   His large caliber rifle might have eventually shattered the window, but before that could happen the truck lurched into motion again, peeling out as it sped away at dangerous speeds over the slightly rough terrain. The raiders left behind the body of their friend, taking nothing but the launcher it looked like. That meant the man would probably have useful things on him, especially the body armor and helmet.
 
   If so it was a horrible tradeoff. Losing one, possibly two men, and two plots full of crops, for one raider wasn't the sort of exchange Lewis could be happy with. He accepted that losses were probably unavoidable, but losing even one Aspen Hill defender to take out every single raider was too steep a price in his eyes.
 
   Especially while filled with the nagging guilt that he might've been able to prevent it if he'd been more alert, if he'd responded faster.
 
   Lewis left the raider where he lay and rushed up the hill, calling Adam's name. There was no response, and although he feared what he'd find when he reached the concealed location at the top he almost wasn't surprised to see the former refugee slumped there with half a dozen bullet wounds, dying or already dead. The man hadn't even had time to go for his rifle, lying off to one side.
 
   Lewis looked down at the garden. There were a handful of residual fires from the missile attacks, but most of the small plants had died from the initial blast. He saw the gardeners who'd been working down there hiding in a safe spot, staring in shock and despair at the destroyed crops.
 
   “It's safe!” he shouted down at them. “The raiders are gone! See what you can save and check Ian!”
 
   Without waiting for a response he turned around to look after the departed truck, which was no longer in sight. Then, with a leaden weight settling in his gut, he lifted the radio that was still squawking with half a dozen frantic voices and interrupted them to report on what had happened.
 
   It didn't take long to give the bare details, and Matt immediately called for their standby defenders to head out to the gardens in case the raiders came back. Lewis got back to inspecting the area around them, his previous fatigue washed away in the surge of adrenaline. It also meant his hands were shaking slightly, which worried him a bit.
 
   He slung his rifle over his shoulder and retrieved his binoculars, which would not only provide a better view but were much lighter and would rest his arms for when he needed them. Ideally he should have someone else take his place and go get some rest. But he didn't want to leave just after an attack, and anyway he had his doubts about whether he could even sleep under the circumstances.
 
   His condition in this situation had him silently cursing himself. He'd worn himself ragged over the last few days when there was no threat, and now that he was actually needed he wasn't functioning anywhere close to his best. He knew he wasn't the only one, either. Even Matt was sporting dark bags under his eyes in spite of Sam's continuous insistence that he not push himself too hard. They really needed to start conserving their energy or they'd all be knocked out of the fight before the raiders even tried a serious attack.
 
   In fact, it was kind of a surprise that this attack had just involved a single truck and three men. Had the new raider leader, either Berthold or Joaquin if Gutierrez's information was accurate, adopted a long term strategy to wear Aspen Hill's defenders out by random periodic attacks? Targeted strikes, especially against their sources of food like the gardens, gave them a good chance to eventually win without a real fight.
 
   The rank and file among the raiders would hate that idea, when every day that passed used up their own supplies and was one they couldn't spend out there finding easier targets to hit. Lewis was honestly surprised they hadn't either tried a more committed attack before now or simply continued their raiding elsewhere.
 
   In fact the more he thought of it, the more this single missile attack bothered him. He slowly lowered his binoculars and reached for his radio. “Can we have everyone on duty report in?”
 
   After a surprised moment Matt confirmed the order, and for the next half a minute the patrols and sentry positions confirmed their presence and reported that everything was quiet. As the last group finished and silence fell Lewis started to relax, but unfortunately he wasn't as up to speed on the roster as his friend.
 
   “East patrols and sentries?” Matt said after a few moments. “Kyle? Wendy? Conner's group? Report in!”
 
   The silence stretched on for an uncomfortably long time, and Lewis felt his stomach sink.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Fool Me Once
 
    
 
   Matt bolted towards the center of town, silently cursing the bad luck that had him inspecting the sentries on the northern border when all of this started. He hadn't gone far before hearing gunfire break out somewhere south and east of him, followed soon afterwards by screams, and he grit his teeth to hold down his panic.
 
   Where was Sam? He knew there were people he should be more immediately concerned about, especially his people stationed east of town who'd failed to report in, and he also knew that he couldn't afford to be distracted at the moment. Even so, his frantic thoughts had settled immediately on his wife the moment he heard shots fired.
 
   Were she and their child okay? He was sure she'd be at home, hopefully with the rest of his family, or at worst with Terry in the clinic at town hall. Both locations were near the center of town, about as safe as his loved ones could be, and that knowledge and his duty to the town were all that kept him from rushing straight to Sam to protect her and leaving everyone else to their own devices.
 
   Although from the sound of gunfire what seemed only a few streets away he had strong doubts that even the center of town would be safe. It looked as if the raiders had abandoned their trucks to sneak in past Aspen Hill's defenses, but how had they managed to get so far without being spotted?
 
   “Everyone at Roadblock 2 is dying!” a woman's voice said frantically over the radio. Was that Alice Thornton? She'd been on duty at the roadblock this morning. “They snuck in close and they've got a big gun on a tripod with them!”
 
   That would be the raiders' .50 caliber machine gun that wasn't mounted on the truck. Blast, he should've seen this coming; drawing defenders to one location and then attacking at another was the oldest trick in the book. “I need anyone with a gun who isn't doing anything to head to the east side of town!” he snapped into the radio. “Gutierrez, where's your group?”
 
   The soldier was leading twenty of their standby defenders to the gardens, exactly where they didn't need to be right now. “We're all the way over at the south end of town,” Gutierrez replied, punctuating the answer with a heartfelt curse in Spanish. “We'll make our way to the roadblock along 300 East.”
 
   The screams weren't all coming from one location, and Matt drew the obvious conclusion. “Is there anyone east of town who has the slightest idea what's going on?” he asked. “It sounds like the raiders have managed to sneak past our sentries!”
 
   Almost immediately a voice answered. “No idea what's going on, Matt,” Ben, unofficial leader of the town's refugee population, replied. “But I'm holed up in a house with a group of women who'd been heading south to wash clothes downstream from the gardens. Raiders opened fire on us without warning, killing three of us and wounding several more. Once we were safely in the house they left one person to pin us in and sent the rest on into town.” The refugee leader went on to give the address of the house he was trapped inside.
 
   Matt felt physically sick at the news. The location was way on the southeast end of town, not far from Roadblock 3. Which meant that raiders were attacking all along the east side of town from Roadblock 2 south. Maybe even north of the roadblock and nobody had managed to report in about groups attacking up there yet.
 
   “Gutierrez, can you get there to help Ben's people and reinforce Roadblock 3?” Matt asked. “I'm heading to Roadblock 2.”
 
   “Gotcha. That's only a few streets over. We'll head down 500 South instead.”
 
   Matt skidded to a halt at the corner of Center and Main. Center led to Highway 6, and four blocks from where Matt stood Roadblock 2 had been set up. In the distance he could see unmoving bodies at the roadblock and two men setting up a heavy gun on a tripod atop one of the cars pulled across the street.
 
   More importantly, four men in uniforms and body armor were making their way up Center directly towards the heart of town, checking houses and side streets as they went. As Matt watched one of the raiders lifted his gun and fired towards a house, the shot quickly followed by a scream.
 
   Gritting his teeth, Matt ducked back around the corner of town hall and lifted his radio, hoping he hadn't been seen. “I see four raiders coming up Center and two mounting a .50 cal on top of Roadblock 2 to fire into town.”
 
   As he was talking the front doors of town hall burst open behind him and half a dozen men scrambled down the stairs, led by Mayor Tillman. The woman looked exhausted and grief-stricken, and the reason why was fairly clear. With her was Pete Childress, and if Matt had to guess Catherine had just finished telling the young man that his father was dead.
 
   Matt hurried over to them. “Sam?” he demanded.
 
   The Mayor shook her head. “It's just Terry and April in there prepping for incoming wounded.” In spite of the urgency of the situation her expression softened. “I'm sure she's safe at home.”
 
   He desperately hoped so, but he didn't have time to dwell on it now. “You heard my call in about the raiders coming up Center?” The Mayor and most of the men with her nodded. “Okay. Get back inside and set up a firing line along the windows overlooking Center. I'll shoot at them around the corner and get them coming our way.”
 
   “Matt, Roadblock 1 is under attack!” he heard Rob Jonas shout desperately over the radio.
 
   Before he could answer Catherine caught his eye. “I'll sort things out with our defenses,” she told him. “You focus on the raiders headed right for us.” Matt nodded, waving for Pete and the others to head back inside. They hurried to comply, and as they went Matt ducked down to grab one of the dozen Molotov cocktails from the box outside the door, then returned to his spot at the corner of the building.
 
   He could only hope the Mayor and her defenders were quick finding good windows to shoot from. Otherwise he was going to be in a lot of trouble.
 
   He gave them as much time as he could for them to get in place, listening at the corner of the building as orders barked by the approaching raiders and sporadic bursts of automatic fire came down the street. When he was certain they couldn't be more than two blocks away he dropped into a crouch and leaned around the corner, lifting his AR-15 and sighting down the scope at the nearest man.
 
   They saw him almost immediately, and Matt had to control his panic as four weapons swung his way while he lined up a shot just above his target's crotch. The raiders all had their heads down as they aimed along their M16s or M1As, the plexiglass visors of their helmets covering their exposed throats. That meant his best hope for a hit was on the shoulder or arm, the hip or leg, or along the lower abdomen below their flak jackets. Of those the shot that would do the most potential damage was the lower abdomen.
 
   He fired first and immediately jerked back behind cover, not even waiting to see if he'd hit anything. A fraction of a second later gunfire in controlled bursts broke out around the corner and ricochets and chips sprayed past him as the brick there was hit by numerous bullets.
 
   At almost the same time more shots rang out from slightly above as Catherine's defenders opened fire from town hall's windows, prompting shouts of pain and alarm from the raiders. Matt took that as his cue to light the Molotov cocktail, and without even looking chucked it sidearm around the corner in the direction he'd last seen the raiders.
 
   He heard the crash of glass breaking, followed almost immediately by the whoosh of the gas inside igniting into a fireball. Even in broad daylight the area was brightened by flickering flames and a wash of heat lapped around the corner at him, and the alarmed shouts became screams. Moments later Matt jumped in surprise as his Molotov explosion was joined by others as the defenders inside town hall threw their own.
 
   Moments later the gunfire ceased and he heard Catherine shout the all clear. Matt cautiously peeked around the corner to see three puddles of flame from the remaining burning gas, as well as two burning bodies sprawled across the road while two other scorched and possibly wounded raiders bolted for the safety of their people at Roadblock 2. In spite of their full retreat they were still careful to make use of any cover available to stay out of sight of the defenders behind them.
 
   As he watched them run, unable to find a shot, a stray breeze carried the smell of burning synthetic fibers and flesh to his nostrils and Matt had to physically fight the urge to gag. Just for good measure he fired a few rounds in the direction of the fleeing raiders to keep them running.
 
   Up the street at the roadblock he saw a flash of motion, and guided almost purely by instinct he threw himself back behind cover. Moments later the staccato roar of the .50 cal mounted atop the car started up, covering the escape of the fleeing raiders.
 
   He saw a line of holes appear in the front of the small store across the street from town hall marching in his direction, the windows in its path shattering almost as soon as the first bullets touched them. Soon afterwards sparks flew from the brick and mortar not inches from his face.
 
   Matt fell backwards, feeling a sick knot of horror in his gut. If he'd been too slow that line of bullets could've sliced him in half as he gaped at the carnage of his ambush. Even though the sturdy old building between him and the large machine gun was more than thick enough to protect him, he still found himself pushing himself backwards on his hands and feet. He kept going until he reached the front steps to town hall, looking around dazedly at an abandoned street with nobody to be seen.
 
   Where was everyone? The town had hundreds of defenders that should've been ready in a situation like this. Of course of those people dozens would be out on patrols or in sentry positions, and dozens more who'd been up in the night defending the town would be asleep. The rest would be in their houses on standby, ready to rush where they were needed as soon as a warning came.
 
   Only there'd been no warning. The patrols on the eastern border hadn't reported in and neither had the sentries, and the raiders had been attacking in the streets and along the roadblocks before anyone even guessed they were there.
 
   As if in answer to his thoughts a flicker of motion caught his eye, and Matt felt a surge of relief as he looked down Main and saw Chauncey coming from the direction of the abandoned town storehouse leading twenty or so men. The retired teacher saw him at the same time and waved, lifting his radio to cut off the stream of chatter from half a dozen voices speaking at once from all over the town. “Center's a shooting gallery, huh?”
 
   Matt was raising his own radio to answer when the storm of bullets finally cut off as the raiders there realized there were no targets to shoot at. Matt wasn't stupid enough to poke his head out to see what they were up to, though. He finished bringing the radio to his mouth. “I don't know if you heard in the chaos. Up to four men at the roadblock with their portable .50 cal and tripod.”
 
   “I'll handle it.” Chauncey paused and began calling orders to his men. Soon after half joined him heading up a side street in the direction of the occupied roadblock, while the others kept going until they were across the intersection from Matt, huddled behind the building there just out of sight of the roadblock.
 
   Matt was glad the older man had thought to send some people his way, because Roadblock 2 wasn't the only fire they had to put out. He motioned to Rick at the front of the remaining group and raised his voice. “I'm headed for Roadblock 1! Find a safe way around Center and catch up with me!”
 
   The younger man nodded and the group turned and started back up the street at a trot towards 100 South, which they hopefully wouldn't have to follow too far west before finding a way across Center that was out of line of sight of that deadly emplacement. Matt wished them the best as he turned and broke into a run back the way he'd come.
 
   He was halfway there when Gutierrez reported in. “Matt, the raiders ambushed us! I've lost two men and we're pinned down.”
 
   Matt slowed to a stop, feeling his face paling. Gutierrez's standby defenders made up a large bulk of the town's forces, and they needed those people in the fight. “How?”
 
   “No idea. Thanks to Ben we knew exactly where they were and they should've had no idea we were even coming, but they shot at us from hiding as we came around a blind corner. There was no way they could've set that up.” The soldier muttered a hasty staccato of words in Spanish that was probably more cursing. “It's like one of the nightmare urban invasion scenarios my drill instructor put us through in training. The one where everything's deliberately stacked against us.”
 
   Rick and his people abruptly burst around the corner ahead, having made surprisingly good time while Matt stood standing in the middle of the street like an idiot. He hurried to catch up to them, noticing that the younger man and a few others were raising rifle scopes or binoculars to look ahead at Roadblock 1.
 
   Matt mimicked their example, lifting his own rifle mid run to peer through the scope and get a better look at the hellish scene. As he'd feared, the raiders had caught the defenders at Roadblock 1 by surprise and were attacking from all sides. The desperate townspeople, with no other options, had found crude shelter between the cars and the piles of debris Matt had stacked there the first day in case Ferris tried to simply smash through the roadblock with one of his heavy trucks.
 
   It wasn't good cover and they could barely poke their heads out, which meant their only means of defense without exposing themselves was to lob Molotov cocktails at the places where the enemy was shooting at them. But although the firebombs were doing their job and keeping most of the attackers at bay for short periods of time, the panicked defenders didn't have either the coordination or the courage to use that opening to counterattack or try to flee to better cover.
 
   Matt sighted on the back of a raider who was leaning around the corner of a building ahead and to his right, an ideal target since all the heavily armed and armored man's attention was on the roadblock. He was too far away to be confident of his aim, but he still paused in his running to line up the shot. Following his example a few of his men also raised their weapons. Most of them would have an even worse chance than him of hitting anything at this range, since only a couple had rifles with scopes.
 
   “On my mark,” he said to coordinate a volley, so no one would shoot early and spook the raiders the others were shooting at. Once he was confident he had his shot he waited a few more moments, as the raider leaned farther out, then slowly let out his breath. “Fire.”
 
   Five other men fired with him, at the raider Matt was aiming at and a couple others in view. His went down and the others fled back behind cover, and Matt took the opportunity to bolt down the street again, calling for a few men to circle around to the streets on either side and surround the raiders.
 
   He was nearly to the alley the downed raider had been hiding in when Lewis abruptly spoke over the radio. “All right, Matt, I think you've held them there long enough. My people are in place to attack the camps on your order.”
 
   Matt froze, staring down at his radio in shock. What? Aspen Hill's defenders didn't have any people in place to attack the raider camps. Caught by surprise like this they were barely managing to muster enough people to protect the town! Was Lewis insane?
 
   Or was he once again thinking rationally while Matt ran around like a chicken with his head cut off, same as when his friend had suggested Matt get a report from all the sentries and patrols? Matt lifted his radio. “Yeah, we've got most of them busy here so you should have an easy time. Take them out.”
 
   He had some idea of what Lewis was thinking, and the ramifications were unpleasant, but for the moment he focused on getting his people in place to break the attack on the roadblock.
 
   After his first volley had caught them by surprise the raiders hadn't reappeared, which was probably smart because it would be impossible to target Matt's group without putting their backs to the defenders at the roadblock, and they couldn't go back to shooting at those people without getting shot in the back by Matt's defenders again.
 
   Matt paused near the raider he'd shot to peer cautiously down the alley. There was no sight of the man's friends. A moment later he heard a low whistle, then the men he'd sent around the buildings to the left reported in that the raiders were gone. Not too long after that the group to the right reported the same.
 
   Over the next five minutes he got word from Gutierrez, Ben, Chauncey, and a few other scattered defenders that the raiders who'd been attacking them had all vanished as well. Matt sent teams out to secure the eastern border and check on the missing patrols and sentry posts, while making sure that everyone guarding the other borders of the town were still in place and alert.
 
   Once that was done he addressed the most pressing issue. “Good catch, Lewis,” he said over the radio. “We've been talking openly on these channels since Ferris and his convoy got here.”
 
   Gutierrez swore in response, in English this time. “I can't believe I didn't think of that. The raiders have radio equipment with them, fancy stuff that can not only pick up frequencies in use nearby but even do basic encrypting and decrypting. No wonder my group got ambushed. I told them exactly what route we were taking.”
 
   That was a huge problem. It meant the raiders could not only overhear every word the defenders said over the radio, but they could also talk to each other freely without being overheard. If they had encryption that meant they could even shift things up if one of their radios got captured, so the defenders wouldn't be able to spy on them.
 
   Total control over all radio communications. As if the raiders didn't have enough going for them.
 
   Mayor Tillman abruptly came on the air. “I'll second Matt. Good catch, Lewis, and well done bluffing the raiders with that ruse about attacking their camps.” Her voice abruptly became sharp. “Listen up, people. From this point on we go to complete radio silence except in emergencies. I'll have Chauncey and a few other people get to work on a list of code phrases we can use. We've been way too careless up to this point and the enemy's taken advantage of it.”
 
   Matt stared at the buildings around him that had been scorched by Molotovs, one of which was still burning as a few men worked to put it out, and at the body of the defender his group had taken out.
 
   The raiders had set up a one-two punch here, and he'd walked right into it by sending Gutierrez's group rushing to the gardens. It was hard to say how many people had died in this attack, but without Lewis they might have lost the entire town to it.
 
   Stupid. Stupid stupid stupid. Matt might as well have gone right to the raiders' camp and personally told them all the town's plans. By using the radios to talk about everything they were doing he'd let the enemy set up this attack on their own time and plan their strategies, knowing exactly how the town's defenders would respond at any point.
 
   It explained how he'd managed to catch the four raiders coming down Center by surprise, since he'd delivered the plan to Catherine's defenders in person, while Gutierrez had given specific information and walked right into an ambush.
 
   He should've thought of this possibility days ago, the moment Ferris rolled up in his truck. What had made him think Aspen Hill was the only place that had working radios? Most of the ones they were using were only a step above the cheap walkie-talkies sold in stores for kids to play with, and they were even using the most common frequencies. There was no secrecy with them, and literally any radio could access the channels they'd been using.
 
   Matt's radio abruptly crackled. “Well I suppose the jig's up.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lewis felt his blood run cold. He recognized the voice, even though it had been a long time and he was hearing it through slight static and distortion over the radio, but it wasn't one that belonged on a channel used by Aspen Hill's defenders. For that matter, it wasn't one that belonged to anyone who should still be alive.
 
   He brought his radio up to his mouth with a shaking hand. “Didn't think I'd ever hear from you again, Turner.”
 
   “Turner!” Matt shouted in a crackle of feedback, as if only recognizing the man once Lewis identified him. “You got shot in the head! Even Gutierrez confirmed that you were dead when he defected!”
 
   Turner chuckled over the radio, although he didn't sound amused. “Yeah well there's a world of difference between unconscious and dead, Larson, but people tend to have a hard time telling one from the other when they're hiding from a sniper. My guys didn't even realize I was still breathing until they were about to shove me out from behind the machine gun mounted on the lead truck so they could all drive off. I didn't wake up for an entire day and I've still got a splitting headache and double vision, but believe me, I'm not going anywhere.”
 
   Lewis's hand was still shaking, and his breathing had sped up nearly to hyperventilation. He was sure his first two shots had been good, even if he wasn't quite as confident about the third shot he'd made at the raider preparing the missile launchers.
 
   He wasn't the only one who'd fallen into stunned silence, and it was almost fifteen seconds before the radio crackled again. “Maybe you should think of going somewhere else,” Mayor Tillman said. “Do you really want a fight to the death that's going to get a lot of people on both sides killed?”
 
   “Shut up,” Turner snarled, punctuating the warning with some vicious swearing. “After we just massacred dozens of your people you shouldn't be feeling so smug. Either way I'm not here to have a pleasant chat or even negotiate. You may have already confirmed we were listening in, but the only reason I spoke up is because I've got some things to say to the man who tried to murder me in cold blood.”
 
   Lewis once again experienced the familiar queasiness in his stomach that he felt whenever he really thought about shooting Ferris and Turner. The guilt at what he'd done, even though he knew it had been necessary and everyone agreed it was the right call.
 
   Most people weren't made to kill each other, something he'd told Trev months ago as they were dealing with the emotional aftermath of saving Jane's group from those bandits on Halloween. Part of that was the difficulty of bringing yourself to do the act itself, but there was also the impact it could have on you after you'd done it.
 
   He was satisfied with his reasoning for what had happened the evening the raiders arrived, and he'd pushed most of the doubts and recriminations out of his mind. It was necessary to work through those sorts of emotional issues so he'd be able to strike a balance between always being reluctant to pull that trigger unless there was no other clear option, but always being able to do it without hesitation if the situation called for it.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Lewis pushed the talk button to respond.
 
   Before he could Matt spoke up angrily. “Don't give us that BS, Turner. You'd just shot up a roadblock and wounded three innocent people. Ferris outright said he was going to kill hundreds of us. You're seriously going to try to take the moral high ground here? I don't fault Lewis for shooting you, I just regret he missed.”
 
   Turner responded with a bit more profanity. “I've got a bloody furrow on my right temple from just above my eye to the back of my head, Larson. Without a CAT scan and proper medical treatment I could still die of complications. And you know what, I don't care about the moral high ground.”
 
   The new raider leader's voice turned ugly. “We're going to burn your town to the ground and kill every last one of you. I'm going to personally put a bullet in that traitor Gutierrez's head, and I'll have fun taking a few days skinning Halsson alive, just to enjoy his screams. That was a pretty neat trick he pulled, making us think our camps were in danger so we pulled back from today's attack, but it's the last time your radios do you any good. Whenever you use them, even with your stupid code phrases, I'm going to fill the airwaves nonstop letting each and every one of you know how much I want you dead. I'll also be sure to tell you in detail what we're going to do to your families after we roll into town over your corpses-”
 
   Lewis turned off the radio and lifted his gun in shaking hands to check the surrounding area with his scope. There were no threats in sight, the area was clear, and down below the few gardeners who'd been working on their plots before the attack had gotten the small scattered fires put out and were seeing to Ian and Adam's bodies. It was all quiet now, but that didn't make him feel any better.
 
   He'd failed, and failed, and failed again. He hadn't realized the problem with the radios, he'd failed to kill Turner and now the man was leading a small army of well armed murderers in a personal vendetta against the town, and he'd let the raiders drive right up and kill two people at the gardens without being able to stop them.
 
   With a great deal of mental effort Lewis managed to stop those kinds of thoughts in their tracks. Perhaps he could've done things better, yes, but it wasn't rational to take blame for everything that happened, especially not stuff beyond his control. That wouldn't help anyone.
 
   He'd done his best, and even if he'd failed to think of everything and people had suffered for it he'd still done what he could. And he'd try even harder next time.
 
   Lewis closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, remembering something his uncle George, Trev's dad, had told him a long time ago. In a family of strong personalities the thoughtful, quiet man was often drowned out by his wife or brother-in-law, but that made the wisdom he had to offer all the more valuable when he was willing to share it.
 
   It had been over a decade ago, when Lewis was eight or nine, but he still remembered it clearly. They'd been driving to the Halssons' property near Candland mountain, the same place he and Trev had spent the last winter. It had been after dark, and the trees were black silhouettes on the slopes around them. Lewis and his cousin had been frightened by the shapes, seeing monsters in every twisted branch they passed, when Uncle George offered his comforting words.
 
   The first bit had been stuff Lewis had already heard before, that fear came from the unknown and once you learned about something it was a lot less frightening. But what he really remembered was when his uncle had then gone on to state his most significant bit of wisdom from that night.
 
   Uncle George had told him that the more he was in control of himself and his life the less he'd have to fear from all the things in the world he couldn't control.
 
   Young Lewis had needed that one explained to him in pretty thorough detail, especially since his uncle had strayed from specific examples of shadow monsters to life in general. The explanation had coincidentally distracted him from the dark unknown outside his window, but its value had proven itself far beyond just conquering imagined fears in the night.
 
   In fact it had been a big part of why, even from a young age, Lewis had spent so much time becoming self-sufficient.
 
   Responsibility was the key to control, as George had explained it. Responsibility for how he reacted to a situation, for personally seeing to his current and future needs wherever possible, and for looking ahead to any possible danger so it could be planned for and averted. A responsible person found a way to help themselves in a bad situation where someone else might wait for help that would possibly never come.
 
   Lewis had accepted the responsibility for keeping his imagination under control that night and had been better off for it, and he hadn't stopped there. His observations of a world flying out of control had only fueled his determination to be as in control of his own life as possible, even before the Middle East Crisis or the Gulf refineries attack. He'd spent a lot of time preparing and educating himself, and had urged his friends and family to do the same whenever the opportunity presented itself. He'd even helped them where he could, like he had with Trev.
 
   In fact, he'd sometimes been accused of being too responsible by friends and family. Of putting too much on his own shoulders, of taking on burdens that weren't his, and of dwelling on the future so much that he often failed to appreciate the present.
 
   That's what he was doing now, taking on responsibility that wasn't his. And the strain of that was dangerous if he didn't right his thinking quick. The burdens of an entire town would crush him, as they'd come close to doing the past few days when he'd refused to let himself sleep and pushed himself beyond his abilities.
 
   What was rational, however, was learning from situations that went wrong and changing his behavior to prevent bad outcomes in the future.
 
   He had an idea about what he could do there, specifically switching over to night patrols. Not only did he have the feeling he could do more good patrolling in the dark where the skills he'd learned could be a matter of life and death, but it might also suit his nature better. It would also help relieve some of the enormous pressure he'd put himself under, much of it serving no useful purpose.
 
   Oddly enough that realization sent a spike of relief through him. The thought of switching to night patrols had felt a bit like abandoning the town when it needed him most, running away from responsibility. He couldn't be sure that there wasn't some of that in his decision, but the change of shifts would allow him to keep helping the town with a vital task in a way that was more manageable for him.
 
   If anything, relieving the strain he was under would allow him to think more clearly, giving him a better chance of seeing the glaringly obvious before those kinds of oversights could be used against the town. Things like that the enemy would have radios and could listen in on everything they said.
 
   No, going to night shifts was the right idea. It made rational sense.
 
   So he focused on gathering up the gardeners, did his best to soothe their concerns, and put them up on the hills with their own weapons, Ian's scuffed up but still intact rifle, Adam's rifle, and the M16, 9mm sidearm, body armor, and other equipment the raider had been carrying.
 
   Before handing the dead raider's rifle over, however, he took a moment to remove the scope, which he'd been pleased to see was an expensive one with night vision capabilities. At the moment the town's night vision gear consisted solely of his goggles, which he'd loaned out for use by people patrolling in the dark, so this was a useful find. And one he'd be putting to immediate use tonight and other nights to come.
 
   To his frustration removing the scope took twice as long as it should have with a mind full of cotton and fingers that felt numb in his exhaustion. By the time he finished and held the M16 out to the leader of the gardeners, a resident of Aspen Hill he didn't recognize, everyone was looking at him oddly.
 
   “I'm ending my shift a bit early,” he announced, then continued honestly. “I don't think I'm in any condition to keep watch. I'll talk to someone about having Matt send more people out.”
 
   Nobody protested him leaving, which was a good sign of just how obviously exhausted he was. Considering how soon after the attack it still was they had to be nervous about being hit again and probably hoped he'd stay, but Lewis knew in his current state he'd be more of a liability than a help. Besides, he wanted to get some sleep before nightfall.
 
   In spite of their silence Lewis still felt like he was abandoning them as he stumbled off towards home.
 
   Not his home, his shelter, but the less than ideal living room of the Larsons' house that he shared with Tom and his son. One thing he hadn't considered about switching to night shifts was that sleeping during the day he'd constantly be disturbed by the noise of people coming and going and talking in the kitchen.
 
   Trying to rest when the house was at its noisiest wouldn't do much for his exhaustion, and he already had enough trouble falling asleep at the best of times. Just the thought of it made him want to find a nice shed somewhere and curl up to sleep, but it was just another thing he'd have to figure out.
 
   For the moment he made his way to the Larson home, in his current state ready to give sleeping there a try even if a parade started up on the street outside.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Recriminations
 
    
 
   Turner's attack had taken a heavy toll on the town.
 
   21 townspeople had been killed and 13 more were wounded, including everyone who'd been patrolling or on sentry duty on the eastern side of town. From the looks of it the raiders had snuck up and killed them quietly before they could alert the town, which didn't do much for people's sense of security moving forward.
 
   Several of those who'd died hadn't been defenders but defenseless citizens caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, like the women who'd been with Ben on their way to do laundry. All the roadblocks had been hit hard, but of the five people at Roadblock 2 only Alice Thornton had survived, mostly due to good fortune at being away on a trip to fetch water from the spring for the rest of the group. The lost crops in the garden would also be a blow, perhaps not an immediate one but something they'd definitely feel come harvest.
 
   More importantly, the morale in Aspen Hill plummeted as the day progressed and his defenders reported in with the final tally of losses. People already frayed to the breaking point were snapping, some into despair and others into pointless arguments. Against Matt and the Mayor's advice a few families even tried to leave town heading west, hoping to slip around the raider camps and whatever patrols Turner had set. Among them was the Norman family, who planned to take their flock up to the safety of the mountains.
 
   Almost as discouraging as their own losses were the enemy's. Matt wasn't happy to hear that after all Aspen Hill's preparations to defend themselves only five raiders had been killed and there were no confirmed enemy wounded. And Turner hadn't even used the trucks beyond that first missile attack on the gardens. Admittedly, the raiders had been listening to their every word over the radio and thoroughly scouting the town learning the sentry and patrol routes over the past few days, but that was small comfort.
 
   This attack had been a disaster in just about every way. If they couldn't do better next time it was likely the raiders would win, and even if Aspen Hill managed to fight them off they'd lose too many of their best people. Not to mention the daunting number that would starve because they couldn't spare any time to look for food while fighting for their lives.
 
   They needed to find other ways to communicate, they needed to change up their patrol routes, sentry positions, and shift changes, and above all they needed multiple teams of quick responders standing by to go where they were needed.
 
   Chauncey and his sons were working on the communications, while Gutierrez, Tam, Jane, and others helped Matt with the rest. One thing Matt did right away was convince nearly a hundred of the town's defenders to leave their homes and bunk down in the storehouse when they weren't on sentry or patrol duty. That would have them in position to respond more quickly if needed, even during their off time, and while it wouldn't do much for their morale or comfort it was necessary.
 
   There were some complaints about that, since the reason the storehouse had been abandoned in the first place was because it was one of the main targets the raiders wanted to hit. Matt patiently responded that since Turner had been listening to them this entire time he knew the storehouse was abandoned and there was nothing of value there, so it wasn't a target anymore. It was also a large, relatively comfortable space conveniently located near the center of town where defenders could be quickly sent where they were needed. They couldn't afford not to use it now that communications were less reliable.
 
   There had been some grumbling, but among men shaken by how close the attack had come to their own homes there was no shortage of volunteers.
 
   In the midst of making those and other necessary changes to defend the town they also had to plan for another mass funeral, more heartbreaking than the one after Razor's attack and in many ways as soul crushing as the steady stream of deaths over the winter.
 
   Catherine insisted that as important as it was to prepare for Turner's next attack, the town needed to set aside at least a little time to properly mourn their losses. Giving a proper sendoff to the innocent townspeople who'd died to senseless violence and the defenders who'd died protecting them would be a comfort to the friends and family who mourned them.
 
   The service was set to take place in the late afternoon, so the grieving families would have time to prepare their loved ones for burial and volunteers among the noncombatants could dig the graves. Matt had been ready to help with that, but Catherine insisted he needed to keep his full concentration on his duties.
 
   He'd reluctantly agreed, although even his full concentration felt inadequate after today's spectacular failure to protect the town. Catherine was on the radio at the moment calling for outside help, but he didn't have much hope she'd find any.
 
   They'd called for aid after Ferris's raiders first showed up, too, and the responses had been disheartening. Huntington and a few towns in Sanpete County west of the mountains had sent along their prayers, but insisted the distance was too great to send help and anyway they had no one to spare from their own problems. Helper had sent their sympathies but similarly refused to help, while pointedly mentioning that they were worse off than they'd ever been after their own brush with the raiders and nobody was helping them.
 
   Carbonville and Price hadn't responded at all. Matt assumed they were probably still bitter about Aspen Hill refusing to send aid for the massive refugee camp the county seat had set up to take in all comers last fall, not to mention refusing to even accept the refugees sent by FETF that the town had agreed to take in.
 
   Like it or not they were by themselves in this fight, and news of today's tragedy wasn't likely to soften any hearts. Aspen Hill would be left alone to either drive off the raiders or be destroyed.
 
   Matt sighed and rubbed at his temples. He wished Lewis was there to help during all this, since his friend had a knack for finding optimal solutions in these sorts of situations, but from what he'd heard the remaining cousin had gone to sleep almost immediately after the attack.
 
   He'd been expecting Lewis to show up at town hall to help with their brainstorming after learning that his friend had ended his shift a bit early, but the brown-haired man never showed up. It had remained a minor mystery until later in the afternoon when Sam came to visit Matt at town hall, to personally reassure herself that he was okay before making her way to the clinic in the adjoining auditorium to help with the wounded. Not to mention giving him a chance to see with his own eyes that she and the baby were just fine.
 
   She'd also brought the news that Lewis was at home, and relayed a terse message from him. It looked as if the remaining cousin was swapping to night patrols, and would be using a night vision scope he'd gotten off the raider who'd died in the attack on the gardens. After passing on the message Sam expressed worry that their friend wasn't looking good, to the point that even after the horrific attack they'd just suffered it was bad enough for her to notice.
 
   After giving Sam his message Lewis had gone to his cot and pulled his blankets over his head, then gone completely still. When Sam left a few minutes later to head for the new clinic at town hall he was still in the same position, like he hadn't even shifted in his sleep.
 
   Matt trusted her intuition, but a part of him hoped she was just making assumptions. After all, on the surface it all seemed fairly reasonable. Lewis had been near the end of his shift after the attack, and he knew his friend wasn't sleeping well. And there was no reason he shouldn't swap shifts.
 
   Even so Matt would've expected the man to be here helping sort things out after the attack, especially when it came to changing their strategy to prevent this kind of disaster from happening again. That his friend had instead seemingly thrown in the towel and headed to bed in preparation for solo duty really bothered him.
 
   Lewis had saved lives today with his skill and quick thinking. He'd singlehandedly stopped the attack on the gardens, seen the next phase of the attack coming in time to give some small warning, and had bluffed the raiders into breaking off the attack to go defend their camps from a phony counterattack. The town had come to rely on his leadership, and most held him in respect bordering on awe. Even Gutierrez, the town's only trained soldier, had only good things to say about him.
 
   Aspen Hill depended on him.
 
   Maybe too much. Lewis had always been a solitary individual, preferring to solve problems himself and not really too interested or for that matter very comfortable with taking charge. Before he left Trev had been worried that his cousin was more bothered by shooting Ferris and Turner than he let on, and hearing Turner's verbal abuse on the radio couldn't have helped that. If he also felt the pressure to come through for the town then this attack might feel like a failure on his part.
 
   Possibly enough of a failure to retreat into himself on solo patrols so he wouldn't fail again? While there was no one Matt would rather have out there watching for potential threats, if Lewis wasn't here when needed to provide his quick thinking and insight to the town during the next attack then everyone would suffer.
 
   More importantly, if Lewis was taking responsibility for things he had no control over and blaming himself for everything that went wrong in the town he'd quickly tear himself apart inside. Matt knew exactly what that felt like and was having his own problems dealing with it, and he couldn't stand to see his friend doing that to himself. But at the same time he wasn't sure exactly what to do about it.
 
   Maybe it would've been better for Lewis's sake if he'd gone with Trev. His cousin certainly needed the help, and abandoning him to make that dangerous journey alone had to be just one more guilt piled on Lewis's shoulders. But the selfish truth was that the town needed Lewis here, and would've been better off for having Trev too for that matter.
 
   They couldn't afford to let the man break down or isolate himself on night patrols. Matt just wished he didn't feel so terrible for having to think like that, especially when his friend was suffering. He had to find a way to help him, for his sake as well as the town's. He just wished he knew how.
 
   For the moment he couldn't worry about it, though. He had way too much to do reorganizing the town's defenses and reassuring demoralized townspeople that they'd respond better during the next attack. He spent just as much time reassuring himself of that. But he did resolve that the next time he saw Jane he'd talk to her about Lewis; now that Trev was gone she was closest to the remaining cousin, and although she had the interpersonal skills of a rock the two seemed to understand each other.
 
   Maybe she'd have some idea of what to do.
 
   And on the subject of Trev, even with everything that had happened he did spare the occasional thought for his friend, gone barely more than a full day now. He hoped whatever the man was facing out there wasn't as bad as what the town had to deal with.
 
   * * * * *
 
   After the stream of refugees he'd witnessed between Utah Valley and Aspen Hill last fall Trev had expected to see travelers on I-70. Sure, the winter was hard and lots of people must've died, but with spring the refugees would've gotten back on the move searching for someplace better.
 
   To prepare for that possibility Lewis had planned a route for him that took him on roads running alongside the interstate, with as few necessary intersections with I-70 as possible. But even though he made it a point to be very cautious about scoping out the road ahead, especially the highway when he was forced to ride along it, he only saw a few ragged stragglers and one very large caravan.
 
   The grim truth was that there was just not enough water here. It was too great a risk for slow-moving groups traveling on foot, when death by thirst was only a few days away and there was no guarantee they'd see any water during that time unless they knew in advance about water sources along the way. Every gallon of water they were forced to carry with them was 8 extra pounds and only represented a bit over a day's supply. When they had to carry everything else they needed to survive, bringing enough water too could quickly become unmanageable.
 
   That was sort of the point, though. Going north instead of south would've been a slightly more direct route for Trev and shaved critical time off his trip, but it would've taken him through areas where water was more plentiful and he ran a greater chance of running into people. Trev had been willing to risk it but Lewis had been adamant that the route he'd plotted would be far safer.
 
   As his cousin had put it, making it to Michigan a day late was still better than not making it at all.
 
   Now that he was traveling alone Trev was glad Lewis had insisted on planning a safer route. He still felt that urgency to reach his family, but with no one to rely on but himself he also felt the creeping sensation of a target on his back and unfriendly eyes behind every bit of cover.
 
   Sometimes he actually found himself pedaling faster past potential but unlikely ambush spots a ways off the road rather than stopping to take a closer look through his binoculars, with the reasoning that if he was shot at he'd be hard to hit as a fast moving target and the angle was bad. That didn't stop him from swerving randomly as he passed, not caring if he looked like an idiot.
 
   He just couldn't afford to stop to check out every slight bit of cover without adding hours to each day of travel in order to make the pace he wanted. As long as the highway itself was clear and the suspicious spots were farther than a hundred feet away he was willing to risk a cautiously reckless approach. Thankfully so far he hadn't seen any true obstructions across the road that suggested potential ambushes.
 
   Bandits were probably having trouble finding water in the area too.
 
   Actually the roads were surprisingly clear of cars. He supposed that in a world without fuel most vehicles would stay wherever they'd last been parked, or drive as far as they could before the tank started looking empty then find the nearest exit with a flyspeck town in hopes of finding a safe haven.
 
   Trev did come across few cars and semis every now and again that looked as if they'd run out of gas on the road, but not as many as he'd expected. The one thing they had in common was that they'd all obviously been looted, and most had been trashed as well for good measure.
 
   Barren as this landscape seemed there were obviously still some people around.
 
   But not many. There wasn't much in the way of towns along this stretch, but the few places he did see all looked completely abandoned. He supposed with no sources of water in the area and without the ability to pump water from the deep wells people had been forced to leave their homes.
 
   That wasn't too surprising. Without fuel, living in or traveling through arid and semiarid zones required highly specialized skills and tools most people no longer had. Desert nomads spent generations learning where and how to forage for and cultivate water and food, and how often and how far they needed to travel to avoid running out.
 
   He imagined cities like Moab, not too far to the south, had been abandoned as residents fled to places where they could find water. And he didn't even want to think about how Las Vegas to the southwest had fared since the Gulf refineries attack. Depending on how fast they ran out of fuel thirst may have emptied the city before riots could, and refugees coming from there had to have suffered terribly on their way to somewhere greener.
 
   He was glad he'd reach greener areas before too long, and as far as he was concerned that couldn't happen soon enough; with no people to be seen anywhere boredom made the ride tedious, the hours passing one after another at a crawl. Trev found himself wishing he had his phone and ear buds so he could at least listen to music to distract him from the picturesque scenery and his own sore muscles.
 
   Not the best idea to cover his ears when he needed to be alert, sure, and come to think of it he probably shouldn't be letting his mind wander when he needed to focus on potential dangers. But it got harder and harder as morning gave way to noon and the sun began slowly slipping down towards the horizon, until eventually he left Utah and entered Colorado. To his immense relief around that point green gradually began to creep into the landscape.
 
   Trev began looking forward to breaks as much for the diversion of eating and drinking as for the chance to rest and stretch his muscles. At least the weather was relatively pleasant, the late spring cool enough to keep his exertions bearable, but not so cold that the wind of his travel chilled the light sweat he worked up.
 
   The only real discomfort was that the arid climate sucked the water right out of him, parching his mouth and forcing him to guzzle more than expected, and more often too. Thankfully that wasn't too big a concern, because he was carrying enough water and traveling fast enough he'd always be able to find a source to refill his bottles before he ran out.
 
   An opportunity for that came not too long after noon, when he reached the point where I-70 met up with the Colorado River. From there the Interstate followed along it and eventually its tributaries all the way up into the Rockies. If Trev could make his 150 mile goal for the day he'd be nearly to Glenwood Springs and approaching where the Rockies began by nightfall, so there'd still be water nearby.
 
   Assuming he could manage that pace on the fairly brutal uphill stretch ahead. Yesterday the elevation had dropped a bit as he traveled, giving him more downhill or flat stretches than uphill ones, and for most of today the ground had been fairly level. But by the time late afternoon rolled around he was starting to encounter some serious switchbacks and steep grades as he got closer the Rockies.
 
   Winter still reigned there, same as on the Manti-La Sal mountains, and Trev actually had to break out a coat when the wind started blowing down from the snow-covered slopes in the distance. He only hoped that the good weather Aspen Hill had seen had kept the snows manageable along 70.
 
   It was doubtful any snowplows were out keeping the Interstate clear, which meant he might get seriously bogged down going the 100 or so miles to get him over the Rockies. He might even have to break out a tarp and drag the bike on it like a crude sled.
 
   As he tugged on his coat he found himself grateful that Lewis had convinced him to bring along all his cold weather gear, just in case. The extra weight and bulk didn't seem quite so excessive as the breeze bit right through his shirt while he closed the zipper.
 
   There was a small silver lining on the cloud, though. The side roads had almost completely disappeared up in the mountains, aside from Highway 6 branching off from 70 every now and again for a short while before rejoining the Interstate, and with the cold he didn't see any fellow travelers who might present a danger to him.
 
   Or maybe that was a bad sign, warning how harshly winter still gripped the road ahead.
 
   Trev could at least content himself that he had plenty of experience with traveling in the cold, and he had his warm gear to keep him going so he should be up to the challenge ahead. Conditions weren't too bad at the moment, and since it was almost full dark he'd probably stop soon and tackle the worst part of the trip to Michigan (he hoped) in the morning. With any luck he could manage to get to Denver in a day or two, and make up the lost time on the downhill slopes on the other side of the mountains.
 
   With that in mind he pushed into the fading twilight and finally stopped not far short of Glenwood Springs. There he turned north on a smaller road to go around the moderately sized city, until he came to a secluded turnoff with a few scattered houses and a gas station.
 
   Trev braked to a stop a safe distance away and used his binoculars to inspect the area in the fading light. It appeared abandoned, which wasn't too surprising. Glenwood Springs had only a bit larger population than Price, maybe more if Denver or any other large cities had sent refugees their way, and pessimistically the city had probably fared similarly to Price over the winter. Those who remained would be huddled in the city proper doing their best to survive, although it couldn't hurt to keep his eyes out for scouts and patrols.
 
   Once he was satisfied that the turnoff really was deserted he cautiously walked his bike into town, one hand on his .45 in its underarm holster beneath his unzipped coat and his Mini-14 on his back ready to be quickly unslung.
 
   It was going to be cold tonight, and while he had the equipment he needed to camp outdoors in the cold there was no reason not to take shelter if it was available. At the same time he didn't like the idea of breaking into someone's house, even if it was abandoned, so he made for the gas station instead.
 
   The place had been ransacked at some point, but thankfully none of the windows were broken. Trev pushed open the unpowered automatic doors and brought his bike in to lean against the cash register, then went outside again for a moment to grab the metal trash can sitting beside the doors and tossed the lid with its hinged doors on springs aside. Once he punched some holes in the can near the bottom for air flow it would make a good fire pit.
 
   With that task done he pulled the doors shut again, which turned out to be more awkward than opening them had been, then pulled out his flashlight and began poking around to see if anything had been overlooked by the looters. A cursory search didn't find anything.
 
   Trev wasn't really surprised that even a small gas station in a tiny abandoned turnoff had been picked bare by scavengers, but it was a bit disappointing even so. Jane and Lewis's deer jerky was sustaining enough, but it wasn't exactly delicious. Preserving meat was fairly simple if you knew how, but it required a lot of practice and experience to produce results that weren't too dry or tough or had odd flavors. It just didn't compare to the beef jerky most gas stations tended to keep on display as travel snacks.
 
   And he had to admit that even with almost no expectations, after a winter of home cooked staples he'd sort of been looking forward to the sort of junk food gas stations tended to stock. Chips, soda, candy, things he'd eaten in moderation before the world ended but had spent long winter nights craving.
 
   It was that longing that coaxed him into wasting time checking the place out more thoroughly after he got a fire going in the trash can, burning handfuls of the rubbish strewn everywhere. Bathed by the heat radiating off the metal his nearly dead muscles urged him to just curl up and go to sleep. Especially facing the prospect of an even harder ride tomorrow, uphill and possibly having to make his way through deep snow, 
 
    Instead he went into the backroom and started checking the discarded boxes and crates there. There was stuff that would make better fuel for the fire in here, but aside from a few stacked boxes of motor oil that had been left behind, low priority with cars out of the picture, he didn't see anything of interest.
 
   More out of dogged stubbornness than anything else he began shifting the motor oil, then paused halfway down the stack when he uncovered a box that was about the same dimensions but was unmarked. Barely daring to hope, he pulled out his pocketknife and slit the tape so he could look inside. With the flaps pulled halfway open his flashlight beam shone on the contents inside and Trev froze, mind reeling.
 
   Snugly packed in the box he saw a dozen different types of 24 count display boxes of candy bars, all unopened and as pristine as if they'd just come off the factory floor.
 
   Trev slowly pulled out his favorite kind, struggling to contain his awe as he ran his fingers over the letters printed across the top and sides. Nothing he could've found in the box could possibly be better than this, not even silver coins or other valuables. It wasn't just food, it was a luxury.
 
   A few weeks ago over dinner Sam and April had been talking about the Halloween treat Aaron and Paul had enjoyed last fall. That had caused everyone else to loudly protest, the way people tended to when tantalized by food they couldn't have.
 
   Unsurprisingly, that had led to a discussion about everyone's favorite junk food of choice, which equally unsurprisingly had them all a bit less enthusiastic about the rice and rabbit meat they were eating. It was a painful reminder to them all of a time when they could indulge their cravings at any point with a quick trip to the store.
 
   Trev's awe faded enough for him to tear open the box and grab one of the bars, barely taking the time to remove the wrapper before stuffing it into his mouth. It was like a little piece of heaven, and he slumped down to sit on the partial stack of motor oil boxes he'd made as if his legs could no longer hold him.
 
   He was taking them all. The box probably weighed around 60lbs but he didn't care. He'd find a way to haul the extra weight and deal with the awkward volume.
 
   His cravings overpowered his common sense and he had half a dozen more for dinner, in spite of his stomach rebelling at the rich food it was no longer used to. He didn't care, since not even that discomfort could dampen his enthusiasm over his find.
 
   As he zipped himself into his sleeping bag he imagined the excited expressions on Linda and Jim's faces when he offered his siblings as much candy as they could stuff their faces with. Those pleasant thoughts pushed aside his worries about the daunting mountains he'd have to cross tomorrow, which would probably take more than one day and might take over a week if the snows were heavy across the interstate.
 
   He fell asleep happy for the first time in a long, long time.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Night Patrol
 
    
 
   The evening after the raider attack Lewis decided to patrol along the western edge of town, and even into Aspen Hill Canyon if he got the chance.
 
   Yesterday, not long after Trev left, the town's defenders had thoroughly inspected that area. At that time they'd also confirmed that the raiders' third camp was on the east end of town near Highway 6. All signs seemed to point to the raiders leaving the western end of town alone, possibly because the roads were less reliable there or they didn't consider the mountains to be a good avenue of escape.
 
   Lewis had been one of the ones scouting west of town and had told Matt and the Mayor that the area seemed safe. Only now that he knew Turner had been listening to them over the radio this entire time his earlier assurances didn't sit right with him. The raiders had to know how important that area was to Aspen Hill for hunting or as a possible avenue of escape up the canyon, so why leave it alone?
 
   He meant to find out.
 
   Surprisingly enough he'd managed to get a decent amount of sleep since crashing after the attack. The mood in the house had been subdued, and most everyone had either been sleeping or out protecting the town or preparing for the funeral. Lewis had slept through that, too, which he felt bad about since there were plenty of people he wanted to pay his respects to.
 
   But he was glad he'd gotten some quality rest. He felt more alert now, ready to walk long distances and put some real thought into their situation. So he gathered up his gear and walked out into the gathering dusk to find Matt.
 
   He found his friend at the storehouse setting up sleeping accommodations for the defenders who'd volunteered to sleep away from home so they could respond more quickly to threats, as well as in a more organized fashion. Lewis approved of the idea, although it wouldn't do much for the defenders' morale to be away from their homes and families.
 
   “I'll patrolling to the west,” he said when Matt broke off from a conversation with Ben and Tam and hurried over to him.
 
   “Okay good. The patrol out there is getting back in about an hour, so you shouldn't have any trouble meeting up to relieve them. I've also got a few guys who'll be on the other patrol shifts there at that time. Let me check the roster and show you the route.”
 
   Lewis nodded and followed his friend over to the cashier's counter, which was once again home to Chauncey's radio. Although the retired teacher was nowhere to be seen. Matt kept on glancing quickly at Lewis then away as he gave him a quick briefing, and Lewis could see in his friend's eyes that the man was worried about him, maybe with good reason.
 
   He had a feeling that was going to lead to a pointless conversation that would be awkward for both of them, so the moment his friend finished relaying the pertinent information he nodded to him and started for the door.
 
   “Wait.” Lewis bit back a sigh and turned back to his friend, but thankfully it wasn't about that. “Keep your radio off. Ever since Turner came on the air earlier he and his raiders have been filling the airwaves with the vilest sort of verbal pollution, threats and profanities and that sort of thing. Changing channels doesn't help for long, since he seems to cycle through all the channels our radios are capable of using.”
 
   “Well that's irritating,” Lewis said.
 
   His friend nodded. “More importantly for the patrols and sentries, though, he's regularly pushing the call button, which makes that loud beep that'll alert enemies to your presence even if you have the volume turned down as low as possible. So unless you need to radio in an emergency it's better to keep it off. We'll have ours in town on if you need us, and tonight's channel is 11.” His friend quickly went through a list of code phrases he should be aware of.
 
   He nodded and again made for the door, only to once again be called back. This time when he turned around he saw Matt shifting uncomfortably. “I just wanted to know, well, um...Sam was worried about you. She seemed to think you weren't doing so good.”
 
   Lewis did his best to smile. “Nothing a good night's sleep couldn't fix. I'll see you in the morning, man. Get some rest.” As Matt fumbled to find something else to say he made good on his escape and headed for the west end of town.
 
   On the way he mulled over options he'd come up with while trying to sleep, ways to attack the raiders and do something to turn the fight in their favor. Unfortunately so far he hadn't thought of an effective way to do it without disastrous results, which was why he hadn't mentioned the idea to Matt just yet.
 
   Even assuming the raiders were completely incompetent, which they clearly weren't, with their trucks they'd be able to quickly pursue and surround any group that tried to attack their camps, then mow them down with automatic weapons. He wasn't sure how exactly to avoid that fate, although he figured he'd have plenty of time to mull the problem over while marching through the darkness alone.
 
   Or maybe not. When he reached the edge of town he found someone waiting for him, dressed in body armor from one of the raiders they'd brought down and looking slightly out of breath. Unfortunately only the one Lewis had shot had been carrying night vision equipment, but they'd still got all the useful gear from the others.
 
   It was Jane, which shouldn't have been a surprise. If Matt was worried about him it made sense she would be too. In her own way. His friend must have told her where Lewis was going and she'd run to catch up to him.
 
   “Come to see me off?” he asked as he got within easy talking distance.
 
   She looked at him, light blue eyes seeming darker than usual in the fading light. Most would think she was expressionless, but she simply kept her emotions under tight control. Still, he could see a hint of worry there, along with uncertainty.
 
   Delving into a person's private thoughts wasn't her thing, even to help a friend, and she was probably trying to figure out how to do it. If she tried he knew it was going to be awkward for both of them, probably even more so than Matt's earlier attempt.
 
   Thankfully she chose not to answer, merely hitched her G3 variant on her shoulder and walked over to stand beside him facing the same direction. It was obvious she meant to go with him.
 
   He sighed. He appreciated the gesture, but it felt worse than pointless. The town needed Jane doing more useful things. “You're wasting your time. Patrolling in the dark is next to useless without night vision, and we can't afford to use both of ours on people following the same route.”
 
   Jane just shrugged, and Lewis frowned and tried again. “You know Matt would jump for joy if you wanted to use my goggles to take a different route. You're one of the more qualified people to use them and it would mean everyone would feel more secure about two locations instead of one.”
 
   “Matt looked relieved when I told him I wanted to start taking my shifts with you,” she said.
 
   Lewis fought the urge to sigh again. So this was Matt's solution to whatever problems his friend thought he was having. “Does that seem like the best way we can help the town?”
 
   The redheaded woman hesitated. “I'm not sure I care if it's optimal. Pete can take the goggles, since after his dad's death he's taken a page out of your book and is volunteering nights now too. Or someone else can. Either way I'm taking my shifts with you. We spent weeks patrolling and hunting and doing just about everything else together, and I want to be around someone I can trust to have my back.”
 
   That seemed to settle things with her, because she started forward out of town.
 
   Lewis hesitated before following, but in spite of the irrational guilt he couldn't shake and his desire to be alone he didn't really want to argue. He liked spending time with Jane. Of everyone he knew the only person he felt more comfortable around was Trev, and he'd developed that sort of bond with the redheaded woman in only a few weeks. If she wanted to take her shifts with him then she obviously felt the same way.
 
   But however he felt about the prospect of spending night shifts with a friend he still had to ask. “Why?”
 
   Jane glanced at him, then turned her eyes back to the ground in front of her in the fading light. The uncertainty was back. “You were under a lot of strain, and then suddenly you completely changed up your behavior for no good reason. I-I'm not very good with noticing this kind of thing, but Matt and Sam thought that was something to be worried about and even I agree.”
 
   “I'm fine, nothing a good night's sleep couldn't fix,” Lewis insisted again.
 
   Jane nodded, seemingly accepting that, and silence settled between them for a few minutes. But unlike their usual comfortable silence this one was tense. Whatever Matt might say about Jane's “disengaging” personality she had plenty to say about things she cared about, if she was willing to open up to you, and she could be pretty eloquent with her arguments too.
 
   This was the first time she'd pried into his personal affairs unless he'd offered some detail first. He could tell she was worried and was treading out of her comfort zone to try to reach him about it. Which made him feel rotten for letting her half-question turn into this awkward pause, but he still said nothing.
 
   She cared enough about him to try to get him to open up about his problems. He cared enough about her to not dump those problems on her.
 
   To his surprise after a while she continued on the earlier topic, sounding equal parts sympathetic and determined. “It was hard for me to be treated like a hero for killing three of the four men who attacked my group at the mouth of Aspen Hill Canyon last fall. I'd never killed anyone before, had never really even been in a fight. I had to watch Tom and Alvin dragging those corpses into a line, looking at their faces and knowing that they weren't moving, would never move again, because of me. And then we were welcomed into town and I was celebrated for killing them.”
 
   The redheaded woman turned to look at him, meeting his eye in the growing gloom. “It wasn't easy, and the men I killed were strangers. You knew Ferris and Turner, which had to make it harder even if you didn't like them. Maybe because you didn't like them, since it forced you to question your motives.”
 
   Lewis took a sharp breath. “I've talked this over with Trev,” he said, trying not to sound curt. “I worked through it.”
 
   “Maybe you thought you did, until an attack organized by Turner ended the lives of Mr. Childress and Mr. Daniels on your watch, and 19 other people on the eastern side of town. Then Turner himself showed up on the radio afterwards to gloat about it. After that maybe you had to regret missing that shot you took at him, all the while hearing him accuse you of being a cold blooded killer.”
 
   He looked away, focusing harder on his footing on the rocky ground. “Is that why you want to take these shifts with me, to talk me through my problems?”
 
   From the corner of his eye he saw her short ponytail swing around as she shook her head. “Like I said, I've been through it too. I'll listen if you want to say anything but I'm done with prying. I'm just here because I want to be with you. Tonight, tomorrow, a week from now, as long as it takes before you stop avoiding other people. And afterwards too, if you haven't gotten sick of my company.”
 
   Lewis finally felt a smile tugging the corner of his mouth. “Hasn't happened yet.”
 
   She nudged him lightly with her shoulder in response, and they continued on in more companionable silence along the patrol route. The friendly gesture was enough to turn him from his usual grim musing to something that had been occupying his thoughts since even before the raiders showed up.
 
   He hadn't liked abandoning his shelter, and he wasn't thrilled about moving into town to cram into the Larsons' house with over a dozen other people. But at least he could call a few among the refugees still living there friends. Particularly one redheaded refugee who he'd found he enjoyed spending time with more than anyone aside from his cousin. The prospect of being in a position to spend even more time with her took away a bit of the sting of losing his home.
 
   Not that that prospect didn't come with its own uncertainties.
 
   When first describing Jane Matt had claimed that she didn't like to be around people, but Lewis didn't think that was true at all. From his experience being around her he'd come to realize that what she didn't like was the burden of social obligation: feeling like she had to talk into a silence when she couldn't think of something to say or had no desire to say anything, having to politely listen to other people when they had nothing useful to say but expected her to be attentive anyway, and often being considered rude when she'd had enough and decided to leave.
 
   When sending Lewis out on patrol with the redheaded woman Matt had joked that they'd both be silent the entire time and be happy as clams, and that wasn't entirely inaccurate. Neither one of them had trouble with extended periods of quiet, but if they had something relevant to say they'd say it. And Jane did participate in conversations, if they were about something she wanted to talk about and got straight to the point. She could be surprisingly eloquent and passionate about the topics that interested her.
 
   He'd found something else to his surprise as well. As he'd gotten to know her better he'd clearly seen her standoffishness when it came to physical contact with others and assumed it was something she didn't like. And he knew without a shadow of a doubt that she hated social conventions that were expected of her, like shaking hands with people or enduring hugs from women she barely knew.
 
   But with the few young children in her group, and more recently Aaron and Paul, she had no trouble showing affection. During the few times Lewis had watched her with her group she often had a child in her lap or in her arms. She didn't feel the need to talk much with them, either, but she patiently listened to the inane things children tended to say, and was always quick to instruct them in anything they might not know and guide them where they needed help.
 
   What really surprised Lewis, however, was how she'd changed as he spent more and more time with her. As they got more comfortable around each other she'd gradually begun to sit closer and closer to him until their legs were often touching, and if he sat without a backrest she'd usually come and sit with her back pressed against his. She'd even lean her shoulder against him as they were walking every now and again.
 
   There was nothing awkward about it, but unfortunately it also didn't seem to have the same significance he'd usually put to it, hinting that Jane wanted more than the relationship they had. She just liked physical contact as much as any human, as long as it was someone she was familiar with and could trust. He considered it high praise that she felt that comfortable around him.
 
   The problem for Lewis was that he was also just like any human, and his rational mind only gave him so much influence over his feelings. He'd been attracted to her from the start, same as Trev had been, although out of respect for his cousin he'd kept it to himself. Then after seeing Trev's best attempts get shot down Lewis had accepted that Jane wasn't interested in romance and tried to put those feelings out of his head. Which was made easier since the time they'd spent together over the last few weeks seemed to confirm her lack of interest.
 
   Only how did you spend that much time around someone you were attracted to and had a great amount of respect for without developing those kinds of feelings? They seemed perfect for each other, if she only felt the way he did.
 
   But she didn't, and he could accept that. Nothing needed to change between them, and he could manage to put up with his sense of loss for what could've been. Besides, under the circumstances they had more important things to worry about.
 
   This was one of those times when they walked for long periods in companionable silence, occasionally trading off rifles so Jane could look through the scope. Aside from having little to say there was also the pragmatic need to keep quiet, since they were out beyond the town's borders and could potentially encounter enemies at any point.
 
   No reason to give away your position and get shot over chitchat.
 
   As part of today's changes to the patrols Matt had insisted they vary the route, going between a hundred and two hundred yards farther out on the return circuit so their movements wouldn't be so predictable, and also so that they could cover new ground in case the raiders had men holed up in observation posts.
 
   The lack of a familiar path on the return circuit also served to keep them more on edge, reminding them of the need to be cautious. Lewis didn't really need that reminder as he moved slowly on light feet to make as little noise as possible, listening carefully for any unusual noises and looking in all directions. Jane did the same, and even though she didn't have the scope at the moment she did a good enough job of following in his footsteps that he often didn't even hear her behind him.
 
   Thanks to that caution Lewis immediately saw the dark shapes at the base of the hill ahead. He went completely still, and at his side an equally alert Jane also went motionless.
 
   Keeping his movements as imperceptible as possible he led the way to the nearest cover. Jane followed quietly, trusting that he'd fill her in if it was safe to do so without alerting potential enemies with the noise.
 
   He wasn't sure it was, but she needed to know. “Four or more people lying prone at the bottom of the hill southwest of us,” he whispered almost in her ear. As she nodded in comprehension he lifted his rifle to peer through the scope. Jane lifted her rifle as well, unable to see like he could but ready to target any muzzle flashes and return fire.
 
   Once Lewis got a closer look at the dark shapes he felt his stomach sink. They weren't moving, and from the unnatural way they were sprawled he anticipated the worst. “Dead, I think,” he continued heavily. “Two adults and children from the sizes. Probably a family.”
 
   Jane sucked in a horrified breath. “Shot and left for dead?”
 
   Lewis wouldn't have put it past Turner's raiders. “It could be a trap. Someone waiting to ambush us when we check on them.”
 
   The redheaded woman nodded and settled down farther behind their impromptu cover, rifle held steady. “Go.”
 
   He didn't like leaving her there without night vision, facing enemies who almost certainly had it, but he had to check the area. At least they probably hadn't been seen yet or someone would've started shooting at them by now.
 
   Lewis briefly rested a hand on her shoulder to signal he was off, then slipped out from behind cover with his rifle slowly panning the area. Looking through the scope while trying to walk was a bit awkward, but it worked well enough for him to see what was around him. He circled far to the right in the direction of the foothills, where there were a few likely spots for anyone waiting in ambush, and did his best to stay out of sight and make no noise as he went.
 
   The area seemed deserted, and five minutes later he'd circled all the way around the bodies to approach Jane from the left. In spite of his best efforts as he got close he saw her stiffen and start to turn his way, and he gave a low whistle he hoped wouldn't carry any farther than her ears. She relaxed, and he hurried to rejoin her.
 
   “It's clear I think,” he whispered in her ear. Then, more reluctantly. “I guess we should check the bodies.” Jane nodded, and he could see the same reluctance he felt in her expression. But she followed without complaint as he led the way to the dark shapes at the base of the hill.
 
   It was the Mercer family.
 
   According to the Mayor the former owners of Mercer groceries had left the same day Lewis and Trev headed for the mountains last fall, probably afraid that Ferris would steal their food the same way he'd looted the shelter. No one knew whether the family had a cabin up in the mountains or some other available shelter nearby, but they'd disappeared anyway.
 
   And now here they were. Charles, his wife Vera, and their three children in their early teens and slightly younger. Maybe they'd run out of food and had come back to the town hoping for relief. Or maybe they'd brought what remained of their food back and were planning to rejoin the town for safety and community. Either way they couldn't have known about the raiders, and had been completely unprepared to have an enemy drive up in a truck and gun them down where they stood.
 
   With a heavy heart Lewis began lining the bodies up and arranging them as neatly as possible with their coats covering their faces. As he did his thoughts were in dark places, and he was glad that Jane had insisted on coming with him. He didn't want to be alone at the moment. For her part Jane took a position partway up the hill with his rifle so she could cover him as he worked.
 
   It was too dangerous to send out a burial party in the night, and he certainly wasn't about to call in and give away their location, so since there was nothing else they could reasonably do they left the bodies for now and continued on.
 
   Before too long Lewis found that he and Jane were walking so close their shoulders brushed with each step, as if taking comfort in the presence of another living person. Lewis was sure she noticed when he lifted his hand a few times to wipe away tears, but she didn't say anything. Whatever grief she felt seemed to be more internal.
 
   Or maybe not. After they'd been walking for almost five minutes Jane abruptly spoke in a whisper he barely heard. “The world's racing to see whether it can kill us or crush our spirits first.” She stopped, and as Lewis started to turn she leaned heavily against his side with her forehead resting on her forearm against his shoulder.
 
   Lewis tentatively reached out to hold her, but after only ten or so seconds she straightened and kept going without another word. He followed, going back to single file in her footsteps as she led the way with his rifle.
 
   They continued their patrol in silence for a long while, but it wasn't the usual easy silence they shared when neither had anything pertinent to say. Lewis was troubled by the deaths, by thoughts of what, if anything, he could've done to prevent them. And what he could possibly do in the future to see that sort of atrocity didn't happen again.
 
   When had the attack happened? Before he and Jane had begun their patrol, definitely. The people patrolling during the day hadn't noticed the bodies, but then again Matt had revised the routes to send new patrols out farther than usual. It could've been hours or days, but not too long ago or he would've easily been able to tell.
 
   Another troubling question was why nobody had heard the gunshots. They were a fair ways from town, but even at this distance a patrol or sentry certainly should've heard, and maybe even people in the town itself.
 
   Did the raiders have suppressors to go with their night vision, missile launchers, and other gear? It wouldn't be too much of a surprise, although it was definitely another advantage Turner would have over the town. Suppressors wouldn't completely cancel out the noise, but having them meant that not only did the raiders have superior mobility with the trucks, could blow targets up from a distance, could mow down groups of defenders with .50 cals or M1As even behind makeshift fortifications, could see at night, and had communications devices that couldn't be intercepted, but they could also mount surprise attacks that the town would have a harder time hearing coming.
 
   Especially away from town. Lewis abruptly put a hand on Jane's arm to stop her, then leaned in close. “I've been asleep all day so I'm not exactly up to speed,” he whispered. “Do we have any hunting parties out?”
 
   He felt her arm tense. “Yeah, a group of six Evan led out yesterday. They were due back before dark but must've been delayed.” Jane sucked in a breath. “Maybe they had good luck and it's taking them longer to bring in all the meat they shot. The deer are starting to head back up into the mountains.”
 
   True, going by what Lewis had seen previous years there would be herds with dozens of animals on the move. It was tempting to hope it was good luck instead of bad that had delayed them, but even so he felt a sinking in his gut similar to when he recognized the Mercer family.
 
   Evan Bridges was one of the refugees who'd stuck with his commitment to patrol the town throughout the winter, even when times were hardest. And he had other good people with him. It was painful to assume the worst, but he had to.
 
   “I've got a bad feeling I know why there's no raider camp on the west side of town and we haven't seen any sign of raiders in that direction.” He quickly outlined his grim thoughts about the situation with the Mercer family and silenced weapons.
 
   As he spoke Jane turned away from him, panning the area around them with the night vision scope. Once he was finished she lowered the weapon and turned to look at him, voice strangely flat. “The Normans and a few other families left not long after the attack. They planned to head up into the mountains where it was safe.”
 
   Lewis felt his shoulders sag, and it was an effort not to just plop to the ground in defeat right where he was standing. “So Turner deliberately left us a way out of town hoping to lure some of us out to where he could get at us? Why didn't we see this coming?”
 
   “We did,” Jane argued, sounding frustrated. “We scoured every inch of the area west of town. The raiders must have dug in deep and stayed out of sight, picking their targets carefully to avoid alerting us to what they were doing. They probably heard us talking over the radio about how much we needed those hunting parties to keep bringing in food, so they knew if they sat tight eventually we'd come to them.”
 
   Lewis nodded wearily. He'd been with one of the groups scouting the hills west of town yesterday, same as Jane had. He hadn't seen the slightest hint of danger, and on his word Evan's hunting party and the Normans and others had gone out trusting it was safe.
 
   There was a more immediate and dire ramification, though. “This means we're trapped in town with no way out,” he said softly.
 
   “We were from the start, we just didn't know it,” Jane said, going back to her odd flat tone. She abruptly shoved his rifle towards him, holding her other hand out for him to hand over her own. “One of us needs to go warn the town. We probably can't do anything for the people already out there, but we need to keep anyone else from leaving.”
 
   Lewis shrugged against a sudden itching between his shoulder blades as he unslung Jane's .308 and traded with her. “We'll probably want to pull the patrols in closer to town, especially on the western border. I'll try to find our other people out here and pass the word along. Good luck, and be careful.”
 
   The redheaded woman nodded and started off, and Lewis did his best to keep her in his view for as long as possible as he continued south along his route. He knew he was probably in more danger than she was, but it was hard not to worry for her.
 
   The night seemed a lot more dangerous than it had when they'd left town.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Rocky Roads
 
    
 
   The trip over the mountains to Denver proved to be just as difficult as Trev had feared, although in different ways.
 
   The first and worst way was the incline. The uphill roads from the afternoon before became even more extreme, to the point that he was walking as much as riding even in the morning and throughout the afternoon, when the roads were for the most part clear. He was exhausted before noon, but stubbornly pushed on at a slower pace taking more breaks.
 
   The second way was the temperature, which plummeted quickly as he gained altitude into the mountains. It forced him to take it slow for fear of exerting himself too hard and freezing in his own sweat, even though in the back of his mind was the constant reminder of the deadline he was up against. His family needed him.
 
   The third way was the pace. The miles he put behind him on the previous two days tantalized him in the morning, when the incline wasn't as steep and he managed to make 30 or so miles before noon. But then he really entered the mountains, already out of energy from the greater than usual exertions he'd already gone through, and from that point on he slowed to a walking pace or worse.
 
   It also didn't help that he was now carrying the extra weight of all those candy bars, or that he'd gorged himself on them that morning and the night before. Which might explain why he'd run out of energy so quickly.
 
   Either way he only made about 30 more miles in the afternoon, still with roughly 40 miles more to Eisenhower Tunnel and the highest elevation before he could start going downhill and the trip would get easier. And during those last 5 or so miles of travel he really had to fight to stay positive, because at that point he finally started encountering real snow.
 
   There had been drifts alongside or even across the road quite a bit of the time up to that point. But he always managed to find a place to cross the worst of them without taking too long, getting back to areas where at worst a skiff of snow and ice a few inches deep covered the road. Since he was forced to walk his bike so often anyway the snow didn't bother him all that much.
 
   But near the end of the day he encountered a snowdrift that didn't seem to end, forcing him to pick his way across dragging his bike behind him on the tarp for mile after mile at a snail's pace. Even worse, he saw an ominous line of clouds far on the western horizon that might turn into a snowstorm that night or the next morning.
 
   He'd really banked on clear weather holding up until he was over the mountains and closer to Denver. A snowstorm would be more than just an inconvenience up here; it could actually get him killed.
 
   It wasn't too long after that when he finally reached a section of road where the snow wasn't quite as deep. He decided to set up camp there beneath a bit of overhang that offered some small protection from the icy winds that seemed to blow nonstop from the mountaintops above, and somehow managed to muster up the energy to set up his tent and crawl into his sleeping bag still completely bundled up in his winter gear.
 
   The only good side he could see to all this was that he'd passed a couple towns in the afternoon that were pretty big and should've had decent sized populations. Unlike the towns between Glenwood Springs and the beginning of the mountains, which he'd still gone around on the likely chance that they still had people living in them, these higher elevation towns were obviously completely deserted and stripped bare.
 
   There might have been a few hardy people willing to winter up in the mountains the way he and Lewis had, but if so they didn't show themselves, and Trev hurried past the abandoned towns with his Mini-14 close to hand just to be safe.
 
   He wasn't sure he'd call enduring cold for a smaller chance of running into potentially hostile people a good tradeoff, but since it was what it was he wasn't complaining. Nature could throw you some nasty surprises, but people could throw you ones just as nasty. Sometimes nastier.
 
   He fell asleep that evening chilled in spite of his warm sleeping bag and quality tent, worried that sometime in the night a snowstorm or an avalanche would bury him. It didn't make for the most restful sleep.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The next morning dawned cold and clear. That ominous line of gray clouds was still on the horizon, but if they'd come any closer over the night Trev couldn't see it. Was it just haze and his overactive imagination?
 
   Either way crawling out of his sleeping bag provided the same unpleasant rush of bitter cold he remembered with zero fondness from his time at the hideout. He wasted no time packing up his sleeping bag and tent and setting off, so if nothing else he could warm himself up with exertion. He decided to forego breakfast and any water until he was warmed up a bit, since the thought of eating and drinking in his current state wasn't all that appetizing.
 
   This was the part of the trip that he and Lewis had worried about most. But considering that the alternatives were a more dangerous northern route where he'd potentially run into just as many if not more problems with snow, or trying to go way way out of his way south around the mountains along I-40 where he'd be much more likely to die of thirst, managing a few days of rough conditions seemed like an acceptable alternative.
 
   There wasn't much to say about the morning and early afternoon, other than the cold and the bone-crushing drudgery of slogging uphill through snow. But thankfully he got a bit of a reprieve after maybe eight hours of towing his bike, when he reached a slight downhill slope leading to Silverthorne and Dillon Reservoir, and an expanse of more or less level road.
 
   Compared to what he'd dealt with so far it felt like a vacation, and best of all the roads seemed more clear along this stretch. He was actually able to hop on his bike and ride in a few places. With that slight increase in speed Trev entertained the hope that he'd reach Eisenhower Tunnel before it got too dark to travel.
 
   Before too long, however, the road began inclining steeply once more on the last stretch up to the highest elevation along 70 to Denver, with the tunnel at the top. Trev fell into a sort of daze along that last stretch as the sun sank down to the horizon, racing sunset to the tunnel. Under the ground it would be much warmer, and hopefully he'd even be able to escape most of the windchill.
 
   It was almost too dark to see by the time he glimpsed the road ahead disappearing into a black hole in the side of the mountain. Heartened by the sight, he pushed on into the night to reach the tunnel. He was in better shape than he'd been that first night after the Gulf refineries attack, when pushing into the night had resulted in an injury, and he'd also learned valuable lessons. So in spite of his haste he moved deliberately and paused to rest, although that didn't stop him from hurrying a bit more than was reasonable to escape the cold, which was quickly sapping his strength.
 
   The tunnel felt almost like a tropical island as Trev stumbled into it, and he hurried to pack up the tarp and pick up his bike so he could walk it farther in. He even found an intact car parked in the right lane a few hundred yards along. It was locked but the window was cracked open, and it didn't take him long to get a door unlocked.
 
   There was nothing useful inside and the battery was long dead, of course. But after weighing the pros of sleeping on a relatively comfortable seat compared to sleeping in a tent he dragged out his sleeping bag, plugged the cracked open window, and fell into blissful unconsciousness.
 
   The next morning Trev spent a bit of time in the tunnel eating a proper meal, including drinking enough water, then carefully checked over his bike and made a few adjustments as needed. Once that was done he pedaled the mile and a half or so to the other end of the tunnel, with his flashlight clenched in his fingers around the hand grip waveringly lighting the way ahead. After he reached the other end and saw the snowdrifts outside it was hard not to feel reluctant about getting ready to continue the slog.
 
   The route was downhill this time, at least. In fact between Eisenhower Tunnel and Denver there was a drop in elevation of almost 6,000 feet along roughly 50 miles, which meant if he could push hard today and had a bit of good luck with the snow he'd be back in spring weather by nightfall.
 
   More importantly, as soon as the road was clear enough for his bike he could coast most of the way down and rest his seriously overworked muscles.
 
   The thought of that gave Trev enough of a boost to get him past the worst of the snowdrifts by noon, and from there he did indeed spend the next little while coasting on his bike at borderline unsafe speeds. The specter of the time he'd wasted climbing over the last couple days spurred him on, and he slowed down only when the road was slick due to ice, snow, or meltwater. Thanks to that he made it the rest of the way down the mountain in about two hours, shedding his winter gear as he went.
 
   Not into the city, though. He didn't need Lewis's warning that Denver probably still had people in it, and these days he could expect that those people would at best be fiercely territorial and at worst would try to rob him. Instead he turned off where Highway 6 once again split off from 70 and followed it to where Highway 93 ran north skirting the edge of the city all the way to Boulder.
 
   From there he'd take 36 up to where it joined 66 north of Longmont, and follow that highway east to where it met up with 85, which ran northeast up to Greeley. There he'd skirt the edge of the town following smaller roads to 392 and follow that up to 14, which ran east a fair ways until it met up with I-76 which ran northeast to join I-80.
 
   Trev wouldn't be going that way, though. The point of following the dizzying assortment of smaller roads and highways was that they'd eventually take him back to Highway 6, which ran along I-76 after it split from I-70, until he reached Highway 23 which ran perpendicular to I-80 for a long ways until it reached Highway 34, aka good old Highway 6 once again running along with another highway.
 
   The two highways split off and went their own ways a few times, but the thrust of it was that from that point he'd either be following 34 or 6 almost all the way to Chicago, a major portion of the distance he had to travel. So he'd have plenty of opportunity to enjoy everything those scenic routes had to offer.
 
   Which was getting a bit ahead of himself. For today his goal was to make it as close to Highway 14 as possible, or even reach it and follow it long enough to get away from the population centers that hugged the eastern edge of the mountains. At least 100 miles for the day if he could manage it.
 
   Tomorrow was the deadline for the US's ultimatum for Gold Bloc forces to pull out of Canada, and possibly when those forces would instead begin their invasion of the northern states. With that specter looming over him Trev felt the pressure to go faster to make up for lost time.
 
   Once he got to the relatively flat region of the Great Plains he felt sure that he'd be able to manage a faster pace on his bike, especially now that his muscles had gotten used to the new way they were being used. He couldn't afford to be too ambitious and push himself too far, but depending on how things went he hoped he could up his goal from 150 miles per day to 160 or 170. Maybe even 180 if he could keep on getting good rest and eating well. Part of the purpose of this complex route avoiding larger roads and population centers was so that he wouldn't have to spend quite as much time being cautious.
 
   So he pedaled hard for the rest of the day, keeping his eyes out for danger but doing his best not to let caution slow him down any more than necessary. By sunset he'd reached Briggsdale on 14, and in the growing dark he kept on pushing down the highway until there wasn't a building to be seen.
 
   Only then did he walk his bike well off the road to a secluded spot, spread his tarp, and wriggle into his sleeping bag to sleep under the open sky. It was a bit chilly, but compared to up in the mountains Trev barely noticed.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The raiders hadn't attacked again since the day after Trev left, but in spite of that the tense strain of a place besieged hung over Aspen Hill.
 
   A lot of that was due to the knowledge that the mountains were no longer a possibility for escape and the town was completely surrounded. That impression was reinforced by the raiders making constant drive-bys of the town from all directions, often shooting at any people they saw or even just taking potshots at the windows of outlying buildings. They hadn't hit anyone yet, shooting from a moving vehicle at extreme range, but the sound of frequent gunfire was enough to keep the defenders rattled and the townspeople in a near panic.
 
   There was also the fact that Turner or one of his people could be heard blasting obscenities over the radio whenever anyone turned one on, along with mashing the call button repeatedly to make obnoxious noises. He made sure everyone listening knew without a shadow of a doubt that the raiders were out there and they wanted everyone in Aspen Hill dead.
 
   Mayor Tillman had tried a few times to negotiate with him, but since getting shot in the head Turner was in a vindictive mood. The demands he offered were impossible to the point of being outright infuriating, asking for everything of value in the town, including food, precious metals, and weapons and ammo. He also demanded that anyone who'd played a part in defending the town be turned over for mass execution, including the Mayor herself.
 
   The first demand was out of the question, but the moment Turner even brought up the second demand Catherine immediately broke off negotiations. If they followed those terms hundreds of people would be killed without a fight and the town would be completely defenseless against further predation if Turner didn't keep his word, which he almost certainly wouldn't.
 
   That was pretty much that, and with no help coming from outside that left the people of Aspen Hill with no choice but to wait with dread for the other shoe to drop.
 
   It was the evening of the third day since the attack, seven days since the raiders first arrived, and Lewis and Jane were on their way to the west end of town to begin their usual patrol. One much closer to the town's borders since the night they found the Mercer family. Every now and again she'd brush shoulders with him in a companionable way, but neither spoke as they walked.
 
   Lewis still thought they could be doing more good for the town if Jane was on her own shift, but although he felt a bit selfish for being glad she was with him he had no intention of changing anything. It was a relief to have her at his side, where he could not only enjoy her company but also be sure she was safe. And, to be honest, he didn't know if he would've been able to stay out here like this day after day if she didn't take her shifts with him.
 
   A lot of people had burned out from exhaustion and strain, even knowing how desperately the town needed them, and that put an even greater burden on those that remained. Matt had even assigned noncombatant volunteers as spotters alongside skilled riflemen to lighten the load, but when he offered Lewis and Jane those spotters they'd both refused.
 
   Apparently she preferred their shifts together as much as he did.
 
   He knew it was a pointless line of thought, but he couldn't help but think about how nice her shoulder against his felt. It was almost maddening to have to constantly remind himself that the contact was at best camaraderie, and the spark that would make it more than friendship wasn't there.
 
   “You think they're as tired as we are?” she murmured as they put the last house behind them. As the redheaded woman spoke she straightened with a sigh to pan the area with her binoculars. Tonight they had Lewis's night vision goggles instead of the scope, which made looking through the binoculars a bit awkward. But in spite of that awkwardness and her obvious weariness she was thorough in her inspection.
 
   Lewis made his own inspection of the area in the fading light, reminding himself that just because there hadn't been an attack for days and they were right next to town didn't mean that there weren't enemies out there to be found. Turner's raiders had taken out the sentries and patrols east of town easily enough a few days ago, which was a warning to everyone that the enemy was competent.
 
   It took him a second to realize that by “them”, she meant the raiders. “No. They're a relatively small number of mobile people in temporary encampments, and more importantly they're the only ones putting any pressure on their enemies. They get to rest most of the time and attack at their leisure. We're the ones who have to be on constant alert committing large numbers of defenders to covering the entire town.”
 
   Jane was quiet for a few moments, long enough to finish her sweep and let the binoculars drop to dangle from their cord around her neck as she continued forward. “So you're saying if we wanted to ease the pressure we should start attacking their camps and giving them sleepless nights?”
 
   Lewis nodded, then realized she wasn't looking at him. “Right.”
 
   “So why aren't we?”
 
   “Because it would be risky, especially without private communications. With their vehicles they could easily chase down anyone who struck at their camp then tried to run away, which means we'd have to coordinate something way more sophisticated than simple a hit and run. Then there's also the fact that if we struck hard enough we might goad them into a full scale attack we're not ready for. At least those are the Mayor's arguments, and Matt agrees with her.”
 
   “You already brought it up with them?” Jane asked. If she was annoyed that he hadn't mentioned any of this to her before now her tone didn't show it.
 
   “Indirectly. I don't really want to suggest an attack until I can think of a way to actually make it work.”
 
   “So that's what's kept you so quiet these past few nights,” she mused. In spite of himself Lewis smiled at her slightly ironic observation, since for both of them “quiet” was pretty much the norm. He thought there was a smile in her voice as well as she continued. “So what have you been thinking?”
 
   Lewis shrugged. “That in medieval sieges numbers favored the defenders, but these days numbers favor the attackers. We've got hundreds of people willing to defend the town and we're having all we can do to protect our borders from under 50 enemies with vehicles and superior weapons. Meanwhile if we sent people out to attack their camps the same sort of comparatively smaller force would be enough to have them scrambling. We might be able to do it with as few as a dozen of our best people.”
 
   “If they didn't have trucks and could chase us down after we hit the camps and tried to run.”
 
   “Right,” Lewis agreed glumly. “That's the problem. But I half think we should do it anyway, even if the attacks don't turn out as good as we hope. We can't afford to let them keep sleeping easy, completely in control of the fight while we're running ourselves ragged trying to defend the town. It's like in sports, where a team that doesn't have to focus on defense will be even more effective on offense.”
 
   “Makes sense to me,” Jane said, turning to glance at him. “What if they move the camps, or completely scatter and dig into foxholes and other ambush points to deal with us the next time we try an attack?”
 
   Lewis hesitated. “Then we find those new camps or emplacements and attack them, too. They're limited by the situation just as much as we are, since they have to stay close enough to town to keep up the siege. If they camped farther out they'd be using much more fuel for their drive-bys, and whatever they brought with them isn't limitless.”
 
   He paused, sorting through his thoughts, then continued. “Same goes for every time they have to move a camp. Eventually they run out of gas and they're in the same boat we are. That limited fuel also puts a time limit on how long they can put off their next attack, which means if we don't hit them they're definitely going to hit us. Also we're already starving and this siege is going to make a bad food situation worse fast, so the faster we end it the better off we are.”
 
   Jane was quiet for a long time, almost until they'd reached the north end of their patrol route where they'd turn and head south again. “You say you've brought all this up indirectly. How much of it have you discussed with Matt?”
 
   Lewis sighed. “Most of it, without going so far as actually suggesting an attack. He doesn't agree with my reasoning.”
 
   She turned to look at him again. “Why not?”
 
   “Because to attack their camps our people would have to be better at sneaking and concealment, better at shooting, and better at coordinating than the raiders. Otherwise the moment we attacked them they'd just single us out and snipe us down. Matt isn't confident our people are better than Turner's.”
 
   “Has he forgotten you caught them by surprise and sniped three men all by yourself?”
 
   Her tone sounded almost annoyed. Lewis appreciated the show of confidence, but he wasn't all that confident he was a match for any of Turner's men. After all, they'd managed to stay out of sight while he was combing the area west of town. “No, he knows I caught them way off guard with that attack. He just doesn't think we'd be able to surprise them again.”
 
   His redheaded companion turned to frown at him. “Why wouldn't we be able to catch them by surprise? This entire time we haven't tried to attack their camps once, which has to have lulled them into a sense of complacency. I don't see how we couldn't catch them off guard at least a little.”
 
   Lewis couldn't help but laugh quietly. “Which is what I said, but he wasn't hearing it. I think he's afraid to take the risk.”
 
   “Things are going to get way worse if we don't.” Jane abruptly tore off the night vision goggles and handed them over, and with a start Lewis realized it was time for his turn. “I'm not sure how long I can keep going like this.”
 
   He accepted the goggles and put them on, then lifted his binoculars and made a careful sweep of the area. That also gave him time to consider his response; Jane didn't display vulnerability often so he wasn't sure how she'd respond to reassurances. “You're not alone. I'm in the same boat, and so are most of the other defenders. A counterattack would take as much pressure off us as it put on them.”
 
   She nodded, and now that he had the goggles he could see her expression clearly. She wore a determined look. “Then let's talk to him after this shift is over. And until then we can try to think of a way to deal with the enemy's advantage of having half a dozen trucks.”
 
   “Not to mention three missile launchers, grenades, noise suppressors for their guns, and night vision gear,” Lewis added a bit glumly. He'd been thinking a lot about what the enemy had and how much of an advantage it gave them, and the conclusions he reached were always discouraging.
 
   They continued on in silence for a while, trading off goggles and carefully inspecting the area around them. When Lewis caught sight of the hill off to the west, well out of the way of their new patrol route now, he couldn't help but think of the Mercer family and the sad, poorly attended funeral the town had held for them the next morning.
 
   That led him to thoughts of his own family, his parents and sister in Norway, hopefully safe, and Trev's family in Michigan where things could already be going bad. Which led him to thoughts of Trev, and he couldn't help the spike of worry he felt for his cousin.
 
   The weather had been clear, but Trev would've reached the Rockies by now. Hopefully he'd made his way past them already, but if the snows were bad he might be stuck barely managing twenty miles a day and could be there for much too long. Or he could get caught in an avalanche or surprised by bitter cold and-
 
   “The deadline for the Gold Bloc pulling out of Canada is tomorrow,” he abruptly said to take his mind off those unpleasant thoughts. “Think we'll be seeing nukes on the horizon when we wake up for our next shift?”
 
   Jane shrugged, and with the goggles on he could see she looked bored and was probably thinking of something else. “Whoever's running things now didn't stick to their guns when it came to their last ultimatum. I doubt they'll do any better this time.”
 
   Lewis couldn't quite blame them for that, when the alternative was nuclear war. Although whoever it was should've probably avoided making the ultimatum in the first place. “What if the Gold Bloc invades?”
 
   The redheaded woman shrugged again. “I don't know. More threats?” She abruptly shifted the topic back to attacking the raiders. “Listen, what if we could somehow disable the trucks before we attacked the camps? Maybe sneak in and pour sugar in their fuel tanks?”
 
   “If we could do that we probably wouldn't need to attack the camps in the first place,” Lewis pointed out. “Those trucks are their main advantage, the reason they've been able to keep up this siege and wear us down.”
 
   “So maybe we should be thinking of taking out the trucks, not attacking the camps.”
 
   He shook his head. “Guarding their vehicles is their top priority. To take them out we'd have to make a full scale attack on the camps anyway, and with the equipment they've got we probably wouldn't succeed. That's why I'm leaning towards guerrilla tactics.”
 
   “For guerrilla tactics don't you usually have to be more mobile than your enemy? That just brings us right back to our original problem. We need to attack the camps since fighting defensively isn't working, and we can't attack the camps when they have their trucks, and we can't take out their trucks without attacking the camps, and it all just goes around in a circle.”
 
   Lewis suddenly froze, ears straining, and sure enough after a moment heard the slowly building rumble that had been at the edge of his hearing. Speak of the devil.
 
   Jane heard it too. “A patrol?” she hissed, blindly peering into the darkness in the direction of the engine they heard.
 
   He shook his head grimly. With a raider patrol the noise would be getting closer from the north or south, moving fast. This was coming from the west and making directly for them, and the quietness of the engine suggested that the enemy was moving slowly to keep the noise to a minimum.
 
   Now Lewis was faced with a dilemma. He needed to radio the town to give advance warning of the approaching truck, but if he radioed he'd clue the raiders in that they'd been discovered.
 
   While he was pondering it the engine noise abruptly became a roar, and along a dirt road heading west not far from them he saw the dark shape of the vehicle quickly approaching, headlights off with the driver using night vision gear to see.
 
   Lewis ripped his goggles from his head and shoved them at Jane, who fumbled them on and raised her rifle to open fire. As she did he snatched up his radio and turned it on.
 
   “-FROM THE NORTH!” he heard Pete Childress screaming. There were other voices also screaming similar warnings, and Matt shouting over everyone for quiet on the radio and more orderly reports.
 
   Jane abruptly gasped and dove for him, forcing them both to the ground as the flash of automatic weapons fire came from the approaching truck. Lewis landed awkwardly and did his best to help drag Jane towards the nearest cover, a section of low, crumbling stone fence, as bullets whined by overhead and all around them. He was grateful for the body armor they both wore, but only their torsos were protected so they had to get out of sight fast.
 
   Once they'd managed to get behind the fence and Jane was once again firing on the passing truck, more cautiously now, Lewis lifted the radio and shouted over the din. “Halsson here along the western border. One truck headed for town with at least three gunmen and the driver inside.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Fire
 
    
 
   Once he'd given his warning Lewis lifted his rifle to join Jane in shooting at the truck.
 
   He quickly got a bead on one of the muzzle flashes, although following a moving target as it made almost straight for him was tricky. But before could get a shot off Jane abruptly made a strangled noise and slumped to the ground, her head hitting his hip heavily as she fell.
 
   Lewis felt his heart stop for a moment as he heard the noise she was making, a horrible gurgle like she was choking on liquid and moaning at the same time. He dropped his weapon with a shout of grief and started to crouch over her, but then her arm shot up holding the goggles.
 
   “Stop the truck,” she rasped, then began making the noise again. With a start he realized she wasn't choking, she was vomiting.
 
   A gut shot? If that was true then the vest should've saved her from any real harm, although the force of impact would be like a solid kick to the stomach. Lewis didn't like the thought of her suffering, but that slight reassurance was enough for him to fumble on the goggles and focus on the approaching enemy.
 
   He didn't go for his gun, though. Instead he reached into his backpack for the tarp-wrapped Molotov cocktail and removed the firebomb, grabbing the lighter stowed below the bundle as well.
 
   The approaching truck had made it past their position and was continuing on towards town, swiftly growing farther away. Even more alarming, beyond the truck he saw a sudden plume of fire from inside the town and heard the roar of an explosion. Too big for a Molotov, and not the telltale fireball of igniting gasoline. A missile?
 
   Lewis refused to let it distract him, although he did spend a long moment preparing the throw.
 
   As a kid he'd never been much of a pitcher and his throwing distance and aim had both been terrible, but that was just because he'd never really spent much time doing it. Throwing was a skill just like any other. So when he'd realized the town would depend on Molotov cocktails for defense he'd spent long hours practicing throwing similarly weighted items to improve his range and accuracy.
 
   Now he'd see if his efforts had paid off. He lit the gas-soaked cloth, flinching slightly from the light as much as the heat as it whumped into flame not far from his face, and took two steps to hurl it with all his strength.
 
   The firebomb lobbed through the air, burning cloth making a fiery tail behind it, and smashed into the top of the olive green tarp tightly stretched across the truck's back to protect any soldiers inside from the elements and obscure them from view. Lewis didn't know if there were soldiers back there now, but if they were they were about to be very uncomfortable.
 
   The jar exploded in the familiar fireball, spraying burning gasoline across the tarp roof and the hood of the truck, then sending fiery lines of liquid trickling down the front and sides as the vehicle caught fire. He heard screams of surprise and saw the truck veer to the right as the driver panicked.
 
   That veer turned into a flip as Jane, on her knees and all pale face and gritted teeth, helped it along by shooting out the front left tire just as the driver swerved. Lewis heard the skidding noise of a heavy vehicle on dirt as the truck turned sideways, then a deafening crash as it flopped over onto its side, teetered for just a moment, then kept on rolling over onto its roof.
 
   Everything went still after that aside from the slight pings and pops of cooling metal and the truck settling in its new position. Half exultant and half disbelieving, Lewis crouched down to pick up his gun and take aim on the driver's side door.
 
   In just that brief amount of time a handful of raiders began pulling themselves out of the truck from all sides like rats fleeing a ship, coughing at the smoke and staggering around as they struggled to get their bearings. With their vehicle gone they might have decided to call off the attack and slunk away, but after the vicious thugs shot Jane Lewis wasn't about to let them vanish into the night to come back some other time.
 
   He awkwardly sighted down his scope with the night vision goggles, aiming for the best target. Two shots brought the man down, although in the haze of smoke Lewis couldn't be sure he'd hit anything besides body armor.
 
   The rest of the raiders snapped out of their daze pretty quick at the sound of gunfire and seeing one of their people drop. Unfortunately instead of running they scrambled for cover behind their upside down truck, and when they popped into sight again it was to aim for where Lewis and Jane were hiding and open fire.
 
   Lewis cursed the situation as he dropped down, pushing on Jane's shoulder to make sure she was down below the lip of the wall as well. Of course the raiders knew exactly where they were from the earlier gunfire; he should've got Jane to different cover when they had the chance. Only he wasn't sure his hurt companion was in any condition to move.
 
   Either way this had become a firefight, and like it or not they were trapped behind this short stretch of crumbling wall until something changed.
 
   From the direction of town he heard a high pitched, unearthly wail. In lieu of the radios Catherine had dragged out the old air raid siren, and now it was shrieking its warning that the town was under attack.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “-going to cut off your fingers one by one and shove them down your thr-”
 
   “-two trucks along the northern border driving parallel to our fortifications!”
 
   “We're getting hit by missiles on the eastern border! They're blowing up hou-”
 
   “Matt! Jane and I managed to bring down the truck outside town to the west, but they've got us pinned down not far north from where Center heads to Aspen Hill Canyon! We nee-”
 
   The chaos over the radio continued, frantic defenders trying to shout over each other and the ugly verbal abuse Turner was heaping on them over the channel. The efforts to communicate were practically worthless, with any useful meaning hard to glean from the cacophony and only a few words here and there getting through.
 
   Matt stumbled into the storehouse, mind still foggy with sleep and thankful again that his house was only a block away. “All right everyone, grab your weapons and Molotov cocktails!” he shouted. “This is what we've been expecting, a full attack with trucks. We need to get you all organized into groups and sent where you're needed!”
 
   He was relieved to see that most of the defenders were already geared up and clumping together in the beginnings of groups. He kept talking anyway, hoping an authoritative voice would calm some of the tension in the air, most of it caused by the harsh wail of the air raid siren and the knowledge that the raiders looked to be throwing everything at the town.
 
   “Remember, we've got all the roads blocked and the perimeter fortified so they won't have any easy way into town with vehicles. They'll either destroy their trucks trying to get in or they'll circle uselessly outside firing at the outlying buildings, which is what it looks like is happening on the northern border.”
 
   He got to work getting the gathering groups set up under leaders and began ushering them out the door to reinforce different areas along the border. As they went he called out some final advice. “Remember, they've got night vision and missile launchers. Don't clump together, stay out of sight, take shots of opportunity, and don't set up anywhere you can be trapped if things go wrong.”
 
   Gutierrez, who'd recently come in, added his own bit of advice as he led the group Matt had assigned him towards the door. “Also pick your targets carefully to save ammo and do the most damage! Hit the tires, hit the tarp over the back in case they're carrying troops, and try to shoot through any open windows. Throw Molotovs if you think you can hit anything. They probably won't call off the attack if we kill one or two of them, but if it looks like we're about to take out a truck those people at least are going to back off.”
 
   To Matt's surprise the former soldier didn't lead his people out but instead intercepted Matt as he was getting his own group organized to head south. “Matt, did you hear Lewis's message?”
 
   He nodded, and for the first time that night felt the beginnings of a genuine smile. “It looks like they managed to take out a truck.” He'd expected nothing less from his two friends.
 
   Gutierrez didn't smile back. “Lewis said they're pinned down outside the fortifications engaged in a firefight with the raiders from the truck.”
 
   He'd heard that too. “Right. I'm sending Chauncey and a team out to help them.”
 
   The former soldier caught his arm. “They're outside, Matt. Where the other trucks can easily reach them. The raiders will be sending help to their side too.”
 
   Matt felt his face pale as realization dawned. From the way Lewis had described it he'd assumed both sides were in a stalemate and nothing was going to change any time soon, giving them plenty of time to respond. But of course the enemy trucks didn't have to stay on the sides they were currently attacking, and any of them could easily break off and drive to that position in no time flat. If that happened the raiders would have no trouble getting behind Lewis and Jane's position.
 
   His friends would be helpless.
 
   “Change of plans,” he said, shaking free of Gutierrez's arm. “You, me, and your group are going after them. Tam, you've got lead of my group headed south to reinforce the gardens.”
 
   As the auburn-haired woman nodded Matt bolted out of the storehouse with Gutierrez and a dozen other men hard on his heels. The other groups were running to get where they were needed, but Matt led his group in a flat out sprint west towards Aspen Hill Canyon.
 
   He only hoped he got there in time.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “You okay?” Lewis asked Jane as he snapped off a quick shot around the side of the fence.
 
   He didn't have time to aim since he was immediately forced to duck away from a storm of return fire, but he had to do something to keep the raiders pinned behind the truck. It had flipped over in a fairly open area, which meant they were just as trapped as he and Jane were.
 
   For the moment.
 
   The redheaded woman was doing her best to return fire as well, but she kept on hunching down around her stomach in pain, and even dry heaved a few more times. “Well I'm puking out everything I've eaten for the last three days and feeling like a horse just stepped on my stomach,” she mumbled through gritted teeth, giving up to slump for a moment against the low wall. “So no, not doing fantastic.”
 
   Lewis crawled around her to a position farther down the wall, resting a hand on her shoulder as he passed. “Hang in there. Help will be here soon.”
 
   She nodded, not quite doubtfully, and with some effort pulled herself over to the end of the wall where he'd just fired from, lining up her own quick shot without even looking. Thankfully the truck's tarp was still burning in a few places, giving her enough light to see the enemy even without the goggles. It evened things up since the raiders had their night vision.
 
   And who knew, maybe he and Jane would get lucky and the truck would blow up and take the raiders with it, solving all their problems. They'd need that sort of luck, because in spite of his assurances he was well aware that the enemy had a much closer source of help. One that was also capable of getting to them a lot faster. Jane had to know it too, which explained the almost hopeless look on her face.
 
   He risked a quick glance over the wall at the ruined truck, then in the quick moment bought by Jane's shot he lined up his own at an exposed knee poking out from beneath the fender that the raider probably didn't even realize was showing. Lewis had learned a painful lesson from a similar mistake last Halloween, and from the shout of pain and cursing that came after he snapped off his shot and ducked back down his target had just learned the same lesson.
 
   In the lull that followed Jane leaned out from a new spot in cover and fired, then ducked down and glanced over at him, shaking her head. The raiders were all hunkering down for the moment.
 
   Unless they were all idiots that was a very bad sign. Completely retreating behind cover gave him and Jane an opportunity to post up and be ready to shoot at the first enemy that showed himself. That was why he'd been so desperate to return fire even when he knew he wasn't hitting the broad side of a barn, to keep the pinned down raiders from all just leaning out and waiting for the perfect shot the next time one of them risked a look.
 
   If the enemies were giving that advantage to him and Jane, it could only mean they knew there was no longer any need to risk themselves continuing the shootout because help was on the way. Lewis still leaned out for a good firing position in case of a shot of opportunity, but he also kept his ears pricked for the inevitable noise of an approaching engine.
 
   It came less than thirty seconds later, from behind them to the north.
 
   “I'll cover the flipped truck,” Jane said through gritted teeth, “go ahead and see what's coming our way.”
 
   Lewis felt a surge of affection for the redheaded woman. That noise signaled the end for them, but she was still keeping a cool head and not giving up. He could only do the same, so he scooted to turn around below the cover of the fence and peered north through his scope.
 
   As he'd feared, with his goggles he could see another raider truck coming fast on a dirt road that ran parallel to the town's fortifications about a hundred yards out. He could faintly see three men riding in the cab, as well as a couple more leaning out from the tarp in the back. All were well armed, and from the way the vehicle was making more or less directly for his and Jane's position the driver had to have been informed of exactly where they were taking cover.
 
   His determination gave way to resigned despair as he watched the raider reinforcements get closer. There was no cover from the approaching truck behind the fence, and if they tried to run the raiders behind the flipped truck would start shooting at them the moment they popped into view.
 
   They were pinned down with death only seconds away. There was nothing to do but shoot at the vehicle and hope they managed to get lucky. If nothing else they might deprive Turner of another of his trucks and make the town that much safer before they died.
 
   Jane must've come to the same conclusion because she abandoned her shot over the wall, awkwardly shifting around to crouch beside him facing north. She began shooting low to the ground, trying to get a lucky shot off on the tires, which would've taken a miracle without night vision. Meanwhile Lewis focused on the windshield on the left side, hoping to weaken it enough that a shot would get through and hit the driver.
 
   As he emptied his magazine he saw cracks appearing on the reinforced glass, as well as sparks on the hood and roof. Those were just the shots that hit anything, unfortunately; crouched low behind the fence and shooting at a moving target he was doing well connecting with every third shot. It wasn't going to be enough, but he kept shooting anyway.
 
   Then agonizingly bright light flooded over him.
 
   For almost a full second he went blind, his mind completely blank as he tried to cope with the sudden pain, while at his side Jane yelped. The raiders had turned on the truck's headlights, which thanks to the light amplification from the goggles made it even more intense for Lewis. Even the filters the night vision had been equipped with, to minimize bright lights so they'd still function in just this kind of situation, weren't enough to compensate.
 
   Lewis hastily tore them off and squinted, trying to make out the dark shape of the approaching truck beyond the headlights.
 
   He heard the vehicle slow, and although he couldn't see anything beyond the headlights he was sure raiders were taking aim at them. He groped out blindly and found Jane's arm, gripping it tight as he prepared for death. It was a selfish comfort to have her there with him since she couldn't be somewhere safe, and he desperately wished he'd never let her start patrolling with him in the first place.
 
   If he'd told her to go back that first night then she'd be somewhere else staying alive right now, and he'd be about to die here alone. That was something he could've lived with.
 
   Gunfire broke out, making him flinch in spite of himself. But instead of feeling the pain of being hit the light in his eyes abruptly vanished, accompanied by the sharp sound of shattering glass. Lewis shoved his goggles back down to look at the truck, feeling almost lightheaded with relief at another moment to live.
 
   The raiders in the cab were all hunkered behind the bulletproof glass, one hastily rolling up the window he'd had down ready to lean out and shoot at them. The reason for that, aside from the headlights being shot out, was the large hole in the windshield directly in front of the steering wheel. Behind it the driver was slumped over, a smear of blood across the backrest.
 
   It would've taken a serious bullet to punch through that reinforced glass. Like from the town's only .50 caliber rifle.
 
   With a surge of elation Lewis glanced towards town, catching sight of a dozen or so defenders making their way cautiously towards the still-burning truck using the cover of sage bushes and anything else they could hide behind. Matt and Gutierrez were in the lead, the former soldier carrying the heavy gun.
 
   Their own reinforcements had arrived, and faster than he ever could've hoped.
 
   Matt signaled, and all together the group began firing on the men hiding behind the flipped truck. The shoe was on the other foot now, as the raiders got to enjoy being pinned with enemies at their back. Four of them broke and fled to the southwest, away from Matt's group and Lewis and Jane's position both, as gunfire filled the air all around them. One stumbled and fell and didn't get back up.
 
   “Come on.” Lewis pulled Jane up and vaulted the fence, then helped drag her over so they could drop down on the other side, safe from the fire of the momentarily distracted men in the reinforcement vehicle. Once she was over Jane joined the other defenders firing at the fleeing raiders, while Lewis leaned over the fence and began firing at the truck again.
 
   Against an unmoving target, especially without the specter of certain death hanging over him, he was able to make better shots at the vehicle. He wasn't sure his shots did any good, and he didn't have a chance to find out because just as he began to fire the driver's side door was pushed open so the driver's body could be shoved out.
 
   The raider in the middle seat scooted behind the wheel, ducking low against any more fire from Gutierrez's gun, and moments later the vehicle lurched into motion and pulled into a tight U-turn. The vehicle roared off back the way it had come, abandoning the fight entirely.
 
   “Lewis, Jane!” Matt shouted across the hundred or so yards between them. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Jane's hit!” Lewis shouted back.
 
   His friend started forward at a run, talking as he approached. “Can she walk? We need to get out of here before more trucks arrive!”
 
   Jane determinedly pushed to her feet, hissing slightly in pain. “My vest stopped it. I'll be fine.”
 
   Considering she'd been puking her guts up five minutes ago Lewis wasn't sure he agreed with just dismissing her injury out of hand, and he was definitely going to make sure Terry checked her out. But for the moment he hurriedly slung his weapon and caught up with her so he could get her arm over his shoulder and support most of her weight.
 
   Matt met them halfway and got Jane's other side, and together they hobbled towards the rest of the group as quickly as they could. Gutierrez had the defenders arranged in a protective arc, squinting into the darkness for enemies with their ears pricked for the sound of more approaching engines. They kept those positions as they withdrew following the three making for town at the best speed Jane could manage.
 
   “Anything broken?” Matt asked worriedly. “Bleeding?”
 
   Jane's ponytail jiggled limply as she shook her head. “Just bruised.”
 
   “It was a gut shot,” Lewis reported. “She's been throwing up.”
 
   “Then we'll make the clinic our first stop.” Matt looked around uneasily. “Let's go a bit faster, okay? The sooner we get there the sooner you can rest.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The attack didn't last too much longer after that.
 
   It wasn't so much that the defenders inflicted any real damage on the raiders, aside from the truck Lewis and Jane had destroyed and the few enemies killed during the confrontation there, but that the trucks never really tried get in and didn't have anything to do outside. After a half hour or so of driving around the outside of town they gave up and left.
 
   The enemy tried firing missiles at three of the smaller roadblocks hoping to clear the way, but while the explosions opened a path big enough for a truck at two of them the raiders didn't try to drive into town. Possibly because beyond the roadblocks all the crude tack strips, cars across the roads, people hiding in nearby buildings with Molotovs, and other defenses they'd set up in case the raiders got into town continued to block the streets.
 
   More of a problem was the four houses destroyed by missiles, one of which had been sheltering two defenders firing at the circling trucks and another of which had collapsed on the family living inside, who hadn't managed to flee in time. Their rescue efforts managed to save the father and one of the children, while the two defenders and the mother and other child died before they could be dug out.
 
   On the enemy side there were three confirmed killed and one possible wounded, but their real loss was the destroyed truck. Once the defenders were sure the raiders were gone for the moment Gutierrez led a small team back out to gather what they could from the vehicle. Unfortunately the raiders had already been and gone, taking anything of value then firing a missile into the wreck as a parting gesture. The defenders were left with nothing but a gutted hulk.
 
   Even so everyone in town was celebrating the night's confrontation as a victory, and morale had dramatically increased. A few were even talking like the raiders had lost and the siege was over, and after this Turner would give up and leave.
 
   Lewis supposed that was a possibility, but somehow he doubted it. The truck and the raiders who died there had been pure luck on their part, and aside from that they hadn't done any real damage to the enemy at all. There was also the fact that to him this felt more like the raiders were testing their defenses and response times rather than committing to an actual attack.
 
   For all they knew the raiders would bust a way in and drive around on a shooting spree in an hour or a day or whenever, or take what they'd learned tonight to plan for a more effective attack in the future. Nothing had really changed, and pretending like tonight's fight had been more than it was seemed dangerously shortsighted, the boost in morale notwithstanding.
 
   Terry had looked Jane over, and to Lewis's immense relief informed them that he didn't see any sign of internal damage. While worrisome, throwing up after abdominal trauma did happen, and as long as she rested and took it easy for a while she should be fine. He'd know more after he'd had time to observe her for 48 or so hours after eating and drinking, but aside from some serious bruising her prognosis was positive.
 
   He'd offered to let her stay as long as she needed in the clinic, and she'd seemed happy to take him up on the offer with the completely earnest observation that the cot was more comfortable than her bed at home and the quiet of the clinic would be a nice change. Lewis agreed with both those assessments, and was half tempted to ask if he could bum a cot at the clinic too for the night.
 
   She'd fallen asleep and was resting easy, so when Matt came to see how she and the other wounded were doing Lewis was happy to take him aside where their conversation wouldn't disturb her. They were joined by Terry and a few others in the clinic wanting to hear the rundown on the aftermath of the attack. As he listened to his friend Lewis planned what he was going to say, and once the conversation lagged he invited Matt to come outside with him.
 
   First things first, he took his friend by the shoulder. “Thank you,” he said quietly but sincerely. “I don't know how you managed to beat raider trucks to get to us first, but you saved our lives.”
 
   Matt shifted slightly, looking embarrassed but pleased. “I'm just glad we did. Things were looking pretty bad when we showed up.” A somewhat awkward silence settled, and to escape it Lewis made his way over to lean back against the wall.
 
   His friend settled down against the wall beside him, in spite of himself glancing to the corner where he'd fought for his life just days ago. “Crazy night.”
 
   Lewis nodded. “How are Sam and the rest of the family doing?”
 
   “Safe at our house the entire time, aside from Terry and April who were safe at the clinic.”
 
   “Good to hear.” Lewis hesitated, then bit the bullet. “We need to attack the camps.”
 
   His friend gave him a surprised look. “Still? We just proved the raiders can't do anything to us.”
 
   “We didn't prove that at all. The raiders weren't trying to get into town. Besides, if we hadn't gotten lucky with the truck we wouldn't have done anything to them tonight either.”
 
   Matt slowly shook his head. “You've explained your reasoning for attacking the camps, but after tonight I think you're going to need to make a much better argument for it.”
 
   Lewis did his best to hide his frustration. “How about the fact that we're still trapped in town? Our hunting parties can't get out and aside from a bit of game bagged around the gardens we haven't had any fresh meat in days! Our foragers have picked the town clean and can't get out into the countryside to search for any more edibles out there. Nothing changed with tonight's attack and we're still in the same bad situation.” His friend looked away stubbornly and Lewis took a step closer. “Matt, we have to hit back!”
 
   “Don't lose your cool, man. I know that was a close one and Jane almost died, but-”
 
   “This isn't about that!” Lewis cut in, doing his best to keep calm so his argument would be viewed rationally. “It's been seven days since the raiders showed up, eight if it's past midnight by now. The raiders have attacked us twice in that time. Twice, and yet every hour of every day all of us in town are on edge expecting to be hit at any moment, going without sleep and running ourselves ragged just in case. Meanwhile the raiders are sitting in their camps rested and relaxed, because they're the ones making the attacks so they know exactly when they need to be prepared for action.”
 
   His friend hesitated, looking uncertain. “I'm sure it's not all parties and sleeping in at those camps. This conflict has to be taking its toll on the raiders too.”
 
   “Why would it?” Lewis demanded. “We haven't done anything for them to worry about. They're putting constant pressure on us while we put zero pressure on them. They can do whatever they want while we huddle waiting for the next blow to come. They're completely controlling this fight and it's wearing us down and destroying our morale. Even if it's dangerous, even if we lose the engagements, we have to start attacking them.”
 
   “What do you mean, even if we lose the engagements?” Matt demanded incredulously. “How is that a good outcome?”
 
   “Because at least they know we're out there, that we might strike at them at any time the way we constantly have to be prepared for them to hit us! Think of how long it took them to pull themselves together and start attacking us again after I shot Ferris and Turner. I bet they weren't resting easy that first night.”
 
   Matt shook his head, but he looked thoughtful. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   Lewis took a deep breath. “Two attacks when they least expect it, tomorrow morning or as soon as possible. First we do a quick hit at the south camp with a small group just before dawn, to draw the trucks away to reinforce there, then retreat to safety before the trucks arrive. At which point we hit the north camp with a larger group, do as much damage as possible, and retreat to town before the trucks can come back.”
 
   “Are you sure you're thinking clearly? They're the ones with the night vision. All we have is your goggles and the scope. If we attacked before dawn they'd be able to see us much better than we could see them.”
 
   “That's why me and Jane will take the goggles and scope and attack the south camp, if she's up for it. Or Gutierrez if she isn't. Then you'll lead the second attack with a dozen other people, taking along Molotov cocktails and our .50 caliber rifle in case any trucks arrive before you can safely withdraw. That should still give you a chance to break away clean if the attack doesn't go so well. And since we haven't shown the slightest inclination to attack them they shouldn't be expecting us, which will hopefully give us a better chance for success.”
 
   Matt still looked undecided. “Maybe we should wait on this.” Lewis opened his mouth to loudly protest, but his friend continued firmly. “I agree with you, and I'll do what I can to see we try your plan. But there's no reason tomorrow won't work just as well as today for it, since they won't be any more likely to expect an attack then. We'll also have time to prepare for it better and pound out a solid plan, and it'll let me talk this over with Mayor Tillman and the others.”
 
   Lewis nodded, biting back a sigh. His instincts were telling him the next morning was the time, but he couldn't force the rest of the town to go from 0 to 60 when they weren't ready for it. And Matt was right that there were good reasons to wait. Assuming Turner didn't attack again tomorrow or even again tonight, or word of their plans didn't somehow leak out to him by a captured townsperson or a traitor in their midst.
 
   “Convince them,” he told his friend. “We can't wait for an opportunity, we have to make one. Otherwise we keep losing people and Turner continues to control this war.”
 
   Matt gave him a rueful smile. “You need to learn the used car salesman's talent of knowing when you've already sold your pitch and it's time to stop pushing.”
 
   Lewis smiled wanly, but he wasn't in the mood for humor. He'd nearly lost the woman he cared about deeply tonight, and he just wanted a chance to be alone with her and make sure she was really okay. So he patted his friend on the shoulder and headed back inside.
 
   Jane was awake when he got back to her cot, which was secluded by curtains at the back of the clinic's side room stage left. To his surprise she almost looked relieved to see him.
 
   “Hey,” he said, smiling as he came and sat down beside her.
 
   “Hey. Was that Matt I heard?”
 
   Lewis nodded and quickly filled her in on Matt's rundown of the night's fight. Then he went on to talk about his suggestion to attack the camps and their friend's promise to think it over. “I volunteered you to attack the south camp with me. Hope that's okay.”
 
   “How else am I going to keep you alive out there?” she asked. He couldn't tell if she was joking or not.
 
   He decided to be serious too. “I know. You have no idea how scared I was after you got shot. I thought I'd lost you.”
 
   She looked surprised, and with a flush of embarrassment Lewis realized he might have said too much there. An awkward silence fell, and after a while Jane's eyes drooped shut. He was certain she'd fallen asleep again when she abruptly spoke. “How come you never tried to hit on me? Trev did right from the start.”
 
   Lewis stiffened in shock. Was this conversation going where he thought it was? He tried for a casual laugh. “I saw how you shot him down and learned my lesson from it.” She didn't answer and after another uncomfortable silence he cleared his throat. “Did you want me to?”
 
   Jane answered in a hesitant voice, eyes still closed. “Yeah, I think I did.”
 
   Lewis felt a sudden surge of mixed emotions, elation high up on the list. For her part Jane was biting her lower lip as she waited for his response. “Since when?” he demanded.
 
   It was her turn to laugh, and it sounded genuine if a bit embarrassed. “Since Trev handed me my dad's gun up in the mountains and told me you'd tightened the stock and smoothed out the bolt mechanism.”
 
   “Well I could see how that would set a girl's heart to fluttering,” he said wryly.
 
   Jane's light blue eyes flew open and she turned to glare at him. “It's not just that-” she started, sounding indignant, then abruptly cut off. She stared into his eyes, expression intense. “I care for you. I really care for you. I want . . . a lot more than we have right now. I've been hoping you feel the same way, but I could never tell since I'm terrible at figuring stuff like this out.”
 
   “I do feel the same,” he said hurriedly, “more and more strongly the more we're together. It's just that I was afraid if I tried anything you wouldn't want to be around me anymore. You know most people have a hard time getting close to you, but by some miracle I was able to. I didn't want to lose what we had.”
 
   Her eyes softened, and he caught a hint of color on her pale cheeks. “Me either.”
 
   Another silence fell, but it was their familiar companionable silence. Lewis tentatively reached out and took her hand, and she held it tightly. “I guess it takes a brush with death to get dummies like us to spill our guts.”
 
   Jane made a face. “Ugh, did you have to put it like that? I'm trying to forget the last few hours.” Her eyes started to droop again, and Lewis had a feeling she was about at the end of her strength.
 
   “Why don't we talk about this more later?” he said, squeezing her hand.
 
   “Yeah,” she mumbled. Then her eyes flew open. “You'll stay, won't you?”
 
   Lewis grinned. “The most amazing woman I've ever met just told me she liked me. Don't worry, I'm not going anywhere.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Newtown
 
    
 
   The Great Plains weren't doing so great.
 
   Trev had driven through this part of the country more than once on trips back east, although usually up on I-80 itself rather than on a smaller highway running parallel to it 15 or so miles to the south.
 
   The breadbasket of America, it was called. Where enough grain was grown to feed the entire country and then some. As a kid he'd watched out the window as endless fields of mostly corn and wheat flashed past in a comfortingly regular pattern of rows of plants growing dense and tall. Even though it got boring fast when the view stayed unchanged for hundreds of miles, there was always a sort of beauty to it.
 
   Only now those same fields were in complete disrepair. By the looks of it many of those he pedaled past hadn't been harvested at all, their crops flattened by the winter snows and a few scraggly weeds desperately trying to push up through the densely matted thatch of dead vegetation.
 
   Even the fields that had been harvested hadn't been planted again, so the weeds grew in chaotic tangles covering everything, including starting their work on the large industrial farming machines scattered here and there. By the looks of it they'd been left wherever they ran out of gas, free to fall to ruin as if nobody expected them to be used any time soon.
 
   It was an ugly sight, not just due to how it looked but because of what it meant.
 
   Before the Gulf refineries attack the majority of the farming in the Great Plains had been done by a few large companies that owned miles and miles of fields and did their best to mass produce crops using large equipment and standardized practices that smaller farmers just couldn't compete with. With the collapse of the government and the economy those companies didn't exist anymore, which meant no one was around to tend these fields.
 
   Smaller farms run by determined families might have weathered the winter and made some effort to plant crops, even without fuel to run their machinery, but whatever employees had maintained these fields either weren't around anymore or just didn't have the resources. Maybe some were on land farther off the roads growing crops as best they could, but on this smaller highway Trev considered himself pretty well out in the boonies and he didn't see a single planted field.
 
   That worried him even though he hadn't expected differently. A lot of people had died, but there were still hundreds of millions alive. Those people would need to eat long term, and the only hope for that was the land going to ruin all around him. Most individuals didn't have the skills or tools needed to head out and start a farm where they could begin growing their own food, and in the chaos of the nation falling apart it was unlikely any groups would band together to work larger tracts of land with heavy equipment.
 
   Things weren't going to get better any time soon.
 
   In fact, there was every indication they could still get much worse. The nation needed fuel to get back on its feet, and it needed to get back on its feet to start producing fuel and making use of it in the large scale ways modern life required. Lacking that people would keep on dying in large numbers until only those best able to provide for themselves or most skilled at taking things from others remained. The thought of living in such a harsh, vicious world wasn't an appealing one.
 
   Trev's thoughts had taken a gloomy turn today, but it wasn't just the unkempt fields around him that led to that. Today was the deadline for when Gold Bloc forces were supposed to completely pull out of Canada, on threat of nuclear war. He hadn't had any news since leaving Aspen Hill, but given how things had been at that time he was going to go out on a limb and say they hadn't. And he'd go even farther out on that limb to say that the remnants of the US military or government or whoever was calling the shots hadn't made good on their ultimatum, either.
 
   More importantly, even now Gold Bloc troops, primarily Russians from the northeast and Chinese from the northwest, could be pouring across the border in their invasion of the weakened country. That had certainly seemed to be the direction things were going when he left, which put an itch between his shoulder blades. Even though he was several hundred miles from the Canadian border he still found himself glancing north as if expecting to see Gold Bloc planes or vehicles on the horizon.
 
   Those sorts of thoughts were enough to put some spring in his pedaling, keeping him going mile after mile.
 
   His goal was to reach Nebraska by nightfall, roughly 170 miles. That seemed more than doable considering that the road was downhill most of the day as he descended onto the Great Plains. In fact, after the difficulty of navigating the mountains for the last few days he was actually having a fairly enjoyable ride.
 
   Even though it was already late afternoon he still felt fairly fresh and in good spirits. Not only was the going much easier, not to mention faster, but on these small highways everything appeared abandoned with not a person to be seen, giving him an opportunity to enjoy the scenery. Such as it was.
 
   But not too much. Trev may have looked inattentive as he pedaled along, mostly because the road ahead was flat and he could see well along it, but he was cautious when the road curved out of sight or when he passed potential hiding places. That said, for a stretch like this there wasn't much to worry about.
 
   Or so he thought until a man perfectly camouflaged in a ghillie suit popped up out of the ditch alongside the road not thirty feet in front of him, yelling for him to stop.
 
   Even caught by surprise Trev didn't hesitate to act. He veered his bike hard towards the other side of the road and threw himself off it, landing on one leg hard enough to jolt it at the knee and hip before collapsing in a roll.
 
   The maneuver would've worked better if he wasn't wearing his loaded backpack, but as it was his roll stopped with an abrupt jerk, the burden on his back absorbing most of the force of his landing with a few disturbing crunches that he desperately hoped weren't anything important.
 
   He went for his Glock in its underarm holster as he shoved up to one knee with his other hand, and even as his bike skidded along the street to stop several feet in front of him he ended up facing off with his surprise (and surprised) attacker. He wobbled there, slightly off balance, and did his best to calm his breathing and steady his aim, ready to fire.
 
   For his part the camouflaged man was still reacting to the sudden, near suicidal maneuver, trying to sight in on Trev with his rifle. That gave Trev just enough time to get a shot off before the man could shoot him, he thought.
 
   But before he could squeeze the trigger he caught sight of four other shapes similarly dressed in ghillie suits or hiding beneath ghillie cloths rising into view on every side, all with weapons turning to point his way. At his best he'd only manage to take down the first man, maybe one other, before he was gunned down himself.
 
   The people around him seemed to realize it too, and the older man in a ghillie suit a bit behind him and to his right sounded equal parts confident and worried when he spoke. “Put it down, son. We're not looking for trouble.”
 
   That was a bit hard to believe under the circumstances, but it looked as if Trev didn't have much choice. He felt the leaden weight of resignation sinking over him with the realization that he was once again getting robbed. As slowly and carefully as he could he holstered his .45, keeping his other hand raised over his head. Once the pistol was put away his gun hand quickly joined it there. “I'm not either. You're the ones who jumped me.”
 
   The man slung his rifle over his shoulder and pulled Trev to his feet, giving him a chance to wince at the scrapes along his left side and the pain in his leg joints from the rough landing. “Believe me, my family believes in live and let live. Under normal circumstances you wouldn't have even seen us as you rode past. But we figured it was only neighborly to warn you about what you were about to ride into.”
 
   As he spoke the man lifted Trev's arm slightly to examine the blood trickling towards his wrist from his scraped elbow, and he chuckled in slight disbelief. “We didn't expect you to go all commando on us when my boy popped up. I don't know whether that stunt was crazy or brilliant, but we should probably get you cleaned up as we explain ourselves.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Lincoln family that had ambushed him boasted four generations, although not all of them had been present at the road.
 
   The grandfather and toddler great-granddaughter had stayed well off the road with the steel frame handcart they carried their possessions on, all hidden under yet another ghillie cloth. Leaving mother, father, son, daughter, and son-in-law to hide in the ditch with their fake-grass concealment.
 
   They'd known he was coming well in advance thanks to Trent, the son who'd originally popped up yelling for Trev to stop. The man in his mid-20s always went ahead of the group in his ghillie suit with binoculars to give advance warning of anyone approaching, with plenty of time for his family to hide or, in this case, plan a little surprise.
 
   Trev could only count his blessings that after all the precautions he'd taken on his trip, although obviously not enough, when he finally ran into a situation he couldn't handle he was at the mercy of people who had some. It would've been the end for him otherwise.
 
   As it was he was invited to join the family as they settled in for lunch, helping him patch himself up with the modest first aid kit Lewis had given him. When that was done they went on to offer him food without hesitation, and while they ate they explained why they'd gone to the trouble of stopping him.
 
   Actually Trev had unintentionally broached the topic when he was given a couple of pancakes made that morning and tried to protest that he had his own food.
 
   “Eat it,” Maddie Lincoln, the mother, had insisted. “It's the least we can do after the scare we caused you.” The youthful-looking woman went on to explain that they'd been fortunate to pass a town five days ago where numerous grain silos had fed the population and all refugee comers all winter, gradually turning the place into a trading post. The family had managed to barter for all the grain they could carry, as well as a few other necessities, using some gold coins they'd brought with them.
 
   Trev was half-disbelieving at the tale. Most places were so hard off for food that it couldn't be purchased or bartered for at any price, and at the moment precious metals were low on the list of items people were willing to trade for. But then again he remembered Lewis mentioning that the places that did have food and didn't have fuel to distribute it might end up in a different situation.
 
   Without fuel a lot of crops had gone unharvested last fall, but the harvests that had come in often hadn't had time to be shipped around where they were needed. That or the long term storage for those staples became permanent, fair game to anyone close enough to make use of them.
 
   It turned out that Newtown, the place in question, had found itself in exactly that situation.
 
   Which was the reason the Lincolns had stopped him. That sort of prosperity tended to attract trouble these days, and while Newtown itself was more than able to handle anything that came at it the same couldn't be said for the travelers coming to and from the place to trade.
 
   Bandits had set up along the road west of town, and only Trent's vigilance had kept the family from falling prey to them. With his warning they'd hid beneath their grass camouflage as the bandit group passed by going the other way, then hurried on before the dozen or so shabbily dressed men and women could return.
 
   Trev was grateful for the warning, especially when Trent described the assortment of weapons he'd seen on the bandits, which included half a dozen guns as well as axes, machetes, and knives. He assured them he'd travel very carefully the next day, although he was a bit more noncommittal about the idea of visiting Newtown.
 
   The warning given, the Trev and the hospitable family spent the next half hour or so exchanging cautious stories of their experiences since the Gulf refineries attack and sharing information on the roads they'd just come down, which for the other party would be the road ahead.
 
   At that point Trev was starting to get a bit antsy about wasting daylight, and he could see the Lincolns were starting to glance at the sun as well. So he offered dessert as a parting gift and stood to retrieve his pack, lying next to his bike by the side of the road.
 
   “We couldn't accept that,” Trent argued, to agreeing murmurs from the rest of the family.
 
   Trev went to his pack anyway, smiling slightly. “If you won't accept thanks for sharing a warning that might just have saved my life, or for sharing your food with me, at least let me offer you something for the gift of decent human company.” He reached into the box wedged at the very top of his pack and pulled out one of the display boxes of candy bars.
 
   When he turned back he saw seven pairs of eyes staring at what he held with unblinking intensity. From oldest to youngest the travel-worn faces mirrored the same expressions of awe, hope, and longing.
 
   He tossed the box to Trent, who awkwardly fumbled to catch it. “Think one will be enough?”
 
   “We'll sing your praises for the rest of the day for the chance to split a candy bar,” the grandfather said. “That's a treat we haven't had in a while.”
 
   Trev's smile widened. “I meant the box. I've got plenty.”
 
   Trent shook off his surprise. “We really can't take this. Do you realize how much this has to be worth?”
 
   “Sure. I had about the same reaction you guys did when I found them. That's part of the joy of giving.” Trev stepped forward and offered his hand in farewell. “Travel safely, and thank you again.”
 
   He made his goodbyes as the family cracked open the box and began handing out the treat. From the almost guilty excitement on their faces he had a feeling that they'd had to dig deep to refuse his offer, and were more than happy to accept when he insisted.
 
   The Lincolns didn't tell him where they were going, and Trev kept his own destination to himself. It was a relief to meet friendly faces on the road, but trust came in degrees. As it had even before the world went insane.
 
   Once he'd shaken hands all around he thanked them one last time for the food and the warning and hopped back on his bike to continue on. Five days for them on foot, especially pulling a handcart, wasn't much time at all a bike. Which meant he'd probably reach this Newtown sometime early tomorrow.
 
   Although going around the bandits the Lincolns had seen would slow him down, as would carefully scoping out the town to see whether it was really safe once he got there. At the moment the question was whether Trev really did want to risk visiting this trading post when he already had the supplies he needed and a bad judgment call could mean his life.
 
   He had some reasons for going, and also some reasons to give the place a wide berth. It would be something for him to mull over as he traveled, as long as it didn't distract him from keeping an eye out for the bandits. He could also sleep on the decision tonight.
 
   Finding the Lincolns had been an improbable blessing in a world gone mad, but even so Trev wasn't quite sure he could believe an entire town where food was plentiful and strangers were welcome.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Getting robbed would be costly and potentially fatal. On the other hand the only cost for caution was time and attentiveness. That was a bargain at twice the price.
 
   Trev saw no sign of bandits as he continued on to Newtown, even though he went slowly and stopped often to check the road ahead, behind, and in every direction. He also looked for any opportunity to take smaller roads that ran the same direction, although unfortunately he didn't see any.
 
   Maybe the bandits had moved on, or Newtown had already dealt with them. Or maybe they were now haunting another road leading to the trading post.
 
   Newtown had been built along an old asphalt road a little ways off the junction where 23 heading east merged for a short distance with 83 heading north/south. Going on his first sight of the place, from as far away as he could manage using his binoculars, Newtown did seem to be exactly what the name implied: a newly built town. The buildings all looked like recent construction, clustered around a dozen massive grain silos and a few garages and equipment sheds that looked to have been repurposed into storehouses or barracks or other official uses.
 
   The grain silos were what immediately caught Trev's eye, and not only because the shiny metal was visible from a long ways off. He wasn't sure what their exact capacity was, but each looked like it held tons and tons of grain. If all of them were full then that was enough grain to feed thousands of people for years.
 
   Trev looked at the squat metal cylinders that dwarfed even the largest buildings clustered beneath them. Thousands? Maybe even tens of thousands. A dozen Aspen Hills could eat for a decade on the grain in those silos before they even needed to start thinking about finding alternative sources of food.
 
   By the looks of it the town only had a population of a few hundred, maybe as many as a thousand. How was this place not a target for every single group in a five state area?
 
   The answer was as apparent as the question. Because it was out in the middle of nowhere and nobody had the fuel to reach it. Not to mention that with this sort of bounty to draw on the residents of Newtown could sell the grain for practically nothing and still become immensely prosperous off the deals, while at the same time gaining the goodwill of anyone they met.
 
   From what Trev had heard from the Lincoln family it sounded like that was exactly what the town was doing. Which could solve a lot of problems for him and his family and the people of Aspen Hill, maybe not immediately but down the line.
 
   Assuming they'd been telling the truth about the place, which he had no reason to doubt. Still, better safe than sorry, so Trev made a few preparations before hopping back on his bike and pedaling into town. Even with that slight delay he'd reach it well before noon, and with any luck his business there wouldn't take long and he'd be able to get a lot more ground covered before nightfall.
 
   He saw quite a few sentries on the way in, set up on high points around town behind sandbag fortifications wearing body armor and toting serious weaponry. He watched them carefully on the approach, relieved that they showed no signs of hostility as he drew closer.
 
   The one nearest the western road lifted a radio as Trev passed, announcing his presence to someone in town, but other than that made no move to stop him. Trev waved as he rode by and the man nodded curtly.
 
   The town had sort of an old west feel to it in spite of the shiny metal silos dominating the landscape, with crudely built structures running along the cracked asphalt street built with bits of wood, scavenged glass, and poorly fitting doors. Rather than being painted most had been covered with plastic or tarps, and he saw far more holes in roofs letting out lazy curls of smoke from cooking fires than stovepipes. Electricity didn't seem to be an amenity.
 
   Aside from the repurposed garages and sheds closer to the silos one of the only exceptions to that crude construction was the first house he passed on his way in: a small, neatly painted cottage with a fenced in yard and a freshly mown lawn. It looked as if it had been there long before the Gulf refineries attack and the impromptu boomtown sprang up around the silos, and definitely didn't fit in with the rest of the construction.
 
   A wide wooden porch ran along the front of the cottage, offering some shade from the late morning sun. Seated on it in a comfortable padded porch swing was an older man wearing jeans and a red buttoned shirt, a cowboy hat resting on the table beside him alongside a half full glass of lemonade and a paperback novel. The gold of a sheriff's badge stood out prominently from the red cloth over his heart, and around his waist he wore a law enforcement belt with a holstered 9mm, handcuffs, and a stun gun among other tools of the trade.
 
   The man straightened lazily from his seat and came out onto the street as Trev approached. “Welcome to Newtown,” he called.
 
   Trev braked his bike and sat on it uneasily, thinking of his Glock in its underarm holster and the last encounter he'd had with law enforcement while wearing a concealed weapon, even one he was legally allowed to carry. The sheriff's hand rested casually inches from his service weapon, the ease of his stance suggesting he could bring it to bear fast.
 
   Trev had practiced drawing over the winter and was pretty fast himself, but the last thing he wanted was a fight. Especially since with his hands on the handlebars he'd almost certainly lose that race, which didn't leave him many alternatives but to hope the Lincolns had been sincere about this place.
 
   “I was told Newtown is a safe trading post,” he said cautiously.
 
   The sheriff smiled, although it didn't reach his eyes. “You heard right. I'm Fred Vernon, sheriff here. This town is under my protection. As I said you're welcome, and you'll be treated as well as any citizen. But I've got a few rules.”
 
   So far that squared with what he'd heard. Trev nodded for the sheriff to continue, which he did without hesitation.
 
   “Rule one, you check your weapons before going in. We respect a citizen's right to bear arms, but this is our town and we have a right to enforce our own rules here. I personally guarantee your safety in my town, and when you're ready to leave your things will be returned to you.”
 
   That also fit what he'd been told, which was one of the reasons why he'd cached his Mini-14 outside town, along with his firewood hatchet, skinning knife, and bear spray. He'd also cached most of his food and anything else that he absolutely couldn't afford to lose, in case he was robbed.
 
   Even though he'd known he'd have to check his pistol he'd brought it for three reasons: one, in case he actually did have to defend himself; two, because he didn't want to rouse suspicions about an unarmed traveler on dangerous roads; and three, since he planned to come back through here with his family on the return trip and wanted to make sure Newtown really was as good as its word about everything, including checked weapons.
 
   Losing the Glock would be painful if he was wrong, but he felt it was worth the risk.
 
   “I can agree to that,” Trev said as he got off his bike. Then, careful not to make any sudden movements, he lifted his coat so Vernon could see his pistol in its holster. The man nodded, and Trev carefully drew it and offered it grip-first. After accepting the Glock and tucking it into his belt the sheriff got out a scrap of paper, scribbled a description of the gun, and signed his name in cramped cursive.
 
   He offered the paper to Trev, who pocketed it. “I'll remember your weapon if you lose that,” he said. “It's for your own peace of mind, as well as to speed up the remembering. Not as young as I once was. And to go along with the first rule, obviously if you cause trouble we'll boot you out of town, and if you're ornery enough we may be tempted not to return your weapon.”
 
   The sheriff straightened. “Second rule is just as simple. No handouts. No exceptions. You pay for what you need or you work for it, same as everyone in Newtown. Prices here are fair, all things considered. After all, we are a trading post and we want to encourage visitors.”
 
   Trev nodded. “I need some food supplies, and if I can find one a bike trailer.”
 
   “Well you're in luck with the food. We've got grain silos just waiting to be emptied, one of the reasons we're so keen on trade.” Vernon frowned thoughtfully and scratched his chin. “As for the trailer, you can look around. We scavenged from a nearby superstore not long after the attack, and a lot of the non-consumable merchandise is still available.”
 
   That also confirmed what he'd heard. So far it looked as if the Lincolns were as good as their word. Trev held out his hand. “All right. Thank you, Sheriff.”
 
   Vernon gripped his hand firmly, meeting his gaze. “No problem. If you're looking for a decent meal the Newtown Bar and Grill is open round the clock. As for the trading, that's all in the big metal shed down the street there just before you get to the silos.”
 
   With that the sheriff turned and ambled back to his seat. Trev paused for a second to pocket his weapon voucher before continuing on into Newtown, pushing his bike rather than riding it.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   A Home Cooked Meal
 
    
 
   The bar was a long, low, sturdily built structure a few shanties down from Vernon's house. Although it looked hideous it had obviously been built to keep the cold out and provide a comfortable gathering place during the long winter nights. A carefully carved sign gave the name, along with a surprisingly detailed picture of a sizzling steak.
 
   Trev felt a bit of trepidation about leaving his bike leaning against the railing along the walkway out front, but was a bit comforted by the fact that the sheriff was sipping his lemonade less than thirty feet away. Still, he brought his pack with him when he pushed through the well-fitted door into the dim, smoky interior behind.
 
   Part of that smoke came from a fire in the hearth along one wall, and some from two of the four men at the table in the corner smoking cigarettes as they played poker. Trev guessed indoor smoking laws were a thing of the past since the Gulf refineries attack, at least in Newtown.
 
   The card players glanced up as he entered, then looked back to their game as Trev started towards the bartender, a tall, muscular man slumped on a stool behind the bar. Like any bar it boasted shelves behind it stocked with hundreds of bottles of various types of liquor, along with beer and soft drinks. Trev was a bit impressed the place offered that sort of selection when other towns were struggling for the bare necessities.
 
   “What can I get for you?” the bartender asked.
 
   Before Trev answered he leaned forward over the stained but clean bar top and spoke quietly. “Is my bike going to be safe sitting out front? I don't have a lock for it.”
 
   The larger man grinned. “It's broad daylight, friend. Vernon's not too kind to criminals in his town.”
 
   Trev had become a pretty strong proponent of the “trust but verify” worldview since the Gulf burned, but considering he was already in the town and weaponless there wasn't much choice but to take things at face value until events proved otherwise. Although he'd try not to extend his stay here too long.
 
   The pleasant smell of cooking meat coming from beyond the door to one side of the bar was another reason to hurry up and order. If this place boasted even mediocre cooking it would be a huge improvement from most of the meals he'd had since last fall, and his mouth was already starting to water.
 
   Although he had more important business to take care of first. “How's this place set up for bathrooms?”
 
   The bartender grinned. “Indoor plumbing, if that does anything for you. But you'll have to pay.”
 
   Trev blinked. “Pay . . . for the bathroom?”
 
   “It has its costs to clean and maintain same as anything,” the big man answered calmly. “You can always go outside if you want, although Newtown law states you have to leave city limits to relieve yourself.” At Trev's helpless look he grinned wider. “Tell you what. I'll include it in the price of the meal.” He reached under the counter and pulled out a key on a carved wooden rod and handed it over. “Second door beyond the one leading to the kitchen. The locked one.”
 
   “Thanks.” Trev took the key and made his way over to the door, which was bolted with a large padlock.
 
   The bathroom inside was small but well finished, and surprisingly clean too. Plumbing was no longer a thing in most places, but apparently whatever sewer or septic system Newtown was attached to hadn't backed up yet. The toilet had a bucket of water available for flushing, and the sink had a pitcher of water beside it along with a bar of soap for washing hands. Having to lug water for every use explained at least part of the price to use the facility.
 
   Speaking of money . . . Trev was half amused, half bothered to notice that sitting atop the toilet paper dispenser was a stack of dollar bills of all denominations. It wasn't too hard to guess their purpose.
 
   Sure, he'd pretty much accepted the collapse of the economy and the complete devaluation of the dollar the day of the Gulf refineries attack. But at the same time he hadn't expected to see anyone using currency as toilet paper, since even people who logically accepted that the money was now worthless would still have that inherent respect for the significance it had once had. Was this the proprietor's idea of a joke?
 
   Either way it was nice to use a functional bathroom for the first time since leaving the shelter. Once Trev finished up and washed his hands he locked up and headed back over to the bartender.
 
   The man must've seen something in Trev's expression as he handed the key back, because he laughed. “Didn't expect to be wiping with a hundred?”
 
   Trev rubbed the back of his head. “Not really. What's that all about?”
 
   The bartender shrugged. “You know a hundred years ago people in rural areas tore up magazines and catalogs for toilet paper? Well we try to make use of everything in this town, and we'd rather sell any readable material to people desperate for entertainment. Meanwhile not far away we had a bank full of worthless money. When the Sheriff emptied the vault of any useful trade goods he was going to toss all these bills away, or maybe burn them, but we figured we might as well get some use out of them.”
 
   “Makes sense.” Trev glanced at the door to the kitchen, where the tantalizing smells were coming from.
 
   The bartender picked up on the hint. “Ready for that meal?”
 
   Trev nodded. “What've you got?”
 
   “Depends on what you're willing to pay. We've got soup and fresh bread, or if you're in the mood for something more substantial and can afford it we could fire up the grill.”
 
   “It's been a rough trip, I could use some protein.”
 
   The larger man smiled slightly. “How does a hamburger sound?”
 
   His stomach started sending him urgent messages. “Like I'd be willing to personally slaughter the cow, grind the meat, bake the bun, and mix the condiments to get one.”
 
   The bartender's smile widened. “All that's already been done, as long as you can pay.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards the bottles on the shelves behind him. “Want a drink to go with that?”
 
   Trev was still a few weeks away from his twenty-first birthday, although he supposed minimum age limits weren't enforced any more than indoor smoking laws here. Still, even if he was interested in indulging himself, which he'd never really been before now, he wasn't about to let his guard down in a potentially dangerous place. Not to mention he still had a long ways to go today and didn't want to do it drunk.
 
   “I'll take a root beer,” he said. “How much for everything?”
 
   “Depends on what you're paying with. We take a lot of stuff in barter, so lay it out on the table and we'll work something out.”
 
   Trev thought about the most convenient trade commodities he had. Ammunition was a last resort, and he'd left it all behind at the cache anyway, so his best alternatives were either the one-ounce gold and silver coins Lewis had gifted him in case he needed portable currency or some of the candy bars he'd found.
 
   Trev reached into the pouch on his belt. “I've got silver rounds.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Twenty minutes later his meal arrived, not just a hamburger but slightly mushy fries made from potatoes that were obviously on the verge of inedibility, although the Newtown Bar and Grill's cook had liberally spiced them to try to improve the taste. As for the hamburger itself, the bun was a bit dry and stale, fried in the grease from the meat for better flavor and texture, and the condiments were the lowest quality sort from old fast food packets.
 
   But it was a good half pound of freshly ground hamburger, well seasoned and expertly cooked, and from the first bite Trev remembered why people raised cows instead of deer for their meat. Heaven was only a slight exaggeration.
 
   And the price wasn't nearly as steep as he'd expected, either. From the way the bartender had talked it up he'd expected some outrageous demand for one of his gold coins, but in fact he was actually given some change in junk silver for the single ounce of silver he paid over. In fact, going by spot prices not too long before the Gulf refineries attack the hamburger cost about what it would have then. If he was eating at a fancy restaurant at least.
 
   The price also gave him a useful bit of information, that Newtown put a value to precious metals that most places struggling just to find enough to eat wouldn't dream of offering, if they accepted them in trade at all. That was probably thanks to the plentiful food in the grain silos that the town was living off, not to mention using to build a decent trading hub.
 
   It gave Trev some hope that his cousin's gift would help him buy what he needed here. And, perhaps even more importantly if he could find a way to transport it, Newtown represented lifesaving food at ridiculously low prices that he could bring back to Aspen Hill on the return trip to ease a lot of suffering there.
 
   In fact, in spite of the distance it might even be worth it to set up a larger trade caravan, with more bikes and trailers and possibly even a horse-drawn wagon if they could get their hands on one. The food Newtown took for granted could mean everything for his friends back home.
 
   But that was a consideration for the return trip, assuming Trev could even find his family in Michigan and the situation was suitable for them to travel the 1,800 miles back to Aspen Hill. This could all be a pipe dream.
 
   Still, it was a pleasant thought as he savored one of the best meals he'd had since the Gulf burned.
 
   He'd taken his lunch to the table in the other corner of the room from the one the poker players occupied, seated with his back to the wall in a position that let him see the room without directly facing or looking at anyone. From that angle he wasn't quite sure if it was his imagination or not that the four men were sneaking hostile glances his way. The fact that they were speaking in low tones to avoid being overheard could've just been caution on their part.
 
   It was enough to worry him, though, so he hurried to clean his plate and tried to casually hook his leg around his backpack to pull it closer.
 
   A moment later he heard the scraping of a few chairs as the card players came to their feet and started towards him. Either his change in posture and furtive actions had drawn their notice or they'd already been about to head his way. Whatever the reason Trev cursed his bad luck and glanced at the bartender for support. Unfortunately the man was slumped in his chair with his eyes closed, obviously not asleep but just as obviously staying out of it.
 
   “Big spender,” the man in front said. His companions were wearing dirty, sweat-stained clothing and had the grimy, exhausted look of people who spent most of their time doing hard labor. But while their ringleader was equally unwashed his clothes were much cleaner, as were his fingernails. “Haven't had a burger here before. Good?”
 
   Trev nodded. “Worth the price.” He shoved the last bite into his mouth, leaving a few mushy fries on the heavy glass plate, and started to stand.
 
   He almost wasn't surprised when the ringleader crowded his chair, preventing him from standing. “What's the hurry, buddy? Let me introduce myself. I'm Lance.”
 
   “Trev,” he replied, doing his best to be polite. Although he had a feeling he wasn't going to be talking his way out of this one.
 
   Lance smiled, or at least showed his teeth. “Me and my friends were looking for another player. How about you bring some of that silver over to our table for a friendly game? You look like you could stand to relax a bit.”
 
   This wasn't looking good. Trev began idly toying with the fries on his plate. “Thanks, but I've got to do some trading and then get back on the road. I've got a long way to go.”
 
   The veneer of friendliness the four had assumed slowly faded away, and the ringleader's smile vanished. “Too good for us?” he said. “You look like you could lose a bit of wealth and still be just fine. Besides, prices are cheap here. I really think you should come play a round or two with us.”
 
   Trev glanced at the bar again. The bartender's eyes were open now and he was watching the confrontation, but his relaxed posture showed that he had no intention of intervening. Trev had had a feeling these guys were spoiling for a fight from the moment they started throwing him dirty looks, and he didn't plan to buy his way out of violence by letting them cheat him at a game he'd barely played.
 
   “Do I need to talk to the Sheriff?” he asked quietly.
 
   One of the grimy men behind Lance swore. “You looking to get a few ribs cracked? If there's one thing I hate worse than a tightwad it's a snitch.”
 
   Trev looked up at the ringleader, meeting his slightly watery brown eyes. “I'm going to leave now,” he said quietly, pushing his chair back as he spoke to give himself some room.
 
   Predictably, almost as soon as the words were out of his mouth Lance's right fist snapped towards his face. Trev's fingers closed around his heavy plate, spilling fries across the table as he yanked it around to smash into his assailant's knuckles. Lance snatched his hand away, cursing and clutching at his injured fingers, and Trev used the opening to whip the plate towards the man's nose.
 
   Then he rolled out of his chair, kind of like he had during his snowball fight with Lewis last Thanksgiving, and came up in a crouch behind it. The ringleader was staggering away clutching his face and filling the air with blistering oaths, while his three friends tried to slip around him in the narrow confines between the tables to get at Trev.
 
   It was too bad he'd cached his bear spray. Oh well, he'd have to use what he had.
 
   Trev picked up his chair as he rose to his feet and swung it at the nearest attacker, who caught it on his shoulder with a yelp of pain but kept coming, knocking it from Trev's grasp. After that he was pretty much out of tricks, with no time to grab his pack and make a break for the door. That just left him the option of slugging it out against three people at the same time, maybe four if Lance got back into the fight.
 
   Trev didn't have many illusions there. Fistfights, or most other kinds of fight for that matter, tended to go downhill fast when you were outnumbered even two to one. After that things got exponentially more difficult with each new opponent thrown into the mix.
 
   Not that he didn't have a few things going for him. Most of the exercise he and his cousin had worked at over the winter had come in the form of strength training, boxing, and grappling. They'd usually sparred against each other, taking care not to injure each other if possible but very serious about learning to fight effectively.
 
   For the most part they'd been evenly matched. Trev was slightly stronger and had better reflexes, while Lewis was taller with a longer reach, as well as more strategic in his fighting. His cousin's technique was better as well, mostly from being at least somewhat familiar with the moves he taught Trev, but Trev had picked things up fast during the time they'd had.
 
   Although this would be his first opportunity to seriously use them.
 
   So although he'd never been in a real fistfight Trev was well fed and fairly confident in his physical condition and abilities. Unfortunately the men coming after him were also well fed and had the deceptively wiry builds of people who did backbreaking labor day in and day out.
 
   As for their skills they were a complete unknown. They were older, which might mean they'd had a better chance of being in real fights at one point or another. Especially if they were this quick to start trouble. They might even have formal combat training from the armed forces or some other source, even private martial arts training. And if they went looking for fights they probably had the temperament to dish out injuries without hesitation.
 
   He didn't see much hope, but any hope he did have would come from not getting surrounded in the crowded space and taking out one or two as quickly as possible.
 
   So as the chair was knocked from his hand and the man he'd hit charged forward shoulder first towards him in a tackle, Trev dropped into a slight crouch and twisted. The move let him catch the barfly from the side and heave him away with all his strength.
 
   Either his assailant had been caught off guard by his speed or he was still recovering from getting whacked by a chair, but the man barely had time to react as he crashed onto the table Trev had just occupied. The flimsy wooden legs collapsed as the barfly hit, sending him crashing to the ground and rolling away.
 
   Trev turned towards his other two assailants and raised his fists protectively in front of his face, just in time to block a heavy straight cross from the nearest man. Deflecting the punch gave him an opening to jab at the man's nose. It was a good hit, temporarily stunning the barfly, but before he could take advantage of it Lance tackled him around the knees and brought him to the ground.
 
   That was pretty much the end of the fight for Trev, although his attackers were just getting started. Since he couldn't get away he curled up as protectively as he could and hoped they'd work out their aggression before doing any serious damage.
 
   Maybe thirty seconds and a few dozen punches and kicks later the snarls and curses of the four men were interrupted by the distinctive sound of a pump action shotgun chambering a shell. The blows raining down on Trev ended abruptly as his assailants froze, and a moment later they backed away.
 
   Groaning in pain, Trev somehow ignored the protest from bruised muscles and dragged himself to his knees with the help of a toppled chair. Maybe the one he'd used as a weapon. He saw the bartender standing behind the bar with a shotgun held ready.
 
   “That's enough,” the man said coldly.
 
   About time. Trev had a hard time feeling grateful for the intervention when it came halfway through the first real beating he'd ever suffered in his life. He stumbled to his feet and limped over to his backpack. Lance, sporting an ugly welt across his forehead, rose and backed away from it as Trev approached. Trev hoped the man hadn't had time to steal anything.
 
   If so he wasn't sticking around to rummage inside and check. He painfully lifted the pack and slung it over one shoulder, staggering under the weight as a few of his worst bruises throbbed in complaint, and with limping steps headed for the door.
 
   He was almost to it when he heard the ratcheting sound of another shell being pumped into the shotgun's chamber, followed by a skittering series of clicks as the previous unused shell was ejected and bounced across the bar. Either the bartender enjoyed the noise of the pump action or he was trying to get Trev's attention again.
 
   Trev slowly turned, free hand held cautiously out to his side, and felt a cold trickle of dread when he found himself staring straight down the 12-gauge shotgun's bore. And as bores went they didn't get much bigger.
 
   “What's going on?” he asked, doing his best to control his panic.
 
   “Easy!” the bartender said, smiling slightly as he shifted the weapon so it was no longer pointed directly at Trev's head. “I don't shoot my paying customers.”
 
   Trev's shoulder muscles, which had gone painfully tight from tension, loosened slightly. “Why point your gun at me, then?”
 
   “Because at the moment you're not a paying customer, and until you are you're not walking out of my bar.”
 
   “I paid for my meal,” Trev protested.
 
   “I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about that.” The barkeep jerked his head towards the broken table and scattered chairs. “You made a mess of my bar, and my policy is “You break it, you bought it”. And by that I mean the slang version, as in bought the farm.”
 
   Trev got the message. He reached into his pocket for some of the coins Lewis had given him. “I've got some more silver rounds.”
 
   The barkeep finally lowered his shotgun, setting it on the bar as Trev took out three 1 ounce coins and dropped them on the nearest table. But he didn't look satisfied. “More.”
 
   After a moment's hesitation Trev took out his four remaining silver rounds and set them down as well. He still had two ounces of gold, which should be more than enough for whatever he needed to trade for, and it seemed like a small price to pay for leaving with his head intact. “So I just walk away from this?” he asked.
 
   The bartender shrugged. “You could go running to Vernon if you want. He takes a pretty loose policy about brawls in the bar, though, as long as no one's seriously hurt.” His expression darkened. “And no one was, were they? Just be glad Lance isn't going after you for the plate to his face. He might have a concussion.”
 
   Trev's estimation of the sheriff's integrity went down a notch, if the denizens of Newtown were attacking travelers without getting in trouble for it. But he was just happy to be out of there so he pulled open the door and hurried outside, slipping his free arm through his backpack's other strap as he went. Before the door even had time to swing shut on its spring behind him he'd snatched up his bike and hopped on, pedaling towards the shiny silos down the street.
 
   He sincerely hoped the people there were more friendly, otherwise this visit to Newtown was going to be a complete bust.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Fortune
 
    
 
   The corrugated steel shed Vernon had pointed out to him as the trading post actually looked a lot like the one Trev and Lewis had buried to make their shelter.
 
   Over the front doors hung a large wooden sign with “Newtown General Store” written on it in plain white paint. In front of the shed stretched a modest gravel parking lot complete with painted lines for parking, an optimistic gesture on the part of the proprietors, a hitching post for horses, and a bike rack.
 
   There were also a few sturdy metal boxes along the front of the shed with another painted wooden sign hanging over them. This one read: “Welcome! Theft is harshly policed in Newtown, but for your peace of mind if you have your own lock feel free to store any possessions!”
 
   Trev stowed his bike on the rack and did just that, taking the padlock Lewis had given him out of his backpack and locking the pack inside the box closest to the entrance. Then with just the gold coins in his belt pouch he made his way inside.
 
   This looked like it had been some sort of grain loading shed at one point, with a concrete floor and retractable doors on the roof through which the grain could be poured from the silos. At the moment those doors were thrown wide open with clear plastic stretched across the space to let in sunlight, leaving the room bright and airy.
 
   And full of junk. Every single inch of free space between cramped aisles was packed with shelves overflowing with things, some new and still in the packaging and some used and cleaned up as much as possible. He saw toys, dishes, utensils, appliances and electronics that were effectively useless without electricity, and other assorted nicknacks. There were also aisles full of expensive looking watches, jewelry, silverware, and other things that had been very valuable a year ago before everything went bad.
 
   It looked like a thrift store that didn't know how to properly sort out the trash from the treasures.
 
   Although not all of it was junk. Behind locked cases along one wall he saw a decent assortment of guns, ammo, firearm accessories, and cleaning and repair equipment. On the same wall gardening tools and sports equipment were prominently displayed, some intended for useful purposes but many looking as if their main value was in their blunt or pointy ends. He even saw a few swords and some spears crudely made out of rake tines and sturdy wooden hafts.
 
   Along the back wall bags of wheat were packed up clear to the ceiling, altogether probably double his and Lewis's combined food storage the day of the Gulf refineries attack. Empty buckets and bins were stacked beside them, their lids neatly stacked nearby. And at the front of the store near the door, behind a counter made of shopping carts tied together with boards laid across them, was a large assortment of useful camping gear, nonperishable food, and other things travelers would have a keen interest in.
 
   A man was hauling around wheat at the back, while behind the counter two women sprawled in lawn chairs with their feet up on a pair of brand new gas generators, chatting. As Trev entered the women waved cheerfully, although when the older of the two saw his face she gave him a concerned look. “Are you okay?” she asked.
 
   Trev nodded and forced a smile. “Yeah. Just ran into some trouble.”
 
   The younger of the two, probably in her mid twenties, had lost her bright smile at the sight of his bruises. “Do you need the sheriff? We can go talk to him.”
 
   “Thanks, but it's taken care of. I just need to buy a few things.”
 
   “Look around, then,” the younger woman offered, her friendly smile returning. “If you can pay for it it's yours, and if you need help carrying it all Max is here to give you a hand.”
 
   The middle aged woman beside her nodded. “We'll be here if you have any questions, hun.”
 
   “Thanks,” Trev said again, and since he did have questions and wasn't in the mood to browse he made his way over to them. “I need light portable food, a bike trailer, and unused AA batteries if you have them.”
 
   “Big spender,” the younger woman said in a teasing voice. In spite of himself Trev tensed at the near parallel to what Lance had said not long ago. But she seemed harmless enough, even helpful as she continued. “We've got that stuff if you're willing to pay, but if it's food you want you should probably just go with wheat. You can get it for practically nothing in Newtown, while anything else you might get would cost you ten, twenty, a hundred times as much per pound. We've got a lot of bulk spices too if you're worried about the taste, and vegetable oil for a reasonable price.”
 
   The younger woman, who introduced herself as Deb, seemed willing enough to lead him around helping him find things. First things first they looked for a bike trailer, and after a lot of rummaging and a bit of help from Max, who seemed happy to take a break from hauling 50 pound bags of wheat around, they finally found one still in its cardboard box, rated to carry up to 200 pounds.
 
   Trev bought it on the spot, more than a little eager at the prospect of being able to ride the bike without wrestling with the weight of his pack on his back the entire time. With the added capacity he also purchased two 50 pound buckets of wheat.
 
   His idea was that it would be enough to last him and his family two weeks, which depending on transportation would get them back to Newtown where they could purchase more for the remainder of the trip to Aspen Hill. They could maybe even get extra to take with them on the return trip, to live on once they made it home.
 
   With the big things out of the way Trev splurged on a bag of beef jerky, a 2 liter bottle of soda from a huge stack of boxes containing more, a fresh change of clothes including several brand new pairs of socks and boxers, and a handful of dubious quality rechargeable batteries for his flashlights that Max plugged in right there using a little solar powered battery setup so they could recharge as he shopped.
 
   Once Clara, the older woman, had tallied up his purchases they spent about ten minutes haggling. In the end Trev was shocked at how cheap everything was, all things considered. Even one ounce of gold was a massive overpay and he got back a handful of junk silver and silver rounds in return. Both ladies seemed impressed by the coin, although Deb was quick to point out that they'd seen all sorts of precious metals at the store. Even platinum and palladium.
 
   Max helped him get his new trailer put together and attached to his bike with everything loaded inside, and in thanks Trev gave him a candy bar. He also went in to give Deb and Clara one each to thank them for their help.
 
   Deb was much more impressed by his gift than she'd been of the gold coin. In fact, to his embarrassment she was so excited that she threw her arms around him and kissed him on the cheek. That showed serious gratitude on her part, considering his unwashed and unshaven condition after a week on the road.
 
   He made a hasty exit after that, once again giving his thanks as he got on his bike and started back down Newtown's Main Street towards where it connected to the highway. He'd had some uncertainty about how towing a bike trailer with the added weight of his new purchases would compare to pulling a wagon, and as he set off he found he definitely couldn't tow nearly as much this way as he could on foot.
 
   After twenty or so feet of towing he decided he could handle it, since his legs would get stronger over time.
 
   Riding past the bar he had the brief concern that the bartender or Lance would make an appearance to cause him further trouble, but thankfully he saw no motion from the door of the ugly building. After that his ride took him past the sheriff's house as the final building before he'd be done with Newtown for the time being, which suited him just fine because he still needed to see whether he'd be allowed to retrieve his .45.
 
   He had to admit he was slightly more well disposed to the place after visiting the general store, but he was still eager to get back on the road and on his way.
 
   Vernon stood from his chair as Trev approached, and Trev hopped off his bike to meet the man as he called a greeting. “Looks like you're heading out. Not staying the night?”
 
   Trev shook his head. “I've still got a long way to go.”
 
   “Pity. Newtown can always use new blood. You'd be surprised how many wanderers end up staying after they've got a good look at our little town. In any case you're always welcome, long as you can pay.” The sheriff shrugged to dismiss the topic. “Speaking of which, find everything you need?”
 
   “I did,” Trev said with a nod. He hesitated, wondering if he should mention being attacked, then decided against it. “The prices were pretty reasonable, thanks.”
 
   “Well we do try to be reasonable.” The sheriff's voice hardened slightly. “Which is why I was willing to accept that you were just defending yourself in that dustup at the bar earlier.”
 
   That made Trev tense up. So Vernon already knew, and didn't seem to be taking his side. Was he about to have his gun confiscated for causing trouble? “I was. And I paid for damages.”
 
   “So I hear.” The sheriff reached into a bag on the table beside him and pulled out Trev's Glock, handing it over. “This is a nice gun, and you obviously take care of it. You can tell a lot about a man by how he cares for his things.”
 
   Trev gratefully accepted the weapon and slipped it into its underarm holster. “I might be back through here in a few weeks. Maybe a month.”
 
   “Hope to see you again, then. Travel safely.” Vernon paused. “Oh, and you'll be wanting these back.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the 7 silver rounds Trev had paid the bartender.
 
   Trev was so surprised it took him a moment to shake himself out of his stupor and take the coins. “I wasn't expecting this.”
 
   The man turned a glare down the street towards the bar. “Yeah well I got the story from Westman after Lance showed up at the clinic looking for medical treatment. Somehow I have a hard time seeing you attacking four men unprovoked, and after a bit of pressing Westman admitted how it really happened. His buddies can foot the bill for the damage they caused, or he'll eat the costs himself since they probably won't. Either way I won't have people in my town shaking down travelers.”
 
   Vernon actually went so far as to hold out his hand to shake. “In fact, I should be apologizing to you on behalf of the town for the fact that you were assaulted on my watch. The men responsible will face justice, and more importantly I'll be sure it doesn't happen again.”
 
   Trev sincerely shook the sheriff's hand. “Thank you.” He hadn't expected to find someone willing to be fair and decent to a complete stranger. Not the way the world was now.
 
   “Just doing my duty.” The sheriff turned and ambled over to his porch swing, plopping down on it and tipping his hat down over his eyes in obvious dismissal.
 
   There didn't seem to be anything else he needed to do, so Trev returned to his bike and continued on out of town. He took it slow at first as he figured out how to handle the weight of the trailer, and before too long he'd left Newtown behind. Even then he went slowly and checked the area around him carefully.
 
   He'd seen no sign of the bandits the Lincoln family had warned him about, which meant they still might be out there somewhere. Or there might be other parasites using the lure of Newtown to pick off travelers coming to and from the trading post.
 
   He reached the spot where he'd cached his weapons and hastily dug them up, relieved that no one else had found them while he was gone. Once his Mini-14 was slung on his back he felt a lot better about things, and as he followed the highway past the road branching off to Newtown and towards where it joined 83 going south for a ways he kept his eye out for trouble.
 
   Before too long he sped up a bit, haste warring with caution inside him. He'd been on the road a week and had only covered about a third of the distance he needed to go. At this point his pessimistic side was telling him he could forget about reaching his family before the invasion started, and he'd be lucky to reach them before the invasion was over.
 
   But he shoved that thought down. He'd push himself harder, go farther, and get there in time. And when he did he'd have some extra wheat to help out his family.
 
   The trailer wasn't too heavy, and he was able to manage the speed he'd been at before with muscles that had grown stronger with use. But once again his pessimistic side niggled at him that all the best long distance bikers weren't towing nearly their own weight in stuff to get those impressive speeds, and trying to go faster with the added weight would be pushing himself too hard.
 
   That part of himself he did listen to, although he didn't like it. It meant he'd be slowed down even more and lucky to manage the pace he'd set before, but if he wanted to get to Michigan in any condition to help his family he didn't have much choice.
 
   Determination was all well and good, but what he really needed was a car, any car, and a full tank of gas. And extra gas cans in the trunk. And gas stations where he could refill since even that wouldn't be enough to get him there. And while he was at it fast food restaurants so he could get a quick, tasty meal when he stopped to refuel.
 
   He kept pedaling.
 
   * * * * *
 
   It irked Lewis that to go to the town meeting at noon he and Jane had a choice of either staying up for hours and hours, or waking up about halfway through their daytime sleeping schedule. It wasn't exactly reasonable to be annoyed by it, but then again feelings often weren't. Especially when those feelings came while you were exhausted and looking to be even more exhausted soon.
 
   It would've been even more unreasonable to expect everyone else who was used to being up during the day to stay up for him so the meeting could be held at night, though. And since the meeting had been called in the first place to discuss his idea of attacking the raider camps that would've made it more unreasonable still.
 
   Lewis had decided to stay up for the meeting, going on the reasoning that with his irritating sleeping problems if he was forced to wake up halfway through a good day's rest he might not get to bed again at all. Better to hope the meeting was short and get what sleep he could afterwards before his nightly patrol shift.
 
   Jane thought he was crazy, and had decided to take what sleep she could when it was offered. Which in a way disappointed Lewis, since he was enjoying her company even more since they'd turned their friendship in a more serious direction and would've liked to spend more time with her.
 
   They'd kissed for the first time that morning before she went to bed, and in her usual blunt fashion Jane had admitted she really liked it and wanted to do it lots more. Lewis had agreed on all points, after which Jane dropped the bombshell on him that if both were sure of what they wanted then there was absolutely no logical reason they should take things slow.
 
   After all, they'd been taking things slow from the moment they first met, comfortably growing closer and becoming more familiar around each other, not to mention developing stronger and stronger feelings, with each passing day. Although neither of them had known the direction it was taking until recently. Her proposed solution was to just go ahead and get married as soon as possible, that day even.
 
   He knew Jane well enough that even though the suggestion was a surprise, the fact that she'd made it wasn't really. It was the pragmatic conclusion: they both wanted it, and choosing to do it that way they could avoid the sort of dithering around and jumping through hoops usual weddings required.
 
   In spite of the suddenness of going from friends to married in a matter of days, the idea did have a certain appeal for Lewis. More importantly it gave him another reason to stay awake, since sorting through his thoughts about whether his cautious nature could handle that sort of impulsive action would've probably kept him up anyway.
 
   Also he had to prepare his arguments for the meeting, where he'd be expected to convince his friends and their loved ones that going out and attacking a better trained and equipped enemy was a good idea.
 
   Which might be a tough sell under the circumstances. There had still only been those two attacks from the raiders in the eight days since Trev had left for Michigan. Since their attack with vehicles three days ago they'd even stopped driving around, although they'd taken to setting up positions and sniping at patrols as they left the town and sentries heading to their posts. Which in its own way was far worse.
 
   Only one townsperson had died to this new tactic, but in spite of that Mayor Tillman had called the patrols in to spend their shifts circling the perimeter, inside the fortifications. Meanwhile the sentries were set up in buildings just inside the fortifications as well, making sure they had a view of all approaches to the town but also quick escape routes in case those buildings were targeted by missiles.
 
   From Lewis's point of view trapping themselves in town with no ability to go out even to scout the area was a huge vulnerability, but the rest of the town didn't see it that way. With the raiders going days between major attacks the enemy was falling into a predictable pattern, and that took a lot of pressure off the townspeople.
 
   To the point that even though Matt was still on board with Lewis's idea, he'd reported back that the Mayor was staunchly against taking that sort of unnecessary risk. Calling a meeting to discuss it was the farthest she'd bend, and his friend warned that she'd probably be outspoken in her opposition.
 
   Lewis had surprised Matt by replying that he didn't mind. No position was so strong that it was above discussion or even criticism, and opposing viewpoints that were willing to be reasonable could expose flaws in his thinking that could save lives. He half hoped Catherine would be listening to his proposal like a hawk, ready to pounce on anything he'd overlooked that could put his friends in danger, even if it meant the attacks didn't happen at all.
 
   But they needed to happen. The raiders were taking their time feeling out the town's defenses, but everything they did closed the town in tighter around itself. In that position the defenders couldn't do anything new or even plan well for the unexpected, which meant that if Turner did manage to crack the nut that was Aspen Hill he'd shatter it to pieces.
 
   And with his equipment and vehicles the raider leader had plenty of nutcrackers at his disposal.
 
   Just before the meeting was set to begin Lewis descended from the roof of town hall, where he'd been sitting mulling things over, and made his way to the front doors. He was there to greet a few people as they arrived, and answer a few questions they had before the meeting. But as soon as he saw Jane coming from the direction of the Larsons' house he hurriedly excused himself to go over and greet her.
 
   That greeting turned out to be a kiss, which he definitely approved of, but afterwards Jane didn't say anything and just fixed him with an expectant look.
 
   He bit back a sigh. “I've thought it over. If you're still on board we can talk to Catherine after the meeting.”
 
   Jane broke into a grin. “It's a rational decision, right?”
 
   Before Lewis could answer he heard a happy shout, and a moment later a petite, dark-haired bundle of joy threw her arms around him, then turned to hug Jane as well. Jane endured the embrace patiently, since she considered Sam a close friend, but Lewis could tell it made her feel awkward.
 
   Matt was only a few steps behind to shake Lewis's hand and give Jane a nod in greeting, but Sam didn't give him time to speak.
 
   “How are you two doing? I haven't seen you for days, other than as bundles of blankets I have to tiptoe around. I know you've been up nights but it still feels like you've vanished off the face of the earth.” Sam gently rested a hand on Jane's stomach, which definitely made the taller redheaded woman uncomfortable. “I didn't even get a chance to make sure you were doing okay after you got shot, since you were already sleeping.”
 
   “Thanks, but the throwing up was just a reflexive action,” Jane said, politely disentangling herself from the smaller woman. “It didn't even keep me from patrolling the next night.”
 
   That wasn't exactly true. Jane had gone with Lewis on patrol, but she'd been even paler than usual and tottering every third step the entire time. It was a good thing the Mayor had pulled the patrols inside the perimeter by that point, giving them an opportunity to rest frequently, or he would've had to send her home.
 
   “It still makes me feel bad. I tried to cook you some soup but it ended up all getting eaten by the time you woke up, and anyway you guys disappeared after that. One second I was looking at Lewis in his cot, the next it was empty and so was yours when I checked.” Sam gave them both a frown. “It was hard not to feel like you're avoiding me.”
 
   “Just busy,” Jane said. She glanced at Lewis. “I'm going to go check your whiteboard drawings and see what you came up with.”
 
   Lewis nodded. When he hadn't been up on the roof he'd been down in the auditorium drawing a crude but accurate map of the camps and the routes between them and the town in between, and marking a few notes. The information on the camps wasn't current, which meant they'd probably want to go do some scouting the night before the attack, but at least the routes themselves weren't about to change without some major bulldozing.
 
   After his fiancee left, leaving Lewis dumbfounded at the thought for a moment, he turned to Sam. “How are you doing?”
 
   She grinned and patted her stomach. “You mean how's the little Sam or Matt in here doing? It feels like I've been asked that question more in the last month than in the rest of my life combined.” The dark-haired woman's patting slowed until she was gently resting her hand there. “Just fine, I think. This early in sometimes it's easy to forget I'm even pregnant.” She abruptly made a face. “And sometimes it's impossible to forget and I have complete sympathy for Jane getting gut shot. Also I really, really want strawberries. Like I'd tackle a bear to get at a patch of them.”
 
   Sam fell silent, and Lewis shifted uncomfortably. Here his friends were, sharing the most important things in their life with him. He really felt like he should tell them he was about to get married, at least assuming Jane was still up for it in a few hours.
 
   But at the same time he knew how Jane hated receiving any attention, let alone being at the center of it. Seeing how she'd reacted to Sam, who she thought of as a friend, reminded Lewis that his relationship with his wife-to-be was special, if not unique, and came with its own considerations.
 
   It was as much her decision as his when to let their friends know, although obviously they couldn't postpone it too long.
 
   He must've let the silence drag on a bit too long. “Hey, how are you doing?” Matt abruptly asked. He sounded sincerely worried. “I haven't seen much more of you than Sam has.”
 
   Lewis grinned. “Other than staying up for a noon meeting and walking around in the dark waiting for the other shoe to drop?” He patted his friend on the shoulder. “Tired, same as everyone else. Let's worry about this attack on the camps.”
 
   Sam abruptly frowned, putting a protective hand on Matt's arm, and Lewis realized Mayor Tillman might not be the only one against his suggestion. He felt a pang of guilt for pushing for something that put his friends in danger, even if he thought it was necessary. But that wasn't enough to change his mind. It couldn't be.
 
   Matt nodded and put a reassuring arm around his wife. “All right. Let's go see what the town thinks.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Mayor had limited the meeting to defenders and influential people in the town, but that still meant almost two hundred people were packed into the town hall auditorium.
 
   Lewis wasn't a fan of the format. He would've preferred if it was just him, Jane, Matt, Catherine, Carl and Tam, Chauncey and his sons, Ben, Gutierrez, and a few of the other people the town had really come to rely on. A smaller, more serious meeting where they could make real progress discussing the idea of an attack on the camps.
 
   With this many people it could turn into a circus at any point, and after that he might not be able to relay any more useful information. It could end up being a complete waste of time where nothing was decided, or things were decided against him with the first dissenting voice shouting at him anonymously from the back of the crowd.
 
   Then again the people who might be involved in this attack had a right to know about it, to hear it directly from him. Maybe it was better to include as many people as possible in the decision; he trusted them to defend him and those he cared about, so it wasn't a stretch to trust them to seriously consider his suggestion.
 
   “All right,” Catherine said briskly, ending the chatter as she stood up from her seat on stage. “I've called you here because there's a growing consensus among the defenders that we're giving the enemy too much of an advantage by remaining in town behind all the defenses we've set up, and if we want to survive we need to take the fight to the raiders.”
 
   She glanced down at the front row to give Lewis and Jane a level look. “I'll state outright that I'm opposed to the idea because of the risk, but I've come to trust the people who push for it so I'm willing to hear you out. I'm ready to entertain the possibility that I'm wrong in this matter, and ultimately this attack will be volunteer only, so I can't fairly order anyone to either go or not go.” She stepped aside from the podium, motioning towards Lewis and Jane.
 
   Jane nodded at him, since they'd already agreed he'd do the talking, so Lewis stood and climbed up to the stage as Catherine sat back down. As he made his way to the podium he glanced around the auditorium at the people filling it. All friends, people he'd talked to, patrolled or sat sentry beside. The people who'd come with Matt and Gutierrez to save him and Jane at the truck were in that crowd.
 
   But he still hated getting up to talk like this.
 
   “Thank you, Mayor Tillman. I've already talked about this with several of you, and you might have mentioned it to others. But in the interest of clarity I'll start from the beginning and explain not just our reasoning for why this attack needs to happen, tomorrow morning if we can manage it or otherwise as soon as possible, but also the tentative plan we've put together.”
 
   He started with his observations of how the townspeople were being run ragged while the raiders attacked at their leisure. He also mentioned how with every attack the defenders were drawing in closer and closer around the town, until they'd reached this point where they couldn't really withdraw anymore and their backs were to the wall. He detailed the critical situation the town was in when it came to food, and how they couldn't afford to keep going like that for long.
 
   Then he outlined his simple plan, of having him and Jane attack the southern camp just before dawn to draw the trucks from the other camps to them. They'd have the element of surprise, and once they'd hit the camp enough to draw notice they'd bolt for safety.
 
   In the meantime Matt would have a group of a dozen or so waiting at the northern camp, and as soon as the trucks there roared off to deal with the attack at the southern camp his group would attack and try to inflict as much damage as possible, then break away and retreat back to town before the trucks could return.
 
   “Think of it like a giant game of whack-a-mole,” he said with an attempt at a smile. “We can't fight the hammer when it drops on us, but we can be safely home when it lands.”
 
   The effort to lighten the mood had no noticeable result, and Lewis felt a bit of himself shrivel up as he hurried to continue. He mentioned his analogy of sports he'd made while talking to Jane, about how forcing the enemy to worry about their own targets and fight defensively would make them less effective on offense.
 
   He also did his best to drive home the point that by attacking the camps the raiders would finally be forced to have their own sleepless nights as they worried about when the next attack would come. From the murmurs among the listening crowd he had a feeling some people, at least, liked that idea.
 
   Last of all he urged everyone to look past what was happening right now in the fight to the overall position they were in, and the trouble they'd soon be facing in the future. Trapped in town they couldn't go on with many of the vital tasks of living, didn't know what the enemy was doing, and could only hope their defenses were good enough as they waited for an attack that might come at any time.
 
   “I think fortune favors the bold,” he said to finish up. “If we do this right we can get a lot closer to winning this fight, and maybe give the raiders a reason to leave for good.”
 
   There, that was his arguments laid out the best way he knew how. He hopped back down off the stage to sit beside Jane, who turned and nodded at him.
 
   Matt made his way over to the podium, looking to the Mayor as he went and only continuing when he received her nod. Once in front of the crowd he soberly looked over those assembled, and Lewis couldn't help but think that his friend had a lot of the leadership qualities he himself was lacking. Which was pretty clear by how the room quieted down into an anticipatory hush as Matt prepared to speak.
 
   The leader of the town's defenses made only a short speech, to the point. “This attack will endanger the lives of over a dozen people,” he said. “It could do a lot of good or it could be a disaster, but that's not really the point. The point is whether anyone would be willing to do it in the first place. Lewis and Jane have volunteered to attack the southern camp, and I've volunteered to lead the attack on the northern camp. Before we make any decisions I'd like to see, with a show of hands, who here would be willing to volunteer to join me. If it's more than a dozen people I'm not sure what else we have to talk about.”
 
   Behind Matt Lewis saw resignation on the Mayor's face. She'd abdicated her control over the decision with her opening words, and here was where they saw whether the attack happened or not regardless of her opinion. Lewis was grateful for her reasonableness and it raised his estimation of her leadership even more, he just wished it felt less like he was taking the decision entirely out of her hands.
 
   As Mayor that was rightly where it belonged, but at the same time since the raider attack she'd been focusing more and more on managing the noncombatants while leaving it to Matt to best decide how to defend the town. So maybe instead of seeing it as going over her head he could see it as her delegating the decision to his friend and the other defenders and giving them her trust, even when she didn't agree.
 
   After Matt's call for volunteers a hush settled over the auditorium. Jane turned in her seat to look behind them and Lewis followed suit, leaning his shoulder against hers. Together they watched as hands started popping up in the crowd, then people began standing to make it even more clear they were in.
 
   Pete was already up when they turned, Gutierrez quickly joining him. They were followed by Chauncey and Rick, who pushed Wes back into his seat when the young man tried to stand as well. Ed Larson stood, and Ben and an entire group of refugees rose as one, and others quickly followed.
 
   By the time the rustling stopped over half the audience was on their feet, expressions grim. It was obvious they were just as tired of waiting helpless for the next attack as Lewis was.
 
   On the stand Catherine stood and walked to the podium, where Matt politely stepped aside for her. She looked around, expression sad and worried. “It looks as if the attack will happen,” she said, quietly enough that the crowd had to lean forward to hear. “Thank you to everyone who volunteered. Be careful, and come back in one piece.”
 
   She returned to her seat, where her husband put an encouraging hand on her knee.
 
   * * * * *
 
   With the meeting over the people in the auditorium surged into motion in that organic way crowds had when it was time to leave. Some sought the exits, others made their way up to the stage to speak to the Mayor.
 
   And dozens came to crowd around Lewis and Jane to offer their support, encouragement, and enthusiasm.
 
   Lewis could see Jane starting to panic in the press, friendly as it was, although she did her best to appear composed. He didn't half blame her, since he'd never been fond of crowds like this either. So he subtly moved in front of her and did his best to extricate them from the clump of people as he answered questions and offered his appreciation for the support.
 
   To his immense relief one of the hands clapping down on his shoulder turned out to be Matt, cheerfully informing the crowd that with the decision made they needed to discuss details. The crowd grumbled good-naturedly as they parted to let Matt lead him and Jane off to one side, where Sam waited.
 
   Sam wasn't one of the ones celebrating, Lewis saw, which he understood under the circumstances. But even so she gave him a hug when they arrived, then moved to stand beside Jane while reaching out to hold Matt's hand hand. She might not've liked the idea of watching her husband go into danger, but she was willing to see the need.
 
   Matt stepped a bit closer to put his arm around his wife and hold her close. “Well that's that,” he said. “Guess now all that's left is to plan this thing to death and make sure we account for anything that can go wrong.”
 
   Lewis nodded, somewhat dazed. “I almost had a heart attack when you asked for volunteers. It's a good thing you were on board or you would've been able to hear a pin drop in the room, and the crowd would've looked like they'd been turned into statues.”
 
   Their friend laughed. “You think they volunteered because of me? You're the one who took down Ferris and destroyed one of the raider trucks. They've got every confidence that nothing will go wrong if you're involved.”
 
   He made a face. “Great, that's just the sort of pressure I love having on me.” He shook his head. “But I wouldn't sell yourself short. You're their leader. If you hadn't been on board nobody else would've been either.”
 
   “He's right,” Sam said, gently slapping Matt's chest. “Part of being a leader is recognizing that people look up to you.”
 
   Matt grimaced. “Nobody else would've been on board if not for Catherine, either. She was willing to step away from the decision even though she was against it. I'm going to go talk to her, make sure how this meeting went sits right with her in spite of her opinion.”
 
   He clapped Lewis on the shoulder and nodded to Jane. “Although I meant what I said about us going over the details of this attack, which I suppose will take place tomorrow morning since nobody had a compelling reason to postpone it.” He gave them a stern look. “That means you two are off patrol tonight. I'll want you scouting close to dawn, but until then you should get what rest you can and think about how you're going to attack the southern camp without being driven down when it's time to bolt to safety.”
 
   As Matt and Sam walked away Jane turned to give Lewis a lopsided smile. “I guess that makes today and tonight our honeymoon.”
 
   Lewis hadn't even considered that, and had to fight down a sudden surge of mingled excitement and panic at how quickly it was all happening. “It looks like we'll be spending most of it sleeping or crawling around in the dark. But if the attack goes well we might deal with the raider problem tomorrow morning and get ourselves plenty of time to have a proper one afterwards.”
 
   His fiancee came to lean against him. “Until then we'll enjoy the honeymoon we have. There should be time for something besides sleeping and getting ready for the attack.”
 
   “I hope so,” he murmured, putting an arm around her. Together they waited quietly for an opening to approach the Mayor.
 
   Once the crowd of people waiting to talk to Catherine had thinned a bit Jane nudged him impatiently, and they made their way over.
 
   At their approach the older woman immediately excused herself and stepped over to meet them, looking a bit exasperated. “Don't tell me you've got something else to pester me about. A raid to steal Turner's missile launchers, maybe?”
 
   Lewis felt his face flush in embarrassment and looked back at Jane. The redheaded woman simply stared back impassively. “Um, this is about something else.” he said. “Could we talk to you in private?”
 
   The Mayor's expression softened into a more friendly and curious expression, and she immediately led the way out of the auditorium. From there they went through the connecting hallway to town hall proper, stopping at the foot of the stairs that led up to her office. “This should be private enough. What did you need?”
 
   He took a deep breath. He didn't have any doubts about his feelings, just how quickly things were moving now. Not that he necessarily had a problem with that, but he'd spent most of his life carefully considering risks and the consequences of his actions.
 
   Of course they were about to go attack the raider camps, so there was a chance they'd never have an opportunity to be together if they didn't take the plunge now. The thought of how close they'd come a few nights ago still sent trickles of horror down his spine, especially when he remembered those first few moments after Jane got shot and he was sure she was dying.
 
   In any case he trusted Jane with his life, as he had so many times, and he trusted their feelings for each other. There really was no time like the present.
 
   He must've hesitated for a bit too long, because Jane abruptly spoke up for both of them. “You performed the wedding ceremony for Matt and Sam in your capacity as Mayor. We were wondering if you'd officiate for us, too.”
 
   The older woman looked between them, eyes widening in shock. “Well of everything you could've needed me for, I wasn't expecting that,” she exclaimed. “I had no idea you two felt that way.” A warm smile spread over her face and she wrapped them both in a hug. “Of course I will. I'd be delighted to. Have you two settled on a date?”
 
   As the Mayor stepped back Lewis glanced over at Jane for confirmation, but after the unexpected hug she was looking off to one side at nothing the way she sometimes did when she was uncomfortable. “Um, yeah. Is right now a good time?”
 
   Catherine's smile slipped, and she gave them both a worried look. “Isn't that a bit sudden? If this is some rash decision based on being about to go into danger or something like that . . .”
 
   Jane's head snapped around to look back at the Mayor, expression stubborn. “Rash would be doing something we hadn't carefully thought out that didn't make sense. We've both been thinking this over longer than either of us realized.”
 
   The older woman gave them both a final helpless look, then seemed to give up. “All right then. The meeting hasn't been over for too long so we can probably get everyone back together for the ceremony.”
 
   “Actually we'd prefer to stay out of the spotlight,” Lewis said hastily. “Could we just do the ceremony now and get it done?”
 
   Catherine rubbed at her eyebrows. “You two,” she said, sounding half exasperated, half fond, “are peas in a pod. I suppose I shouldn't be surprised.” With a sigh she nodded and pointed towards her office. “Go ahead and make yourselves comfortable while I dig up my notes from Matt and Sam's wedding and find a witness or two.”
 
   As the Mayor bustled off Lewis gave his wife-to-be an awkward look. “Well I guess that's that. Should we go over the attack while we wait?”
 
   The redheaded woman shrugged. “Seems like a good idea. Although since it's right before our wedding we could also spend a bit of time practicing our kiss for the ceremony.”
 
   He was a bit surprised to hear Jane suggest something like making out in the Mayor's office, although he had a feeling she seriously meant it to be practice. Either way he was fully on board. “I like that idea more,” he said with a grin.
 
   Jane smiled back, but hesitated in the hallway looking a bit nervous as he started up the stairs. “Are you sure about this?” she asked quietly.
 
   Lewis paused and turned back. “Absolutely. Practice makes perfect.”
 
   “I mean the wedding. You know how I am.” She looked a bit frustrated. “I can't-I mean, I don't do well around people. I'm not good at the sort of things people do when they're around each other. Are you sure you're okay with that?”
 
   “And you're just telling me this now?” he teased. His fiancee looked even more frustrated and he wondered if she'd picked up on the banter. He took her hand. “We've been doing things together for over a month, Jane. Patrols, hunting, or just enjoying each other's company. I don't like you in spite of your personality, I like you because of it.”
 
   She looked relieved, but he could tell she was still a bit concerned when she started rubbing his sleeve with her free hand. In the past he'd noticed that she sometimes focused on the sensation of what she was touching to calm herself down when she was agitated, usually in social situations. “I feel the same. Just promise me that if it ever does get to be too much and I need some time to myself . . .”
 
   “We're getting married, not joined at the hip,” he reassured her. “We'll still be the same people, and both of us are used to being alone. It will take some adjustments, things usually do, but figuring things out is half the fun.”
 
   Jane nodded and reclaimed her hand. “And you know if you need any space you can just ask.” He nodded and she finally started forward past him. “Okay, let's go practice. I can show you how Matt and Sam kissed at their wedding.”
 
   Lewis winced slightly. “Maybe we can figure out our own way.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Hitting Back
 
    
 
   That evening a little after nightfall Matt waited with the rest of the volunteers at the storehouse to discuss the morning's attack. Only Lewis and Jane had yet to arrive, but so far they were only a few minutes late. Considering their badly interrupted sleep thanks to the meeting Matt was willing to excuse that.
 
   In the end it had been decided that Matt would lead a group of twelve people, selecting Pete Childress, Tam Raymond, Chauncey Watson, Rick Watson, Tom Harding, Abel Metford, Jack Barnes, Ben Thompson, Carl Hopewell, Vicky Sanders, Red Yates, and Raul Gutierrez from among the volunteers. The group was a fairly balanced representation of original townspeople and the refugees, as well as Gutierrez.
 
   Each volunteer was fierce in their determination to defend the town and ready to risk their lives. They were some of the best people Matt knew.
 
   He and Lewis had already spoken with just about everyone there about the attack in the last few days, so the details were fairly well known. The important thing was the fact that the attack would be completely uncoordinated since they couldn't trust the radios. They'd have to rely entirely on timing, making sure everyone did their part when they were supposed to. Just as important would be to keep their eyes open for signs that something had gone wrong and they needed to call off the attack.
 
   They'd gone over the broad strokes and the group was discussing the finer details, in lieu of getting whatever sleep they could before it was time to leave, when Lewis and Jane finally showed up. The pair looked flushed and tussled, but whatever rush they'd had waking up and getting to the meetup on time hadn't prevented them from properly gearing up. The day's rest seemed to have done them well, too, considering their relaxed expressions.
 
   Matt hurried over to them. “Ready to move out?” he asked Lewis.
 
   His friend nodded. They'd agreed that Lewis would take the night vision scope and scout out the southern camp, taking great care not to be seen by the raiders encircling the town, while Gutierrez took the goggles and did the same for the northern camp. With any luck the round trip moving stealthily in the dark wouldn't take the two all night, and they'd return with whatever they found in plenty of time for everyone to get in position to be ready for the morning's attack.
 
   Gutierrez joined them, and they spent a few moments making sure their gear was all in good working order, especially the night vision, and the radios they were bringing with them were fully charged but turned off unless they were needed for a true emergency.
 
   Not that either man could expect much help from the town if things went bad out there. They'd be on foot in enemy territory, and even if Aspen Hill could send out a rescue party they'd have to worry about that group being caught in the open by the raider trucks.
 
   They shook hands all around, and then Lewis went off into a corner for a huddled conversation with Jane. As Matt watched his two friends in their surprisingly intimate farewells he couldn't help but think again that the two would be perfect for each other if either one was the slightest bit romantically inclined.
 
   Oh well. Plenty of time to play matchmaker after they drove the raiders off.
 
   Once the two scouts had set out the rest of the group settled down to rest. Jane took a cot off on her own and zonked out as if she hadn't just woken up from a good day's sleep, while the others tossed and turned a bit in tense silence trying to calm their unsettled nerves.
 
   They were going into a dangerous situation against enemies with very scary weapons and all of them knew it. Thanks to their temperament or simple exhaustion a few could sleep in spite of that, like Jane, but most of the volunteers took a while to drift off. He heard more than one prayer whispered in the darkness.
 
   Matt had the first shift while everyone else slept. He wasn't keeping guard, he was there ready to receive any news in case something urgent changed with the situation and they had to act on it, or worse yet call off the attack entirely.
 
   He spent the time thinking glumly of the tearful goodbyes he'd shared with a distraught Sam as he urged her to try to get to sleep before he left, if not for her sake than for the baby's. He wished he could be with her now, but most of all he hoped he'd still be around to come home after the attack and personally dispel all her fears for him.
 
   And, he had to admit, he also spent the time cursing Turner and his men for the suffering they'd caused to innocent people, and for forcing good people to risk their lives to stop them.
 
   After two hours he woke Pete to take over and sought out a free cot to slump into. He'd been afraid that nerves would keep him up, but as soon as he pulled the blanket up around him he quickly drifted off to sleep.
 
   Three hours before dawn Lewis and Gutierrez returned. Matt woke everyone up to hear their report, confirming that the camps were still in the same place and, while guarded, the raiders didn't seem particularly vigilant. The same could be said for the would-be snipers who'd encircled the town, one of whom Gutierrez had passed by close enough that he could've taken the drowsing man out with his knife if he'd wanted to. That would've potentially alerted the raiders to the upcoming attack, though, so he left the raider and marked his position to be avoided when leading Matt's group back to the camp.
 
   Once the reports were given everyone quietly gathered their gear and got ready to move out. Matt could hear a few sets of teeth chattering, either from adrenaline, fear, or maybe just the slight chill in the air. He kept his own jaw clenched as he checked his AR-15 and Glock, as well as the spare magazines for both he was bringing with him.
 
   Then he hugged Lewis and wished him and Jane good luck, watching as they turned south. They vanished quickly into the darkness, and once they were gone Matt gathered his dozen volunteers and quickly went over the plan one last time just to be safe, using the new information Gutierrez had given them on the terrain around the camp.
 
   Finally there was nothing left to do but motion for Gutierrez to lead the way. The former soldier started north at a trot, and Matt and the others fell in behind him.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Thanks to Lewis's careful guidance the new Mr. and Mrs. Halsson had no trouble getting around the cordon of snipers surrounding the town. They made good time to the southern camp in spite of the fact that they moved cautiously, with Lewis in the lead using the scope to follow the same path he'd planned out while scouting.
 
   For once neither of them were at a disadvantage in the dark, because instead of having to share a piece of the town's limited night vision gear Jane had been given the goggles. Matt figured that since the two had the more dangerous task and were going to be dealing with poorer lighting in their predawn attack they should both have every advantage. That left Gutierrez to lead Matt's group blind, but since he already had the route planned they trusted that he'd be up to it.
 
   Once Lewis had led them closer to the camp they slowed down even more, at times going so far as to drop flat and army crawl their way forward to the next source of cover. Lewis scarcely dared to breathe in spite of the exertion, and he spent each moment expecting a shout or, even worse, a shot to ring out above the night noises.
 
   The camp's sentries had night vision goggles and good scopes on their M1As. That would've been a challenge if they were alert, but after a week and a half without any sort of counterattack from the town they had to feel like wolves among sheep.
 
   And sheep didn't attack the wolf den.
 
   Unfortunately for them the residents of Aspen Hill weren't sheep, even if they had sort of been acting like them. To the sentries' credit at least they weren't asleep, but they weren't making more than a halfhearted effort to watch their surroundings. The bigger error was that they were patrolling right inside camp, instead of farther out where they'd have a better view of any approaching threats and more time to either take those threats out or raise the alarm.
 
   That sort of sloppiness wasn't going to cut it. Lewis and Jane were able to get into place on the same rise overlooking the camp from about 100 yards away without being seen, taking positions about 50 yards apart so they'd have different vantages to shoot at the camp from.
 
   They'd made good time approaching the camp, which meant that once they were in position they had plenty of time to make their own individual inspections of the area and pick out targets worth aiming for as the predawn glow in the east slowly brightened.
 
   By their best guess there were 38 or 39 raiders left. Which meant if they were evenly split up among the three camps, and each had put out 2 or 3 snipers to cover the town, then this one would have 10 or so men occupying it. Lewis had no confidence they could take out that many by themselves, but hopefully their attack would at least do some damage, and if nothing else sow enough confusion that Matt's group would have an opening to do much more damage to the north.
 
   Below them the sentries' shift ended and three other raiders replaced them. The new men were more alert, patrolling back and forth through the camp and doing a fair job of looking in every direction. But since Lewis and Jane were already dug in behind cover and keeping perfectly still they weren't noticed.
 
   After a while it grew light enough that Lewis could make out the camp without his scope, and he began mentally preparing for the attack to come. That wasn't a particularly challenging task, because even if he had any reservations about firing on Turner's men the memory of the Mercer family and the other innocents who'd died at their hands would've banished them.
 
   The harder task was controlling his mounting worry for his new wife and the constant terror that he could lose her in the next few minutes. Or that he wouldn't make it and she'd be forced to go on without him. Those sorts of fears could make him freeze up or make bad decisions when he needed to act, and he forced himself to set them aside so he could do what needed to be done.
 
   The sun looked as if it would burst over the horizon at any moment when Jane shined a laser pointer at his hand to let him know she was ready. In this light there wasn't much danger the sentries would see that tiny dot, especially since it had been aimed to hit a surface pointed away from the camp.
 
   As soon as he saw the signal Lewis counted down from ten, lining up his first target, and at the end of the countdown squeezed the trigger. At almost the exact same moment he heard Jane fire her first shot.
 
   They targeted the sentries first, taking out two of the three men in quick succession and doubling up their shots to hit the third. They managed to do it quickly enough that only that third man lived long enough to realize he was under attack, but he made the mistake of searching for the source of the shots rather than for cover.
 
   Their next target was the truck, taking out the tires on either side from their different vantages. The tires were designed to be resistant to punctures and likely filled with gel that would quickly seal any holes if the truck was moving, but sitting still and targeted by well aimed .308 shots they quickly flattened.
 
   Which was a relief in and of itself. One of the benefits of having him and Jane target the southern camp was because it only had the one truck, its second one destroyed in the earlier attack. That meant if things did go wrong as they withdrew they'd only have that truck to deal with instead of two, and with it sitting on flat tires their escape just became a whole lot safer.
 
   By that time panicking raiders were bursting out of the tents, in various stages of undress and some without even their weapons. Lewis shifted his focus to them, well aware that each shot would give away his position with a bright flash. Just before dawn the flashes wouldn't be quite as noticeable as in the dark, but even so he was sure he'd soon be taking return fire from anyone with a weapon. He focused on enemies with rifles first, especially any that were already aiming for him or Jane.
 
   At first he was afraid that the remaining men would get organized quickly enough to begin firing back at them, posing a significant enough threat that he'd have to change locations or even withdraw entirely. But instead it was the raiders who withdrew, bolting for the truck fast enough to be difficult moving targets. They left everything behind and drove off as quickly as they could, flat tires flubbing on their rims.
 
   With any luck the wild ride would destroy those rims, making the truck useless unless they had spares. But either way his and Jane's attack had taken out a few raiders and forced the rest to abandon their camp.
 
   Lewis quickly searched for and found the men he'd shot, taking time for another shot each to make sure they were dead. Fifty yards to his right Jane was doing the same for her targets: they couldn't take the risk of being shot at as they carried out the rest of their plan.
 
   He was frustrated to note that the sentry he'd been supposed to take out was gone, leaving just a few droplets of blood where he'd been lying. He must've hit body armor or a non-vital spot with his two shots, giving the man a chance to get to the trucks and escape.
 
   Which was disappointing but ultimately not unexpected. At least they'd managed to take out four raiders that he could see, which was pretty good all things considered.
 
   It was very, very tempting to thoroughly search the camp for everything valuable that had been left behind and get even more out of this attack, but they didn't have the time. Reinforcements from the other two camps could arrive at any minute, or the raiders from this camp could get their act together and return with a thirst for vengeance. Besides, even if they found some neat goodies two people could only carry so much.
 
   At the same time he had no intention of letting the raiders reclaim any of this stuff. So in the short time he had before Turner responded to the surprise attack and sent trucks from the other camps Lewis trotted down the rise, catching sight of Jane approaching from her position to meet up with him. They were both wearing body armor, which eased his worries a bit just in case they hadn't managed to eliminate everyone in the camp, but he didn't expect to need it.
 
   Their first task was to strip the two sentries of their weapons, goggles, and body armor, shoving it all into the duffel bag Lewis had brought. Then he searched around for anything else worth taking that just happened to be lying nearby in plain view, not finding much aside from an M16 leaning against a full ammo can by the nearest tent, both of which he took.
 
   While he was doing that Jane lit the two Molotov cocktails he'd been carrying in the bag and flung them at the two largest clusters of tents.
 
   The jars shattered and spread the flaming liquid inside with twin whomphs, and that was his and Jane's cue to leave: if the raiders had any doubts that their attackers had stuck around, seeing their camp on fire would bring them in hot pursuit.
 
   Before he left Lewis grabbed a few of the nearest tents that the flames hadn't touched and flung them into the inferno, aiming them so they'd possibly bridge the gap to other tents that hadn't yet ignited.
 
   Then, with Jane leading the way while he muled their newly acquired gear, they sprinted southwest towards the mountains, away from the town and the other raider positions both. The idea was to hole up somewhere safe and try to find their way back into town once the raiders stopped buzzing like a kicked hornet nest.
 
   That was a change to Lewis's plan he'd had to make after the raiders set up their sniper positions surrounding the town and sent the patrols fleeing behind the fortifications. As for Matt's group, they'd have to somehow deal with the snipers between them and Aspen Hill when they fled following their attack.
 
   Lewis hoped they managed it. He and Jane had arguably had the more difficult task, but they'd also had surprise on their side. And the advantage of surprise should never be discounted.
 
   * * * * *
 
   His friends at the southern camp couldn't radio in to report on their attack, but luckily they could make use of one of the oldest signaling methods known to man.
 
   Smoke signals, to be precise. Once Matt caught sight of the black column drifting up from beyond the town to the south he knew his friends had been successful in their attack, at the very least managing to set the camp on fire.
 
   He only hoped they'd also been successful in getting away.
 
   Of course, an even more obvious hint that his friends had carried out their attack was that down in the camp below him Matt saw four raiders gathering at the two trucks, shouting frantic instructions to each other as they piled in. The six remaining men in camp sprang into action as well, three getting to work taking down the tents and packing everything else up while the other three continued to patrol, even more vigilantly now.
 
   Matt was briefly concern that the raiders wouldn't immediately rush to the southern camp's aid, and would instead finish packing up their camp to all go together. That fear was dispelled moments later when the two vehicles tore off heading south, leaving their companions to finish getting ready to leave when they returned.
 
   That was his cue to go.
 
   Matt left Pete Childress to keep watch and slithered down the slope from the position they'd taken at the top of the tallest hill overlooking the northern camp. He'd left the rest of his group waiting inside a secluded scrub oak thicket partly down the far side, and they went tense with anticipation as he slipped in to join them.
 
   It was tempting to get cocky when it looked like his friends had managed a major success and things were going according to plan. But surprise rarely worked a second time against an enemy who wasn't a complete idiot; Turner would be ready now, which made Matt's attack a hundred times more dangerous. He might have a dozen of his best people with him and they might have prepared a solid plan, but against the alerted raiders there were endless things that could go wrong.
 
   “All right,” he whispered once he had them gathered around. “There's a fire burning to the south and four raiders just drove off in the trucks. That leaves six people left in camp, and three of them are busy taking down tents. Now's the perfect time to attack.”
 
   Gutierrez, at the back of the group watching the approach from the bottom of the hill, nodded at that and slipped out of the thicket to head back towards town. His job was to take out the snipers between them and home and cover their escape after they hit the camp.
 
   Once the former soldier was on his way Matt nodded and gave the signal for everyone else to go. Most of his volunteers immediately split into two groups and left the thicket circling the hill to the left and right making for their ambush spots. Matt led Tam and Rick, the rest of his group along with Pete, back up the hill he'd just come down shimmying on his hands and knees.
 
   There were two hills and a low rise within shooting distance of the northern camp. Matt had the group on the closest hill, which also happened to be the tallest, while Chauncey led another group of four to the other hill. That left the rise to Ben's group of four, armed with the .50 caliber rifle and extra Molotov cocktails since they were in the most vulnerable position if the raiders decided to come after them with their trucks.
 
   Since they knew the raiders would be alerted after Lewis and Jane's attack, everyone made an effort to stay out of line of sight of the raiders below. They climbed their hills and the low rise blind, trusting to the agreed upon timing once they were all in position to pop into view of the camp and start the attack. But even if they missed the timing it wouldn't be a disaster, since the most obvious signal to attack would come when Matt and his group opened fire.
 
   For the moment Matt stayed below the peak of the hill with the other two so his motion returning to Pete's position wouldn't give it away. As for Pete, Matt sincerely hoped the young man was able to remain perfectly still for long amounts of time. Pete had been determined and focused since his father died, as he'd clearly demonstrated by how reliably he'd kept his solo night patrols since. But determination alone might not be enough to control twitchy muscles and unexpected cramps.
 
   Unfortunately for the volunteers, before everyone was in position one of those endless things that could go wrong did. Although it wasn't Pete who was the problem, or for that matter any of the defenders.
 
   Wary of possible attack, the three sentries decided to search the area around their camp more thoroughly. Pete saw it, but hesitated to give warning to the other groups over the radio for fear of alerting the raiders who were almost certainly listening in. Instead he hissed quietly down to Matt to let him know what was happening.
 
   Matt weighed the drawbacks of attacking early over one of his groups being spotted and shot at before they were safely in position, and came down on the side of attacking early. He'd motioned to Tam and Rick to follow him, and was just starting to shimmy the rest of the way up the hill to join Pete when he heard a shout of alarm from over near Ben's rise. He fought a surge of panic as it was followed immediately by gunfire from multiple sources. Behind him Tam swore.
 
   “Attack now!” Matt shouted to his group, then suited his words by raising his AR-15 as he sprang the few remaining feet to the top of the hill with Tam and Rick right behind him.
 
   Pete was already shooting, and as Matt scooted into sight of the camp he saw a raider using a tent as cover while he fired in the direction of the rise. Unfortunately that left his back exposed to the hill Matt was on. Matt raised his rifle, targeted carefully, and fired into the small of the man's back, then fired again as quickly as he could reset his am.
 
   With his target leaned forward like that the body armor he wore should've ridden up enough to leave that area vulnerable. Sure enough the raider gave a cry Matt heard even over the deafening racket of gunfire around him and pitched forward, dropping his weapon to clutch at his back with one hand and awkwardly stop his fall with the other. That put him out beyond the cover of the tent, and a moment later one of Ben's people on the rise managed to get a shot in beneath his helmet.
 
   It wasn't a pretty sight. Matt quickly shifted his aim to find another target.
 
   Six against twelve wasn't good odds for the raiders even if they were wearing body armor, had better weapons, and one of the sentries had stumbled onto Ben's group before they were in place and raised the alarm. Three of them fell in the first few seconds of fighting, and the others were pinned down and wide open to being shot from behind by at least one group of volunteers.
 
   It looked as if they'd quickly clear this camp of enemies and have a chance to torch it like Lewis and Jane had the southern camp. Then they could flee for town with Gutierrez clearing the way and be safely there in about twenty minutes or less, depending on the speed they could manage. They might be home celebrating before Turner even knew what had hit him.
 
   That hope was completely dashed when another of the endless things that could go wrong, did. Matt was focused on targeting one of the remaining raiders when he heard the rumble of engines coming fast from two different directions.
 
   The trucks must not have made for the southern camp after all, or had turned back after only going a short distance. Matt ignored the danger as he bolted to his feet to get a look around, just in time to see the two vehicles loop around in different directions, one to get behind the rise and the other Chauncey's hill.
 
   They'd kept the radios off in case Turner used the call button and sent them all tweeting to give away their positions, but as soon as the attack started each of the three groups should've turned on the one they'd brought with them in case they needed to communicate. Matt had actually forgotten to do it in the heat of the moment, and as he fumbled at his belt to turn the knob and snatch his radio up to his mouth he heard Turner's now-familiar voice hurling expletives at them.
 
   He shouted over the stream of abuse. “Ben, Chauncey, the trucks are headed your way! Look out!”
 
   The warning was the best he could do, and he finally remembered the danger he was in standing out in the open like a dolt. He quickly dropped into a crouch, fumbling to clip the radio back onto his belt, and raised his rifle to fire at the truck going for Chauncey's hill.
 
   Before he could line up a shot the truck drove out of sight behind the other hill. Then, almost as if in a nightmare, the retired teacher's position on the hilltop abruptly went up in a deafening explosion.
 
   Even from this distance and over the noise of the blast Matt heard his friends screaming.
 
   Matt wanted to scream too, not only for the sake of the volunteers who'd just been hit but due to his own terror. The raiders in that truck had a missile launcher with them, and by this point they had to know the exact positions of all three groups. This was exactly what he, what Catherine, what all of them had feared would happen when they'd planned this attack. And it was happening.
 
   Behind him Rick did scream, calling his father's name. That galvanized Matt into action once again, and he tore his eyes from the horrible sight and turned to his group.
 
   “Forget whatever raiders are left in camp!” he shouted, crouch-running to a place that was out of sight of the camp but still had a clear view of the burning hill. “We've got to take out that truck!” He suited his words by lifting his rifle and focusing on the base of the hill, ready to begin shooting once the truck came into view.
 
   Moments later it did, not only driving out far enough to be in view of the hill Matt's group was on but actually making straight for them. Matt emptied his magazine into the swift-moving vehicle as the rest of his group joined him and also started to open fire.
 
   He felt a bit of despair when his .223 rounds seemed to do nothing to the reinforced windows or metal plating and he couldn't seem to hit the tires, but he couldn't afford to give up so he hastily reloaded to begin firing again.
 
   If they couldn't take out that truck it wouldn't just be Chauncey's group that suffered.
 
   While he was jamming a new 30 round magazine into the receiver, the empty one dropping to the ground at his feet, the truck abruptly flipped into a skidding U-turn. For a moment he felt a surge of elation, thinking they'd managed to chase the raiders away, but only until he saw that the vehicle had turned to bring the back of the truck in line with their hill.
 
   Standing in the opening there, braced by belts holding him from falling out, was the raider with the missile launcher. He'd just finished loading it and was raising it to his shoulder as Matt sighted in with his scope.
 
   Matt snapped off a shot that he was sure missed, and around him he heard a few more shots from the others, but there was no more time. “Scatter!” he screamed as he bolted in a direction that would take him away from the hilltop and keep him out of view of both the camp and the truck.
 
   Tam nearly slammed into him from behind, also running, while he heard the clatter of a weapon and other gear striking rocks as Pete simply threw himself into a violent roll down the hill going a slightly different direction. Matt didn't see Rick, although in his desperate scramble to get away he wasn't looking, but he was worried his friend had stayed put and was still firing at the man who'd shot a missile at his father.
 
   A moment later he heard a single instant of deafening noise and went temporarily deaf as the world behind him became blinding. The blast caught him at nearly the same time, throwing him forward.
 
   Since he'd been running downhill that meant a brutal landing. He felt a sharp pain from the arm he threw out to catch himself and lost his rifle almost immediately as he went flipping end over end, slamming into small rocks and bumps in the ground as he went. Dazed and hurting, it took him a few agonizing seconds to recover his senses enough to skid to a stop. Once he finally did he lay there, panting as he waited for his ears to stop ringing.
 
   Only to have Tam slam into him in her own uncontrolled tumble and nearly break his nose with her rifle, which she'd miraculously held onto.
 
   After that it took several seconds for Matt to remember who he was and where he was. The ringing in his ears slowly faded to the point where he could once again hear the gunfire and shouting around him. To his surprise he also realized that even in his daze he'd somehow managed to sprawl protectively above Tam, to halt her own descent and shield her from any flying debris.
 
   He hadn't done a good enough job, unfortunately. As he rose painfully to his knees he could see slowly spreading patches of darkness in the auburn-haired woman's hair and trickling down across her face, and he felt a surge of concern. She was bleeding.
 
   Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he should be doing something, retrieving his rifle or looking around for enemies shooting at them, but instead he dug frantically in the pouch at his waist for the antibiotic ointment and butterfly bandaids he kept there on Lewis's advice. His injured arm twinged with every movement, but in spite of the pain it only seemed to be bruised, not broken.
 
   As he knelt with the ointment Tam, hurt but lucid, slapped his hand away. Her voice sounded far away even though she was right next to him. “There's no time for that, we've got to get together everyone we can and get out of here!”
 
   Matt nodded and helped her to her feet, but she only managed a single step before going down again with a cry of pain as her ankle gave out. He awkwardly lifted the petite woman into a fireman's carry over his shoulders, glad she was so light, and started down the hill in a stumbling run. As he went he called hoarsely for Rick and Pete, unable to see them anywhere he looked.
 
   They were nearly to the bottom when a truck roared their way from the direction of the rise Ben's group had been on. He wasn't sure if it was the truck that had come from Chauncey's hill doubling back or the one that had gone after the volunteers on the rise, but either way its approach sent a wave of hopelessness through him.
 
   Even though it was pointless he couldn't let himself give up, so he shifted to hold Tam with one arm while he scrabbled at his belt to draw his .40 and point it at the truck. The vehicle swam drunkenly between the Glock's sights in his unbalanced stance and one-handed grip, but even so he was just about to pull the trigger when he saw a clear bullet hole in the windshield directly above the steering wheel.
 
   Matt slowly lowered his weapon in confusion. This was probably the truck that had come after Lewis and Jane a few nights ago, the one whose driver had been killed by Gutierrez to encourage them to back off long enough for Matt's group to save his friends. Still, he also had to consider that Red Yates, one of the refugees from Ben's group, had carried the town's only .50 caliber rifle with him to the rise.
 
   Grasping on that faint glimmer of hope he focused on the driver, trying to get a good look through the spiderweb of cracks and the fact that the vehicle was swerving madly. Then whoever was behind the wheel made it easier by leaning out the window as he braked the truck at the base of the hill Matt and Tam were on.
 
   It was Ben, pale but apparently unharmed, waving desperately for them to come get in the truck.
 
   Matt hefted Tam a bit higher on his shoulders and scrambled the last thirty or so feet to the captured vehicle. Red was slumped in the passenger's seat with at least one visible gunshot wound, to the shoulder, but when Matt threw open the door the man stirred himself just enough to slide over so Matt could help Tam up alongside him, leaving behind a seat slick with his blood.
 
   The auburn-haired woman barely seemed to notice. As she worked to get her seatbelt on Matt slammed the door shut and bolted for the back of the truck, surprised but pleased to meet a filthy and scratched up Pete there. He let the young man go first up into the bed, sliding down one of the benches in the space beneath the olive colored canvas tarp.
 
   While he waited Matt looked around desperately, and to his further relief he saw Rick appear as if from nowhere about thirty feet up the hill, bursting out from behind a sage bush that seemed too small to hide him. The young man ran as if the ground were falling away behind him, almost stumbling and falling headlong a dozen times, before he managed to reach the back of the truck. Matt, who'd climbed up into the entrance, reached down to haul him up.
 
   At the front of the truck bed, just behind the cab, Pete thumped his fist against the glass there and the truck abruptly lurched into motion, tires spinning out on the loose dirt. Matt should've been expecting it but the sudden motion still nearly knocked him off the back.
 
   He slumped down onto a bench, Rick falling onto the bench on the other side, and only then got a good look at the area beneath the tarp and realized that there was no one else there but him, Rick, and Pete.
 
   Ben had brought three other people with him to the rise, and only two of them had gotten away. He doubted the man would leave anyone behind so it was almost certain the others were dead.
 
   What seemed like only instants later the truck lurched to a stop again, and from outside Matt recognized a familiar voice screaming for help. He half fell, half jumped off the back to find himself at the base of the hill Chauncey's group had been on. A scorched Tom Harding, his clothes rags and bleeding in half a dozen places Matt could see, was halfway down the hill doing his best to carry Chauncey Watson towards the truck, but in his state it was more like dragging.
 
   And Chauncey . . .
 
   If Tom looked like he'd gotten in a fight with a burning thorn bush then Chauncey looked as if he'd been dragged through an entire thicket of them. Blood ran in a sheet down his face from a cut along his forehead, his clothes were blackened remnants with burned flesh beneath, and behind him ran a trail of blood stretching back up the hill.
 
   Most of that blood came from Chauncey's right leg, which-
 
   Matt looked away, fighting the sudden urge to be sick. Rick, who'd dropped down beside him, saw his father and screamed. Matt grabbed the younger man and pulled him along as he bolted forward to take Chauncey from an exhausted Tom, and with Rick's help carried him the rest of the way to the truck. The leg wasn't good, that's all he could think about now.
 
   “Where are the others?” he shouted at Tom, who in the urgency of the situation had put on a burst of speed and was already scrambling into the truck. At that the older man turned to give him a stricken look, which was all the answer Matt needed. Pete leaned down to help him and Rick lift Chauncey up inside.
 
   Somewhere behind him he heard the bark of automatic weapons fire, accompanied by the high pitched pings of bullets hitting the reinforced side of the truck. He also saw a few holes of light appear in the cloth tarp as shots ripped through it.
 
   They got Chauncey in and scrambled in after him, ducking low beneath the sides of the truck bed. As Rick got his dad stretched out on a bench and feverishly worked to rig Chauncey's belt as a tourniquet just below the hip, Matt half crawled, half lunged down the aisle between the benches to stay beneath the level of the tarp. He managed to reach the window to the cab and pounded on it with a fist, screaming for Ben to drive.
 
   Again he felt the truck lurch into motion, and it rumbled along beneath him on its way to carry them all safely to Aspen Hill. As long as the missing missile launcher truck didn't catch up to them. That was in Ben's hands, though, and he feverishly wished the man luck driving this thing.
 
   At that point all Matt could do was slump down with his back against the wall of the cab, staring at the early morning sunlight he could see through the gap in the tarp at the very back. It killed him to leave his fallen friends behind, with no hope for a proper burial after the brave sacrifice they'd made. But under the circumstances there didn't seem to be any other option.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Blowback
 
    
 
   They stopped only once in their wild drive back to Aspen Hill, to pick up a surprised Gutierrez who'd only had a chance to take down one sniper. The former soldier's elation at the sight of them arriving in a truck was quickly quashed, however, when he saw how few of the volunteers were in the vehicle.
 
   That count went down one as they screeched to a stop in front of town hall and desperately worked to get the wounded into the clinic. Red Yates had taken another shot after all, in his upper thigh that nicked his femoral artery, and he bled out as they were carrying him inside.
 
   That left a grim tally. Thirteen people had gone to attack the camp. Of them only eight returned, and of those only five had escaped serious injury and only Gutierrez and Ben were unharmed.
 
   Everyone in Matt's group had survived, more by good fortune than skill. Most of the enemy gunfire had been targeted at Ben's group on the low rise, and Chauncey's group had suffered the first missile strike and given them warning of what to expect when the missile was fired at them. Matt, Pete, and Rick were all mostly unharmed aside from damaged eardrums and scrapes and bruises from rolling and falling debris, while Tam had a fractured ankle and would be out of action for the foreseeable future.
 
   In Ben's group Carl Hopewell and Vicky Sanders had died in the firefight, which meant that after Red's death only Ben had survived. The refugee leader had not only miraculously escaped the worst of the fighting unharmed, but by taking the truck had probably saving them all with his quick thinking.
 
   From Chauncey's group Abel Metford and Jack Barnes were killed almost instantly by the missile, while Tom Harding had suffered wounds that seemed superficial only in light of what the others had suffered. Chauncey was on the brink of death, weak from severe burns and blood loss and with his right leg mangled beyond any hope of repair.
 
   As for Lewis and Jane, Matt knew the plan had been for them to not return to town and instead head southwest into the mountains for safety. But they hadn't radioed in, and after all the losses his own group had suffered it was hard not to fear the worst for them.
 
   None of his people could tell him exactly how bad they'd hurt the enemy in all the confusion, but his best tally gave them five confirmed kills and up to four others who'd definitely been shot, some possibly fatally. They'd also managed to take the truck, which had been loaded up with a lot of the best equipment and supplies in case the raiders needed to quickly abandon their camp. That included food, about twenty gallons of diesel in the tank, spare uniforms, weapons, noise suppressors, ammunition, grenades, body armor, helmets, hazmat suits, and night vision gear.
 
   Matt could never call the disastrous attack a victory, but it had turned out better than it could have. Still, he had led five good people, among the best Aspen Hill had to offer, to their deaths. That number could very well go up to six, since Chauncey might die within the next few hours and was in the clinic being feverishly worked on by Terry, April, and Sam, who'd been standing by to treat any wounded from the attack.
 
   At the moment Matt was slumped in a corner at the front of the auditorium, watching as his brother-in-law, sister, and wife all worked frantically to help the wounded up on stage. Catherine had been waiting at the clinic along with the others, and she'd taken it upon herself to notify Chauncey's family so they could come be with him. After that she'd gone to handle the far more difficult task of finding the loved ones of the deceased to inform them of their loss and offer her sincerest condolences.
 
   Matt tried to insist that it was his duty to do that, especially since she'd been against the attack in the first place. But the Mayor gently but firmly told him that he needed to wait at the clinic until he could be checked along out with the others who'd walked away from the attack, just to be sure they really were fit to continue fighting.
 
   For one thing there was the possibility that adrenaline and shock were keeping them from noticing more serious injuries that would need tending to, but more importantly she anticipated that Turner would push back after the morning's attack and she wanted Matt and as many of the volunteers as possible to be ready.
 
   He didn't feel ready. The late night and early morning combined with the tension the upcoming attack, the frantic nature of the fight itself and the minor injuries he'd taken, and the grief of how it had ended all took their toll on him. And that was on top of a succession of poor night's sleeps going back for about a week and a half now.
 
   And that was just the physical pressure. The discouragement and grief of losing people on his watch, of being unable to stop the enemy whose presence loomed over the town even when they weren't attacking, and of worrying for Sam and the rest of his family all ate at him as well. He was exhausted and just wanted this war of Turner's to be over.
 
   So it was little surprise that, in spite of the adrenaline still pumping through his system and his need to be ready for whatever the raiders had up their sleeves, as he sat there waiting for news about his injured friend he drifted off into sleep.
 
   “Matt?”
 
   Considering the events of the past day Matt should've bolted awake with his heart hammering in his chest. But his name was spoken gently, by a voice nearly as familiar as his own. He opened his eyes to find Sam sitting against the wall next to him, her hand on his leg. She looked tired, too, and her dark eyes were filled with worry as she stared up at him.
 
   Matt did his best to smile and rested his hand atop hers. “Hey. You okay?”
 
   “That's my line,” she said, trying to sound flippant, but her tone was as forced as his smile. Genuine cheer was hard to come by these days, even for someone as determinedly optimistic as his wife.
 
   “I'm fine. Got a bit of dirt rained on me and I might have a few bumps and bruises, but I was lucky.”
 
   Sam frowned slightly and scooted up into his lap, putting her head on his shoulder. “That's not what I mean and you know it.”
 
   “I know.” Matt put his arms around his wife and held her close, feeling tears stinging his eyes. He wanted to reassure her that he was fine in the way she meant, but even for her sake he wasn't sure he could say the words. Not after his failure that morning. Not after people who depended on him had been hurt, had died.
 
   He wished he could just hold her like this forever and tune out the reality of the world. To not have to think about what had happened, what was happening, and what would happen in the future.
 
   As the silence dragged on he was afraid she would push the issue, and in spite of his best efforts he'd fall apart when the town most needed him to be strong. But she just sat there quietly with him, her breathing soft and even against his neck. It was more soothing than a comfortable bed and blankets, and in spite of himself Matt found himself drifting off again.
 
   Terry woke him with a hand on his shoulder. His brother-in-law's face was drawn with strain, and his clothes were stained with blood. The sight of it sent the events of the morning crashing back into Matt's mind, and he felt a new surge of grief and guilt.
 
   Sam was asleep in his lap, and under even her slight weight his legs had gone numb. He awkwardly stood while still holding her, trying to be gentle, and carried her over to the nearest cot to lay her down. She murmured a slight protest before going back to sleep.
 
   Matt followed as Terry led him out of earshot of everyone in the room. “What is it?” He looked at his brother-in-law's expression and felt a stab of fear. “Chauncey? Is he-”
 
   Terry shook his head. “Still alive, but his leg is mangled beyond repair. It needs to be amputated immediately. I probably should've done it first thing, but to be honest I wasted too much time thinking I could save it.”
 
   Matt looked at the ground, fighting a surge of emotions. “Have you told him?”
 
   His brother-in-law shook his head again. “He's been drifting in and out of consciousness, barely coherent, and I've been worried about the procedure itself.” He leaned closer. “Matt, I've never amputated a limb! I've never done anything like that! I mean I have a basic idea of what to do, it's not exactly brain surgery, but I'm missing a lot of the finer details. How high should I cut to save as much of the leg as possible? What's the best way to cauterize the wound afterwards? Should I leave a flap of skin to sew over the end of the n-”
 
   In spite of his best efforts Matt found himself dry heaving, and he staggered away a few steps to stand in the corner facing the wall, doing his best to get his stomach under control. The procedure itself wasn't all that shocking or nauseating for someone raised on the TV shows and movies that came out these days, or at least had before the Gulf refineries attack.
 
   But this was happening to his friend. To Chauncey, as solid and firmly grounded as anyone in Aspen Hill. How would he stay grounded on one leg?
 
   Matt took a few more deep breaths and then made his way back over to his brother-in-law. “Will he live?”
 
   Terry shook his head with a sigh. “I don't know. But it has to be done.”
 
   “I'll go tell his family.” Matt rested his hand on Terry's shoulder as he made his way outside, where the rest of the Watsons were waiting on the unkempt strip of grass that ran along the front of town hall beside the sidewalk.
 
   Rick had been almost crazy with grief and worry for his dad on the drive back, to the point that Matt had suggested he take a walk outside to calm down while Terry saw to Chauncey. He looked a bit better now, Matt was relieved to see, sitting with a comforting arm around his mom's shoulders while Wes paced restlessly. On Edna's other side Alice Thornton also had her arms around the older woman's shoulders. Since the Watsons had taken the young woman in she'd practically become part of the family, and she looked as worried and grief-stricken as the others.
 
   All turned to look at Matt as he came out the door, a mixture of hope and dread on their faces. He hated what he had to tell them, but it was best to come straight out with it. “His leg will need to be amputated.”
 
   Edna gave a low moan, her head sinking until her chin rested on her collarbone. Alice looked sick, Rick's expression turned blank, and Wes froze in place like a deer in the headlights.
 
   After a moment Rick stood, a bit unsteadily. “Terry doesn't have anesthetics, does he?” Matt shook his head, frowning in slight confusion. “I'll come help hold Dad down while he operates.” Edna moaned again.
 
   Matt flinched. “I don't think . . . we can find people to help. You don't want to see that.”
 
   “He'll want family there with him.” Rick brushed past him into the auditorium.
 
   After giving Edna, Alice, and Wes the most reassuring look he could manage, Matt followed the younger man up to the stage where Chauncey lay behind a screen of curtains. The retired teacher was staring at the wall of cloth off to one side, looking barely lucid as Rick stepped into his line of sight and crouched, resting a hand on his shoulder. “I'm here, Dad.”
 
   Chauncey blinked slowly. “Son? How bad is it?” He took a shuddering breath. “Things don't, don't feel right, but I can't move enough to see.”
 
   Rick's grip on his dad's shoulder tightened slightly as anguish flashed across his features. ”It's your leg, Dad,” he said slowly and clearly. “Terry needs to take it off. I'll be here while he does.”
 
   Matt had to look away from the fear and confusion in the older man's eyes. To Chauncey this must all seem like a nightmare. “We can't offer you anything for the pain, Chauncey,” he said gently. “Me and Rick will hold you down, all right?”
 
   The retired teacher slowly closed his eyes, and his face got a shade paler. “Can't you just hit me really hard, knock me out?” he whispered.
 
   Terry stepped into the enclosed space, slipping on a pair of plastic gloves that had been soaked in alcohol. “You don't want that, Chauncey,” he said firmly. “You can't afford head trauma along with all your other injuries. I need you to be strong through this, all right?”
 
   For a moment Chauncey lay so still Matt thought he'd lost consciousness again, and then he nodded. “Do it.” He opened his eyes and looked at his son. “Go be with your mother. Matt can find someone else to help him hold me down.”
 
   Rick shook his head, eyes full of tears. “I don't want to leave you alone.”
 
   “Go,” the older man said, voice firm. “I don't want you to see this. I don't want you to hear me screaming.”
 
   After an agonizing moment Rick nodded and awkwardly hugged his dad, careful of all his injuries, then nearly bolted from the room. Matt brought Ben in to help, and while the refugee leader held Chauncey's shoulders Matt held his good leg and put weight on his hips, pinning him down.
 
   Looking more than a bit nervous, Terry double checked the tourniquet around the retired teacher's leg. Then, taking a deep breath, he picked up a long, sharp blade that didn't look as if it was intended for surgeries. At the sight of it Chauncey groaned and his muscles went rigid in anticipation of the coming trauma.
 
   Matt looked away as his brother-in-law got to work.
 
   * * * * *
 
   A half hour later Terry announced he'd done as much as he could think to do, not just for the leg but for Chauncey's other injuries. The poor man had passed out less than a minute into the amputation, a blessing Matt was sincerely grateful for on behalf of his friend, and hadn't come around yet. They left him in the curtained off space resting while Terry settled a clean blanket over him and went to bring his family to sit at his side.
 
   Matt wanted to pull up a cot next to his still-sleeping wife and pass out again, but instead he excused himself to turn his attention back to the town's defenses. The circumstances hadn't changed much when it came to defending the town, but he still did his best to prepare for when Turner inevitably hit back after the losses he'd suffered that morning.
 
   They didn't have long to wait, unfortunately.
 
   Every action had an equal and opposite reaction. The dawn attacks on the camps had been a heavy blow against the raiders, but they'd also kicked the hornet's nest. Just as Matt and Catherine had feared they would.
 
   Turner didn't storm the town with all his men and firepower like they'd assumed. That would've been bad, but at least it was something they'd planned for and could do their best to defend against. Instead the raider leader made use of the three missile launchers and nearly a hundred missiles he still had.
 
   Late in the morning a truck pulled up south of town in line of sight of the outer buildings, a mile or more away, and began launching missiles at one house after another. That initial surprise attack killed seven people and injured more than a dozen, a few defenders but mostly noncombatants, and before Matt could even organize a group to go out and stop them the raiders drove off again.
 
   A half hour or so later the same truck or another one pulled up a mile away on the western end of town and repeated the tactic, hitting a few houses and then driving away before the town could even begin to prepare a response. And a half hour later they did it again at a different location. And again, and again.
 
   Meanwhile the raider snipers were still out there to pick off anyone who tried to leave town, preventing them from going after the trucks even if they knew where they'd be striking from. And from inside the fortifications not even Aspen Hill's best marksmen had more than the slimmest hope of hitting a target a mile away.
 
   Catherine suggested that they pursue the raiders with their newly captured truck, but Matt heatedly argued that sending the vehicle against missiles would be suicide for anyone who tried it, and a waste of the truck on top of it.
 
   The best the town's defenders could do was get all of Aspen Hill's citizens into the buildings at the center of town where they'd be safe, and have people along the perimeter to give advance warning when the attacks came. At least that way firefighters could rush to the scene once the missiles stopped flying and do their best to put out the fires or keep them from spreading.
 
   The strategy was purely defensive but for the most part effective, since after that first surprise strike only one other person was killed and three injured, two as they tried to put out the flames rather than from the missiles themselves.
 
   But the attacks took their toll. By noon over two dozen houses had been destroyed. Turner had also taken another stab at their gardens, finding a vantage between the hills the plots were nestled behind to launch a few missiles at the precious crops. He destroyed almost half of their cultivated land that way before running out of convenient targets, and to hit the others he'd have to approach closer to get line of sight around the hills. He wasn't about to do that.
 
   Things were bad and looking worse by the hour. Matt had thought they were trapped in town when the snipers had chased his patrols back behind the fortifications, but now they had to almost entirely abandon those fortifications as the houses around the outside edges were destroyed, and they had to pack closer and closer together in the center of town with each attack.
 
   The only miniscule silver lining he could see to this gigantic cloud was that the missile attacks were also scattering debris over the roads into town, making them even more impassable. At this point Turner would need a work crew and several hours of uninterrupted labor to bring any of his trucks in.
 
   Not that he needed to, since his trucks were as dangerous a mile out as they would be from ten feet away.
 
   Aspen Hill had basically been a war zone the entire time the raiders were attacking them, but now it really looked and felt like one. A low haze of smoke drifted over the area, those who'd been fighting the fires were blackened with soot and coughing from smoke inhalation, fires smouldered in a few places and more constantly sprang up as the missile attacks continued, and people had the shell-shocked look of soldiers on the front line.
 
   Matt tried to encourage everyone in spite of the grim situation. He could reassure them that Turner was using up a lot of fuel and a huge chunk of his supply of missiles for this shock and awe tactic. People were losing their homes and many of their crops were destroyed, sure, but at least they were no longer dying in the strikes. Callous as it sounded Turner wasn't doing much real damage with this strategy since houses could be rebuilt and crops replanted, as long as the people survived to do both.
 
   The purpose of Turner's new methods became clear at around midafternoon, while Matt was working at the southwest end of town to put out a fire from the most recent attack. His radio beeped with the call button in the prearranged signal that it was a townsperson trying to make contact in an emergency, and Matt paused in his work to turn up the volume.
 
   The moment he heard Turner's voice he immediately scowled, assuming it was more of the raider leader's usual vitriol. But to his surprise the man's tone was calm, almost monotone as he spoke. “Matt Larson. Lewis Halsson. Raul Gutierrez. Chauncey Watson. Catherine Tillman. I know you guys are there, maybe not on this channel but on one of them. You may not talk much but you still use your radios.”
 
   Yeah, and whenever we do you immediately jump on and start cussing us out, Matt thought. Did Turner seriously want to start a dialogue after spending all this time making them hate the sound of his voice?
 
   The raider leader continued relentlessly. “You know it makes me sad. I talk and talk and talk and nobody ever answers. But you really should answer now. You see, I've lost a lot of my boys recently, and frankly I'm getting sick of all the killing. And for what?”
 
   After a pause he continued again, the same message with slightly different words. Matt was inclined to turn his radio's volume back down, since he couldn't see what Turner could possibly say that would be worth listening to.
 
   But just as he was reaching for the knob Catherine's voice interrupted the raider leader's monologue. “We're listening.”
 
   There was a brief pause, then Turner replied with the sort of hearty good cheer that made Matt want to punch him through the radio. Not that he hadn't wanted to do that anyway. “Good! Now that we've had our pointless war I've decided I'm going to give you guys another chance to accept the deal Ferris offered you right at the start. Half your stuff left a safe distance outside of town, and we leave.”
 
   Matt cut in before the Mayor could respond. “By our count you've lost almost half of your “boys” in a fight none of you have much of a stake in. Maybe you guys are feeling generous like you say, but I'm guessing what's really going on is you're about to turn tail and are trying to talk us into giving you something before you run off.”
 
   Turner lost a bit of his friendly tone. “We've still got plenty of missiles, Larson. Maybe tomorrow we'll focus on blowing up every building along Main Street. You folks have nowhere to go now, and if we don't get what we want we'll demolish the entire town if we have to and kill you all in the rubble.”
 
   It was an empty threat. There were hundreds of houses and other buildings in Aspen Hill, and Turner couldn't have more than 50 or 60 missiles left at the most.
 
   Then again those missiles were enough to kill everyone in town if used right, and even if they managed to keep everyone out of the targeted buildings there was still the issue that every single building destroyed made things that much more difficult for the town.
 
   The question was whether the raiders wanted to use up their best weapon that way for no real benefit. They'd started this fight mostly for vengeance and greed, and most of Turner's men who couldn't care less about Aspen Hill other than as a potential target to raid had to be sick of it.
 
   No. Matt was growing more and more sure of his original idea. Turner's men were probably on the point of mutiny and demanding they give up on attacking the town to go looking for easier targets. This was just a ploy to try to intimidate Aspen Hill into giving up some free goodies before they left.
 
   He was lifting his radio to say just that when the Mayor spoke up. “We'll have to think it over.”
 
   Matt wanted to protest that decision, but he wasn't about to openly contradict Catherine in front of everyone listening on the radio. Especially not their enemies. Still, they were going to have words if she actually planned to give in to Turner's demands after everything the town had suffered. Especially when they had nothing to give.
 
   Turner sounded almost smug when he responded. “Sure, take your time. We'll just blow up a building every hour until we hear back from you. And just to show you I mean my offer I'll even keep the airwaves clear until then. Turner out.”
 
   The radio went blessedly silent, a state Matt hadn't heard it in for ages. He still wasn't about to communicate over it, even for mundane things, but he kept the volume up as he set his people to continuing their work on the fire while he made his way back to town hall.
 
   An olive branch from Turner might not mean anything had changed, but then again it might mean everything had changed.
 
   He'd reached the front of town hall and was about to make his way inside when a call from down Center street drew his attention. Matt stopped dead in front of the captured raider truck, part of the burden on his heart lifting at the familiar voice, and turned to see Lewis and Jane heading his way from the direction of Roadblock 2.
 
   They were both filthy and looked exhausted, the weight of their body armor and the gear they carried seeming to drag them towards the ground with every step, but other than that his friends seemed unharmed.
 
   Lewis even grinned when he saw the vehicle Matt was standing beside. “Whoa, you stole one of their trucks?” he asked in delight. “That explains why we saw only three driving around out there, along with the one we disabled in the southern camp that's now sitting in the eastern camp being used for parts. How much gas was in it?”
 
   “Forget that!” Matt nearly shouted, bolting forward to throw his arms around his friend. He'd feared the worst but hoped for the best at the southern camp, and now seeing that things had turned out all right for the two made him feel almost giddy with relief. “You guys are okay!”
 
   Lewis slapped him on the back a few times to acknowledge the reunion, but his eyes stayed on their new vehicle the entire time, his mind obviously going over the possibilities it represented.
 
   It looked like his friends hadn't realized how fearful the town had been for their safety, so this wasn't a big deal to them. But Matt was so happy to see his friends that he even shook Jane's hand while keeping one elbow hooked around Lewis's neck, in spite of knowing her dislike for that sort of thing. Somehow it didn't seem right to just stand around awkwardly grinning in relief at a time like this. The redheaded woman didn't seem to mind and even shook his hand back, although only long enough to be polite.
 
   “We were afraid you were dead even knowing your plan to lay low!” Matt said, finally stepping back to give them some space. “The town had almost reached the point of mourning you along with everyone else who died in the attack.”
 
   “Well radioing you guys to let you know we were trying to sneak in didn't seem like the best idea.” Lewis said, his flippant response seeming callously out of place given the grieving the town had done since that morning, some of it on his behalf.
 
   Matt was starting to get irritated with his friend in spite of himself when he abruptly realized that Lewis and Jane didn't know how the attack on the northern camp had gone. It was hard to dampen the joyful reunion with the bad news, but the two deserved to know sooner rather than later. So he quickly outlined the attack and the casualties they'd suffered, ending with how they'd escaped in the truck after Ben took out the driver and the passenger when the man tried to bail.
 
   After he finished Lewis looked away in grief and probably more than a little guilt. “I guess my idea wasn't such a good one after all, huh?”
 
   Matt hesitated. He wasn't about to blame Lewis for what had happened, even though he was still struggling not to blame himself. “How did your attack go?” he asked instead.
 
   It was his friend's turn to briefly describe their attack on the southern camp, and Matt was relieved to hear that it, at least, had gone well. Possibly even well enough to justify the disaster at the northern camp.
 
   “Some good's come of it, at least,” he said once his friend finished. “And maybe a lot of good, depending on how you look at it. Did you hear Turner over the radio?” Both shook their heads, looking puzzled, so he quickly told them about raider leader's offer. He also mentioned his guess that the raiders were pressing their leader to abandon the attack on Aspen Hill and go find an easier target.
 
   “We saw the missile attacks,” Jane said, nodding wearily. “They looked pretty bad.”
 
   “They were pretty bad,” Matt agreed grimly. “We lost several people in the first strike before we could evacuate everyone to safety in the center of town, and one person in later strikes along with sixteen wounded total. Other than that his missiles haven't done much but destroy abandoned houses, but at this rate he'll be able to start hitting buildings in the center of town that are packed full of people before too long. Crammed in like we are we don't have anywhere to run or hide, and it sounded like Catherine might actually be considering his offer.”
 
   “We don't have anything to give him,” Lewis argued. “If we gave him half of everything we'd lose more people to starvation than he'd kill if he pushed this fight to the bitter end. A few people are already starting to die of hunger as it is thanks to this siege.”
 
   “You have a better idea?” Matt asked. “I'm not sure I can stand to lead another attack where I lose half my people.”
 
   “What if you didn't have to lose anyone, or at least we greatly reduced the risk?” Lewis asked. “Would it be worth it then to destroy the raiders or at least drive them away for good?”
 
   “How do you see that happening?” Matt asked, but he was too emotionally drained from the day's events to put any heat into the challenge. “They've got missiles that can hit us from a mile out, and their snipers in place around the town prevent us from even trying to go out and stop them. We're trapped like rats in a cage waiting to be disposed of.”
 
   “It's not quite as bad as you seem to think.” His friend shifted the bag of raided gear from the southern camp to rest more comfortably on his shoulder and glanced at Jane. “While we were waiting we scouted the eastern camp. It looks like the raiders abandoned their idea of three camps and have all moved there. And believe me, our attacks did more than just spook them.”
 
   Jane nodded. “They've got a dozen sentries out at all times and they're building sandbag fortifications like they're expecting World War 3. That'll make them harder to hit, but it also means they're dug in. For once we can be the ones surrounding them and trapping them in, without having to worry about being hit from behind. The shoe's on the other foot.”
 
   “A shoe with three missile launchers and three trucks,” Matt argued. He was losing patience for this. “I can't believe you guys. You seriously want to attack again after this morning's disaster?”
 
   “If it means keeping Turner from blowing up a building full of our friends?” Lewis replied.
 
   Jane nodded. “Besides, it only feels like a disaster. We lost friends and that hurts, but the raiders lost more. They're down to 28 people as far as we can see, and two of those are stuck in camp too wounded for to be useful as more than sentries.”
 
   Lewis stepped forward to rest a hand on Matt's shoulder. “I know this is a bad time to discuss it, while we're still grieving those who died and Chauncey's lost his leg. But if we've got a truck then that opens up a lot of possibilities. I've been toying with a few ideas for a while now, but haven't been able to use them since we didn't have a source of transportation.”
 
   Matt did his best to phrase his next objection gently. “The town's not overjoyed with the outcome of your last idea, Lewis.”
 
   His friend flinched. “Maybe not, but has anyone else had any aside from hunkering down in the face of a missile attack that's soon going to be hitting targets we can't afford to lose?”
 
   It was Matt's turn to flinch, and that was answer enough. Nobody had any ideas.
 
   Lewis nodded wearily. “My idea to attack the camps was pretty basic, but this one is a lot better developed because we have more tools to work with. It'll work, I know it will.” His friend's hand on his shoulder tightened. “Please, just hear me out one more time.”
 
   “How does a truck give us an advantage that the raiders don't already have?” Matt demanded.
 
   “Because even with all their superior equipment they don't have access to the same kinds of resources and raw materials we do. We have an entire town full of stuff that could help us if we're clever enough to find a use for it.”
 
   Jane nodded, giving Matt a tight smile, and finished for her companion. “And they're not the only ones who can use explosives.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   All In
 
    
 
   Turner wasn't pleased by the town's refusal of his new, more “generous” offer, which Mayor Tillman waited until noon the next day to relay. He showed that displeasure when he escalated the attacks a step farther.
 
   It started with a by now familiar, if jarring, missile attack on the west end of town. Only while the defenders were occupied with putting out the fires there the raiders began hastily setting up sandbag fortifications on top of a hill about 1,000 yards east of town. Behind those they mounted their portable .50 caliber machine gun with a full time spotter directing the gunner to targets, as well assigning another spotter to guide the aim of one of their three missile launchers.
 
   Almost before the defenders realized what was happening people out in the open in the very center of town found themselves being targeted by a hail of bullets, and large enough groups or buildings that were clearly occupied were being struck by missiles. The illusion of safety was shattered and panic broke out as word spread that nowhere in town was safe anymore.
 
   Thankfully in spite of the panic that wasn't quite accurate, since the newly set up emplacement didn't cover the entire center of town. Still, before the defenders could respond to this new threat over twenty people died and three times that many were injured. The only possible response came in the form of once again evacuating everyone out of the danger zone, or where that wasn't possible having them stay holed up in buildings where they couldn't be spotted and shot at.
 
   Within a half hour they'd lost the entire east end of town, all the way up to Main Street itself, and the area in which the townspeople could reasonably expect to be safe from the constant missile attacks had shrunk to almost nothing.
 
   It was at that point that the last doubts about Lewis's plan vanished from the minds of even the staunchest detractors. After all it was a solid one, it had a lot of clever tricks involved, and most importantly it had the advantage of being their only real option.
 
   Just as significantly, to everyone's surprise Catherine Tillman herself had approved of it, so much so that she was willing to reject Turner's offer and further enrage the raiders on the strength of her faith that it could work.
 
   There was also the fact that Lewis and the majority of the town's defenders who weren't occupied putting out fires had been working on it through the night, almost from the moment he'd returned to town the day before. Which meant that not only was it the best option, it was the one closest to being ready to be carried out.
 
   Which was good, because from the looks of things Aspen Hill was just about out of time. A lot of hope was being placed in this plan because it was the only one they had, and the townspeople knew they'd almost reached a point where they had to win or die trying.
 
   It seemed to be a serious commitment, too. Rather than asking for a handful of volunteers, this time the defenders were gathering up over fifty people for the attack itself, while almost that many noncombatants were put to work preparing the things they'd need.
 
   Those workers had their work cut out for them, since many of their tasks involved going out in the open where they'd possibly be targets of the enemy emplacement to the east, even if they were working on the western end of town where it was theoretically safe.
 
   By noon the majority of the townspeople had been safely evacuated into the few buildings in the safe zone with basements, including town hall, and Aspen Hill looked deserted. At about that time the missile attacks blessedly ceased as well.
 
   Lewis figured it was because by this point the fact that Turner had been making good on his threat of blowing up one house an hour, along with the barrage he'd carried out yesterday and today's strikes from the hill east of town, meant that he'd used up most of his missiles and was down to 20 or so.
 
   The number of missiles the raiders had wouldn't have much bearing on his friend's plan, but it worried Matt that the strikes had been called off. It meant Turner might decide to act in an unpredictable way before the defenders were ready to carry out their own attack, causing further harm to the town and its people.
 
   But nothing seemed to happen as the sun slowly sank towards the horizon, while in Aspen Hill the defenders worked furiously on their various projects. If the raiders had anything planned it didn't look as if it was happening that day.
 
   And when nightfall finally came the defenders would be ready to begin Phase One.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Since Matt had lost his AR-15 during the attack on the camps he took one of the captured M16s instead. Luckily they had several new weapons to choose from between what Lewis and Jane had managed to take away and what had been in the truck. They had also picked up plenty of 5.56 ammo and spare magazines.
 
   With the sun sinking low over the horizon Matt settled down to one of his last preparations for the night to come, dismantling his new weapon so he could go over it thoroughly with the help of Scott Tillman.
 
   The raiders seemed to take reasonable care of their equipment, and the M16 looked as if it was nearly new, but even so he wasn't about to trust his life to someone else's diligence. Or lack thereof. So with the help of the former sporting goods store owner he took it down to its smallest pieces and used a rag, brush, and a generous amount of solvent and gun oil to clean and lubricate where necessary.
 
   The other defenders who'd needed to carry out this chore with their own weapons had finished up hours ago, but they weren't responsible for putting the entire plan together and seeing that each person involved did their part like Matt was. He considered it a luxury just to have a few minutes to make sure his new gun didn't fail him when he needed it most.
 
   Although he was willing to make exceptions for personal time, such as when Sam came into the room carrying several spare loaded magazines. And as a longtime married man Scott took one look at Sam's pensive expression and decided to give the couple a chance to talk, although he more politely worded it that he needed to go stretch his legs.
 
   Once he'd left the room Sam made her way over, offering Matt the magazines. “Here. The raiders had plenty of loaded ones ready, but I thought I'd load some of the empty ones for you myself.” She went slightly pink. “I just, I don't know, I felt like it's a way I could be with you in the fight.”
 
   Matt accepted them and set them beside his dismantled rifle. “Thanks. I like the sound of that.”
 
   His wife abruptly grinned impishly. “I'm pretty sure I didn't accidentally put any bullets in backwards, so you should be good.”
 
   Laughing, Matt caught her by the belt of her baggy pants, which she wore in lieu of anything that fit her better, and tugged her down into his lap as she shrieked in surprise. But once she was there she settled in contentedly and pressed her nose up against his. “Hey,” he said.
 
   She stared solemnly into his eyes. “Hey.”
 
   “You know how much I love you, right?”
 
   Sam nodded and tilted her head slightly to kiss him. “I love you too,” she whispered, lowering her cheek to rest on his shoulder. “Please come back to me.” As she spoke she took his hand and pressed it to her belly and the life growing there. “To us.”
 
   An almost overpowering wave of emotion hit him, and Matt took a shuddering breath and held her a bit tighter. “I will,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head. “Nothing could keep me away.”
 
   She nodded at that, still looking pensive, and they sat unmoving for several minutes just enjoying being with each other. Then he thought of a question he should've asked first off. “How's Chauncey?”
 
   Sam's face fell. “In and out of consciousness, delirious. He lost a lot of blood and Terry's worried about infection, but since we don't have any antibiotics all we can do is keep the stum-” she abruptly broke off with a shudder as she realized what she was saying, then continued with a determined breath, “-keep his wounds clean and see he gets as much food and water as possible while we wait for him to improve.”
 
   Matt nodded solemnly and held her a bit closer. “How you holding up caring for all the wounded?” There were a distressing number of those, especially after Turner's surprise attack from the east hill emplacement that morning. He knew his wife, April, and Terry had been working themselves ragged with a few helpers from among the townspeople to do what they could, but the news was as often bad as good.
 
   “I'm holding up,” his wife said, reaching down to take the hand pressed to her belly. Then her drooping eyes shot open and she looked down at her shirt and the smudges his fingers were leaving. She abruptly sat up. “Ugh. You know you've got grease or whatever all over you?”
 
   He reclaimed his hands, feeling a bit embarrassed. That looked like a nice shirt and she didn't have many of her own. “Sorry. Part of keeping a gun working correctly is making sure the mechanisms are well oiled.”
 
   “Well I'll let you get back to it.” His wife slipped out of his lap and stood, but before she left she leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “See you soon.”
 
   “When Turner's taken care of for good and we can get back to our lives,” he agreed. Sam made an emphatic sound of agreement as she slipped out the door to go take her place at the clinic. Matt knew she had an exhausting night of her own to look forward to, and he hoped she didn't push herself too hard. For her sake and the baby's.
 
   Once his wife left he expected Scott to come back and help him get this neatly arranged assortment of tiny metal bits and bolts put back into a useful weapon, but instead he was left to his own devices for several minutes to continue the process of cleaning and oiling the weapon parts.
 
   Matt didn't mind. It was calming to forget about everything that was about to happen and just focus on what he was doing. There was a peace and clarity that came with working with his own hands that Matt had never appreciated quite as much as at that moment, when he very much needed both.
 
   He probably wasn't unique in that realization. Since the dawn of time he could imagine men sharpening their primitive weapons and checking their gear before going into battle to defend their homes just like he was, and he had a feeling it helped them mentally prepare for what they had to do as well.
 
   When his quiet focus was finally broken it wasn't by Scott coming back. To his surprise instead it was Alice Thornton who came through the door, looking pale but determined and holding Chauncey's rifle case in her hands. The one the retired teacher carried his familiar shotgun in.
 
   Matt pushed wearily to his feet and looked at the young woman. From her expression and what she was holding he had a feeling he knew what she wanted. Still, he figured he should let her say it. “Hey, Alice. Did you need something? We were about to leave.”
 
   Alice shook her head slowly, long blond braid swinging back and forth like a pendulum, and raised the rifle case. “I want to come with you.”
 
   That's what he'd been afraid of. Matt tried to keep his voice gentle. “Do you know how to shoot that?”
 
   Her eyes flashed. “Not really. But I'll tell you what I do know. I know I've watched too many people I care about get hurt around me, most of them thanks to Turner or people like him.” Alice hefted the case again. “I know that even if I have trouble hitting what I aim at, when it comes time to pull the trigger I won't hesitate.”
 
   Well, with its spread the shotgun wasn't the worst weapon to use if you had trouble hitting things. Assuming the recoil didn't injure the gaunt young woman's shoulder or wrist or knock her flat on her back. Matt resolved to make sure her shoulder had some padding and she knew to make sure the weapon's butt was firmly couched.
 
   He didn't know when he'd decided to let her come, but he figured if she insisted on joining the fight it was better to have her along so he could look after her. He could put her somewhere where she could help out with less chance of being shot at.
 
   “All right,” he said. “Go join the others. And if you see Scott tell him I need him to help me fix this mess we've made of my gun.”
 
   Instead of relief or triumph or any other emotion he'd expected she merely nodded and turned to leave the room. Matt felt a brief moment of guilt, wondering if he shouldn't be directing her to some sort of grief counseling instead of letting her join an attack where she could end up killed.
 
   Ultimately it was her decision, though, and she'd seemed rational and determined rather than distraught.
 
   Not too long after that Scott finally showed up, and they quickly finished what they'd started and got Matt out to face the assembled defenders with a shiny new rifle on his back.
 
   All of the defenders who weren't on patrol or sentry duty had gathered in the storehouse for this. Around 150 men and women, expressions a mix of anticipation, nervousness, and dread. Only 50, or he supposed 51 with Alice, would be going out to attack the camp while the remainder stayed behind to protect the town in case Turner tried a counterattack or something went wrong.
 
   Matt looked over the crowd, friends and neighbors he couldn't have respected more highly. There were plenty of things he wanted to say, but he preferred to keep it simple.
 
   “This is our chance,” he said quietly into the expectant silence. “To bring justice to the men who've caused us so much death and pain, to protect our loved ones, and to end the nightmare Aspen Hill has suffered through over the last two weeks. Be careful out there, and tomorrow morning when this is over we can all come back home and finally get a good night's sleep, secure in the knowledge that the threat our town has faced is no longer there.”
 
   His words weren't the sort to inspire a rousing cheer, but when he finished the room filled with heartfelt murmurs of approval.
 
   As the defenders returned to their preparations Matt made his way over to bid the two Phase One teams good luck and see them on their way. They included the town's best marksmen and hunters, which he sincerely hoped meant they were up to the task. After exchanging a few words with the others Matt pulled aside Lewis and Jane for a more personal farewell to his closest friends.
 
   Since their task was potentially the most dangerous they wore their body armor, and underneath it they'd picked clothes with drab colors that wouldn't catch the eye in nighttime or daytime. Not that it was surprising to see them geared up like that, since he couldn't remember the last time he'd seen them in normal clothes. He was starting to think Lewis actually slept like that. They also wore light daypacks and their weapons, both of their rifles equipped with night vision scopes.
 
   Now, staring at the two, it was almost funny how ordinary they looked. Lewis slightly shorter and quite a bit more muscled than Matt, with fairly nondescript features and brown hair, and Jane was nearly as tall as her companion and so skinny she looked fragile even in her armor. Although they both wore their gear with the familiarity of constant use it looked odd on them, almost like costumes.
 
   But looks belied reality. Aspen Hill depended on and trusted these two people, who'd proven so good at defending their homes that thanks in large part to them the town was on the verge of finally defeating or driving off Turner and his raiders. When it came this victory would be theirs as much as anyone's, and he felt a surge of pride at being able to call them friends.
 
   Lewis held out his hand and Matt grasped it firmly, then pulled the shorter man into a hug. “Don't get shot,” he said, trying to keep his tone light.
 
   “Haven't yet,” Lewis said. “Be careful with the package before it's delivered, okay?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Matt stepped back, nodding to Jane. “Look out for each other.”
 
   Before she could answer, assuming she decided to, he heard a commotion from the other side of the storehouse.
 
   It was Rick and Alice, competing to see who could shout the loudest. Apparently Rick had learned that the young woman his family had fostered since her mother's death was coming along. From the heat in his voice it was obvious that feelings Matt hadn't known were there between the two were making him even more protective of her.
 
   For her part Alice stubbornly refused to back down in spite of his arguments for why she should stay, including the one Matt himself had raised about her being able to shoot. The two had drawn just about everyone's attention and didn't seem to be getting anywhere when Rick finally turned in exasperation to give Matt an angry look. “You said she could come?”
 
   Matt shrugged awkwardly. “It's her decision. Same as for everyone else who's volunteered to defend the town.”
 
   Since he'd effectively washed his hands of the argument Rick turned back to Alice, looking almost frightened. Matt wondered if Chauncey's injury that had spurred Alice to come along was filling Rick with an equal determination to keep her out of danger. “You can't even shoot!” he said again.
 
   “You're not the only one who wants to defend the people you care about,” she shot back. Then she stomped away, ignoring him as he shouted at her back.
 
   Matt hoped Rick's worry for Alice wouldn't cause him to lose focus or make stupid mistakes trying to protect her. The younger man was another of the people whose competence he depended on, who'd been there doing what was needed to defend the town right from the beginning. He had a critical role to play tonight on the team with Lewis and Jane.
 
   It was something Matt hadn't considered when agreeing to let Alice come along, and he hoped he hadn't made a mistake. Even if he hadn't known Rick had feelings for the blond girl Matt should've realized his friend would feel protective of her, since his family was responsible for her wellbeing.
 
   He'd have to take the younger man aside and talk to him, reassure him that he'd do his best to keep Alice out of harm's way and make sure Rick's head was in the right place. This attack was going to be far riskier than even the raid on the camp had been, an attack where they fully committed themselves to solving the raider problem once and for all. He needed everyone at their best for it.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Phase One was arguably the most dangerous part of the plan, since it involved challenging the raiders where they controlled the situation.
 
   On the surface it was fairly straightforward. Throughout the day the defenders had singled out the sniper positions surrounding the town, using Lewis and Gutierrez's reports of the ones they'd found and careful panning of the area with binoculars and even telescopes from the rooftops. Where that failed they resorted to baiting the snipers into taking shots, usually with the old trick of raising one of the captured raider helmets into view and seeing where the shots, if any, came from.
 
   By those methods they determined that there were still eight snipers surrounding the town at roughly the compass positions: north, northeast, east, southeast, south, southwest, west, and northwest.
 
   That fit with the rough tally Lewis had made of the raiders going on what he and Jane had seen in the camp. With 28 men total and 12 at the camp at all times, either on sentry duty or resting for another shift, an assumed driver for each of two trucks with the two available missile launcher wielders going around doing attacks to make 4 total, and 8 sentries, that added up to 24 people.
 
   As for the other 4, 3 at least were up on the east hill emplacement with at least one spotter, a gunner for the .50 cal, and a man on the missile launcher. Possibly two spotters so each weapon had their own, or maybe the remaining man was in camp too wounded to contribute.
 
   That would account for all 28 raiders and if anything was the most pessimistic projection, since it was impossible to keep that many things going at once for more than 24 hours without serious problems with exhaustion. Which might be another reason the missile attacks had stopped, as those carrying them out finally stopped to get some shuteye.
 
   Either way knowing the number and positions of the snipers allowed the defenders to go after them.
 
   Ten defenders were sent out in two groups of five, in full body armor and with every bit of night vision the town had acquired, as well as suppressors for their captured raider weapons. The plan was to sneak up on the snipers and take them out, before they could radio in to either alert the other snipers to the danger or call for help from the trucks. If possible the defenders wanted to avoid having to deal with the vehicles, and the missile launchers they could bring, at all costs.
 
   But just in case the trucks did come after them the defenders came prepared. Gutierrez's group brought the .50 cal, and both groups had a couple grenades from the captured truck as well as a few Molotov cocktails if needed.
 
   They fanned out from the western side of town to take out the snipers to the southwest, west, and northwest first, then split up and circled around to clear the north and south sides of town. As for the east side, even though they knew the positions of the snipers Lewis had warned the defenders to not even attempt it, since those raiders would be under the cover of the east hill emplacement. The only exception was if they managed to take out the other snipers without raising the alarm or even stirring suspicion, although nobody expected that to happen.
 
   And it didn't. The defenders managed to take out the three snipers to the west, but as they circled around for the others they discovered those positions abandoned, the snipers that had occupied them nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they'd heard the shots that took out their companions in spite of the suppressors, or maybe one had managed to radio an alarm before dying, but either way the snipers were gone.
 
   The outcome could've been better but it wasn't a problem, because the main point of clearing the snipers hadn't been to take them out. It had been to allow the defenders to safely leave the town in larger numbers, watched over by the two teams with their night vision.
 
   Lewis, circling around to the north with his group, saw the trucks coming first. The expected response to his people going after the snipers. He lifted his radio and pushed the call button once. A few moments later he heard the faint noise of another call on his radio pinging three times, indicating that Gutierrez's group to the south had also seen a truck.
 
   Motioning to his people, he slipped into cover and went perfectly still.
 
   The radios were too useful to avoid using just because the raiders were listening in, which meant they had to find a way to make them work. They also had to worry about Turner spamming the call sign while they were trying to sneak around, alerting enemies to their presence.
 
   The obvious solution was to use the call signs themselves for signaling, and just muffle the speakers on the radios so even that usually loud noise was barely audible. Then they used a simple code system where the points of the compass were numbered going clockwise, with north as 1 and west as 4. He expected Turner would realize they were communicating fairly quickly, and either begin spamming the call sign again or, if he was more subtle, try to fake the signals to send misleading messages.
 
   So for Phase One they were only using the radios once, to warn of the approaching trucks. Then if there was an emergency they could also use the code of three quick blips and then the direction of the danger relative to town, which was another throwaway code.
 
   As for the trucks, they were the biggest danger by far. But they were also fast moving and for the most part flying blind, relying on the snipers to point them to targets. With the snipers gone they could drive around looking for things to shoot at, but unless they slowed to a stop and really checked an area they probably wouldn't be able to find any.
 
   Since the Aspen Hill defenders had already proven they could shoot drivers even behind reinforced windshields Lewis didn't see them stopping any time soon. Ditto for rolling down their windows to shoot at hidden enemies in the dark, since even turtles were vulnerable once they poked their head out of their shell.
 
   Which was why his group, Gutierrez's group, and the larger force of defenders Matt was leading out of town all simply hid as best they could and waited for the trucks to blunder by, ready to defend themselves if they were discovered but otherwise ordered to avoid notice.
 
   As for what the trucks ultimately decided to do, that was fairly predictable as well. If Turner had proven one thing after the volunteers hit the camps yesterday morning, it was that he overreacted hard when prodded. So after the two Phase One groups took out a few of the snipers and sent the rest fleeing, then disappeared, the raiders in the trucks obviously seemed to assume that the defenders had poked their heads out of their besieged town just long enough for their attack, then gone home.
 
   In response the trucks parked a safe distance from Aspen Hill and launched a few missiles at the town. Those missiles didn't do much, since aside from a few lookouts on the roof of town hall the defenders had either already left the town or were in basements with the townspeople, as protected as possible under the circumstances.
 
   After firing the missiles the trucks drove around a bit more looking for movement or signs of enemies outside the destroyed fortifications, but they didn't slow down or look too carefully for fear of coming under attack. Not too much later they returned to their camp.
 
   At which point the defenders continued moving to their positions. Lewis's and Gutierrez's teams were to find a way to get in place around the raider camp and the east hill emplacement, respectively, if possible without being seen. They were ordered to do nothing that would reveal their presence, even if a clear opportunity to take out an enemy presented itself.
 
   They had a far more important job.
 
   Meanwhile Matt's force circled far, far out to surround the raider camp at an extreme distance, ready to close in when needed but mostly there to alert the others if any raiders tried to leave their camp. If the circumstances allowed it they could even attack any raiders that came their way and do their best to take them out, but given the danger presented by the trucks that was a last resort.
 
   Mostly the goal was to pin the raiders into their camp so the defenders were free to move, allowing the plan to transition to Phase Two.
 
   For the most part the raiders cooperated, remaining huddled in their camp and not even trying to leave. But two more times in the night the trucks roared out to approach the town and launch missiles, then return. The east hill emplacement also opened fire on the town on four separate occasions. Each time the defenders could only clench their teeth and hope their loved ones hadn't been harmed while they let the enemy go unchallenged and continued to stay in hiding, biding their time.
 
   Their chance would come soon.
 
   Shortly before dawn the last group of defenders left town, in utmost secrecy and with only a single click of the call button to assure them that the raider trucks were still in camp along with all the raiders. Their discovery wouldn't spell certain death if caught, but if that were to happen the plan would almost definitely fail.
 
   They weren't caught. Phase Two was ready to begin.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Tip For Tap
 
    
 
   The plan was for Phase Two to begin at the first light of dawn, kicked off by sending the captured raider truck directly for Turner's camp.
 
   Matt had been against the idea, and Lewis didn't blame him: it was a bad one and even Turner would think it was stupid once he realized what they were doing.
 
   That was the point, though. The truck was a precious resource, and using it for an open attack against enemies with missile launchers was suicide. Especially in light of the advantage it could give the defenders if they used it more judiciously. Once Turner saw what they were doing with it he would immediately assume it was a trick and be on his guard.
 
   There was also the fact that no matter the outcome it meant the town would lose the truck for good.
 
   But at the same time, even if it was a trick the raider leader would have to respond, and that's what Lewis was counting on, what the entire plan counted on. So he waited patiently in his concealed position, alternating between scoping out the raiders' remaining camp and checking in the direction the truck was set to approach from.
 
   The raiders weren't fools, and they'd bunkered in tight and spent most of their free time fortifying the camp or closely guarding it. It had taken all Lewis's skill and half the night to even get to this spot hundreds of yards away without being spotted by their numerous sentries, who to a man were alert to the point of paranoia and immediately homed in on the slightest hint of movement, sound, or other suspicious activity.
 
   In spite of the enemy's vigilance Lewis hadn't seen any indication that they'd noticed anything out of the ordinary. He could only hope that meant Jane, Tom, Carl, and Rick had all also managed to reach their vantage points without drawing suspicion.
 
   There was a chance they hadn't been able to and had been forced to back away rather than be seen, in which case Lewis would be alone for Phase Two. That was an unpleasant thought, but he had to be prepared for the possibility that the lives of all his friends rested on his shoulders alone.
 
   By his best estimation he was 450 yards from the edge of the raiders' camp. In practice he'd made shots at that range, and he was familiar with the thinking that went into determining the critical windage and bullet drop calculations that lessened the chance he'd completely miss. Even so, and even at a range most competitive long distance shooters would consider modest, he missed the target a fair amount. And that was a stationary target.
 
   He couldn't afford to think like that, though. When the truck came he had to do his job or they'd have wasted the captured vehicle for nothing.
 
   This was the entire point of his stupid plan. Even if Turner thought it was a trick he would have no choice but to get out his missile launchers and destroy a vehicle suspiciously speeding directly for his camp. Even a decoy could be packed with explosives, and if it wasn't a trick and the truck was full of Aspen Hill defenders things could get ugly for the raiders fast.
 
   So the raiders would grab their missile launchers and do their best to blow the truck sky high. While lining up that kind of shot on a moving target with a TOW missile they'd be stationary targets themselves, and that's exactly what Lewis wanted. He and his team would have their best chance to take out enemy missile launchers before the attack on the camp began.
 
   At that point those launchers would be a lure that would draw raiders to try to retrieve them, which would put them in the crosshairs of five of the town's best shooters and give them shots they'd already spent plenty of time lining up. It was the closest Lewis could come to giving his people relatively stationary targets at a spot they could prepare for.
 
   His hope was that they'd be able to shoot well enough at these extreme distances to give Turner no option but to abandon his most dangerous weapons, depriving him of their use in defending his camp during the attack that followed.
 
   The enemy TOWs had been Matt's main worry while they were planning this attack, to avoid a repeat of his disastrous attack on the north camp where two well aimed missiles had destroyed two of his three attack positions. They would've spelled an even worse disaster if Ben hadn't stolen a truck and given them a way to flee for their lives, and Matt wasn't about to put his people in that position again.
 
   Lewis agreed. No matter how well they planned, things could get ugly fast if Turner had those launchers. He and his team had to take out the raiders carrying them and prevent them from being retrieved. Assuming they could manage that, a secondary objective was to keep anyone from making use of the .50 caliber machine gun mounted on the lead raider truck, since it could potentially cause as much or more havoc than the TOWs.
 
   That should account for the most dangerous weapons in the camp. Another critical part of Phase Two involved the east hill emplacement not far away, where the raiders had the third missile launcher and other .50 cal. Both could just as easily be turned towards the defenders attacking the raider camp as the town, one of the main reasons the emplacement had been set up there. If that happened it was another way the plan would almost certainly fail, as well as costing the lives of numerous Aspen Hill defenders.
 
   Gutierrez and his team had the job of taking out the emplacement. It meant trying to sneak up on enemies on a hilltop with a good view in all directions, and if anything was an even harder task than Lewis's own infiltration in spite of there being at most four raiders up there.
 
   At the same time the hill itself would block the enemy's vision if the former soldier's team could approach from the right direction and get close enough, giving them a chance to sneak in without the constant risk of being spotted. He hoped they could manage it.
 
   Gutierrez had some of the town's best throwers with him, former or current high school athletes who could launch a football or baseball some serious distance. The idea was to lob grenades and Molotovs into the emplacement, but if they couldn't manage to get close enough to make that uphill throw they'd have to rely on shooting at an enemy hiding behind sandbag fortifications, with no certainty of being able to hit anything.
 
   Lewis wished strength to their arms and the best throws of their lives, because the alternative would be ugly.
 
   It was almost time for Scott's team to send the truck. Lewis had been waiting for hours now, forcing himself to stay awake in spite of his weariness and constantly checking and rechecking the camp below, the surrounding area, and most importantly of all through the scope of his G3, set up on its bipod and ready to be positioned to take the various shots he'd prepared. Those shots were aimed at places he thought the raiders might use for launching missiles at the incoming vehicle.
 
   As Lewis made his final checks and mentally prepared himself the growing predawn glow became a piercing ray of golden light as the sun crested the horizon. Almost at the same time he heard the rumble of an approaching truck from the south.
 
   That got the attention of the raiders, since their own trucks were secured safely in the center of camp. The weary sentries shouted out warnings Lewis could only faintly hear from this distance, and the camp quickly boiled into activity as everyone burst out of their dug in tents and threw themselves behind the cover of the sandbag fortifications they'd thrown up all over the camp.
 
   Lewis panned his scope over the kicked anthill of activity, searching for the telltale tube of a TOW missile launcher being carried by any of the raiders. With him so intent on his search he barely had time to glance over at the approaching truck every now and again to make sure it was still on course.
 
   The truck was coming fast in a straight line, jouncing over bushes and other obstacles with no sign of even the slightest effort to steer the vehicle. It seemed to be on course every time he spared it a glance, so he kept his focus on the camp as his plan continued.
 
   Only he saw no sign of raiders rushing to bring their missile launchers to ideal firing positions and blow up the approaching truck.
 
   Lewis stared in disbelief, panning over the camp again to be sure, but he was definitely seeing things right. The raiders remained hunkered down behind their sandbag fortifications as the truck approached, and he saw no sign of even a single launcher being readied to blow it to kingdom come.
 
   Turner had called their bluff. Had he rightly assumed that no Aspen Hill resident would be suicidal enough to drive towards a camp with missile launchers, and the truck was being driven by a brick taped to the accelerator and a rod jammed through the steering wheel to keep it going straight?
 
   Even if that was the case, that should've made the raider leader even more worried. Sure, the townspeople hadn't shown signs of having any explosives bigger than the Molotov cocktails, but was he really so confident they didn't have any and couldn't make them that he was willing to stake his life on it?
 
   Or maybe he was greedy enough to accept whatever risk the truck represented for the chance to get it back intact and not have to waste a missile. Maybe he really did think Aspen Hill had no tricks to play other than a flimsy decoy.
 
   Whatever his reasoning it was a stupid decision, and he was about to be punished for it.
 
   Lewis focused on the back of the truck jouncing at moderately high speed towards camp, engine roaring away at the highest limits of its second gear as it came closer and closer. At this distance he couldn't see the cord of clothesline protruding from the back of the truck and trailing back towards where the truck had first started its reckless journey to the raider camp, where Scott or one of his people was holding the end. But he saw when the clothesline's spool jerked into view from beneath the canvas tarp, trailing half a dozen lines ending with tiny metallic glints barely visible in first glimmers of sunlight.
 
   Those were the pins of 6 grenades, attached to the spool which had been lightly fastened to the back of the truck with bands meant to snap when the clothesline reached the end of the spool and pulled taut.
 
   There had been some heated back and forth between Lewis and Scott about whether to have someone at the truck's origin point unspooling the line or have it unspool from inside the truck itself. The advantage of the first method was that since an actual person was unspooling the line they'd have better control of exactly when to pull the line taut, yanking the pins free to start the short fuses inside the grenades burning. That would let them time the explosion better.
 
   That was Lewis's position, at least. But Scott had argued that if the line was being unspooled from the source it would be dragged behind the truck every inch of the way to the raider camp, with more being dragged the farther the truck went. That made it almost certain the line would snag on something and pull the pins early.
 
   Good timing wouldn't really matter much if the boom came while the truck was only halfway to its target, which meant the only option was to try to cut the clothesline to the correct length and have it unspool from inside the truck. That way there was no chance of snagging unless something went wrong with the spool itself, and as long as they could accurately estimate the distance to the camp, the speed of the truck when the pins were pulled, and the burn time for the grenades' fuses, they could still get the result they wanted.
 
   Lewis hadn't been sure they could accurately predict those variables, although they'd done their best with a few trial runs in town the day before, but he accepted Scott's point that a snag would ruin everything. Better to risk being slightly off target than guarantee they'd be completely off target.
 
   Which just left the boom itself.
 
   Grenades, even half a dozen of them, would do exactly nothing detonating in the reinforced bed of a military vehicle. But they were just the catalyst for the explosives that completely filled the back of the truck which would, fingers crossed, create a far bigger bomb.
 
   The nice thing about having a combined hardware and sporting goods store in town was that it stocked a lot of useful things, including bulk quantities of substances from the home and gardening section famous for being used to create explosives. In a way it was a shame to see things they needed for better purposes being used for this, but then again most of their canning jars had gone to make Molotov cocktails so it wouldn't be the first time. Probably not the last, either.
 
   In any case the long and short of it was that with the help of Scott and a few others, as well as referencing some of the chemistry and other texts from among the hundreds of thousands of books Lewis had on his hard drives, they'd managed to turn that truck into a nasty surprise for Turner.
 
   Lewis had expressed concern that even with a bigger bomb, the fact that it was in the back of a truck with a reinforced bed and walls would mean the blast would be directed out the back and straight up, neither of which was a useful direction. To solve the problem they'd scrounged metal plates to bolt down over the top and back of the truck, leaving the bomb completely enclosed aside from the small hole they'd drilled in back for the lines leading from the pins to the clothesline spool.
 
   With any luck the plates would at least compress the blast and force it to spread evenly in all directions. It might even cause the explosion to shred the body of the truck and fling it in all directions as shrapnel, turning the vehicle into a massive fragmentation grenade.
 
   Whatever the result Lewis would be able to see for himself in just a few seconds, as the large vehicle smashed through the side of an outer fortification wall and sent sand billowing in all directions. Barely slowed, it continued barreling on towards the heart of the camp.
 
   At that point many of the raiders seemed to lose faith in their leader's judgment that the truck was harmless. They'd been hiding so their sandbags were between them and any potential enemies outside the camp, but at the last possible second half a dozen or more vaulted over the fortifications to put them between the panicked raiders and the approaching truck.
 
   Just in time, as the vehicle disappeared in the middle of an expanding fireball large enough to consume a good portion of the middle of the camp, obliterating tents and fortifications and sending raiders flying like rag dolls. The raider truck nearest the blast was flipped entirely over, slamming into another truck and combining with the blast to knock it onto its side. The third tipped so far it looked as if it would flip onto its side too, teetered, then gradually fell back into place.
 
   Even from 450 yards away Lewis flinched and ducked low to the ground, half afraid he was going to be peppered with shrapnel.
 
   Almost immediately he shook himself and got back behind his scope, searching for targets to shoot. The destruction of the truck signaled the end of Phase Two and began the final phase of the attack.
 
   The truck had one other purpose besides baiting out the missile launchers and potentially blowing up in camp. It also served to cover the noise and distract attention away from the five other trucks, not military vehicles but normal 4x4s, that roared towards camp from the north in the opposite direction of the decoy truck.
 
   Turner had probably assumed that his stolen truck was the only vehicle Aspen Hill would have access to. Lewis certainly knew that while they'd been planning this attack that was the assumption his friends had made, talking about what to do with the truck like it was their only means of transportation.
 
   But although it was certainly nice that the truck was reinforced, as Lewis had pointed out it was disposable. What mattered was the diesel it carried.
 
   With that fuel the defenders had their pick from among the modest number of diesel vehicles parked in town, mostly still in driveways or as part of roadblocks defending the borders. And there was the added bonus that if Turner's thinking was as narrow as theirs had been then he would assume that the decoy truck was the only threat of its kind, so he would be expecting any other attacks to come on foot.
 
   Even as the explosion died down and the surviving raiders began to recover from the shock of it the five trucks screeched to a halt facing sideways to the camp. Almost immediately the half dozen townspeople laying flat in each truck bed, led by Matt in the lead truck, rose up in a crouched line and opened fire.
 
   Lewis opened fire as well, taking shots at targets of opportunity, but most of his attention was focused on panning over every raider he could see that was still up, worriedly searching for any sign of the missile launchers. It looked as if the fight was pretty much over and they'd won decisively, but a single missile could turn this attack from a complete victory to a costly victory at best and a complete disaster at worst.
 
   It helped that he was in an elevated position. Sandbag fortifications were a good start for any defense, but unfortunately for the raiders Lewis could shoot over them. And if his team had managed to get into position they'd be situated all around the camp, meaning that no matter where the raiders hid behind cover at least one Aspen Hill sniper was in position to hit them in the back. Even the sandbag fortifications that formed a complete circle weren't perfect, because the wall behind wasn't high enough to cover the raiders while they were kneeling in firing position over the wall in front.
 
   To add to that the Aspen Hill defenders in the trucks were laying down a heavy cover fire that kept the raiders pinned, which meant at best most had a choice between cowering out of sight and getting sniped, or risking a shot at the townspeople in the trucks and getting mown down. And since it was nearly impossible to remain a moving target behind sandbags that meant plenty of stationary targets, many of which were exposed to one or more snipers even if they stayed flat on the ground.
 
   It was like shooting fish in a barrel, and although Lewis never managed to find one of the dreaded missile launchers the fight didn't last long.
 
   Less than a minute after the explosion one of the raiders abruptly flung his weapon over the sandbags and stood with his hands over his head. He was nearly shot anyway in the heat of the moment, but at the last second Lewis heard Matt over the radio ordering them to cease fire. Moments later the shooting stopped, and other raiders began flinging their weapons away and standing with their hands raised.
 
   Lewis inspected the first raider who'd surrendered through his scope, unsurprised to see that it was Turner. The man's face was hard to make out at this range but his posture looked defeated, shoulders slumped and head bowed.
 
   At the sight of the dreaded enemy so obviously cowed Lewis felt the knot of tension between his shoulder blades abruptly vanish, and he let out a slow, ragged breath.
 
   They'd won. After almost two weeks of death, suffering, exhaustion and fear it was finally over.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Moving Forward
 
    
 
   Matt had to hand it to his people for the restraint they showed while lining up the surviving raiders, all six of them with two injured and barely able to stand. He saw righteous anger on many of his friends' faces, but there was no rough treatment or bitter words.
 
   As his people picked over the camp salvaging what they could, and checking the bodies to make sure they were all actually dead, Matt stepped aside for a moment and radioed Gutierrez to ask him how things had gone at the east hill emplacement.
 
   There was no longer any need to avoid using the radios for fear of being overheard or bringing a rain of verbal abuse down on them, and the former soldier's voice came loud and confident. “We took them all out near the beginning of the fight, Matt. We got to watch you guys tear the raider camp apart from atop the hill.”
 
   Matt had assumed as much, mostly going on the fact that no missiles or hail of large caliber bullets had hit them from the hill during their attack. “Good job, Raul,” he said. Then he raised his voice and relayed the good news, trying to sound triumphant and nearly succeeding.
 
   Around him his people broke into a startlingly forceful cheer, many practically bellowing as if to relieve all the pent up tension and emotion they'd carried around for weeks. Matt let himself smile as he looked around at his friends, but it was hard to feel what they were feeling. He mostly felt numb and exhausted, more full of grief at the friends he'd lost than happy that it was finally over.
 
   At least they hadn't lost anyone in this attack, although in an odd way that wasn't entirely comforting. It almost felt too easy, which Matt was surprised to realize made him a little angry. It almost felt as if they could've tried this at the beginning and saved a lot of good people.
 
   That was foolishness, though. They hadn't been ready for something like this at the beginning, and even if they had been the raiders would've had the numbers and equipment to destroy them if they tried. It was hard to remember that the raiders had lost a lot of their own people in the attacks, and the enemy survivors had been nearly as ragged and weary as the town's defenders were.
 
   Turner and his people had killed themselves trying to swallow the tough nut that was Aspen Hill. And while they'd hurt a lot of innocent people in the attempt they'd ultimately weakened themselves to the point where the defenders could finally deliver the killing blow.
 
   Still, Matt could hardly believe that Turner had let the truck drive right into his camp. As if the man didn't think his enemies were capable of anything. That arrogance and greed had been the end of him.
 
   Almost. Matt made his way over to where the prisoners were being searched. As he arrived Pete finished searching Turner and shoved him to his knees. The raider leader looked a lot leaner and meaner than he had last fall when he'd abandoned Aspen Hill and gone with Ferris. Or for that matter than he had that first day the raiders arrived when he'd menaced and then actually shot at Roadblock 1 with the machine gun mounted on the lead truck.
 
   Part of that was the wicked, puckered scar along his right temple that tore a furrow right through the hair along the side of his head, which had gone prematurely white around edges of the healing wound. More of it was the look of sheer venom in the man's eyes, which had been boring into Matt ever since the attack ended.
 
   As Matt approached Turner cleared his throat and spoke in a painful rasp. “So what happens now, Larson?”
 
   Matt ignored the question and took over from Pete, pulling out some zip ties to bind the man's hands behind his back. He wondered if the hoarseness he was hearing came from strained vocal cords after swearing into a radio day after day.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” the raider leader demanded. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   Matt finished and stepped back, half surprised the man hadn't tried anything. “Depends on whether we want to waste any more bullets on you. It'll either be the firing squad or you'll hang from a tree.”
 
   Turner's eyes widened. “Just like that? No due process, no humane treatment, no right to legal counsel and a fair trial? I thought you were proud of being the good guys.”
 
   Matt smiled humorlessly. “Hoping to spend a decade waiting for execution while we work through an appeals process? You'll get a trial, but don't get your hopes up after everything you've done. And we're certainly not wasting resources on you; we've got people starving, and far more than we should thanks to you and your raiders keeping us from the work of staying alive. Don't count on a last meal.”
 
   The raider leader met his gaze, face twisted in an odd mixture of emotions. “I underestimated your town. I thought you just wanted to defend yourselves, but you really went out of your way to see me and my boys dead.”
 
   Matt supposed that was Turner's way of saying that this full scale, committed attack had caught him completely by surprise. And why wouldn't it, when all he'd seen from the town for weeks was hiding and defensive fighting, aside from two raids on his camps that had been more hit and run and had turned out as badly for the defenders as for the raiders.
 
   He clenched his teeth around a harsh response and did his best to moderate his tone. “You didn't leave us much of a choice, Turner. You'll get your humane treatment, which you should be grateful for after you spent all that time on the radio describing in detail exactly what you'd do to us when you won. But you'll also be dead within a day and nobody will call it an injustice.”
 
   The man's conflicted expression turned venomous. “You think it was just threats?” He jerked his head to the east. “Check a few hundred yards that way. It's where we buried all your people we caught, the ones we didn't just shoot and leave to die. If you dig up the graves you can see for yourself what we did to them. Some of them even died from it before we could mercifully end their suffering.”
 
   Pete Childress, who'd been tying up the raider beside Turner, abruptly snatched his rifle off his shoulder and slammed the butt down into the raider leader's face, expression twisted in a snarl of pure rage. Matt shouted in protest as the raider leader folded to the ground, hastily shoving Pete back as the young man raised his foot to stomp down on Turner's stomach.
 
   “Enough,” he snapped.
 
   “They caused us a lot of suffering we didn't deserve,” Pete shouted over the noise of the raider leader's cursing. But in spite of his rage, after a tense moment he stepped back and continued in a more controlled tone. “Maybe we should make them pay for it before we kill them.” There were a few murmurs of agreement from the gathered defenders.
 
   As they faced off Matt firmly met the orphan's eyes. Pete had more reason to hate Turner and the raiders than most, not only for his dad's fate in that first attack on the garden but because his family's modest food storage had been confiscated during Ferris's occupation last fall and his mom had died from sickness and hunger during the winter. But however Matt sympathized, he wouldn't let the young man take his revenge.
 
   “Go cool off. I'll talk to you later.” For a moment he was afraid his order would be ignored, but then Pete sullenly lowered his eyes. Turning on one heel, the young man slung his rifle back on his shoulder and stomped away.
 
   Turner was still cursing up a storm as he awkwardly tried to get back up on his knees with his hands tied behind his back, blood streaming from his nose and one eye already starting to swell shut behind an ugly bruise. The raider leader glared balefully at Pete's back the entire time, but once he was finally up again he turned that glare on Matt. “So much for humane treatment.”
 
   Matt gagged him.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Turner died as he'd lived, spewing hate and poison at the people of Aspen Hill around the gag he'd worn since his defeat. At no point did he even try for any sort of reasonable communication, not even at his trial.
 
   When he was offered a chance to defend himself on the stand and they removed his gag he immediately started to describe what he and his people had done to the surviving members of the Norman family. He seemed to relish the horror and disgust on the faces around him, and even though he was quickly gagged again he appeared triumphant during the rest of the proceedings.
 
   The other raider prisoners were more bitter than angry. Their only regret seemed to be that they hadn't left immediately after realizing the town wouldn't be an easy score, or at least after they started taking serious losses.
 
   A tribunal of townspeople sentenced them all to death. There was some argument on the exact method, since some wanted more painful executions such as slow hanging. The town had a lot of anger to unleash at the prisoners after the weeks of suffering and loss they'd been put through, and many even called for the raiders to receive extra punishment before being put to death.
 
   Catherine and the rest of the tribunal harshly rejected those suggestions, which amounted to torture, plain and simple. Civilization may have been falling apart around them, but the town of Aspen Hill would remain civilized.
 
   In the end it was decided the prisoners would be executed by firing squad, same as Razor's gang members had been. Scott didn't have any more blanks for them, but somehow Matt doubted anyone would be losing sleep over being part of the squad. There were no shortage of volunteers for the duty.
 
   Turner cursed into his gag as he was lined up with the other raiders, eyes blazing with hatred for everyone he looked at right up until the moment his head was covered.
 
   Less than a minute later the firing squad loosed a coordinated volley, and the ringing silence that followed signaled that it was finally over. The raider threat was eliminated for good, the town was safe, and they could finally get back to the task of surviving.
 
   They'd won, but it had been a costly victory. They'd lost about 75 people to the raiders or to starvation and nearly that many were recovering from wounds, over 50 houses had been destroyed, and the gardens were a shambles with no hope of anything better than a pitiful harvest. A harvest which they desperately needed to be good, because even if they had taken Turner's offer they wouldn't have been able to give him any food. The town was back to boiling leather and eating rodents and insects.
 
   “I suppose this means we can finally get some sleep,” Lewis, standing beside him, muttered. The brown-haired man looked dead on his feet.
 
   “A bit, I guess,” Matt agreed. “Although we've still got an uphill battle ahead of us. The town was doing bad before the raiders arrived, and now we're almost worse off than we were during the winter. We were having housing problems before half the buildings in town got blown up, for one thing. That's a lot of clearing and rebuilding we'll need to do. And even that takes a distant second priority to food.”
 
   Just the thought of it made him feel exhausted. The defenders had eaten better than the rest of the town because they needed their strength to keep fighting, but even they'd gone hungry. And while they'd found a decent store of food along with the other supplies scrounged from the destroyed raider camp and trucks it wasn't a miraculous amount. Enough to keep 50 or so men raiding for weeks on end, maybe, but barely enough to put a dent in the town's hunger problems.
 
   They'd have to get back to hunting, try to salvage what they could from the gardens, forage the surrounding area, and see if the raiders had butchered all the Norman family's sheep or simply driven them off. It was going to be a lot of work, in many ways even harder work than defending the town had been.
 
   But it was work that had a future, that would put them on the road to survival and eventually prosperity.
 
   His friend glanced at him. “So now that the threat's gone I guess we can move back to the shelter.”
 
   Matt hesitated. “I guess,” he agreed. “Although it feels a bit like we should stick close to town until our situation's more stable.” He glanced over. “You're welcome to stay at our house too, of course.”
 
   Lewis yawned, not even trying to cover it. “Thanks. Now that you mention it even that cot in the noisiest, brightest room in the house is tempting at the moment. Jane's already gone to bed, so if you don't mind I'm going to leave you to whatever leadery things you have to do and go pass out too.”
 
   He clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Go on. You've earned it.”
 
   “So have you,” Lewis said, walking backwards a few steps and nearly tripping. “Don't make us sic Sam after you to get you to bed.”
 
   “Deal. If you see her let her know I'll be home soon.” Although Matt was pretty sure his wife was still at the clinic helping out, like she'd been doing almost nonstop for the past day or so. Maybe he needed to go make sure she got some sleep. And while he was at it he could check in on Chauncey and see if his friend was doing any better.
 
   As he watched Lewis make his way through the crowd that had gathered to watch the executions he felt the faintest smile fighting with the other bleak emotions roiling in him. Things were bad, sure, but they'd made it through a terrible time and were still alive.
 
   And while they were alive they'd find a way to keep on going and make things better.
 
   * * * * *
 
   It took Trev four days after leaving Newtown to realize he'd forgotten to see if anyone there had a radio.
 
   They seemed like the kind of people who would, and if they did they would've almost certainly heard something he'd find useful. After all, before he left Chauncey had told him that the deadline and the imminent Gold Bloc invasion were just about the only thing anyone talked about over the airwaves, and he had a feeling the discussion would only intensify as time went on if things escalated the way it seemed like they were going to.
 
   Sure, he'd just gotten beaten up and he was intent on getting some supplies and getting out of there, but Trev still regretted his oversight. Especially since it took him so long to even realize it.
 
   No help for that at the moment, though. Having a bit of knowledge about the road ahead would've been nice, especially now that he was traveling through more densely populated regions, but even if the route he and Lewis had planned was a bit outdated after a week and a half of travel it was still a good one, and he followed it faithfully.
 
   He'd made 90 miles the afternoon after leaving Newtown, and then over the next four days had pushed just to manage the 150 miles a day he'd originally intended, burdened by the extra weight in wheat he'd purchased at the trading post. The first day afterwards he'd struggled to get 140 under his tires, while the next day he'd pushed himself a bit harder and managed to exhaust himself getting 150 miles by full dark. Yesterday he'd managed the same feat of 150 miles a bit easier, his muscles finally adjusting to the extra weight, and today he hoped to manage even better and maybe go slightly farther.
 
   He had plenty of incentive to put some miles behind him today. He was getting closer to Chicago and wanted to get the Windy City behind him as quickly as he could, by the end of tomorrow if possible. Being so close to such a major population center, especially one that had fared worse than most in the riots following the Gulf refineries attack, had him on edge.
 
   Since Newtown he'd crossed the rest of Nebraska and then Iowa, and just that morning had taken the chance of crossing a smaller bridge over the Missouri River into Illinois. From what he'd noticed on other trips the Missouri effectively marked a divide, with less populous states west of it and more populous states east of it.
 
   That certainly seemed to be the case. Aside from Newtown, a few encounters with travelers like the Lincolns, and having to go around a few towns that were obviously still populated, he'd felt a bit like the only person left on the continent in his travels across the Great Plains.
 
   Some of that might have been the terrible loss of life over the winter, but more of it was probably people staying put instead of being out on the roads, scattered in smaller communities that could eke out an existence on the land or, like Newtown, had found sources of food large enough to support them.
 
   That wasn't the case east of the Missouri. Trev passed half a dozen communities imposingly walled off and guarded in the hours since his crossing. He was forced to find ways around them, and while doing so constantly felt an itch between his shoulder blades like he was about to get shot. He traveled as quickly as he could, eyes darting for the slightest hint of nearby danger and hand gripping the strap of his rifle.
 
   He also had to go out of his way to avoid people on the road. It was hard to distinguish between travelers, but from the numbers Trev guessed that they weren't just refugees looking for anywhere that would take them. There were probably travelers heading for specific locations among those numbers, and he even saw a few well stocked caravans that could've been traders going from town to town.
 
   No matter how friendly a group seemed he steered clear of them. His goal was to get to Michigan, not make friends, and he had what he needed so there was no reason to take any risks. He was also nearly to the point where he'd have to leave the trusty usually-merged Highways 34 and 6 he'd followed for so long, since they kept going up to Chicago and he wanted to stay well clear of there.
 
   Today's plan was to split off onto Highway 17 and follow it as far as it went, stopping for the night somewhere near Streator if he could manage the same distance he had the last two days. And assuming he didn't run into a threat that forced him to drastically change his route to avoid trouble. That stopover would put him about 100 miles southwest of Chicago, which he hoped was far enough away to avoid whatever potential trouble the population center was embroiled in.
 
   From that point he'd have to basically thread the needle between population centers going through Illinois, a bit of Indiana, and Michigan before he reached the less populated regions surrounding Greenbush and his journey's end. It would be the most dangerous part of his trip, which meant he needed to take it slow, keep his eyes open, and be prepared for trouble.
 
   Unfortunately he also needed to take it quick and reach his family as soon as possible. He'd been on the road for 11 days and still had a good 3 or 4 more to go, assuming he could reach Streator today and kept managing around 150 miles a day.
 
   The journey was starting to take its toll, especially with the added cargo of wheat, and Trev was dealing with mental exhaustion as well as physical exhaustion from the constant tug of war between being alert for potential dangers and pushing for a faster pace at or beyond the boundaries of what was safe.
 
   There was a chance he could ride into a trap at any moment, going too fast to see the warning signs in time and possibly too tired to notice them at all. And that fatigue might slow his reactions so he couldn't properly defend himself, assuming it was a situation where defending himself was even possible.
 
   It was an inconvenient time to find himself going through more densely populated regions, and Trev began debating taking a few hours or even half a day off to just rest and sleep, and maybe use the wheat and spices and other supplies to cook himself a proper meal.
 
   He decided he'd sleep on it tonight and pressed on. His resolution served him well, since he reached Streator before dark as planned in spite of needing to slow down and even take different roads to avoid other travelers and suspicious spots on the road.
 
   Trev was fairly confident the town would have people in it, so he stopped for the night well outside its limits. And after the number of people he'd seen that day he even went so far as to walk his bike a safe distance off the road and find a good secluded spot to spread his sleeping bag.
 
   Between his exhaustion and the knowledge that he might be traveling just as hard tomorrow sleep came quickly.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Final Stretch
 
    
 
   Very early the next morning Trev was awakened by a sound he hadn't heard in a long, long time.
 
   At first he thought he was dreaming, but then the alertness honed by days of wariness kicked in and his eyes flew open. He continued to lie absolutely still in his sleeping bag, keeping his breathing the same so it would look like he was still asleep, but the whole time he strained his senses to figure out what was going on.
 
   It wasn't a dream. Somewhere in the darkness of the sky above he heard the droning of a jet engine.
 
   For a moment he just stared up at the stars, shocked by a sound that had been commonplace a year ago. During his time at college in Orem he'd heard jet engines passing overhead just about every day, whether or not he was even paying attention to the noise. Only now it seemed alien, cutting through the other night sounds around him in a way that didn't belong.
 
   With a bit of concentration he was able to track the sound over the usual night noises and determine it was coming from somewhere to the northeast, in the direction of Chicago. And after more listening he decided it wasn't such a commonplace sound after all, although he'd heard it on several occasions like Fourth of July celebrations.
 
   It wasn't the sound of a passenger jet but a fighter jet, distinctive and easily recognizable as different.
 
   The noise grew a bit louder for a while before fading, and Trev concluded it wasn't going to come anywhere close to him. Even so it set his heart pounding, and he hastily packed up his camp in the faint predawn glow and got out on the road. The visibility wasn't great, but the surge of adrenaline from hearing that noise had washed away his fatigue and filled him with the need to move.
 
   If he couldn't get back to sleep he might as well get going.
 
   He very much doubted that had been some innocuous flyby. While on the road he'd had no way of knowing if the Gold Bloc invasion had started, or when, but the presence of a fighter jet in the air seemed like fairly solid confirmation that it had. Which meant he needed to find his family and get them to safety before his time ran out. Assuming it hadn't already.
 
   The miles seemed to pass like molasses in the darkness. He had to move more cautiously, not only wary of unseen obstacles but of potential ambushes. The bike was fairly quiet at least, and it, the trailer, and his clothes were all dark colors.
 
   Still, he stopped often to check the way ahead, not so much looking as listening carefully and keeping his eyes open for any sources of light that might suggest a fire or some other human presence. He also had his flashlight if he really needed it, in easy reach in his coat pocket, and his binoculars once it got a little lighter.
 
   Trev might not have been too happy about traveling in the dark, but he had to admit it had at least one perk to outweigh its drawbacks: that he saw and heard no one out there with him.
 
   That was probably because everyone else felt just like he did about being out at night, when anything could be out there. And not just humans either, but any one of the wild animals that were probably becoming more prevalent and dangerous without animal control to keep them in check. Animals that felt completely at home at night and spent it stalking other animals with weaker senses foolish enough to go blundering around in the darkness.
 
   For those without keen senses and training, or at least night vision gear, the night brought with it a profound sense of vulnerability. Most people would find a safe place to hunker down until dawn rather than go looking for trouble.
 
   Thankfully he didn't sense any animals either, aside from the usual ones filling the air with night noises. Those went silent at his approach and took a while to start up again behind him, and he could only hope they'd do the same for any unfriendly beasts stalking along the road. If he did encounter anything dangerous he could hope his flashlight would scare them off without having to use a gun and draw even more notice to himself.
 
   He doubted he was making anywhere near the kind of speed that would justify this early morning departure, but at the same time it was relaxing in a way to go slower and not push himself. In spite of his weariness his muscles seemed to be doing fine, and he felt like he could go this pace for hours before stopping to rest.
 
   He did just that, as the horizon slowly brightened with a predawn glow until it was light enough that he could make out what the dark silhouettes around him actually were. Which was kind of a relief to be honest.
 
   A long time ago he'd been on a trip with his dad, Lewis, and Uncle Lucas on their way up to the Halssons' land up in the mountains. He and his cousin had been frightened by the dark shapes passing by, imagining all sorts of monsters and dangerous animals. His dad had done his best to reassure them with some words of wisdom, but that hadn't helped Trev much.
 
   Maybe he just had an overactive imagination. After that Lewis hadn't seemed bothered by dark shapes on other camping trips, and when Trev had professed fear at something outside his cousin had actually laughed at him about it. That had stopped him from any more talk about the monsters his imagination populated the shadowy world with, but he'd still been frightened of them for years afterwards.
 
   He'd long since grown past those sorts of fears and was well past seeing monsters in tree shadows by this point, but knowledge had given his imagination fuel for things that actually existed. Riding his bike along the dark road he'd been looking twice at shapes he thought were bobcats, dogs, or people hiding in the underbrush, reassuring himself that they were just shrubs or fenceposts or whatever.
 
   On the plus side, it had kept him on the edge of his toes in case he spotted actual danger, although he'd had to fight to keep a crying wolf thing from going in his own head.
 
   Needless to say Trev was relieved when the sun finally rose over the horizon.
 
   That visibility turned out to be important, and it was a good thing he hadn't started earlier, because if so it would've still been dark when he crested a hill about a half our later and he might not have spotted the roadblock on the highway ahead until he blundered into it.
 
   Trev immediately dropped low on his bike and went still, hoping against hope he hadn't been spotted. Then, just in case he had been and time mattered, he wasted no time in turning around and riding fast the way he'd just come.
 
   A roadblock like that seemed like a perfect ambush spot for highwaymen, just below the top of the hill ahead where they'd be out of sight of anyone following the road from the east. The flow of humanity must've been predominantly coming from that direction for them to set up their ambush like that, and come to think of it Trev had been forced to go out of his way to avoid people heading west more and more often the farther he'd gone yesterday.
 
   But he was coming from the west, the direction the highwaymen didn't seem to be as interested in covering. And a good thing, too, since even as wary as he was while he traveled if he was coming from the other direction he would've probably crested the next hill over and found himself within ten feet of the barricades spread across the road.
 
   Presumably under the guns of the men who'd put them there. At that point it would've been too late for him, as he'd learned painfully with the Lincoln family almost a week ago. And he very much doubted anyone who'd planned such an elaborate ambush on the road had honorable intentions.
 
   He really hoped he hadn't been seen, or that if he had been he'd reacted in time to get away. While he was listing things he hoped for he included that the highwaymen wouldn't have any fuel, since if they had enough to run even a single fuel efficient motorcycle or car he wouldn't be able to outrun them no matter how fast he pedaled.
 
   At least by this point he was confident that if the enemy was on foot or also relying on bicycles or something similar then he had enough of a head start they'd have trouble catching him. And in the shape he was in, only a few hours into the day's trip, he'd like to see them try even if he was towing a trailer.
 
   Since turning his back on the roadblock he'd been pedaling hard and was moving at a decent clip, a speed he rarely managed unless he was going downhill. Up until now he'd avoided pushing for these kind of speeds at any other time since it would quickly exhaust him. And, like he'd learned well on his numerous hikes, going long distances at a reasonable pace was far, far faster in the long run.
 
   He just hoped he wouldn't have to keep it up for long, and strained to hear the sound of an engine behind him over the wind whistling in his ears. He might not hear an electric car or something with a quiet gas engine, but he was fairly confident the roar of a motorcycle engine would be clearly audible with plenty of time to warn him.
 
   After about a minute, though, even that precaution didn't feel like enough. If whoever was at that roadblock had quietly followed him he could get shot in the back without even realizing it. He was probably being paranoid, since he'd only been in sight of the roadblock for a few seconds and he hadn't seen anyone manning it. For all he knew it could've been abandoned a long time ago.
 
   But even so Trev braked for just a moment, ears straining for the slightest sound.
 
   To his dismay he heard exactly the noise he'd dreaded approaching swiftly from behind: the rumble of engines. Motorcycles, from the sound of it. They must've seen him after all.
 
   Motorcycles were a good choice now that fuel was almost impossible to find, since they'd get better gas mileage and would do better off-road in case there was danger to avoid. Sure, they wouldn't be able to haul much, but they'd definitely do the job for a cross country trip. In fact, if Trev'd had access to some gas he probably would've chosen a motorcycle himself to get to Michigan.
 
   Too bad the stuff in Lewis's tank hadn't been good for anything but Molotov cocktails.
 
   Unfortunately he didn't have a motorcycle, and there was no way he'd be able to outrun them on a bicycle. Especially while pulling a trailer. So he made for the nearest turnoff, a smaller gravel road, and pedaled hard for a thicket a hundred or so yards away where he could hide.
 
   When he reached it he rode the bike straight through the largest opening between the trees, hoping he didn't puncture his tires. The trailer nearly snagged on branches coming through, but finally tore free and into cover. After taking a moment to make sure none of it was visible Trev leapt to the ground and tore his Mini-14 off his back, lifting the scope to his eye as he squirmed forward to where he could see the highway but still hopefully be out of sight.
 
   He saw three highwaymen headed his way on the sort of road motorcycles meant for long distance trips, which unlike their off road or dual sport counterparts wouldn't do so great at trailblazing. The men were all wearing thick, padded clothing reinforced with Kevlar, as well as full motorcycle helmets.
 
   Each of those helmets was painted with a different number of small skulls in what looked suspiciously like some sort of kill count system, and all were heavily armed. The one in the lead had what looked like a shotgun in a scabbard on his back, while the other two each had an assault rifle slung over one shoulder, and all had a heavy knife and holstered pistol on their belt.
 
   At the speed they were going they'd reach the gravel road in less than a minute, and from there they'd be on him in no time.
 
   Trev debated between staying in hiding hoping they'd pass by, and using his rifle to give his pursuers some incentive to turn back while they were still a reasonable distance away. His main hesitation didn't come from not wanting want to hurt anyone he didn't have to, although he certainly didn't. Not even people who obviously wanted to hurt him. The debate came from not wanting to get into a fight he might not be able to win if there was a chance he could avoid it entirely.
 
   Of course the people coming for him had their hands busy handling their motorcycles, with their weapons still on their backs, so he'd be able to get some shots off before they had time to respond. He could possibly chase them off if he opened fire from far enough away.
 
   Unfortunately the choice was taken out of his hands when the lead highwayman pointed at the turnoff Trev had taken: either they'd seen some sign of him there, they'd been following close enough to see him turn off in the first place, or they knew the area well enough to guess this was the most likely route their quarry would take.
 
   How they knew didn't really matter, because the three motorcycles veered onto the gravel road and started his way. They'd reach Trev's hiding spot soon, putting him in a position where defending himself would be hard if not impossible. With no other good choice he grit his teeth and sighted carefully down his scope, doing his best to time the shot on the fast-moving target of his lead pursuer.
 
   His first shot either missed or didn't do any real damage, but his second shot shattered the headlight and obviously spooked the rider. The bike veered and began to brake, then its rear tire spun out and it flipped onto its side dragging a cursing rider along the gravel.
 
   With his Kevlar-reinforced jeans the man didn't look like he was hurt too badly, and when the motorcycle finally skidded to a halt he immediately scrambled to get it back up, pointing down the road towards Trev with a rude gesture and cursing loud enough to be heard over the rumbling engines.
 
   Since he could hear them they might be able to hear him, too. “Turn back!” Trev yelled as loud as he could. It was probably a stupid risk to take revealing his position, but he wanted to give them a chance to let him know if their intentions weren't as hostile as they obviously appeared to be, just in case.
 
   The other two highwaymen had screeched to a stop when their leader went down, and they stiffened when they heard Trev's voice. But rather than turning back as directed or trying to shout a response they started to unsling their rifles.
 
   Trev couldn't afford to hesitate any longer. He'd given them a chance to back off, but at this point he was about to lose his chance to effectively defend himself. There didn't seem to be many options other than to shoot before he got shot himself, and for the moment all three were fairly easy targets.
 
   He opened fire while they remained that way.
 
   His first target was the nearer of the two highwaymen drawing their weapons, two shots to his thoracic cavity. The man's heavy jacket looked as if it did a good job protecting its wearer from road rash, but it didn't do quite as good a job against accelerated lead poisoning. The man went down, possibly for good.
 
   After seeing their friend drop the other two highwaymen must've decided their prey wasn't worth the fight he was putting up. The one who'd crashed quickly got his motorcycle up again, and both skidded their bikes around and headed back the way they'd come in a roar of engines, leaving the third man behind.
 
   That was fine with Trev. He let them go and bolted for the motorcycle, having the idea of upgrading his ride. Probably a good thing to do in case the highwaymen decided to come after him again seeking vengeance or, more pragmatically, the weapon he'd used to shoot their friend.
 
   As he ran he held his Mini-14 ready in case the man he'd shot put up a fight, but the highwayman was curled up around his stomach gurgling in a way that didn't sound good. The man didn't even seem to notice as Trev stepped around him to pick up the bike.
 
   To his disappointment the gas gauge read nearly empty. He probably wouldn't get more than twenty or thirty miles on that, if he was lucky, and it definitely wasn't enough to justify leaving his bicycle behind.
 
   So he shot a hole in the gas tank, retrieved the highwayman's rifle from where it had dropped as the man fell and his pistol from his belt, and ran back to his own bike. His intention was to get out of there while the getting was good, hopefully quick enough to avoid being punished for delaying to go after the motorcycle if the other highwaymen returned.
 
   As soon as Trev had yanked his bike out of the thicket he hopped on it and pedaled furiously once more, returning to the highway he'd been on to backtrack to the nearest alternate road so he'd be harder to follow. From there he'd do his best with Lewis's map to find a route that circled far, far around the highwaymen and their roadblock.
 
   He'd add miles to the trip, but it was worth it not to get his head blown off or have everything he owned stolen at gunpoint.
 
   * * * * *
 
   That was the last he saw of the highwaymen, thankfully. Using alternative routes he managed to get over thirty miles past the roadblock, the effective range of the motorcycles if they all had the same amount of gas as the one he'd disabled, before returning to the highway.
 
   There he spent a few minutes carefully inspecting the road in the direction of the roadblock and listening for the telltale sound of engines. Only when he'd reassured himself that it seemed safe did he get back on his way, pedaling hard in spite of his swiftly growing fatigue.
 
   Over the next several hours he had to stop or turn aside to avoid an ever increasing number of people heading the other way. That pricked his conscience, and he took the risk of calling out a warning to the first group he passed from a safe distance, describing the roadblock and highwaymen ahead.
 
   After that he found a convenient sign and used a neon colored marker he had with his other camping supplies to write a large warning about the roadblock in capital letters. It seemed like the least he could do before continuing on, although he stopped a few more times to write other warnings.
 
   He wasn't the only one scrawling graffiti on signs. As the day crawled on he passed more and more messages left by people heading the other way from Michigan, and none of them were heartening. He saw doomsday type rambling, neighborly warnings to flee south while the getting was good (many of which used unneighborly language), and far more commonly obscenities directed at the Gold Bloc and at “blockheads”.
 
   That was the first time Trev had seen the term used to describe members of the invading force and it made him smile, even though he thought it sounded a bit stupid. He supposed when it came to pejoratives you had to work with what you had.
 
   He didn't get as far as he would've liked that day, mostly due to how he'd woken up too early, gone too slow in the darkness, then exhausted himself fleeing the highwaymen. Not to mention having to take circuitous routes to avoid people and because he was having trouble finding reliable highways heading the direction he wanted to go. As it was he had to push hard to even manage 140 miles, and it meant once again riding in the darkness.
 
   He managed to make it into Indiana, at least, putting Chicago a decent distance behind him. He stopped near Kingsbury, taking even greater pains in the dark to leave the road well behind and find a good hiding place, then gratefully collapsed into his sleeping bag. He ate a hasty meal tucked inside as it warmed up around him, then passed out with visions of fighter jets dancing in his head.
 
   Thankfully none passed overhead in the night to wake him up.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The next morning, Trev's thirteenth day on the road since leaving Aspen Hill, he took it a bit slower starting out. He reached Michigan's state line a bit over an hour into his ride, but although he was nearing the end of his trip he still had most of the state to travel across. He was also riding directly towards a threat that everyone else was running away from.
 
   Even more worrisome was that he passed far fewer people on the road, as if he'd reached the tail end of Michiganders getting while the getting was good. That was a bad sign.
 
   That day he rode Highway 66 up to thread the needle between Lansing and Grand Rapids, both of which had boasted large populations before the Gulf refineries attack. As a precaution he wanted to get out from between the two cities before nightfall, so as the hours passed he really pushed for distance.
 
   Unfortunately the light gave out while he was still between them. Since he wanted to set up camp while he could still see he decided to stop a bit south of Woodbury, satisfied that he'd managed 160 miles even if he hadn't gotten as far as he'd would've preferred. Although maybe being so close to the population centers wasn't too big a deal since it looked like everyone had fled south.
 
   Trev hadn't seen a single person in the last several hours, and was starting to have real concerns both for his own sake and for his family still well to the north. He'd passed a sign about noon that warned in greater detail that the Gold Bloc troops were pushing down from Sault Ste. Marie and Toronto to flood into Michigan from two directions, sweeping up everyone they caught. That put Greenbush right between the two invading forces.
 
   The only hope he could cling to was that Greenbush was out of the way of anything useful and might've been overlooked. He just had to make sure he got there without being caught himself.
 
   Needless to say that night he was even more careful about hiding his camp.
 
   The next day he got up early and pushed harder than ever, hoping he could make it to his family before nightfall. It was an unrealistic hope since he still had about 220 miles to go, but he could dream.
 
   Just like the evening before he didn't pass a single person on his trip. What he did encounter, however, was the noise of another jet passing by overhead that morning. It was a bit paranoid to be afraid he was going to even be spotted by a fighter jet, let alone targeted, but he still hurried to get under cover until it had passed by and moved on.
 
   Not long after that he was forced to cross I-96 going between Lansing and Grand Rapids, and he took a long time inspecting the road in either direction with his ears straining for the noise of engines before finally hopping on his bike and pedaling furiously across, not slowing until it was out of sight behind him. He made it without seeing or hearing anyone, to his relief.
 
   It was all smaller highways for most of the rest of the day, but with only an hour or so before dark he had to cross I-75 and there he wasn't so lucky.
 
   He heard the sound of engines ahead as he approached and immediately went into hiding, even though they seemed to be sticking to the interstate and no vehicles were headed his way on the small road he was on. Still, he waited until what sounded like a large convoy had passed, heading south by the sound of it, and kept waiting until even their engine noises had faded away. Only then did he cautiously approach 75.
 
   Trev didn't see anyone there, and like with 96 earlier he furiously pedaled across it. When he heard the sound of an approaching engine just before getting to the other side he nearly had a heart attack, and pedaled even more furiously to get down the off ramp and out of sight behind some cover.
 
   From there he watched as a single truck, military but of a foreign make and with different markings than the ones used by the US Armed Forces, roared past in the left lane heading the same direction the convoy had gone.
 
   After that scare he would've preferred to put the interstate well behind him, but it was getting dark fast. And even more than last night he wanted to make sure he had enough light to find a good hiding place, without needing to use his flashlight and reveal his presence. So he only went a few more miles, keeping an eye out for a good secluded camping spot.
 
   When he found one in a large stand of trees he was happy to make for it, rolling into his sleeping bag well before twilight faded into darkness. He'd still made it a good distance that day, almost as far as the day before, and in spite of his exhaustion was buoyed by the fact that he'd reach Greenbush the next day a little after noon. He dreaded what he'd find there, but at the same time looked forward to his journey finally being over.
 
   That night he was awoken several times by the sounds of engines, both vehicles on the interstate not far away and jets overhead.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Greenbush
 
    
 
   If Trev had to describe Greenbush with one word it would be “creepy”.
 
   To be fair it was a lovely little town, only a bit larger than Aspen Hill, overlooking one of the best beaches along Lake Huron. And that lack of any problem with it was the problem with it; aside from a few small signs of damage, Greenbush showed barely a hint of the chaos that had gripped the rest of the world since the Gulf refineries attack.
 
   Most houses were in good repair, most yards showed signs of being recently maintained, and there were more than a few newly planted gardens sporting young plants pushing up into the sunlight. Vehicles were neatly parked in driveways or along the sides of streets, many recently washed, and there were even toys strewn in a few front yards or on driveways.
 
   In spite of that there was not a single person to be seen. As if sometime not long ago, or even as late as this morning, the entire town had just up and dropped everything and walked away, showing every sign they intended to return soon.
 
   One or two houses he passed had slight damage around the doors as if they'd been broken into, but it struck him as odd that there was no sign of looting or other violence. When he'd passed through the Utah and Salt Lake Valleys evidence of looters had been openly on display in the form of smashed windows, broken doors yawning open to the elements, furniture and clothes and other items strewn across front lawns as if tossed out windows, and destroyed vehicles. Not to mention all the fires that had raged.
 
   There was nothing like that here. If Trev had to compare it to anything, it would be the area of Midvale where April's family had lived, evacuated by FETF to the refugee camp. Only there were no notices informing people of any evacuation here, and even in Midvale there'd been looters and signs of looting and destruction.
 
   The most likely answer to this puzzle filled Trev with mounting dread as he pedaled faster for his family's house, only a street over from the beach near the northern outskirts of town. The reason there was no sign of looting was because, if it had happened at all, it had been done by well organized and disciplined soldiers. Professionals with no reason to engage in unnecessary destruction, and probably even orders against doing so.
 
   Those soldiers had likely taken away everyone they'd found, including the more chaotic element who might've looted and destroyed these houses in the absence of anyone to defend them. Leaving the town pristine and eerily deserted.
 
   Gold Bloc soldiers. Not only had the invasion already begun, but it was past the point of just aircraft flying overhead and vehicles on the interstate. If even a small, out of the way place like Greenbush had already been cleared in an orderly fashion then the enemy probably held most of Michigan at this point.
 
   If the townspeople had merely evacuated fleeing ahead of the invasion then it was likely at least some looters would've risked staying to scavenge anything of value that had been left behind. Since he saw no evidence of that anywhere, it looked as if the soldiers' arrival had happened quickly enough to catch at least some of these people by surprise, forcing them to surrender and go quietly without even trying to defend themselves or their homes.
 
   The Gold Bloc had moved with speed and efficiency here. He just hoped his family weren't among the people who'd been slow to evacuate.
 
   A more idle thought in the back of Trev's mind was how Greenbush had avoided violence before the invasion, considering everything Aspen Hill had gone through over the fall and winter. There was no doubt that the town had avoided violence, showing every sign of a peaceful and possibly even prosperous community. But the curiosity passed quickly in the face of his worry for his family's fate.
 
   Trev didn't waste any time stopping to look more closely at anything in town, riding straight on through to the destination he'd gone 1,800 miles to reach.
 
   His parents' house looked just like he remembered it: a white four bedroom cottage with a brown roof, large enough to comfortably hold the family or host a guest if Trev wasn't visiting. The treehouse his dad and Jim had built together in the old hickory out front and the tool/firewood shed both looked in good shape, and the lawn here was mown as well. That suggested his family had enjoyed some free time from the grind of surviving to keep the place looking nice.
 
   He parked his bike near the garage door and bolted up the stairs to the front porch. Rather than knock he simply tried the front door, simultaneously worried and not worried that it was locked. Then he tried knocking, heart in his throat as he waited for a response he didn't expect to come.
 
   After about a minute of pounding he decided he'd procrastinated long enough, so he pulled his driver's license out of his belt pouch. He'd brought it with him in case he needed it for identification purposes, obviously not expecting to need it for driving even if he did have a car. It was just the tool for the job, since he'd found on a previous visit that the doorknob wasn't so great and the old card-in-the-gap trick worked just fine.
 
   A moment later the door clicked open and Trev stepped inside, trying to pretend the eerie silence didn't alarm him. “Mom? Dad? Linda? Jim?” Silence. Trev stared around the empty living room of the obviously abandoned house, feeling his heart sink.
 
   It had been irrational to assume his family would be here when the rest of the town was completely deserted. His parents weren't stupid; they would've evacuated before the Gold Bloc arrived. Probably before anyone else in town even thought of doing so.
 
   But the mind was often irrational when it came to avoiding unpleasant truths. Like Matt in Midvale looking for April's family, Trev had needed to come see the house itself even though there was almost no hope his family was there. Besides, he'd come all this way to get here. There was no way he would've even considered turning around and just going back without finding out for sure.
 
   Not even with enemy planes buzzing overhead and convoys driving by only miles away. He'd come because he had to, but now that he was here he was at a loss for what to do next.
 
   With some effort Trev shook himself out of his sinking despair. As a first step he should search the house. That same trust that made him confident his family had evacuated long before they were in danger also let him hope that they'd left a message for him in case he came.
 
   It turned out that message wasn't hard to find, since it was in the kitchen taped right to the refrigerator, in plain view among a jumble of other notes, inspirational and amusing magnet decorations, family photos, and a reminder whiteboard with an erasable marker hanging by its string.
 
    
 
   “Trev,
 
   If you get this I've gone out for milk.
 
   Going to try Mercer Groceries.
 
   Fond memories of my 37th Birthday present.
 
                 Love,
 
                               Dad.”
 
    
 
   Trev read the note twice. Then, even though it could only be understood through context, he ripped it up and used the lighter from his belt pouch to burn it in the sink.
 
   His parents were headed to Aspen Hill, location of the grocery store in question. They had a routine of going to the store once a week on Monday, so they'd either gone two or nine days ago. Possibly even earlier.
 
   The last line was a bit more difficult to puzzle out. Obviously Trev remembered carving his dad a keychain in the shape of an owl when he was nine, but he didn't see what that had to do with anything. After a bit of thinking he guessed it meant his family was going to leave markers along the road in the shape of an owl so he could follow.
 
   He only hoped they were visible enough for him to find, but not so obvious that anyone else would notice and be curious enough to follow them. Trev wasn't too happy about their decision to leave that kind of trail of breadcrumbs when Gold Bloc soldiers were swarming over the area. But at the very least it meant that even though he had to have gone a different way than them to get here, or he would've passed them on the road, they'd given him a way to follow and catch up.
 
   It meant he could help them.
 
   After the last of the flames from the burning note had died away Trev slowly closed his eyes, letting a tired but exultant smile spread across his face. This was the proof he'd been hoping for, washing away the last of the dread he'd felt when it looked like his family had disappeared without a trace and might've been captured by the invading soldiers. He knew they were safe, he knew where they were going, and he knew how to follow them.
 
   Now he just needed to hurry up and do it.
 
   In spite of his haste he lingered for several minutes after sweeping the ashes down the drain, looking at the pictures on the fridge. Many were ones taken after his family moved here and didn't include him, since he'd stayed behind for college. They showed Jim and Linda getting older and older over the years. He'd seen many of them on holiday visits, but some were completely new and he took a moment to look at those.
 
   His sister had become a young woman. In the most recent photo he could find she was standing in the living room wearing a formal dress and smiling in nervous excitement, from the looks of it ready to be picked up by a date to go to a high school dance.
 
   As for Jim, even as young as he was his little brother was already shooting up like a weed, giving some hint that he'd inherited the Halsson height that had only brushed Trev. One photo showed him kneeling next to the remote-controlled helicopter he'd gotten for his most recent birthday, getting ready for its first flight.
 
   Although come to think of it Jim's thirteenth birthday was coming up in a month or so. And for that matter Linda's birthday had been a few weeks ago, about the time Ferris showed up in Aspen Hill. He'd completely forgotten about it with everything that'd been going on at the time. She'd be sixteen now.
 
   The thought made him feel sad, thinking of all the things about the modern world he'd been able to experience growing up that his siblings would likely miss if things kept going the way they were. Like driving a car, high school, going to college, catching a movie with friends.
 
   To take his mind off those kinds of thoughts he turned his attention to another photo that showed his family boating on Lake Huron, his parents smiling with their arms around each other's shoulders while Linda looked long-sufferingly at the camera as a grinning Jim gave her bunny ears.
 
   It looked like a fun time, one Trev wished he could've been there for. He abruptly felt tears sting his eyes, fondness at seeing them all nearly overwhelmed by his fear for their safety in the face of the very real dangers they had to be dealing with in a world going mad.
 
   He'd just have to trust they were up to the challenge.
 
   As quickly as he could he gathered up the pictures and tucked them carefully into his pouch, taking up most of the remaining space. Then he headed upstairs up to his room, which doubled as a guest bedroom most of the time since he was rarely here.
 
   It was also where he'd stored most of the stuff he didn't have space for in his dorm room. Which meant he'd be able to find a change of clothes, and also grab a pair of his old shoes that had to be in amazing condition compared to the ones he was currently wearing.
 
   The room looked just like he remembered it, with no sign anyone had used it in his absence. Trev quickly made his way to the closet and began rummaging through the labeled boxes inside for anything useful. He didn't expect to find much, since he'd kept most of his preparedness stuff in Utah with him in case of an emergency. In fact most of this was stuff he wouldn't have been too heartbroken to discover had all been destroyed by water damage or given to charity.
 
   A half hour later he'd sorted through his stuff for a few items worth taking, awkwardly bathed with a damp cloth and a bar of soap, changed into some musty but relatively clean clothes, and was ready to go.
 
   As he headed for the door he gave his bed a longing look, more tempted than he'd expected by the thought of sleeping in a familiar place and giving his body a chance to rest after the brutal pace he'd put it though for more than two weeks.
 
   When he'd first seen the house was abandoned he'd tentatively planned to travel at night to wherever it was he went next, which meant he'd have a chance to sleep until sundown. But that all changed after he saw his dad's note. He didn't have anything like Lewis's night vision goggles, so if his family had left markers for him to follow his only choice was to travel by day so he'd actually be able to see them.
 
   Which meant that exhausted as he was, and as tempting as the thought of taking three steps and crashing into his bed sounded, he had no more reason to be in Greenbush. He also had an objective clearly marked ahead of him, and every second he spent in this abandoned house in an empty town was a waste of time.
 
   Trev started down the stairs to the door, but in spite of his determination his shoulders sagged at the inevitability of it all. Time to get back on the road and go back the way he'd come.
 
   * * * * *
 
   After pushing so hard to reach Greenbush as soon as possible it was incredibly demoralizing to backtrack over the same ground. The landmarks that he'd looked at with a surge of excitement on the way here just served to remind him of his earlier anticipation and the fact that he wasn't close to done with traveling for the day.
 
   On the plus side, the markers his dad had left couldn't have been more obvious or easy to follow.
 
   The owl showed up frequently on signs in the direction he was headed, drawn in bright red permanent marker big enough to be visible almost as soon as the sign itself was. It was a simple shape, an oval body with little line feet and squiggly wings and two huge round eyes with dot pupils, enough to recognize what it was but that could be drawn in a matter of seconds as they passed.
 
   It surprised Trev to realize how much he looked forward to seeing each one, and how happy he was when he did. They were personal messages from his loved ones, faithfully drawn for his sake alone. He tried to imagine which member of his family was the artist, and what they looked like scribbling the absurd image.
 
   The markers kept his family in his thoughts and gave him a connection so strong he could almost imagine them plodding along the road just over the next hill, waiting for him to catch up.
 
   Which wasn't quite accurate, since he'd already covered this ground today and hadn't seen them. He hadn't been looking for owls at the time, and anyway they would've been painted on the wrong side of the signs for him to see easily, but even so he thought he remembered noticing one or two along the way. At the time he'd dismissed them as just more graffiti.
 
   Later in the afternoon he reached I-75 again. He was worried the owl would be hard to follow across the interstate, but luckily it had been plastered over signs all along the way they'd taken, much closer together than usual. In fact, those signs took him straight to the road he'd followed to reach 75 in the first place, once again leading him back the way he'd come.
 
   That bothered him more than he would've cared to admit. He assumed his family was on foot and could only go so far a day, around 30 miles if they pushed and were in good shape. That meant he'd already covered about the same distance it would take them two days to cover. Depending on when they'd left last Monday he could catch up to them before dark.
 
   Only it didn't add up. If they'd left two days ago he would've definitely passed them on the way here since they were going the exact same route. On the other hand if they'd left nine days ago they would've been leaving owls the entire way, and he definitely didn't remember seeing any before today, or maybe possibly a few yesterday evening that only his subconscious had picked up on.
 
   He hadn't seen them, and he hadn't seen signs of them. Which meant they might not have gotten much farther than this.
 
   Trev sped up to nearly as fast as he'd pedaled running from the highwaymen a few days ago, fear overriding common sense and spurring him forward until his muscles burned fiercely and every breath rasped painfully in his throat and lungs. He was hurrying so fast that he barely noticed passing the final marker, and it took him longer than it should've to realize he hadn't seen another one in a while.
 
   As soon as that fact penetrated his exhausted, panic-stricken brain Trev screeched to a stop, trying to drown out worry with irritation. For a moment he slumped panting over his handlebars, then he pulled out his binoculars and peered down the road.
 
   This was the farthest he'd gone up to this point without spotting an owl, almost twice the distance between the last two, and there was no sign of any as far as his binoculars could see ahead either. On top of that he'd passed plenty of the kinds of signs his family had been using for markers, some sporting other graffiti but none with the red owl.
 
   His fears about how far his family could've gone had been correct after all. The only conclusion was that at some point his family had left this road and he'd missed the clue alerting him to that fact.
 
   A less pleasant conclusion hovered in the back of Trev's head, that maybe they'd been on this road and had gotten captured. He ignored that thought and pedaled furiously back to the last marker he'd passed. On the way he checked every sign he saw in case he'd missed the owl or it had been smudged or erased, but didn't see any hints of it.
 
   When he got to the last marker he checked it even more carefully to see if it had any further information he'd missed, maybe about them turning down a nearby side road or driveway. But it looked just like every other marker he'd seen, and he had to fight his mounting panic as he tried to figure out what to do.
 
   Trev checked every branching road for the next mile, going a few hundred yards down each searching for an owl. He also checked the road itself for signs of some sort of disturbance his family might've been caught in, but he didn't see anything like that either. In fact he didn't see anything at all to help him figure out what had happened, and despair was quickly starting to overpower his panic.
 
   By that point the sun had set and the light was fading fast. Since Trev was out of options he returned to the last marker to set up camp, determined to try again in the morning when he was better rested and had cooled down.
 
   In spite of that determination and his leaden exhaustion it took him a long time to fall asleep, picturing his family being spotted on the road by an approaching Gold Bloc truck and getting rounded up before they could flee. He didn't know what happened to US citizens captured by the invading soldiers, but his imagination supplied plenty of answers fueled by his worst fears.
 
   What would he do if he couldn't find any signs of them tomorrow morning? It would be pure insanity to go searching for Gold Bloc camps, and even if he did he wouldn't be in a position to help anyone inside them. At best he'd have to abandon his efforts, at worst he'd also be captured and end up in the same situation.
 
   The alternative, returning the agonizingly long distance back to Aspen Hill by himself having failed to help his family, and probably chased by enemy soldiers across every mile, made him want to give up.
 
   He wasn't sure if it was exhaustion or his mind fleeing those despairing thoughts that finally pulled him into confused nightmares, but either way they didn't last long.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Light In The Darkness
 
    
 
   In his current physical and mental state, and given that he'd been hearing the rumble of engines off and on for a few days now, Trev was almost surprised that the approaching truck woke him out of his troubled sleep.
 
   In spite of his groggy state he wasted no time sitting up in his sleeping bag and turning to face the sound. After some intent listening he concluded it was coming from the direction of I-75, which wasn't a surprise. But unlike the other vehicles he'd heard driving along it this one wasn't driving past on the interstate, it was headed straight for him on the road he'd been following.
 
   Trev reacted immediately, slithering out of his sleeping bag and grabbing his shoes, belt and accompanying pouch and magazine holders, and his Mini-14 from where he'd placed them within easy reach. His next stop was the bike trailer to pick up his pack, awkwardly juggling everything, and then he left his camp behind and limped through the undergrowth deeper into the stand of trees.
 
   Just like the previous nights Trev had set up his camp well off the road, out of sight and in a secluded spot that wouldn't draw any attention. He'd bolted because it was better to be safe than sorry, but given his care concealing the camp he was confident this precaution was unnecessary.
 
   He couldn't have been more wrong.
 
   The passing military truck screeched to a halt on the road almost as close as possible to his camp, and soldiers quickly poured out and began spreading out in all directions. In the small amount of time he had while they were still disorganized Trev found the nearest source of cover and dropped to the ground as quietly as possible behind it. Just in time; he stopped breathing entirely as flashlight beams pierced the branches above him.
 
   This was uncanny. Did they have some sort of thermal imaging that had caught his heat signature? He knew the technology had advanced pretty far, to the point that drones and even satellites could detect people from extreme distances. So it was possible, but he had no idea why they'd go to the trouble of using those resources just to find him. Of course it probably wasn't personal, and they were using satellites to comb the entire state of Michigan for anyone who wasn't part of the invasion force.
 
   It turned out he was way overthinking things, which he realized as he peeked out from his impromptu hiding spot several hundred yards off the road and saw about half the soldiers gathered around the sign he'd decided to set up camp beside.
 
   Of course. They'd seen the trail of owls and were following it searching for anything suspicious. Trev should've realized that might happen and gotten well away from any owls before looking for a camping spot. Especially what was probably the last marker along the trail, where they'd search most carefully.
 
   He began putting on his shoes and belt as quietly as possible, giving his camp up for lost. It looked like he'd just have to flee on foot and hope he could find a bike somewhere, but if not his feet had taken him long distances before, if nowhere near 1,750 miles. He'd manage. The important thing was to get away before their search really got organized.
 
   As he worked he heard the soldiers spreading out into the woods, calling advice and updates to each other quietly enough that he couldn't catch the language they were using. By their uniforms and appearance he thought they were probably Russian. It wasn't a terribly difficult guess to make, but either way it was confirmed a few moments later when the nearest soldiers discovered his camp and began calling everyone to them, using words that even his limited vocabulary of foreign languages recognized as Russian.
 
   The soldiers converged on his camp from all directions and began poking around, making comments to each other. He wasn't sure if it was a debate or banter, since some of the soldiers were chuckling while others pointed insistently at the truck.
 
   Hopefully those ones wanted to just drive off, giving Trev a chance to pack up his camp and get out of there before they or some of their friends came back. And while they were at it maybe they'd leave him a hot dinner and some energy drinks with a little note wishing him luck on his journey.
 
   He buckled his belt and put on his pack, then held his rifle carefully in one hand as he used the other to leverage himself up into a crouch. He began easing through the woods away from the lights and voices, glad that his quick response in abandoning his camp had given him some distance. He'd be long gone before their search got this far.
 
   He'd only gone a few feet when one of the Gold Bloc troops abruptly shouted into the woods, speaking heavily accented but passable English. “We know you're out there, American. Your sleeping bag is still warm. And you seem to have left your weapons behind, which is probably a good thing for your sake. We wouldn't want to have to shoot you.”
 
   The soldier must've meant the pistol and assault rifle Trev had gotten off the highwayman a few days ago. If there hadn't been a dozen soldiers out there looking for him he might've gotten some advantage from the fact that they thought he was unarmed. As it was there was no way he was about to start a firefight even if he was discovered, as long as they were in the mood to take prisoners.
 
   Trev just hoped it wouldn't come to that and tried to go a bit faster without making any extra noise, cursing his bad luck. These guys were really going out of their way to chase one guy they'd found at the end of a trail of graffitied owls. Maybe his opinion was a bit biased, but it seemed like a waste of time.
 
   Since he was edging backwards he was able to watch the soldiers as well as making sure the way behind him was clear. Thanks to that he saw it when the Gold Bloc spokesman started towards the back of the boxy truck they'd come in, raising his voice as he went. “You should come out. If we find you the worst that happens is we take you to our humanitarian aid camp, where you can get a meal and sleep safely.”
 
   He wanted to laugh at that. Armed soldiers trying to detain him so they could take him to an “aid” camp. He didn't know how the guy could say that with a straight face.
 
   Trev's amusement vanished, however, when the spokesman yanked open the truck's single back door and reached inside. The soldier quickly withdrew his hand holding a pair of leashes, tugging them to urge two vicious looking German shepherds down to the ground.
 
   Dogs. Trying to escape without drawing the notice of a dozen soldiers had been challenging enough, but this made it impossible. And the option of hiding, which wouldn't have been terrible given that he'd managed to get a bit over a hundred yards away from his camp, was off the table as well now. Trev cursed silently.
 
   The spokesman led the dogs over to Trev's sleeping bag and let them sniff around it, calling out in a harsher tone. “Our friends might not be so good at catching you without hurting you! You should come out now before we set them loose to do their job.”
 
   Trev's weary mind searched for possible alternatives and couldn't find any. As it stood the only way he could he could avoid being found and savaged by the dogs was to shoot them when they were still a safe distance away, since if he tried his pepper spray there was a good chance he wouldn't be able to incapacitate both of them before they closed on him.
 
   Either way, no matter how Trev responded to the dogs it would give away his position and tick off the soldiers who wouldn't be far behind. He didn't see any good choices here.
 
   He just hoped the spokesman was telling the truth with his promise of a humanitarian aid camp, or whatever sort of internment camp it actually turned out to be. If he gave himself up and the soldiers decided to just shoot him there wasn't a whole lot he could do to stop them.
 
   With a sigh Trev set his Mini-14 down and slowly stood, stepping forward from the underbrush with his hands over his head. “What sort of meal?” he called.
 
   * * * * *
 
   They took all his stuff, which was hardly a surprise.
 
   It was painful to lose the Mini-14 he'd held onto for so long, and he'd gotten pretty attached to his captured Glock .45 while he'd had it. Losing the bike and trailer also hurt, as well as his carefully loaded backpack with all his necessities. And while it didn't have quite the same sort of survival value as the other stuff it was surprisingly painful to lose the rest of the candy bars.
 
   Although the soldiers were overjoyed when they discovered them, and immediately began handing them out.
 
   Trev would've been more ticked about once again being robbed if his captors weren't also taking him to an internment camp where he'd lose all his freedom if he was lucky, and if he was unlucky would starve, get sick, be tortured, or possibly even be summarily executed.
 
   They securely restrained his hands and feet, which was also hardly a surprise, if a discomfort. He was shoved into the back of the truck with several of the other soldiers, including the spokesman, who took the seat across from him.
 
   The two German shepherds were loaded in last, occupying the space nearest the door. Since he'd gone in first that thankfully kept him as far from them as possible, which he was absolutely fine with. They were probably well trained and very sweet for their handlers, but he wasn't interested in testing their tolerance for strangers.
 
   Almost as soon as the back door shut the truck's engine rumbled to life and they jounced into motion, turning a sharp U-turn that made him flop against the soldier beside him, unable to brace himself with his hands behind his back. The man shoved him back into place with what sounded like a Russian curse, then produced a bit of cord and tied his hands tightly to the strut behind him to keep him from flopping around any more.
 
   It also meant that every single jounce pulled his arms behind him painfully, but he doubted the soldiers would care if he complained.
 
   As they traveled the spokesman asked him about the owl and its significance. Trev did his best to play dumb, admitting he'd seen the graffiti on signs but had no idea what it meant; if there was the slightest chance his family was out there he didn't want to do anything to put them in danger. The man didn't seem to buy his story, but he didn't press the issue beyond those few questions.
 
   At least there was a very, very small silver lining to all of this. Trev had been worried that if his family had been captured he'd have no way of getting to them. But now that he was captured too he could possibly find them and they could all be prisoners together. Which wasn't actually all that great, but it was something to hold onto.
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked after they'd been traveling for a half hour or so. There was no answer other than warning glares for him to keep his mouth shut. Trev knew he probably should, but he didn't. “If you're taking me to a humanitarian aid camp like you said then you've got to have some sort guidelines for treating the people you came to help.” Still no answer. “If not then maybe you can just admit I'm a prisoner.”
 
   The spokesman gave him a dangerous look. “There are no guidelines for treatment, so you have the choice of shutting up or spending the rest of the trip with a broken jaw so we don't have to listen to you.”
 
   Trev shut up.
 
   By his best guess the truck was going about 50 miles per hour. Although it was hard to measure time in the dark surrounded by silent soldiers, most probably doing their best to sleep, he guessed they traveled for at least two hours.
 
   Near the end of the drive the soldiers opened reinforced shutters to uncover two windows in the back of the truck, letting in early morning light. That meant he must've slept for longer than he thought before the truck woke him up, although he didn't feel like he'd got much sleep. Either way he was grateful to have something to look at as they drove.
 
   From the direction of the sun they were going north, which he'd guessed. If they'd traveled for more than two hours they must be getting close to the top of the Lower Peninsula, although he was pretty sure they hadn't crossed Mackinac Bridge to the Upper Peninsula yet. Were they going to take him all the way to some internment camp in Canada?
 
   It sure looked that way when they reached the Mackinac Bridge and started across, passing other Gold Bloc trucks going south and following behind even more northwards. But he didn't think they'd gone as far as Sault Ste. Marie when they began passing what had to be the internment camp off to the left of the road.
 
   Trev could hardly believe his first sight of it.
 
   The refugee camp at Antelope Island had been almost unbelievably large in scope, with over a hundred thousand people packed into a relatively small area that still managed to sprawl thanks to the sheer mass of humanity.
 
   This camp was maybe twice the size, an endless row of tents that filled the entire stretch of land to the left for miles ahead, surrounded by two rows of hastily but effectively erected fences of chain link topped by coils of razor wire. Between the fences spindly aluminum guard towers had been raised every 200 yards or so, manned by two soldiers with one inspecting the camp with binoculars and the other situated behind a mounted .50 cal.
 
   That sort of firepower suggested they took the threat of possible riots or breakouts in the camp very seriously. So much for his captors' claim that he was being taken to a “humanitarian aid camp”.
 
   As they got closer he saw that the soldiers probably had good reason to fear riots. He'd noticed that the tents in camp were more closely spaced than they'd been in the Antelope Island camp, with narrower lanes between them, but as they started up a hill where the Interstate overlooked the camp he was able to see beyond the first row of tents.
 
   The space between the tents was packed with people, as if too many had been assigned to each tent and they'd overflowed out into the lanes. There didn't seem to be anywhere he could look that wasn't filled with either canvas or massed bodies, aside from scattered latrine trenches overflowing with sewage that were being expanded even as he watched, and a few massive buildings made of hastily cobbled together sheet metal with canvas roofs that could've been showers or mess tents.
 
   The open areas around these facilities were closely guarded by more soldiers in full riot gear carrying serious weapons, who looked like they were ready to use them at the slightest provocation. And yet even there the press forced the prisoners to crowd closer to the guards than they'd like, edging warily around them as if avoiding chained dogs.
 
   Trev panned his eyes from one side of the camp to the other, feeling almost numb. If the Antelope Island camp had held a hundred thousand people this one had to hold closer to half a million. Any hope he'd had of his capture leading to being reunited with his family was dashed by the sight of that endless sea of humanity. He could look for weeks, months even, and not come close to searching the entire place. Assuming he was even allowed to.
 
   Just off the east end of the internment camp another camp had been raised in and around a small town built along I-75, much smaller in comparison to the sprawling mess beside it and far better organized, but still large enough to house tens of thousands of people.
 
   His captors took the exit off the Interstate and started down the street that led through the middle of this military camp, which finally ended at the single heavily fortified entrance through the razor wire-topped fences to enter the internment camp itself.
 
   Gold Bloc troops moved purposefully through the military camp, some drilling in fields just beyond the lines of tents in square blocks of as many as a hundred soldiers, others moving among the tents or along the streets of the occupied town. Trev also saw a surprising number of civilians, not wearing uniforms but all dressed similarly in drab, functional clothing.
 
   Their presence suggested this was a more permanent camp, certainly to keep guard over the internment camp but possibly a command post as well. That sort of camp needed more than soldiers: it needed mechanics to maintenance the vehicles and equipment, administrators and their staff to oversee field operations, and the myriad of laundry workers, cooks, and cleaners that any large group of people needed to maintain some semblance of hygiene and order.
 
   And the camp certainly seemed to appreciate order. The tents were carefully organized and in good repair, the soldiers all well groomed with disciplined movements and gear in good shape, and even the civilians who were out and about in town didn't loiter.
 
   If the squad who'd captured Trev had caught more people than just him, they might've driven the truck right to the entrance into the internment camp. But with just him along instead they drove it to a separate (and surprisingly well fortified) motor pool surrounded by more razor wire fencing near the southern edge of the camp. There all the soldiers but the driver unloaded, starting with the German shepherds, then hauled Trev down to the ground.
 
   As the vehicle pulled in to be parked the group's officer barked an order and led most of the squad and the two dogs off in the direction of the rows of tents. That left the two soldiers nearest Trev to hustle him through the occupied town towards the large building that led to the entrance to the internment camp.
 
   This structure was made of poured concrete with sturdy doors and barred windows, and had the solid look of a more conventional prison. After one look at the grim building Trev hoped he was only being taken there for processing before being released into the internment camp. Then he took another look through the chain link at the cramped, miserable squalor inside and wondered if he really hoped that.
 
   It had to be better since it offered him a chance to look for his family, even if it provided only the most infinitesimal hope of finding them. Without that hope he wasn't sure he could keep going after everything he'd gone through, only to have it end like this.
 
   Trev tore his eyes from his destination and focused on the military camp he was being marched through. Looking at the people who'd come to conquer the US and put all its citizens in camps like this one, if they didn't do worse, wasn't much of an improved view. But at least there was more to look at and it wasn't all miserable.
 
   He focused most of his attention on the civilians in their drab clothing. Were they also from Russia or some other Gold Bloc nation, or were they prisoners from the camp released on some sort of work detail? They seemed to have way too much autonomy to be prisoners, but the expense of bringing so many people who weren't soldiers to perform menial tasks didn't seem very efficient.
 
   Or maybe it was, if it meant you could trust the person scrubbing your toilet to not try to whack you with a plunger and make a break for it. The people in charge probably did have prisoners doing some tasks, but he doubted they'd be let into a military camp to work except under the most strict supervision.
 
   Which meant even Gold Bloc civilians were happy to jump in and do their part invading a nation that they hadn't been at war with for decades, and had even at some points since then called an uneasy ally.
 
   Either that or these workers had been hired and brought in from Canada. Which in the grand scheme of things wasn't too much of a difference, since Canada was well on its way to becoming a Gold Bloc nation.
 
   Trev's inspection of the civilians was interrupted when he heard a shout from the other side of the street. “Trev? Trev!”
 
   He stiffened in shock, not only at the impossibility of hearing his name shouted in this hostile camp but at the equal impossibility of recognizing the voice. He turned towards the source, right in time for a young woman nearly as tall as he was to throw her arms around him and hug him tight.
 
   It took him an almost awkward length of time to get over his shock, and then he hugged her back just as happily. “Mary? What are you doing here?”
 
   Mary Halsson, Lewis's seventeen year old sister, was about the last person he'd expected to find in a Gold Bloc military camp. The last time he'd seen her had been during a video chat with her parents in Norway over a year ago, when she'd popped in for a second to wave hello and show off a few Norwegian phrases she'd picked up as she worked to learn the language.
 
   His cousin started to answer, cheek pressed to his, but before she could strong hands caught them both by the shoulder and yanked them firmly apart.
 
   It was the more sullen of his two guards. “No contact with prisoners!” he barked with a heavy Russian accent. “No talking. Stay back!”
 
   Mary gave the man a sad look, fingers absently toying with the blond braid hanging almost to her waist. “Can you at least tell me where he's going and what'll happen to him? He's family.”
 
   The soldier hesitated. “With other prisoners. Stay back!” His hand, still tightly gripping Trev's shoulder, shoved him on down the street.
 
   Behind them Mary stayed where she was, although Trev heard her start humming a song. In spite of himself he grinned, and not just because he was happy to see his cousin. Even if he still had no idea what she was doing here.
 
   Mary had always been a bit shy and usually didn't say much, especially in her early teens when she'd been all knobby knees and elbows and nearly as tall as Trev in spite of being three years younger, and definitely taller than just about anyone else in her class. Extensive orthodontia giving her a bit of a lisp hadn't helped much either.
 
   But even though she usually stayed quiet she hummed songs all the time. Most people thought it was just an odd quirk, but years ago Trev and Lewis had discovered that the songs weren't just picked at random or whatever happened to be stuck in her head at the time.
 
   Lewis had figured it out first, since obviously he spent more time around his sister. One time when they were much younger and were all playing, a neighbor girl named Annie Farnsworth had gotten mad about something and thrown a tantrum. Mary had begun humming in response, and Lewis sidled over to Trev and asked if he recognized the song. He did, although he didn't know what that had to do with anything. At least until Lewis quoted one of the song's lines, about spoiled girls getting their way.
 
   After that it was easier to see the pattern. Some lyric or the theme of the songs Mary hummed usually had something to do with the situation or what she was feeling. If she was given a chore she thought was a waste of time she'd hum a song about futile tasks, if someone was being unreasonable she'd hum about obstinate people, if she was annoyed about something she'd hum about frustration, and so on.
 
   Trev and Lewis had made a game of figuring out what song she was humming and what it had to do with the situation. Trev had always been impressed by just how many songs Mary knew and how well she chose ones that fit the situation. Although there were a few times when knowing the secret was embarrassing, like a few years ago when she'd had a crush on Rick Watson and whenever she was around him she'd hum more obscure love songs.
 
   As far as he knew he and Lewis were the only ones who'd caught on to what Mary was doing, and they'd never told anyone else her secret or admitted it to Mary herself. She'd done it for so long that she tended to hum with her heart on her sleeve, exactly what she was thinking or feeling in a way that would be considered embarrassing, blunt, or even rude if she actually said it.
 
   At the moment she was humming a song about a soldier boy too young to even lift the gun he was carrying, and that's why Trev found himself grinning in spite of the grim situation as he left her behind. He was definitely worried about her safety here, and wondered if she'd been dragged into the invasion force as a noncombatant conscripted to do laundry or paperwork or cooking in the mess hall or whatever.
 
   Either way it was good to see her, since aside from that video chat it had been over a year. And especially now, with the world going mad around him, the sight of a friendly face, of family, was more comforting than he'd expected.
 
   He hoped she'd be okay stuck in the middle of all this.
 
   * * * * *
 
   After Trev was taken into the concrete prison the two soldiers escorting him impatiently filled out some paperwork, then shoved him into a holding cell with a dozen other people and left.
 
   The cell was a crude concrete block with a chain link fence bolted across the entrance at floor, walls, and ceiling, with a single door of aluminum piping with more chain link stretched across it. It felt more like a dog kennel than a jail cell. The one he was put in was halfway down a hallway with twenty or so similar cells, all equally packed with prisoners waiting to be processed into the general population of the internment camp.
 
   It seemed the Gold Bloc really wanted to make sure they had plenty of room, so that everyone they picked up could benefit from their mandatory charity.
 
   Speaking of which, Trev was pleased to see that at least the spokesman for the soldiers who'd captured him was telling the truth about the meal. As he was shoved into the cell he was handed a bowl of soup with a piece of stale bread laid on top soaking up the broth.
 
   Better yet, it seemed to be real soup made from real meat and vegetables, not the nasty cobbled together soups Aspen Hill made of whatever edibles they could find to feed as many people as possible. The smell alone was enough to lift his spirits.
 
   Trev made his way to a clear spot on the bench in the corner, a safe distance from the other prisoners, as the soldier clanged the door shut and bolted it with a padlock. He was eager to dig into his first hot meal in a while, especially one that came after a tense night and a long drive.
 
   Unfortunately he wasn't the only one. As soon as their jailor left a man on the other side of the holding cell stood ponderously and made his way over, even before Trev had time to take his first bite of soggy bread. From his malnourished look to his filthy clothes he literally stank of desperation, and his expression as he stared at Trev was a clear threat.
 
   “I'll take that,” he growled.
 
   Trev was exhausted. He was fighting to tread water through a flood of despair. He'd just become a prisoner and bad things could happen to him at any time. He wasn't about to start the experience off by letting some thug steal his breakfast, even if it was just a paper bowl of soup and a slice of bread. He'd already had enough of getting his stuff stolen since the Gulf refineries attack, and from people he couldn't defend himself against.
 
   Eyes on the man's face, Trev held out the bowl and then started to tip it. “Want to eat it off the floor?”
 
   The would-be thief hesitated, eyes narrowing. “Know what happens to you if you do that?”
 
   Trev stuffed the sopping bread into his shirt pocket, ignoring the uncomfortable feel of hot soup soaking into the cloth. “Sure. I have my hands free so I can thank you for making me waste it. It would've ended up on the floor anyway if we fought over it.”
 
   The words weren't all bravado. Trev had no real desire to fight and was putting up an aggressive front hoping his attacker would back off, but if the other prisoner did try anything he was more than ready to make good on his threat. Trev had obviously eaten much better than the man and was in better physical condition. He'd also done okay against four guys at once in Newtown, and while it would be foolish to let his guard down in any confrontation he was fairly confident he could win this fight if it came to it.
 
   Before his assailant could respond the jailor returned and saw what was happening. “You!” he barked, pointing at the thief. The man whirled, looking guilty, as the soldier continued. “Move to the cell door, now.”
 
   The grimy prisoner shot Trev a murderous look as he edged forward. “What's going on?”
 
   The Russian seemed to be searching for the correct words as he pulled open the chain link door and dragged the thief out. “What's going on is we give you all enough to eat and you still try to steal. You will be punished.” The soldier glanced over at Trev, who stiffened slightly. “Finish your meal fast. You have until I get back.”
 
   Trev didn't bother to ask why, just shoved the soggy bread into his mouth and chewed quickly, then attacked his soup. Even as much as he hurried he still had a few bites left when the soldier returned. The man looked a bit annoyed, but to Trev's relief let him finish those bites.
 
   As Trev brought his disposable bowl and spoon out with him, throwing it away in the receptacle the soldier pointed to, the man sniffed. “Your shirt is even more filthy now. You Americans are like animals.”
 
   That didn't seem like a comment worth replying to, so Trev kept silent as the jailor led him away. He was taken to a small room with a large mirror on one wall that was obviously for interrogations, and he felt his heart climb into his throat as he was shoved into an uncomfortable seat behind the small desk and his hands were shackled to the sides of the chair.
 
   Why would the Gold Bloc forces want to interrogate him? He was just a refugee they'd picked up. Was it the weapons he'd had with him? Had he done something to make them suspicious?
 
   His question was answered only moments after the soldier left, when his uncle walked through the open door and shut it behind him.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Pig Pen
 
    
 
   Trev was so shocked that he barely even reacted as his uncle strode over to him and awkwardly hugged him in the chair.
 
   “Thank God,” he said. “You have no idea how relieved I am to see you, Trev. I've been nearly tearing my hair out in worry for you all while watching from the outside as the US fell apart.”
 
   Lucas Halsson's blond hair had a lot more silver than when Trev had seen it last, probably prematurely graying from stress, but if he'd been tearing it out there was no sign. His uncle was usually the tallest man in the room, and he certainly loomed in this box of an interrogation room and made it seem even smaller. He'd been hovering on the border between husky and portly for the last decade or so, but in the six or so months since the Gulf refineries attack he'd lost a lot of weight and gained muscle.
 
   In fact, aside from being a bit grayer and the worry lines around his eyes he looked a lot like pictures Trev had seen of him when he was much younger. Doing justice to all the times Aunt Eva had called him “her viking warrior”.
 
   His uncle stepped back from the hug, but he kept a hand on Trev's shoulder as he looked at him worriedly. “Lewis?”
 
   Trev snapped himself out of his surprise. He should've expected to see his uncle here if Mary was. Although not waltzing into an interrogation room in a Gold Bloc prison. But there'd be time for answers to his endless questions later.
 
   “He's back in Aspen Hill, doing fine last I saw him.” But even as Trev said it he felt a new flash of worry for his cousin, and faltered at the last words. Lucas's eyes sharpened and he hastily continued. “The town was in some trouble when I left, but I'm sure he's fine.”
 
   He could tell his uncle wanted to press, but for some reason he didn't. “And your family?”
 
   The question made his heart sink in spite of the happy reunion. “I was hoping you'd know.” Lucas's expression turned grim and his hand dropped off Trev's shoulder as he shook his head. Trev took a steadying breath at the wave of disappointment that washed over him. “But you're looking for them, right?”
 
   Lucas so pointedly didn't look at the one way mirror on the wall in front of Trev that he might as well have been pointing at it. Then, just in case his nephew hadn't got the hint, he made his way around the table to settle down in the other chair.
 
   “We can catch up later,” he said regretfully. “After we get you processed.”
 
   Trev did his best not to glance at the mirror himself, and instead stared at his uncle in confusion. He had no idea how Lucas was here, but he'd assumed he'd managed to pull some strings or something to get this visit. Why was he going to be handling Trev's processing? Was he with the Gold Bloc?
 
   “You're going to be doing that?” he blurted, unable to help himself.
 
   His uncle gave him a warning look. “I don't usually. I'm just paper shuffler in the logistics branch.” The corner of his mouth rose in a wry smile. “But there's a lot of processing to do and we're all expected to help out now and then.” He picked up the clipboard that had been on the table and hovered his pencil over it. “Let's get this over with so we can talk about something more important.”
 
   It turned out the processing wasn't all that stringent. Lucas wrote down his basic description, confirmed he was a US citizen and asked him his name and place of birth (while subtly signaling that a creative and not quite accurate answer wouldn't be the worst idea), made sure he didn't have any allergies or medical problems that needed to be looked after, and then read through the “humanitarian aid” camp's terse code of conduct.
 
   Once Trev had agreed to abide by the code his uncle signed the paperwork and stood. “Wait here,” he said with a reassuring smile. “Normally you'd be escorted to your assigned tent along with 19 other new arrivals who were processed at around the same time, but I'm going to see if I can get permission to take you out there myself so we can talk some more.”
 
   Trev waited impatiently after Lucas opened the door and vanished down the hall, wishing his uncle had at least tried to get him unshackled from the chair so he could move around. The position they kept him in seemed deliberately designed to be uncomfortable, probably as an interrogation tactic.
 
   It kind of confused him that he was still going into the internment camp even after Lucas had found him. After all, his uncle was free, and Mary was obviously free, and he guessed Aunt Eva was free too. So couldn't he try to pull some strings for Trev?
 
   Obviously he would if he could. It just made Trev feel even more frustrated that there was another option there and he was still going into the camp.
 
   After about fifteen minutes Lucas came back, looking much more relaxed. “We're good to go,” he said, bringing the key over to unlock Trev's manacles. He'd also brought a cup of water, and once Trev's hands were free he gulped it down quickly, still not sure if it was safe to ask questions. “All right then, come on.”
 
   Trev followed him out the door and down the hall, going a different direction than the one he'd come by that didn't take them past any cells. As they walked Trev cleared his throat. “So, uh, I guess there's no alternative to going into the prison camp, right? Like you vouching for me and taking me home with you?”
 
   His uncle's mouth tightened in worry. “I wish. Everyone they catch goes into the camp, no exceptions. And to be honest I'm not really in a position to be asking for favors; I used up just about all my goodwill just getting to be the one to process you and take you into camp.”
 
   Trev wanted to ask about finding his family, or if Lucas had any plans for getting him out, but in the middle of a jail surrounded by Gold Bloc soldiers wasn't the time or place. So he kept his silence and matched his uncle's footsteps.
 
   Before too long they entered a room that was split in half by more chain link fence with a few gates leading between the two sections. On one side was a narrow corridor leading from deeper inside the building, probably the cell blocks, to a large reinforced door at the far end of the room. On the other side of the fence there were rows of desks with people filing paperwork and doing other clerical tasks.
 
   They'd come in on that side, and Lucas led the way down an aisle between the desks towards one of the gates. But before they could get there a soldier emerged from a slapped-together office in one corner. By the officer's uniform he wore and the way the secretaries stiffened slightly and worked a bit faster Trev had a feeling his rank was fairly high.
 
   The officer made directly for them, frowning. “What's this I hear about you wanting to go into the Pig Pen?”
 
   Trev did his best to control his outrage at that. There were half a million US citizens packed into the internment camp, and their captors were comparing them to animals?
 
   If his uncle was offended he didn't show it. “I spoke to Ivanov about it, he said it would be okay.”
 
   “Ivanov isn't in charge of processing, I am,” the shorter man snapped. “You're a pencil pusher. Why do you want to personally escort a single prisoner to his tent?”
 
   Lucas rested a hand on Trev's shoulder. “This is my nephew,” he said quietly. “I just want to see that he gets there safely.”
 
   “Your nephew,” the officer replied, his tone flat.
 
   His uncle's grip tightened. “I can't do much for him, but I can at least see that he's safe.” He lowered his voice slightly. “Please.”
 
   The man in charge of processing looked them both over suspiciously, then shrugged. “Very well. Just remember where your loyalties lie, American pig.”
 
   “I do. And I'll always be grateful to the Gold Bloc for the kindness you've shown my family and our friends in Norway.” Lucas steered Trev towards the gate, using the hand on his shoulder to push him ahead. Trev went along quietly, but he hadn't liked how that conversation went.
 
   They went through a reinforced door into a small room with another reinforced door on the other side, which Lucas said led into the camp. His uncle pushed a call button by the door and spoke a few words in halting Russian, then they waited for the soldiers on the other side to verify who they were and that conditions in camp were safe for them to come out.
 
   “American pig?” Trev asked quietly after they'd stood in silence for a few seconds.
 
   “Dehumanizing language,” his uncle answered with a disapproving shake of his head. “I'm not its target.”
 
   Trev's frown deepened. “It sure looked like you were.”
 
   “No, they are.” Lucas gestured vaguely past the door as if to indicate all the prisoners in the camp. “Those trapped in the prison camp contemptuously known as the “Pig Pen”. A way for these soldiers and camp civilians to look at all the suffering the US citizens in their charge have gone through and not feel guilty about the way they're treating them.”
 
   He supposed that made sense. But as was typical with his uncle, and with Lewis for that matter, Lucas felt the need to share further information. “It's easier to justify things if you believe the people you're mistreating deserve it. To most Gold Bloc soldiers and bureaucrats the people out there aren't desperate, starving human beings thrust into chaos and struggling to survive.”
 
   His uncle waved again. “They're the comparatively small number of greedy people who used up a massively disproportionate amount of the world's resources right up until their irresponsibility and wastefulness collapsed everything right on their own heads. Not only ruining things for themselves but for the rest of the world too.”
 
   “And that makes it fine for the Gold Bloc to invade the US,” Trev said sarcastically.
 
   “Once they've gotten around to a few more justifications,” Lucas agreed. “These soldiers know they're here invading, but their leaders tell them and they tell themselves that they're here doing humanitarian work. Giving food to people who'd be dead soon without it, medical aid to people essentially living in third world conditions, and fuel to restore infrastructure and provide sorely missed amenities.
 
   “And what do they get for it? Threats and accusations from the remaining US leaders, ingratitude from the citizens they've rounded up in this camp and others like it, where conditions are greatly improved from the starvation and chaos running rampant across the country. The Gold Bloc troops even face violent resistance and guerilla combat. So they view us as entitled pigs, vicious animals, and anything else that they find distasteful or evil.”
 
   An uncomfortable silence fell after his uncle stopped talking. Finally Trev cleared his throat. “Is that just you getting into their heads and trying to understand their motivations?” he asked.
 
   His uncle shot him an irritated look. “If you're asking if I approve of that kind of thinking or believe it myself the answer is a solid NO! They've invaded our country. They're kidnapping and even killing our fellow citizens. It's our job to resist them wherever possible, no matter-”
 
   The reinforced door in front of them abruptly thumped open, and daylight flooded the dim room as Russian soldiers curtly motioned for them to come through. His uncle immediately fell silent on the off chance any of them spoke English, and once again took Trev by the shoulder to lead him into the camp. Trev followed, squinting and raising one arm to block the bright sunlight after being in the comparatively dim room.
 
   After exchanging a few awkward Russian phrases with the guards his uncle made an annoyed sound and turned to him. “How about you go wait over there?” he asked, pointing at the closest row of tents. “You can start looking around to see if you recognize anyone while I find a way to bust through the language barrier and figure out where you're supposed to be staying.” He shook his head. “I should've done it before coming out here, with someone who actually spoke English.”
 
   Trev nodded and started across the small area of cleared space around the entrance to stand beside one of the nearest tents, peering down the row through the crowd of people hoping to see the faces of his parents or siblings. At times like these he wished he had his uncle's height so he could see over heads, but he did the best he could.
 
   * * * * *
 
   A part of him had hoped that his family would be waiting right at the entrance, ready to welcome him if he showed up.
 
   Not the most realistic hope, since they had no way of knowing Trev was even looking for them, and even if they had he doubted they would've wanted him to be caught along with them just to have a reunion. And there was still the faint hope that they hadn't been caught at all and were still out there somewhere, racing the Gold Bloc invasion to get to Aspen Hill and safety.
 
   As it turned out he didn't see very many people at the entrance at all. He supposed nobody wanted to hang out right next to the most heavily guarded spot in camp, with the entrance bracketed by two guard towers overlooking even more guards on the ground covering the door, all packing serious weaponry. No nonlethal crowd control tools for these guys; anyone stupid or desperate enough to attack them would get massacred.
 
   Eventually he'd looked over everyone in sight without recognizing anyone, so he made his way over to a nice spot of sunlight where he'd still be in sight of his uncle talking to the gate guards and settled back to wait.
 
   After about five minutes the reinforced entrance opened to admit about twenty people into the camp. Trev recognized a few people from the cell he'd briefly occupied, including the guy who'd tried to steal his breakfast. Unfortunately after the would-be thief had finished blinking in the bright sunlight his eyes settled on Trev, and after that the entire time the line of prisoners were organized and each handed a small sack the man glared at him.
 
   His former assailant hadn't looked all that good in the dim confines of the cell, but out in direct sunlight it was easy to see exactly how unkempt and unwashed he was. Not to mention malnourished. But whatever the man had suffered, it was hard to pity him when he was looking at Trev with hate completely out of proportion to the offense of refusing to let himself be robbed.
 
   Trev met his gaze calmly. He wasn't looking for trouble, but he wasn't the aggressor here and he wasn't about to back down.
 
   Eventually the man looked away, then dropped to tie his shoe. About that time Lucas finished talking to the soldier and came over, giving Trev the same kind of sack the other prisoners had received. It turned out to contain a pair of shapeless coveralls that were roughly his size, a change of coarse grey socks, and some basic toiletry items.
 
   “I've found out where you'll be staying,” his uncle said as Trev slung the sack over his shoulder. “It's a fairly quiet part of camp, which was a relief to hear.”
 
   “That's good. How much time do we have before you have to get back?”
 
   Lucas blinked. “I . . . actually I'm not sure. I haven't done this before. I'll go see, and if it's not enough time try to convince them to give me more.” He looked around and lowered his voice slightly. “We've got some catching up to do, but more importantly we need to talk about searching for your family.”
 
   Trev liked the sound of that. “All right. I guess I'll wait here a bit longer.”
 
   His uncle clapped him on the shoulder, then casually guided him around the tent he was standing next to so he wasn't in view of the entrance. Trev understood the purpose: the Gold Bloc soldiers there didn't look all that friendly, and they'd already started giving Trev dark looks. Out of sight meant out of mind.
 
   As they repositioned themselves Trev got back to the important subject. “Do they have some sort of records you can check? FETF kept pretty good tabs on everyone at the Antelope Island refugee camp.”
 
   Lucas snorted. “What the chuckleheads running this place call “processing” is a joke. Their focus is on weeding out malcontents and making sure you know the rules, not getting your ID and tracking you for future reference. As far as they're concerned everyone in here is cattle, and they couldn't care less who you are. I've been searching for your family since I got here and haven't had any luck.” His uncle briefly paused to rest a hand on his shoulder. “But we'll keep looking until we find them.”
 
   Trev glanced back at the prisoner who'd tried to steal his meal and found the man glaring at him again, hands clenched into fists at his sides. This camp was probably full of people like him. “Will they be safe til then? The refugee camps I've been to or heard about have all been violent and lawless. If my family's in here they could be in danger.”
 
   “Rest easy there,” his uncle said, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “The soldiers might not care who you are, but they definitely care what you do. They keep a close eye on the camp and come down hard on troublemakers. And I mean really hard.” He dropped his hand. “I'll be right back.”
 
   Glancing around the tent to follow Lucas's progress Trev saw that the prisoners who'd been in the processing cell with him were headed his way, including his unkempt attacker. Now that they were coming in his direction the man refused to look at him, shuffling along at the back of the group with his fists still clenched at his sides.
 
   As the line of prisoners passed Trev and continued on he stepped aside to make room for them, although the lane was narrow enough that they still had to brush by in single file. Just to be safe he kept his eye on his assailant as the man passed, in case he tried anything. But the thief kept his head down and his eyes averted.
 
   Trev was so intent on the man's face that he barely caught the flash of movement from below out of the corner of his eye, and barely got his arm up in time to defend himself. A line of fire seared its way across his forearm and Trev staggered backwards, tripping over the tent stake behind him as the grimy man came after him with a snarl.
 
   His assailant was holding some sort of shiv, what looked like a sharp bolt or thick screw sticking out between his index and middle fingers. Probably grabbed from his shoe while he was pretending to tie it. That was what had cut Trev's defending arm as the man tried to stab it into his neck, and now the grimy man punched at him again with it, aiming low at Trev's chest.
 
   Trev's injured arm was still up, flailing as he tried to catch his balance, with his other hand stretched out to catch himself on the ground when he fell. He could only twist aside violently as the weapon lunged towards his heart.
 
   The line of fire on his arm was joined by one across his sternum, and then Trev landed on his hand in a partial crouch. He could hear the other prisoners shouting as he kicked his free leg out at his attacker, hitting him solidly in the side of the knee.
 
   The blow landed with a painful sounding crunch and his attacker's snarl became a shout of agony. He staggered and started to fall on top of Trev, but even reeling from his injury he still tried to stab down with his shiv again, the action fueled by pure spite.
 
   Trev shoved aside the blow with his free arm and felt the slight tremor as the shiv dug into the ground at his feet, his attacker tumbling into him. He managed to hold the man's weight and pushed off from his crouch, bringing them both up as he rose.
 
   The moment Trev got both feet beneath him and managed to regain a bit of his balance he snapped his left hand out in a swift jab at the grimy man's nose, and as the prisoner's head snapped back Trev followed up with a straight cross that knocked him flat on his back. He couldn't help but feel a surge of gratitude for the winter he'd spent with Lewis practicing boxing and grappling, partly for exercise but mostly for self defense in just these sorts of situations.
 
   Then the soldiers arrived, yelling in Russian between barking terse, simple orders in English. One of those orders was for Trev to not move, and he was only too happy to comply.
 
   His uncle rushed up, jabbering in broken Russian as he pointed at Trev, and after a while one of the soldiers silenced him with a curt gesture and demanded to know what had happened. His question wasn't aimed at Trev or the groggy prisoner on the ground but at the other prisoners in the line.
 
   To Trev's relief those prisoners were fairly honest in describing what they'd seen. Most hadn't caught the beginning of the fight so they didn't know who started it, but all had seen their companion trying to stab Trev with the shiv as he fell.
 
   The soldiers disarmed his assailant, and it turned out the shiv was some sort of plastic grip that could be held in the fist with the metal spike poking out between the first two fingers. It didn't look like a corkscrew or anything else Trev could recognize, and it seemed to have been made specifically for stabbing into people.
 
   Lucas came to stand beside him as the soldiers got to the bottom of things, and he spoke quietly. “Haven't seen one of those in years.” At Trev's questioning look he shrugged. “It's used for repairing tire punctures, if it's what I think it is.”
 
   “Looks more like it's used for puncturing tires,” Trev muttered, rubbing at the cut on his arm with his elbow pressed against the fiery pain along his sternum. “The tip was sharp.”
 
   Lucas nodded. “You put the patch and sealant around the spike, then punch it through where the tire's punctured. As you pull it back the patch covers the puncture and detaches.” He shrugged. “At least as far as I remember. I bought one for my first car decades ago but never used it. I suppose it takes the wrong kind of mind to see it as a weapon.”
 
   Trev wondered what he would've thought of the tool if he'd seen it when it wasn't being stabbed at him. It really did look a lot like a weapon. But then again everything had gotten a lot more violent since the Gulf refineries attack, and he saw things differently than he would've half a year ago.
 
   They were interrupted by a soldier coming to get Trev's side of things. In his account Trev made sure to mention that the man had tried to steal his soup in the holding cell and Trev had been willing to defend himself before the jailor broke it up. The other prisoners had been drawing a blank on motive for why the guy was trying to stab some random bystander with a shiv, and Trev wanted to make sure the soldiers had a clear picture of things.
 
   He only hoped they believed him.
 
   It seemed as if they did, thanks in part to the prisoners' testimonies but likely more because of his uncle speaking on his behalf. The uniformed men tersely ordered the prisoners on their way as they grabbed the would-be killer and dragged him back towards the camp's entrance, likely to some permanent cell.
 
   Once everyone was gone and they were alone Lucas rested a hand on his shoulder. Trev noticed it was shaking slightly: his uncle had been more worried for him than he'd let on. “Well done,” he said quietly. “You always did have good reflexes. Shame you never went into sports.”
 
   Trev chuckled, trying to calm his jittery nerves now that the crisis was over. “I was never tall enough for basketball, the main sport I would've been interested in.”
 
   “Right. You and Lew used to play with Matt Larson, but he was the one who made the team.” Lucas motioned and they started down the lane together. “I wonder what happened to him?”
 
   Now Trev's smile was genuine. “Funny you should ask, we've actually spent a lot of time together since the Gulf refineries attack and even live in the shelter with his family. He's in charge of Aspen Hill's defenses and got married over the winter.”
 
   “Did he? I'll need to congratulate him once we get back home.” His uncle leaned forward eagerly. “What else has been going in Aspen Hill? Tell me about Lewis and what you two have been up to.”
 
   “There's a plenty to tell, a lot of it bad.” As they continued through the massive camp Trev hurriedly filled Lucas in on everything that had happened over the fall, winter, and spring, not only for him and Lewis but also in Aspen Hill.
 
   His uncle stopped in alarm when hearing about the raiders, and only got more worried when Trev described their equipment. Trev had a hard time explaining his reasoning for leaving the town like that, and from Lucas's blank expression he was afraid his uncle didn't approve of the decision he'd made.
 
   He hurriedly continued on to his trip to Michigan and everything he went through on the way, finishing up with reaching Greenbush and finding his family's house empty. He described the note his dad had left, as well as following the trail of owls until it ended not far past I-75, and finally his capture by the Gold Bloc squad.
 
   Lucas listened patiently, and when Trev finished he shook his head. “I was never able to get clearance to go check Greenbush myself to look for Clair and the others or any message they'd left,” he said grimly. “It can't have been last Monday, since Greenbush was swept before then. Probably the Monday before.”
 
   “That's a long time,” Trev said, heart sinking.
 
   His uncle nodded. “I won't sugar coat it, this is going to be very hard and we might not succeed. But in a way it's good that you're here now, since you can search inside the camp while I do my best on the outside to find your family.”
 
   “And get us out?” Trev asked.
 
   There was an uncomfortable pause, Lucas not quite looking at him. “We'll have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”
 
   Trev supposed he could appreciate that his uncle was telling him the difficult truths, but it still wasn't easy to hear. He quickly changed the subject. “You never really explained how you got here in the first place.”
 
   His uncle brightened, also seeming eager to change the subject. “Right! Now that was an adventure, I can tell you.”
 
   The Halsson family had been frantic when they realized they were trapped in Norway while things were falling apart at home and their family and friends there were in danger. From a cynical standpoint they'd been very fortunate, since while Norway's economy fell into a serious slump along with the rest of the global economy when the US failed at least the country hadn't completely ceased functioning overnight.
 
   Much of that was due to Norway and much of the rest of the EU joining the Gold Bloc not long after the Gulf refineries attack. Since the US hadn't had much oil to spare for anyone but themselves after the Middle East Crisis a lot of the other countries of the world had been in trade agreements with the Gold Bloc anyway.
 
   Once the US fell into chaos last fall the pressure started for those countries to go beyond trade to making treaties, alliances, and even outright joining the growing number of countries the Gold Bloc represented. Incentives were offered for compliance, and increasingly harsh sanctions for any country that dragged their feet.
 
   The upside of Norway joining up was that its people, including the Halssons, were able to get the food they needed, and the electricity and gas to light and heat their houses over the winter. Thanks to that the country came through fairly well.
 
   The most painful thing for Trev's uncle, aunt, and cousin had been watching the continuing news reports of the sickening death and suffering going on in the US as people in cities starved and rioted, as well as the growing tension as the Gold Bloc started moving in on Canada to get their oil and the failing US did their best to prevent it.
 
   Lucas never stopped trying to find a way home, but all flights to the US, and most of Canada and Mexico as well, had been completely halted. In fact flying just about anywhere was difficult after the Gulf refineries attack, unless it was on business or for an important personal matter to another Gold Bloc country.
 
   Opportunistic as it sounded, the Gold Bloc's move into Canada provided the opportunity Lucas needed. With the help of friends in Norway he managed to sign on as part of the military's civilian administration branch, helping with the massive task of working out the logistics of moving large numbers of troops, supplies, and everything else the invasion required into Canada. He joined up in the early spring, and with Eva and Mary allowed to travel with him flew to Canada to continue work there.
 
   The things he saw while working for the administration were disturbing and even alarming, and while he was diligent at his job he constantly searched for opportunities to get his family out and safely make their way south across the border.
 
   That opportunity never arrived, and then the invasion began.
 
   Lucas had done paperwork for the construction of the numerous internment camps being built along or even across the US's northern border to prepare for the invasion. Since it was his best hope of getting into the US he called in some favors and managed to get assigned working at this one, not far north of Mackinac Bridge and the closest he could get to his family in Greenbush.
 
   From there he'd planned to continue looking for an opportunity to desert and head south. But as reports concerning the invasion came in and he read the ones that passed across his desk, he became aware of just how astonishingly fast the Gold Bloc forces were taking control of Michigan and capturing prisoners.
 
   At that point he really began to fear for his family in Greenbush, and now he was glad for a different reason that he'd managed to get assigned as a pencil pusher at the internment camp. He began monitoring the incoming prisoners as best he could searching for news of the Smith family, making friends where he could to increase his chances of hearing a stray rumor. Not to mention being able to call in a favor if he needed one.
 
   Trev could hardly believe the hoops his uncle's family had gone through to make it home when things had been that comfortable in Norway. He was also glad to hear that his aunt and cousin were doing well. Mary took care of the small house they shared with another family and did her best to keep her head down, while Aunt Eva was working for the administration in communications to coordinate things between the camp and the rest of the Gold Bloc.
 
   “I'll admit I don't know too much about the technical side of radios, but I didn't think they could reach as far as Russia,” Trev said, half statement and half question.
 
   His uncle smiled slightly. “Sure they can, using skywave. But I think you've been living after the end of the world for too long; the US may be out of gas and have a severely limited electrical grid, but a lot of the rest of the world is still limping along. Especially the Gold Bloc.”
 
   Trev felt a bit sheepish. “Oh, right. I guess the satellites are all still up there working just fine.”
 
   “Exactly. Even the Gold Bloc's most recently set up forward camps have cell service, TV programs from home, internet, you name it. I suppose that's a bit jarring to think about when you've probably been living in the nineteenth century for over half a year now.”
 
   The comment made Trev wonder how this all had to look from his uncle's point of view, having spent the winter in Norway on the outside looking in. Watching the rapid collapse of the US on television with access to all the news about what was happening, but unable to do anything about it.
 
   He was glad they'd had someplace safe and stable like that to stay until they could find a way home.
 
   Lucas was pretty much done telling his side of things, and he finished things off with, “It was lucky Mary was out on an errand and saw you.” He slowed as they passed a green sign into another section of camp that looked exactly like the ones they'd passed through. Only here his uncle led him to one of the tents. “If she hadn't sent me your way you would've been processed into this place and joined the half a million other people here, and there's only a small chance I would've caught your paperwork and known you'd been captured.”
 
   Trev looked at the tent he'd been assigned to, a tattered and filthy expanse of gray canvas with half a dozen sullen men seated on more scraps of canvas or even the dusty ground itself in front of the entrance.
 
   Lucas looked at it too, and gave Trev a helpless look. “Do what you can to find them,” he said. “I'll do everything I can from the outside. Together we might have a chance.”
 
   He nodded, feeling a sense of loss. “How can I contact you?”
 
   “I don't think you can, without doing something so extreme the punishment would be worse than whatever emergency you had. I'll try to contact you as soon as I can, within a few days if possible.” His uncle pulled him into a hug that he held for several seconds, then turned and started back the way they'd come.
 
   As for Trev, he nodded to the guys in front of the tent, receiving a few blank stares from some and completely ignored by the others, and went in to find a cot for himself and change into his new overalls.
 
   He was exhausted. He might not want to be here, but if he had to be and he wasn't being forced to do anything else he might as well spend the time getting the rest his body desperately needed and deserved.
 
   He could figure out what to do about finding his family, and food and restrooms too, when he woke up.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   News
 
    
 
   Lewis and Jane were asleep when the motion sensor alarms went off, alerting them of someone approaching.
 
   His wife jerked awake in his arms, tense and cautious, and Lewis groggily sat up and glanced over at the lights that accompanied the noise of the alarms. Whoever it was, they were approaching the shelter from the southeast.
 
   The raiders had been gone for a week now and the patrols had long since resumed their route well outside the town's border, protecting the shelter along with other outlying areas. So while Lewis was wary he didn't expect an attack, especially not from the direction of Aspen Hill.
 
   He kissed Jane as he fumbled for his shoes. “Go ahead and go back to sleep. I'll see who it is.”
 
   She nodded and, taking his offer seriously, curled up and pulled his recently vacated share of the blankets tighter around her. That was one of her quirks he'd discovered, that while she didn't toss and turn or hog the blankets while they were sleeping, she had a habit of grabbing them all if he had to get up in the night. When he came back to bed he practically had to wake her up to wrestle them back and get underneath them.
 
   With his shoes on but untied Lewis grabbed his G3 and headed for the door, unlocking the newly replaced lock and lifting the newly replaced bar. Once the door was open he locked it again and used the rig he'd made that would drop the bar into place when he closed the door behind him.
 
   Although he didn't actually close the door, since that would mean he'd either have to crawl through their escape tunnel or wake up Jane to get back in. The former would make the tunnel's exit easier to spot with every use, which he wanted to avoid at all costs, while the latter wasn't something a considerate spouse did unless there was no other option. Especially while on their honeymoon.
 
   If there really was danger he could run inside and quickly secure the door, and if it was bad enough that he couldn't get back in time he'd shout for Jane to lock him out. But he didn't anticipate any problems as he climbed up the hill to the observation post in the early afternoon sun.
 
   In fact, it turned out to be Matt coming for a visit, which he'd guessed from the moment he saw the blinking light. What he hadn't guessed was that Matt would have Aaron and Paul with him, taking them for a field trip to give them a chance to run around. Which they were certainly doing, bolting down the road towards the shelter and only reluctantly turning around when Matt called for them to stay close.
 
   When the two boys saw him Aaron shouted “Uncle Lewis!” and burst into a run towards him, and Paul gave a happy shout and followed as quickly as his three year old legs could take him. They weren't too far away by this point so Matt didn't call them back, and walked a little faster himself.
 
   In spite of his weariness, still in the sleeping during the day pattern for his patrols, Lewis was happy to see the kids. It seemed like forever that they'd been kept safe in the house while he'd been out defending the town, asleep when he was awake and vice versa. He slung his G3 over his shoulder so he could pick one and then the other up and toss them into the air a few times.
 
   By that time Matt had caught up, shaking his hand and then pulling him into a hug. “I figured you'd moved back out here when you disappeared from the house.”
 
   Lewis nodded, ignoring the slightly chiding tone his friend had assumed because he'd done it without telling anyone. “There's no place like home.”
 
   Matt smiled slightly. “I know. I just wanted to make sure you're okay. I know you've been doing your nightly patrols with Jane and it's taking most of your time, but I hadn't seen you around helping with the town's reconstruction or anything like that, and you haven't visited.”
 
   Before Lewis could answer Aaron tugged on his hand. “Can we go inside, Uncle Lewis? I want to see if the cache I hid before leaving is still there.”
 
   Lewis hesitated, then decided he really had put it off too long. “Sorry buddy,” he said, mussing the towheaded boy's hair, “Aunt Jane is in there sleeping.”
 
   At that Matt's eyebrows shot up, but the two boys didn't seem to notice he'd said anything significant. They were just disappointed, so after getting permission from Matt Lewis said they could go man the observation post on the other hill as long as they stayed in sight. Which was basically permission to go play, which they were more than happy to do.
 
   Once they were gone Matt cleared his throat. “So uh, I knew Jane hasn't been sleeping at our house lately either, but I didn't realize . . . is this a platonic thing or is she your girlfriend now? You guys've been pretty much inseparable for weeks, and you were spending a lot of time together even before that.” Lewis took a bit too long to answer, and his friend gave him a closer look and smiled slightly. “Are you blushing? I'm going to say girlfriend.”
 
   He had felt his face getting a bit red, although he wouldn't have put it quite like that. “We're married, actually. We asked Mayor Tillman to hear our vows right after the meeting about attacking the camps.”
 
   Matt's shocked expression was almost worth the delay telling him. “That was over a week ago!” His friend sounded hurt as he continued. “Why didn't you ever tell me?”
 
   Lewis shifted his feet guiltily. “Oh come on, you know neither of us likes to be in the spotlight. We figured we'd let people make a big deal about us getting married after we ended the siege. But then after we did we sort of got caught up in our honeymoon and haven't seen anyone so the opportunity never came up.”
 
   Matt finally broke into a grin. “Well I guess that would explain why you both completely disappeared.” His friend clapped him on the shoulder. “Congratulations! You two are perfect for each other. I just had no idea either of you felt that way.”
 
   Lewis's smile turned slightly wry. “Neither did we, for long enough that it's a little embarrassing. Apparently we both liked each other from the start, we were just too stoic to let it show and waiting for some hint from the other person that they felt the same way.”
 
   “Well can we at least do something to celebrate without putting you guys in the spotlight?” Matt asked. “What if me and Sam invited you over for a meal?”
 
   “How about we invite you over to our place instead?” Lewis suggested with a smile. “Dinner and a movie.”
 
   “Yeah speaking of which, how's the shelter doing?” Matt asked. “We sort of left it in a hurry.”
 
   Lewis grimaced. “Could be worse. Turner knew about it since he'd helped Ferris take it from us, and sometime during the siege the raiders dug through the dirt I'd collapsed over the entrance, broke the lock and bar, and trashed the place.”
 
   Matt whistled. “Good thing we stowed everything we weren't taking with us in the escape tunnel so he couldn't destroy it, including the stovepipes,” he mused, then gave Lewis an odd look. “How have the two of you been doing with defending it? After all that's happened I'd be a bit jittery living way out here, even if the raiders are gone.”
 
   “We've been managing. I set up some battery powered motion sensors on the approaches, and we lock and bar the door when we're sleeping just in case. We don't really have the time to man the observation post, but between the town's patrols, our sensors, and the sturdy door we should at least be able to bolt through the escape tunnel if there's a problem.”
 
   “I suppose that's good enough for just about every situation,” his friend said, then shuddered slightly. “Although with the last few weeks we've had I'm not sure I could sleep soundly without knowing there was at least one pair of eyes looking out for me.”
 
   Lewis shook his head. “In a way it's good we don't have to spend time on sentry duty for this place. Turner really left it a mess, and most of our spare time not on patrol or sleeping has been spent getting it livable.”
 
   “Yeah. Uh, speaking of livable . . .” Matt shifted his feet. “Would it cramp your honeymoon if the family all moved back out here with you? Up until now we've pretty much been working around the clock, Terry, April, and Sam in the clinic with the wounded, me and Dad clearing up the destroyed buildings and hunting, and Mom watching the boys and taking them out foraging when she can. But with so many houses destroyed everyone's really been cramped inside the ones that are left, and it's causing a problem. We were thinking now's a good time to free up some room in our house for other people.”
 
   Lewis had a feeling that, concern for him aside, this had been the main reason for Matt's visit. “Sure. Like I said the day we took out the raiders, your family can move back any time. This place is pretty much your home too now.”
 
   “We really appreciate it. And we were thinking that at least short term we'd even bring the rest of Jane's group out here to live.” As Matt said that he was carefully watching Lewis's face, as if afraid he was asking too much. “You know we've got the shed pretty much cleared to live in, and you and Jane should have that for yourselves.”
 
   “Sure,” Lewis said with a nod. “I mean I don't think Jane would mind, although we'd want to talk it over with her too. And even if we move out into the shed we'll still help you with the infestation problem.”
 
   “Don't worry, we'll figure out a way to make it all work so everyone's happy,” Matt began. Then he blinked. “Wait, what infestation?”
 
   Lewis grimaced, thinking of days full of the pattering of tiny paws as he and Jane tried to sleep. “A bunch of fieldmice and a potgut. We got the potgut no problem, but the mice have been tougher.”
 
   Matt shuddered. “Ugh really? We didn't leave this place abandoned for that long.” Lewis shrugged, and his friend continued with an irritated look. “I know how it goes. I've got some unpleasant memories of a summer job in my early teens helping a neighbor clean out an attic that was infested by mice. The little critters make a huge mess in a small amount of time, don't they?”
 
   “Doesn't take long. My mom used to say a mouse-free home is a happy home, and boy was she right.” Lewis gave him a lopsided smile. “But other than that it's been a nice honeymoon.”
 
   Matt's smile returned as well. “That's good to hear. And you and Jane are getting along okay? I never figured her for the romantic type.”
 
   Lewis felt his face reddening again. “We're getting along great,” he answered, then hastily changed the subject. “Although we'll have to hammer out the dents on the stove and find some way to repair a bent hinge on the door. The raiders took a swing at it, but luckily it's a sturdy old chunk of cast iron and they only did superficial damage.”
 
   Matt couldn't help but grin. “I know. I helped you and Trev lug it in, remember? I know exactly how solid it is.” His friend abruptly called to Aaron and Paul to come back, then held out his hand to shake. “Well I'll leave you to get back to enjoying yourselves while you can before we come crash the party.” He gave Lewis a slightly jealous look. “I'll give you one thing, at least you guys got to enjoy some privacy on your honeymoon.”
 
   After exchanging farewells, reluctant ones from the boys who wanted to stay longer and were only slightly mollified by the promise that they'd be coming to live here again, Matt and his two nephews headed off down the road back into town. In spite of his weariness Lewis climbed up to the observation post and watched after them with his G3's scope, just to be safe.
 
   It hadn't been too long ago that a jaunt like this, so far out of town with young children, would've been unthinkable. Old habits died hard, and some shouldn't die at all.
 
   Once the three were safely back in town Lewis headed back inside, shut the door, and listened with satisfaction as his rig automatically dropped the bar back into place. Then he made his way over to wrestle his share of the blankets back from his wife. Hopefully without waking her.
 
   The nightly patrols had become a lot easier and safer of late. Everyone still went on foot, since the diesel captured from the raider trucks was too precious to waste, but now every defender who went out was kitted in full body armor, night vision gear, and quality weapons.
 
   If the raider attack could be said to have any silver lining, it was that after defeating them and salvaging all their equipment Aspen Hill was in a much better position to defend itself. Fuel, reinforced vehicles, radios that could be encrypted on multiple frequencies, body armor, night vision, and most of all the weapons and ammunition all made the town very secure.
 
   Lewis knew that even a few rocket launchers and .50 caliber machine guns couldn't protect them from every threat the town might face, but if Turner's raiders had found them a tough nut to crack with all that stuff then that meant Aspen Hill should be able to handle an even bigger force that was similarly equipped if they had to.
 
   Short of facing tanks, jets, and attack helicopters, they should be just fine.
 
   In spite of his efforts Jane woke up as he got into bed. “Sorry,” he whispered.
 
   “Mmm,” she mumbled, scooting over and pulling his arm around her. “Was that Matt?”
 
   “Yeah. He wanted to see how we felt about his family all moving back in, and everyone in your group too, while we move out to the shed where we can keep our privacy.”
 
   “We can make it work.” He caught her smile in the dim light coming from the Christmas lights hung out in the general area, which they kept on during sleeping hours in case someone needed to get up; getting the solar power up and running again had been one of his first priorities when they moved back in. “On the plus side, there's no mice out there,” she continued.
 
   “Yeah, shipping containers keep out just about everything as long as they're shut tight. It'd be nice to not be lulled to sleep by the pattering of tiny paws.” Lewis kissed her and settled back. “And on that note, good night.”
 
   Jane made a disappointed noise and propped herself up on one elbow facing him. “You know, I think I might be awake for a while. If you're going to be awake too we could think of something to do.”
 
   Most of Lewis's weariness vanished, and he smiled broadly. “Oh yeah? What did you have in mind?”
 
   She smiled back, light blue eyes dancing. “Hey, you're the genius who planned an attack that took out the raiders without a single loss. You figure it out.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Trev was surprised to find that in spite of the packed, chaotic conditions of the camp his movements were pretty effectively restricted.
 
   He'd wondered what the green patch on the coveralls he'd been issued were, but he quickly found out. They were a simple way to indicate what section of the camp he'd been placed in, marked by signs and painted lines of the same color around the section's borders.
 
   He also quickly found out that trying to go into other sections led to swift ejection and, one of the few times he'd tried it, a painful reminder in the form of a few well placed punches and kicks. He was lucky he managed to convince them it was an honest mistake from a new arrival or he would've been pepper sprayed.
 
   After that he got the message to stay in the green section, or one of the public areas like the mess tents and latrines.
 
   It seemed like it would be extremely dangerous for soldiers to come into the camp itself, and it probably was, but they could still be found all over the place. Aside from guard positions at public places and hub points they also roamed through every section in groups of four, wearing heavy riot gear and carrying serious deterrents.
 
   Considering the conditions of the internment camp and the fact that there were half a million people, a four-man patrol didn't seem that big. Trev had wondered why none had ever been attacked, but a bit of casual conversation among the other prisoners in his section quickly got him an answer to that question, although it wasn't a pleasant one.
 
   As it turned out one patrol had been attacked, and had responded by throwing flash bangs to clear the crowds, then nearly beating their attackers to death with batons and cattle prods. And unrest on a larger scale was handled even more harshly, with the speakers hanging from telephone poles all over camp being used as sound weapons to incapacitate large groups of people, and if that didn't do the job tear gas was lobbed in to blanket everything within a hundred feet of the spot in a choking cloud.
 
   The Gold Bloc soldiers were serious about keeping order, and they came down hard at the slightest excuse.
 
   In spite of those restrictions Trev did his best to search for his family. He combed green section thoroughly and talked to everyone he could, seeing if anyone had seen anything. He also loitered as long as he could at the mess tents and various latrines close to his section, questioning anyone who passed who was willing to talk to him. No matter what he did he always kept his eyes peeled in all directions, hoping to catch a glimpse of one of his parents or siblings, but so far that hadn't happened.
 
   Not that he really expected it to. Finding a needle in a haystack would've been easier than this, since what he was doing was more like trying to find four pieces of hay in a haystack, all wearing the same featureless coveralls as everyone else.
 
   He'd been at it for three days now, all day the day he'd arrived and yesterday, then today starting from early in the morning until lunch. He planned to get started again right after he ate, searching the mess tent itself and talking to people, and the soggy potatoes and potted meat on his plate helped his efforts by providing no incentive to linger and enjoy his meal.
 
   He probably shouldn't complain; for all the camp's faults he got three meals a day, and if they were bland at least they provided more calories than he actually needed. He figured the big portions were to help the starving people the invasion forces had captured put a little weight back on.
 
   Most residents of Aspen Hill would be overjoyed to get to the point of eating this well, and for that matter so would most of the rest of the country, barring rare towns like Newtown with their surplus.
 
   Once he'd cleaned his tray he made his way over to deposit it at the exit and get his hand stamped, next to the stamp he'd gotten for breakfast. It was the only way you could leave the mess tent, and a good deterrent against both theft of the tray and utensils and coming back for seconds.
 
   The listless crowd shuffling among the tables parted only reluctantly to let him pass, although some people gave him hostile looks as he eased his way through. Those were the main two emotions in the camp, despair and seething resentment, and Trev didn't blame the people around him. They'd gone from starvation and facing robbery and worse at any time to forced imprisonment.
 
   Unfortunately they didn't just reserve those emotions for their captors, and they spilled over to their fellow prisoners and anyone they came in contact with. Trev had seen adults yelling and cursing at stray children and at each other, even among obvious families. He was just glad he had his search to distract him from similar feelings, since they were certainly there.
 
   Either way the camp was like a pressure cooker, the emotions of hundreds of thousands of people being forcibly repressed with no outlet. Trev wondered how long things could go on like this before even automatic weapons and brutal crowd control wouldn't be enough to deter spontaneous riots.
 
   Once his hand was stamped he made his way outside and began circling the mess tent, watching for familiar faces. To his surprise this time he actually saw one, that of his uncle standing taller than almost everyone in the crowd and heading his way.
 
   “Uncle Lucas!” Trev called, hurrying over. “You found me!”
 
   Lucas gave him a weary but exultant smile. “After some looking. Even knowing there were only so many places you could go it took a while.” His uncle took his arm and led him to a more out of the way spot, lowering his voice. “But I didn't come just to check in on you. I have good news.”
 
   Trev did his best to contain hope he wasn't sure he should let himself feel. “Are you saying . . .”
 
   “I found them,” Lucas replied, smile broadening to a grin. “That owl marker you mentioned was the clue. It turns out an earlier patrol than the one that caught you had also followed it and caught your family in nearly the same spot. It's created a minor stir among the soldiers, and some are saying the owl trail's some kind of underground railroad.”
 
   “So the trail my family left that got them caught also helped make them memorable enough for you to find them?” Trev said. “I'm not sure if that's a blessing or a curse.”
 
   His uncle shook his head. “No use speculating on what's already happened. Anyway, even going on that I had to dig around for days to find the soldiers who'd captured and processed your family. I decided to track the rumor, which turned out to be almost as time consuming as just going on the time frame of their capture and checking the records, but finally I managed it. Then I had to jog their memory on which section of camp your family had been placed in.”
 
   Trev could only imagine how difficult that must all have been, especially with the Gold Bloc members so hostile to Americans. “I'm glad they were willing to help you.”
 
   That earned him an amused look. “Once I'd bartered away the few luxuries my position allows me to make my family more comfortable, sure.” At seeing Trev's concerned expression he waved that away. “But the important thing is we found them.”
 
   “Right,” Trev said eagerly. “Which section are they in?”
 
   “Orange.” His uncle started away from the mess tent. “Let's get back to your tent so you can change back into the clothes you came in wearing. Normally walking around outside without your coveralls would get you in huge trouble, but with me escorting you it should be okay.”
 
   Trev hurried to keep pace, and together they made their way through the camp. The mess tent was relatively close to his tent, but in a camp this large and crowded relative meant about fifteen minutes of weaving through narrow lanes clogged with people.
 
   They were forced to stop at one point as a confrontation developed in front of them between several men. The prisoners in question were all fairly quiet in spite of their harsh tones, and the violence so far hadn't gone any farther than some pushing. They probably feared drawing attention from the guards, but in spite of that it looked like a serious dispute.
 
   Trev watched the shoving match, thoughts turning uncomfortably to the thief who'd tried to shank him when he'd first arrived. “So I know nobody even thinks about attacking soldiers or other Gold Bloc personnel, but what about violence between prisoners?”
 
   Lucas shook his head. “Less than you might think. The Russian contingent doesn't come down on troublemakers quite as hard as the Chinese, but they're still pretty severe by any objective measure. They also tend to punish the people around the troublemakers as well, which gives everyone incentive to break up the fight before the guards arrive. Not to mention that a place to sleep and three meals a day is a huge step up from where most of these people were before the invasion, and nobody wants to risk that with unnecessary trouble.”
 
   “My family were doing great in Greenbush,” Trev argued, more heatedly than necessary. “Do you really think a bit of bad food and a cot in a moldy tent justifies everything they've done here?”
 
   Lucas shifted his shoulders defensively. “I'm not blind to what the Gold Bloc are doing, and there's a lot of bad there. But you have to understand that working with logistics I also see a lot of the big picture of just how much our fellow citizens have suffered over the winter. A lot of violence, a lot of sickness and starvation, and a horrific amount of death. Almost nobody is in a situation like Greenbush, if what you say about there is true, and even Aspen Hill is a paradise compared to most. At best people huddled up someplace safe to survive like you and my son, and almost as many didn't as did.”
 
   Trev was thoughtful for a while as onlookers broke up the fight, just like his uncle had suggested, and Lucas led him past the dispersing knot and on through the camp. Taking them between cramped tents and crowded, miserable people who seethed with pent in resentment and anger, at least to his eyes. The people around him might've been provided food and beds, but many seemed to need medical attention and almost all were unwashed, their coveralls filthy.
 
   “Do you know why they're gathering up and imprisoning US citizens instead of, well, something worse?” he finally asked.
 
   “Yes and no,” his uncle admitted. “That sort of information doesn't trickle down to where I work, but there's plenty of speculation. The consensus seems to be that they're planning for some sort of large scale forced labor project, maybe to restart the country's drilling and refining operations.”
 
   Lucas shook his head at the thought. “The more likely theory, at least for me, is that the Gold Bloc is trying to present a more benevolent image of themselves to push global perception away from conqueror towards humanitarian mission. And I'd say the remnants of the US government with their finger on the nuclear button, continually threatening to push it, are a fairly big consideration. You could view this place as a cross between a prison camp and a hostage situation on an immense scale.”
 
   “It's a lot of expense and effort for an image boost, especially with how difficult things must be after the global economy collapsed,” Trev pointed out.
 
   Lucas looked amused. “You don't need to tell me that, I work with the numbers every day. But you'd be surprised how much a government would spend for that kind of spin. Either way the Gold Bloc has to do something with the US citizens they encounter, since their end goal is to empty out our communities and use the existing infrastructure for their settlers.”
 
   “Wait what?” Trev demanded, stopping abruptly to stare at his uncle.
 
   “You haven't thought about what the Gold Bloc would have to gain from invading?” Lucas replied, turning to look at him. “That's pretty important if you want to understand their motivations and guess what they're going to do.”
 
   “I can see why they'd want Canada, for the oil,” Trev answered. “But all our cities were torn apart by riots and the food is gone. I suppose they could also restart all the US drilling operations and oil refining like you said, but something like that would require a lot of effort to get off the ground in a place being torn apart by violence like our country is.”
 
   His uncle snorted. “There are other valuable things in this world than just food and oil, especially when you've already got those. But you're wrong that the food is gone: after the nation ran out of gas a lot of places that had food like grain silos, processing plants, and that sort of thing were cut off from the people who could eat it. The Russians and Chinese are going for those places first.” He motioned back towards the mess tent. “You'd be surprised how much of their “generosity” is them feeding us with our own food.”
 
   Trev nodded. “That makes sense, after seeing Newtown. But it still doesn't seem enough to justify this kind of huge operation, invading with hundreds of thousands of troops and imprisoning millions of people.”
 
   “That's just icing on the cake. The real prize for the Gold Bloc is our cities.”
 
   That just seemed absurd. “You mean the abandoned ruins filled with viciously warring gangs?”
 
   “Yes. Abandoned and largely intact, especially most of the valuable infrastructure. Not to mention most people fled with only what they could carry on their backs, leaving their valuables and useful possessions behind. The Gold Bloc soldiers are having a field day looting every place they take, and Gold Bloc countries are already lining up hundreds of thousands of settlers to come and take over where US citizens who perished or fled the cities left off. Especially China, who are very eager to get their settlers over here in large numbers.”
 
   That was a lot to chew on, and Trev fell into a thoughtful silence as they reached his tent and he quickly went in to change, then followed his uncle as they headed out of green section in the direction of orange section, another walk of fifteen minutes or so.
 
   “I hope we find them,” he finally said quietly. “I hope they're all doing okay.”
 
   Lucas rested a hand on his shoulder. “They were all doing fine when they were caught, according to what I heard. And this camp is fairly safe for the most part.”
 
   Trev nodded, but he still picked up his pace a little.
 
   At the entrance to orange section the soldiers halted them and demanded Lucas's credentials, which he quickly supplied. For a moment Trev was worried they'd cause a problem for him, but Lucas managed to talk them around and they were let through.
 
   They started by doing a grid search of the area, going down each lane and checking every tent they passed, as well as describing his parents and siblings to passersby. The plan was to move on to the nearby latrines and mess tents if that failed, but halfway down the third lane Trev caught sight of the backs of two familiar heads, his mom's blonde and his sister's light brown.
 
   He broke into a run. “Mom! Linda!”
 
   For a moment there was no reaction, and he was afraid he was about to embarrass himself by calling out to the wrong people. Then they turned, eyes wide with shock. Beyond them Trev's dad and brother had been walking, clearing the way through the crowd, but when Trev called their names too they also turned.
 
   The next few moments were a blur as Trev was mobbed by his family, with his mom and siblings pulling Lucas into the middle of it as well. There was a lot of people speaking at once without anything useful conveyed or understood in the confusion, and repeated questions and exclamations of disbelief.
 
   Linda hadn't stopped hugging Trev other than to hug her uncle, and Jim was jumping up and down in excitement and contributing the lion's share of the confusion by talking a mile a minute about everything that had happened to them, his monolog so rushed and disjointed Trev only caught one word out of three.
 
   Once things calmed down a bit Trev's dad suggested they move inside for more privacy and so they wouldn't be blocking the lane. Trev followed his family down to the tent at the end of that lane, holding Linda's and Jim's hands. Up ahead his mom was grilling her brother on Eva and Mary.
 
   After they were all inside and settled on the family's four cots an expectant hush settled, then Lucas said what they'd all been thinking: that everyone wanted to hear each other's stories. For the sake of avoiding further confusion he suggested they take turns.
 
   There was a bit of good-natured debate about who should tell their story first, but at Trev and Lucas's insistence finally George and Clair agreed to give a rundown on how their family had handled things since the Gulf burned, with Linda and Jim occasionally butting in with their own details.
 
   Thanks to their food storage Trev's family managed to survive through the winter without too much suffering, and being so close to Lake Huron kept the temperature from ever getting too bitter in spite of being quite a bit farther north than Aspen Hill.
 
   The biggest threat had come, as always, from other people. Thankfully, like Aspen Hill Greenbush was out of the way and had a fairly small population. While some of their neighbors had fled, fearing looters and rioters making their way north from Detroit or Lansing, or because there was no easy food being brought in, most people remained and formed a strong community.
 
   In that regard Greenbush had an easier time than Aspen Hill. In spite of fears of refugees or looters coming in large numbers from the big cities, it was mainly the several hundred refugees the city had agreed to bring in as part of their FETF deal who showed up. Fears that refugees would follow Highway 23, which ran through town along the coast of Lake Huron, ended up being groundless.
 
   Most refugees fleeing the big cities followed Interstate 75, which ran well to the west near the center of the state, either going north into Canada hoping circumstances were better there or farther south to flee the coming winter. A few refugees found their way to the town along 23, but in small enough numbers that Greenbush could accommodate them.
 
   Because unlike Aspen Hill, Greenbush had used the money designated to care for refugees to actually construct crude but serviceable shelters and stock up on cheap grains and other necessities prior to the disaster. It wasn't nearly enough to manage the refugees who came for any length of time, and FETF never showed their faces in the area with relief convoys, but it still made a huge difference.
 
   For the rest the town pulled together to feed themselves and the newcomers, relying on fishing the lake and hunting and gathering in the Huron National Forest to the west. Which served them well enough to keep death by starvation at bay for a surprising number of people, with far fewer losses than Aspen Hill had suffered.
 
   His dad grimly mused that if things had kept up like they were then Greenbush would've been a welcoming place to live when Trev arrived, a haven that had weathered the disaster better than 99% of the rest of the country. Electricity was still a problem, but water was plentiful and wood could be harvested from the nearby national forest.
 
   The local government had organized well and set up public works like latrines, water filtration, garbage disposal, and voluntary charitable donation of necessities and even luxuries. The area was mostly ignored, tucked away in a remote corner of the state, and while the town had organized a decent militia for defense there'd been almost no violence to speak of aside from a few scattered breakings and enterings and some highway robbery.
 
   Which wasn't to say things were perfect, and people had still died or gone hungry through the winter. But all things considered they'd done well. His dad assured Trev that he would've liked it, and the community'd had a real chance of a bright future.
 
   Then the Gold Bloc thumbed its nose at the US leaders' ultimatums and invaded. Tens or even hundreds of thousands of troops, mostly from Russia, had poured into the area from the north through Sault Ste. Marie and west from Toronto through the Detroit area. They'd thoroughly swept the state moving town to town from north to south and east to west, transporting the population into this and similar massive internment camps and looting anything of value.
 
   From what his dad had heard they then prepared the existing infrastructure to accommodate settlers from their own countries. That confirmed what Lucas had told Trev, and his uncle quickly supplied his own knowledge of the subject. That really angered Trev's usually even-tempered dad, the thought of the enemy coming to steal the thriving Greenbush they'd worked so hard to build.
 
   At first Trev's family had been hesitant to leave the sanctuary of their prosperous town. That was before the invasion began and they had any idea of what to expect, and that reluctance had remained even as more and more dire warnings about mobilizing troops reached them from the north and east. They were daunted by the prospect of risking the danger of the road, especially to flee to someplace where food would be harder to find and the threat of bandits would be higher.
 
   There was also the fact that they had no easy means of transportation other than walking, and making any sort of trip on foot was daunting when they weren't ready for that sort of rigorous travel. They'd had tentative plans to flee by boat if the Gold Bloc soldiers came, but mostly they'd hoped that Greenbush would be ignored and they could continue living their lives.
 
   At worst they figured the town would be occupied but they'd be left alone to continue as they had, or maybe put under some sort of martial law. Not a pleasant prospect, but better than the alternative of making their way through a country that was tearing itself apart in the chaotic aftermath of a winter where as much as a third of the population had starved or died violently.
 
   By the time they heard the news that internment camps were being constructed to the north to hold large numbers of people it was almost too late. They immediately gathered together the most useful and necessary of their belongings in a small luggage trailer that had been used for family road trips, hauling it by hand as they took off on foot as fast as they could travel.
 
   Unfortunately they didn't make it far, and only managed to travel for a little over two days before being captured just past I-75, where the trail of markers they were leaving for Trev drew the attention of a passing convoy. Trev's fear that something had happened to them where the trail ended had been accurate.
 
   They were taken up to the internment camp as part of the same group that had taken their neighbors in Greenbush and the other nearby towns, and from them they learned that things hadn't gone much better for the town.
 
   The Gold Bloc soldiers had moved fast, sweeping the area nearly as quick as warnings about their progress could be sent out over the radio, and they came by water as well as land so that fleeing onto Lake Huron wasn't an option.
 
   Greenbush had no chance to resist, occupied and disarmed in just a few hours, and over the next few days the people were gathered up and crowded into trucks, where they were reunited with Trev's family and all sent north. The family's experience going through processing had been similar to Trev's, as had their time in camp, although they'd been around for much longer and had been able to observe more about conditions here.
 
   That was where the Smiths' story reached its conclusion, sitting here in this miserable camp for a week and a half.
 
   At the family's insistence Lucas graciously let Trev go next, and he quickly filled his loved ones in on everything he and Lewis and the town of Aspen Hill had been up to over the last half year or so. Then Lucas gave his account of his family joining up with the invasion to find a way into the US, and his work at the camp searching for his sister's family. He also reported on how his wife and daughter were doing and the important details of their lives.
 
   After they'd all shared everything significant they'd been through since the Gulf refineries attack, the few questions people had been politely holding back were tossed around and answered. Then finally everyone fell into a comfortable silence just enjoying each other's company and the joy of being reunited.
 
   After about a minute Trev shifted slightly to a more comfortable position on the cot. “Well I guess Lewis didn't think of everything,” he finally said. “He'd figured Aspen Hill as a near ideal place to set up his shelter to avoid a lot of possible threats, including nuclear fallout, lack of potable water, and hordes of refugees fleeing population centers. It looks like Greenbush turned out to be better.”
 
   His dad snorted. “Aside from being overrun by the Gold Bloc.”
 
   Lucas shrugged. “You can make plans, but it's often hard to guess how things will turn out in the end. Greenbush could've ended up being overrun by refugees from Detroit while Aspen Hill became the secluded refuge. Although that doesn't really matter now that we're all in an internment camp.”
 
   “Well, not all of us,” Trev's mom said, giving her brother a hopeful look.
 
   His uncle got the unspoken question and sighed. “Meaning can I get you all out?” He shook his head. “At best I'm a glorified pencil pusher. I couldn't call in enough favors to manage something like that, and if I tried I can guarantee me and my family would fall under suspicion for possible desertion, or maybe even espionage.”
 
   “Well it doesn't look like we're going anywhere any time soon,” his dad said wearily, resting a hand on Trev's shoulder in unspoken apology. “And so far they've been treating us pretty well. There'll be time to figure something out.”
 
   Lucas nodded. “There will be. Believe me, even before I knew for sure you were all in here I started exploring options. I'll find a way.”
 
   Trev was heartened by his uncle's confidence. Lewis really had taken after his dad, competent and up to any challenge life threw at him. And Lucas had already managed to jump so many hurdles, getting from Norway into the Gold Bloc bureaucracy and joining the invading forces to smuggle his family back into the US, then using his position to find Trev's family and help Trev reunite with them. After all that it wasn't too hard to imagine him finding a solution to this problem too.
 
   “We'll do what we can to help,” Trev said. “No prison is perfect, especially not with help from outside.”
 
   He was a bit abashed when his uncle shot him a stern look. “At the moment you can help by keeping your head down and not drawing any undue attention. The last thing we want is for you to be on any official records so the guards know you exist.”
 
   A somewhat gloomy silence fell. “Well at least we'll be together in here,” Trev's mom finally said, taking his hand. “That's more than we could've hoped for.”
 
   Lucas hesitated, looking at his sister uncomfortably. “Actually Trev's assigned to green section at the moment so he can't stay.”
 
   This drew a chorus of exclamations from his family. “It'll be fine,” Trev assured them. “We can meet up at a mess tent or latrine to visit.”
 
   “Right,” his uncle agreed. “And I'll see if I can arrange for him to be transferred to orange as soon as possible. That's not nearly as difficult as getting you out entirely.” He abruptly stood, looking reluctant. “It would be nice to visit more but I've already been in here for too long already. Drawing suspicion would only make my job harder. Ready, Trev?”
 
   Trev nodded and reluctantly stood as well, going for another round of hugs with his family and accepting their well-wishes. He could tell his mom especially was worried about him being off on his own, and he did his best to look confident as he followed Lucas from the tent.
 
   Things would work out well. After so many things had already gone right in defiance of all probability they just had to.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Northern Light
 
    
 
   Lewis and Trev's plot had been partially destroyed during the second missile attack on the gardens.
 
   That was an upgrade from their initial assessment, which was that it had been completely destroyed. The missile that struck at its edge kicked up enough dirt to entirely cover the rest of the plot, along with obliterating about a third of the crop, and Lewis had written it off as lost.
 
   But after a few days the plants that had merely been buried managed to tentatively poke up through the wreckage and continue their determined growth. At least according to Matt, who'd discovered that Lewis and his cousin's garden was still going strong that morning when he'd come to work on the town's new general plot.
 
   It was the one Ian Childress and his son Pete had been tending, but after his dad's death Pete had donated it to the town. After the defeat of the raiders the young man spent most of his time hunting, ranging far abroad searching to see if the Norman family's flock had simply been scattered rather than butchered. He had no time or interest in the garden where his dad had died.
 
   At first Matt had assumed the green shoots poking up through the devastation were weeds, but after he recognized some of the young plants he immediately excused himself from his work and ran to find Lewis and tell him the good news.
 
   As it turned out Lewis had been on his way to the gardens anyway, although not for his garden since he'd resigned himself to it being gone. He was there for trapping, partly on his own behalf and partly because the Mayor had asked him to.
 
   The pests continued to seek out the gardens, which was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because it meant the town had a steady source of game, maybe not nearly enough to feed everyone but at least enough to help, and a curse because shooting that game was starting to put a serious dent in their supply of ammo.
 
   The deer were nice, but it was the potguts, squirrels, rabbits, and other critters that were the problem. They all had to be stopped before they got at the growing plants, but at this point the meat they provided was barely enough to justify a bullet. The town's ammo supply wasn't infinite, even after everything they'd gotten from the raiders.
 
   To combat the problem Mayor Tillman had suggested traps. Not just snares and coil spring traps but also non-lethal cages and the like. The former hardware and sporting goods store had stocked a good supply of them, and Lewis and others could teach plenty about snares and where to set them. They also had access to the modest animal control center adjacent to town hall with its traps and other tools.
 
   Lewis had eagerly agreed to the task and was ready to throw himself into the work of setting the traps. His motivation wasn't just to protect his friends' gardens, and not just to preserve the town's supply of .22 rounds, and not even for the meat the captured critters would provide.
 
   His plan was under construction at the shelter, which the Larson clan had moved back into along with Jane's group. So far he'd only told his wife his idea, and she'd been so excited by it she'd rushed out to get started the moment he brought it up, and had already been pacing out dimensions by the time he caught up to her.
 
   He'd been partially inspired by the chicken coop Matt planned to build so they could start their own flock, with Jack Dawson's aid after some heated bartering for more layers and the use of a rooster. Sam especially had been excited to put Henrietta to work brooding on her own clutch of eggs.
 
   While helping his friend design the coop Lewis had put two and two together with the trapping Catherine wanted him to do, and came up with the idea for a rabbit hutch.
 
   Using wild rabbits for a hutch would be a bit of a challenge since things like disease were definitely a risk, but among Lewis's many other useful books was one on raising and caring for most farm animals, including rabbits. He was confident he could identify most of the major illnesses that were a risk and weed the infected out, and of course they'd be careful to wear gloves when handling the animals until they could be sure they were healthy.
 
   Since he was the one assigned to lay the traps it hadn't been too hard to convince the Mayor to let them have their share of the meat in the form of any young healthy doe rabbits they caught live, along with a few of the best bucks to go with them. He planned to start with a half dozen and see how that went.
 
   Not only had Catherine agreed to his request, she'd liked the idea so much that she planned on starting a community hutch for the rest of the rabbits they caught live, at least once they no longer needed the meat and no one in town was starving to death on her watch. She even talked about making her way west over the mountains to Sanpete county to see if any of the turkey farms had survived so they could acquire some to raise.
 
   It was only a small step to restoring the animals Aspen Hill had been forced to eat over the winter to prevent starving, and it might be a long time before they had any horses or cows, or more than a handful of sheep or goats. But if they could manage it they'd be one step closer to prospering as a community.
 
   When Lewis saw Matt hurrying to intercept him halfway to the gardens with news about his and his cousin's plot still thriving his day got even better. After hearing the good news he hurried to see for himself, at least as much as he could while towing a wagon full of traps behind him.
 
   On the way he eagerly asking his friend how the plants looked and exactly how much of the plot was still growing. For his part Matt looked as happy about the discovery as he was, pleased at his friend's good fortune.
 
   “Can telling you about it count as my wedding present?” his friend joked as they trotted towards the south end of town.
 
   “Well I was hoping for a missile launcher, but this is pretty good too.” Lewis glanced back at his wagon. “Tell you what, you can help me set the traps and I'll call you my best man.”
 
   “Deal. I was hoping you'd show me how to set snares anyway.”
 
   They'd almost reached the gardens when the radio crackled. “Matt, you there?” Chauncey asked.
 
   That was another bit of good news that had come about in the last couple days. Chauncey had pulled through the most dangerous point and was steadily recovering. Although he was still weak, and coping badly with the loss of his leg, he'd insisted on doing at least something useful so he was back at his post manning the radio.
 
   Matt lifted the radio. “I'm here. What's going on?”
 
   There was a long pause. “I think you should come in for this. The radios are going crazy with chatter from out of town.”
 
   Lewis tensed. “Is it about the invasion?” he asked, thinking of Trev and his family up in Michigan.
 
   Matt relayed the question, and Chauncey paused for another long time. “Yeah,” he finally said. “In a way I guess it is.”
 
   Judging by the retired teacher's tone the news wasn't good at all. Lewis glanced at his friend. “Chauncey doesn't usually play coy. Maybe it's something alarming enough he doesn't want everyone else on the radio to hear.”
 
   “Maybe.” Matt pushed the talk button. “We're on our way, Chauncey.”
 
   “Good, because we've got a huge problem.”
 
   Matt had been tense before, but now he looked like a coiled spring.  “For the town?”
 
   After another of those unnerving pauses Chauncey answered quietly. “Yeah, along with everyone else.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Trev's hopes of finding some way to escape had been pretty thoroughly crushed since reuniting with his family five days ago.
 
   First off his section was nowhere near the fence, and all the communal sections like the mess tents and latrines were placed closer to the middle of the camp where they were conveniently accessible to the largest number of people. He'd get a beanbag to the gut for even trying to get close enough to lay eyes on the fence.
 
   Then there was the fact that in spite of how crowded together tents in camp were, the fences had 100 yards of cleared space between them and the nearest row all the way around that was a literal killing field; bold signs around that perimeter warned that anyone who crossed it would be shot.
 
   In the end there wasn't much to do besides wait patiently and hope Lucas managed to find a solution from the outside. So far his uncle hadn't had a chance to visit the camp again, and while Trev was worried and knew his family was too they agreed it was better that Lucas wait until he had something to report, instead of spending the time and risk to contact them for no reason.
 
   Until then Trev took as many opportunities as possible to visit his family at the agreed upon mess tent and latrine, and spent the rest of his time resting and talking to other prisoners. He did his best to steer clear of suspicious topics, although it was kind of hard to be sure what would be considered suspicious, and just talked about their experiences since the Gulf burned and what they knew about events on a larger scale.
 
   Most of it was secondhand hearsay, much less useful than what his uncle had told him, or even what Trev had heard from Chauncey before leaving Aspen Hill. Still, even if the prison camp wasn't exactly a healthy community it was nice to be in contact with so many people that weren't trying to rob or kill him.
 
   At the moment he was headed to the latrines for his midmorning visit with whichever members of his family were there. Usually that was all of them, although now that they'd had some time to be together and there was less to say sometimes someone decided not to come.
 
   As he wove through the crowds he couldn't help but notice that everyone seemed more agitated than usual, although there didn't seem to be any reason for it. He asked a few people, but they all seemed as confused about it as he was and were just responding to the general mood.
 
   It took some close scrutiny to realize that the prisoners were agitated because the guards were, and whether consciously or subconsciously that mood was being passed along. Trev tried to watch the guards without being too suspicious, but he couldn't see much reason for their agitation, either; aside from coming together more often to converse in little huddles they went about their duties as usual.
 
   He was just wondering if he should try sneaking closer to listen in, and reminding himself that he spoke barely a handful of words in Russian and wouldn't even be able to understand anyone, when a deafening shriek blasted through the camp. It rose and fell like the wail of the loudest banshee in existence, almost painful to the eardrums and making clear thought difficult.
 
   Trev instinctively ducked from the almost physical force of the sound, turning to look at the nearest pole where loudspeakers had been hung. He could practically see them vibrating from the sheer volume of the noise they produced.
 
   Air raid sirens. But why? The Gold Bloc soldiers were the only ones with any fuel so they were the only ones with planes or helicopters. Unless the US Armed Forces had enough to mount some small offensive. Were his country's Armed Forces finally pushing back against the invasion from the north?
 
   Probably not. More likely this was a general warning of some kind of camp disturbance. The fact that the guards were all rushing to bunch up in larger groups, and most were running for the entrance or towards the closest section of fence, seemed to confirm that. Was it some kind of riot?
 
   Either way the noise and the activity of the guards freaked Trev out, and he bolted for the latrines to find his family and make sure they were safe through whatever was happening. That was more difficult than usual with people pouring from their tents to see what was going on, most with their hands clapped to their ears and hunched over slightly as if against a strong wind.
 
   The sirens didn't stop, just kept going on and on, occasionally interrupted by short, panicked messages in Russian and then in Chinese.
 
   Trev had barely made it halfway to the latrines when he started to hear screams from people around him. At first he thought it was a natural response to the sudden frightening events, or maybe the guards starting crowd control measures, until he saw people at the end of the row ahead pointing north through the gap in the tents there. Trev joined a few people rushing over to see what they were looking at.
 
   The moment he caught sight of it he stopped dead.
 
   A cloud rose from the ground on the distant horizon to the north, lit a livid red and orange. Although it was still low and far away the shape was distinctive, and Trev didn't think there was a single person on the face of the planet who wouldn't recognize it. A mushroom cloud.
 
   Had they done it? Had the maniacs in charge actually made good on their threat and started a global thermonuclear war?
 
   He knew he should be feeling emotions, panic and shock and terror and everything else, but at the moment they were being sucked down into a maelstrom of horrified fascination, leaving him almost perfectly dispassionate as he absorbed the sight. To see a mushroom cloud with his own eyes felt surreal in a way he couldn't describe.
 
   Some advice Lewis had given him a long time ago finally surfaced through his shock, and Trev stretched out a trembling arm to put his thumb over the cloud. As soon as he did his numb clarity threatened to shatter into gibbering terror, when he saw that the livid orange ball glowed all the way around his thumbnail.
 
   Bigger than his thumb. That meant he was in the fallout zone.
 
   He needed to get his family out of here now, by any means possible, before they all suffered a lethal dose of radiation. From the looks of things they were at the edge of the fallout zone, at least, which meant if they could manage to escape the camp and flee directly south they might be safe.
 
   Just as he turned to run a heavy hand caught him by the shoulder. Trev jumped and screamed in surprise, but to his vast relief when he whirled towards his assailant he saw it was just his uncle getting his attention.
 
   “Come on!” Lucas shouted over the continuing noise of the air raid sirens. Barely waiting for a response he turned and sprinted towards orange section.
 
   Trev didn't even stop to wonder how his uncle had found him in all this confusion. Following in a daze, he nearly tripped as he repeatedly looked over his shoulder at the distant cloud. “We have to get out of here, we're in the fallout zone!”
 
   “I know!” his uncle shouted back. The older man was already out of breath, as if he'd run all the way here without stopping. “Assuming they even let us.”
 
   They'd only gone a few hundred feet when Trev heard shouting from down a cross lane and his uncle abruptly pulled them both out of the way. A moment later a dozen or so guards in riot gear ran past, bludgeoning down anyone who got in their way but ignoring everyone else as they screamed at each other in pure panic.
 
   “What were they saying?” Trev asked loudly into his uncle's ear as the soldiers disappeared down the lane.
 
   Lucas looked back at him grimly as he continued on towards orange section. “My Russian is only average, but it's more of the same. Things happened quickly and the news of it is still catching up to most people.”
 
   “What news?' Trev demanded, once again catching up. “What's going on?”
 
   His uncle shook his head, speaking when he could catch a breath to shout over the air raid sirens. “All out nuclear war. They're trying to squelch discussion about it so only the top officials know what's really going on, but something like this is impossible to keep hidden. From what Eva and I were able to learn before I came for your family it sounds like some sort of negotiations broke down. The US has launched its nuclear arsenal. All of them, at every target in the Gold Bloc worth pointing one at.”
 
   Trev sucked in a horrified breath. Every target in Russia, China, and half a dozen other countries. That would mean loss of human life in the billions, an order of magnitude greater than the US's losses since the Gulf refineries attack. He could hardly comprehend death and destruction on that scale.
 
   His mind actually shied away from thinking about it, and instead he glanced at the mushroom cloud rising higher in the distance. That same death was coming their way if they didn't find a way out of this camp. “So the Gold Bloc nuked us back?”
 
   “They did,” his uncle agreed. “But those nukes won't have reached our soil yet, just like ours haven't reached them.” He pointed at the cloud. “That was us, hitting one of the Gold Bloc's major invasion camps.”
 
   “Someone told you that?” Trev demanded incredulously. If he couldn't believe the US leaders would launch a full nuclear strike, the idea of them nuking Canada, especially a spot right on the border, was even harder to swallow.
 
   “No, that was me guessing. But it makes the most sense.” His uncle tugged his arm and they sped up.
 
   Thankfully his family had kept their heads during the panic and stayed in their tent, rather than going searching for Trev or going out to gawk. They'd also thought to change out of their coveralls into the clothes they'd come in, something Trev wished he'd had time to do. When he followed his uncle into the tent his mom immediately rushed over to hug him tight and make sure he was okay.
 
   Lucas allowed them a few seconds to process what was happening, then he got serious. “We need to leave, now.”
 
   Trev's dad hesitated. “I know there's a lot of confusion out there, but we're still in an internment camp. Will the guards let us?”
 
   “Most of the guards are abandoning their posts,” Trev supplied. “We're in the fallout zone.”
 
   His mom and dad's faces went pale, and he didn't blame them. They'd grown up during the Cold War era when fears of impending nuclear war had run rampant, so they knew exactly what that meant. Probably better than Trev himself did.
 
   “Right,” his mom said briskly, leaving Trev and going to get Linda and Jim in hand, even though both already looked more than ready to leave. “So how do we do it?”
 
   “The southwest corner of camp,” Lucas replied immediately. “It's about as far from the military camp and the entrance as possible, and most of the prisoners will also be heading west away from the entrance or south to escape the fallout, so we'll be part of the masses. Safety in numbers. As long as we move quickly we might be able to escape in the confusion before the soldiers try to get the camp under control. Assuming they don't all just drive away and leave their prisoners to get cooked by radiation.”
 
   Jim made a frightened noise, and Clair held her son closer and shot her brother an irritated look. But she didn't waste time rebuking him, just nodded for him to lead the way. Lucas made a final check to be sure everyone was ready, then left the tent at a trot.
 
   Trev caught up to run beside him in case they encountered any trouble, while his dad ran at the back of the group to watch out for any trouble from behind. That made Trev realize something he should've thought of sooner, and he gave his uncle a worried look. “What about Aunt Eva and Mary?”
 
   Lucas grit his teeth. “They're going to give us three hours. If we don't reach them by then I told them to find a group and get out of here, or if the Gold Bloc starts evacuating the military camp sooner than that to go with them. I've got friends I can trust to look out for them if worse comes to worst.”
 
   “How long ago did you leave them?”
 
   “Twenty minutes, maybe a bit more.” His uncle sped up a bit. “I'm not sure how we're going to meet up with them, but for the moment we need to worry about our own escape.”
 
   Trev could tell it was tearing Lucas apart to have to choose between family and family in a situation like this. “We'll get to them in time,” he promised. “Even if I have to carry someone on my back part of the way to keep up the pace.”
 
   His uncle nodded but didn't respond, saving his breath for the run.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Time was of the essence, but at the same time Lucas didn't want to lead them into a dangerous situation. So when the family was forced to stop to catch their breath for a moment he ran ahead to scout the southwest edge of camp, leaving Trev and the others to follow at their best speed.
 
   After living a relatively peaceful and prosperous life in Greenbush Trev's family didn't have the traveling experience or physical conditioning Trev had developed, and their inactive lifestyle in the prison camp hadn't helped much. What seemed like an easy run to Trev was clearly pushing them to their limits, especially his parents.
 
   Trev looked impatiently along the tents around him, which seemed more deserted than they should. The air raid sirens had finally stopped blaring, replaced by screams, shouts, and the speakers repeating orders in Russian. He had a bad feeling that most of the prisoners had had the same idea about escaping in the confusion, and since he saw so few people around him that meant they'd responded quicker than his family.
 
   Which wasn't a problem, as long as they could catch up to the larger press of prisoners ahead of them and weren't weren't forced to follow in a smaller group, losing them the safety in numbers his uncle had talked about.
 
   He was torn between letting his family have the rest they clearly needed and pushing them to get going again, but before he thought to suggest they get up his mom pushed to her feet with a groan and started forward at a brisk walk. “It's the best I can do,” she said apologetically, “but it's better than collapsing after a mile or so of constant jogging. I'll let you know when I can run again.”
 
   Trev nodded and led the way forward, senses hyper alert in the face of everything that was happening and the extreme danger they were in. Yet even so, any time there was an opening where he could see the slowly dispersing mushroom cloud behind them he couldn't help but tear his eyes from the path ahead and the possible dangers surrounding them to take a look.
 
   At least until the speakers began blaring a sharp, terse order in Russian and he heard gunfire suddenly break out, not just ahead but off to the sides and even behind him. Soon after the gunfire was joined by screams. Trev slowed to a stop and turned to exchange worried looks with his family.
 
   His dad had gone deathly pale at the obvious implications. “They're shooting at the prisoners!”
 
   “Would they really try to keep us locked in here even now?” his mom asked, grabbing her husband's arm. “There's a nuke spreading fallout into the sky just north of us. We all have to get away from it!”
 
   “Maybe they don't want us to get away,” Trev said through gritted teeth.
 
   His dad nodded grimly. “This is the nuclear cataclysm the world has been dreading since Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and even more so after the Middle East Crisis. These soldiers probably just learned that all their loved ones back home will soon be dead, if they aren't already. Small wonder they want to punish whoever they can for it, whether their victims are guilty of anything or not.”
 
   Trev peered ahead, mind racing for what to do. They were almost to a spot where he could see the 100 yard cleared section between the fences and the nearest tents up ahead, and he decided taking a look was a good first move. He motioned to his family and moved forward cautiously until he could see between the tents, then paused for a careful look.
 
   Just like Lucas had predicted it was packed with people pressing up against the chain links and each other, struggling to escape. He also saw the towers farther along the southern section of fence opening fire where the press was thickest. At a few points the panicking refugees had even managed to push over the first fence and were shoving each other over the razor wire to get to the next fence and push it as well.
 
   Unfortunately the press wasn't thick enough to knock the second fence down yet, and those people were the ones the machine gun emplacements on top of the aluminum guard towers were shooting at.
 
   In the panic some people were trying to push back against the press, while others beat desperately at the fence as if hoping it would suddenly vanish. However a few people with nowhere else to go were running down the open space between the fences. Since the guard towers had been constructed in this space the desperate move had them running directly towards the guns shooting at them.
 
   If they could've made it to those spindly aluminum frames it wouldn't have taken too many people to tip them over, far less than the fences themselves. Unfortunately under the hail of .50 caliber bullets none even got close.
 
   The result wasn't pretty.
 
   Trev looked away, feeling sick, and then froze as he caught sight of a lone guard in full riot gear less than ten feet away, standing slightly behind the cover of a tent staring at the mob of prisoners ahead.
 
   The soldier held an AK-47 in shaking hands, raised almost to the firing position as if he was debating whether to start shooting. Was it mercy that made him hesitate, or the fear of revealing his hiding spot and becoming a target for the mob of tens of thousands of desperate prisoners that started only a few dozen feet away?
 
    Time seemed to slow as Trev looked between the shaking gun and the group of panicking people crowding the fence, willing the man to make the right choice. Then the young Russian turned to look northward at the mushroom cloud, and behind his plexiglass faceplate his features tightened into an ugly mask of grief and rage.
 
   The gun steadied and lifted fully into firing position. A moment later the soldier began shooting at the backs of the prisoners in front of him.
 
   There was no way to know where Lucas was, which meant any one of those bullets could hit his uncle. Beyond that Trev couldn't just stand by and let such an atrocity take place. So even though his instincts screamed for him to run and hide he instead found himself sprinting straight for the soldier. As he closed the gap he lowered his shoulder in preparation to tackle the man to the ground, bracing himself for the impact.
 
   The soldier's back was to him and the roar of gunfire obliterated any noise Trev made, so he probably didn't even realize he was in danger until Trev slammed into the small of his back and sent them both crashing to the ground.
 
   The AK-47 went flying out of the man's hands, and as the soldier lay stunned Trev lunged after the weapon, closing one hand around the grip and the other on the barrel as he crashed sideways to the ground. He rolled onto his back with the rifle pointed back at the soldier groggily pushing to his hands and knees. When the man snarled at him and leapt to close the distance between them Trev pressed the trigger, firing wildly at the man's arms and shoulders.
 
   The soldier dropped again, this time for good, and Trev immediately pushed to his feet and bolted for cover.
 
   Not a moment to soon. The gunfire had drawn the attention of the nearest guard tower, and the men up there must have seen Trev take out one of their fellow soldiers. As he threw himself behind the nearest tent and fell flat to the ground the whine of bullets filled the air around him and the tent in front and behind him were both shredded by a line of holes that cut them nearly in two.
 
   Trev army crawled his way in the opposite direction of the line of bullets just as it started back his way, only now low enough to hit the ground between the tents where he was. He reached the lane between the tents that would put him in full view of the tower and bolted across, expecting to feel the large caliber bullets ripping through him with every step.
 
   He kept up his sprint once he was between the tents, hearing the cloth shred behind him, and then dropped flat on pure instinct. Just in time to see the line of bullets pass directly above him again.
 
   The destroyed tent nearer the killing field was starting to sag, and this time instead of reversing direction Trev threw himself through the opening the bullets had cut in the canvas, scrambling forward through the empty tent towards the opposite side before dropping flat. His idea was to get far enough forward that the bullets coming at an angle from the tower above would pass over him when the second, lower sweep came back his way.
 
   It might have worked, but either way he didn't get a chance to find out. The whine of bullets abruptly stopped, replaced by a deafening metallic screech followed by an even louder crash and exultant cheers from the crowd outside.
 
   For a moment Trev just sprawled where he'd landed, lungs burning with each panting breath and his limbs shaking so hard it was physically painful. The legs of his coveralls felt wet, and it took him a long moment to realize with embarrassment that at some point his bladder must have let go without him realizing it.
 
   It was hard to care too much about that considering how he'd just spent the last thirty seconds literally outrunning death. If that wasn't enough of an excuse he didn't know what was.
 
   Once he'd got control of himself, at least enough to push what he'd just gone through to the back of his mind, Trev got his feet under him and stumbled towards the front of the tent. He was still carrying the AK-47 that he'd miraculously managed to keep hold of through it all.
 
   When he peeked out of the tent his suspicions were confirmed, that the guard tower that had been shooting at him had been overrun by prisoners while the machine gun's focus was on him. The furious mob had pushed it over in the direction of the outer fence, which had crumpled beneath it and created an opening for the prisoners to escape the camp.
 
   They'd immediately used that opening to swarm over the stunned guards in the fallen tower, and although Trev couldn't see anything but a pileup of thrashing people around the aluminum structure it wouldn't surprise him if the mob came close to ripping the machine gunner and his spotter to pieces.
 
   A sharp “hsst!” abruptly drew his attention, and Trev looked back the direction he'd come to see his family peeking out of the destroyed tent on the far side of the lane. His uncle was with them, and Trev felt an enormous surge of relief as he waved. Lucas waved back, then urgently motioned for Trev to come over.
 
   It took a surprising force of will to step out into the open after what he'd just been through, and Trev crossed the distance stumbling on shaking legs. His mom and dad caught him as he entered the tent, slowing his fall when he slumped to the ground.
 
   Lucas was leaning over the soldier Trev had killed, working to take off the man's riot gear. They must have dragged the body inside while Trev was running for his life. It looked as if his dad had claimed the soldier's stun baton, while his mom was clutching a heavy duty can of pepper spray. Lucas had two flashbangs clipped to his belt.
 
   Trev pushed up to a sitting position on rubbery arms, ignoring the disgusted noise Linda made when she realized why his coveralls were wet. “Why are you taking his riot gear?” he demanded. “Anyone who wears that is going to get torn apart by the mob out there!”
 
   His uncle gave him a patient look. “We won't wear it, we'll carry it with us.”
 
   “Why?” Trev asked. He was a bit high strung and realized he was shouting, but he couldn't seem to calm himself down.
 
   Lucas shifted his patient look to Trev's coveralls. “Because our goal is the military camp and my family, and one of us is wearing prison garb that will get him shot on sight.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Catching A Ride
 
    
 
   Getting through the fence among the mob of escaping prisoners was a dangerous experience in its own right. No one was specifically trying to cause harm, but in the panic there was the very real chance that anyone who tripped and fell in the press would be trampled before they could get up.
 
   Lucas led in the front, using his height to navigate through the crowd and provide an opening for the rest of them, while Trev and his dad did their best to hold the mass of bodies back from the group to the sides and behind. The rest of the family clustered in the middle, doing their best to hold each other up and keep moving forward.
 
   For a hectic few minutes all Trev saw was shoving bodies and pale, frightened faces. He stumbled, tripped, and flailed his way forward, sometimes pressed up against his family so tight he could barely breathe and shoving the crowd back as hard as he could, like he was pushing against the weight of an avalanche. At one point Jim went down, and it took all his strength to haul his brother back to his feet without falling himself and keep them all going forward.
 
   Out of pure expedience he'd stowed the AK-47 he'd taken from the guard beneath his coveralls so it wouldn't make him a target. He was carrying the vest from the soldier's riot gear in his hands and using it as a shield and to shove back, and the press constantly threatened to rip it from his grip. He could only hope his family members with the other pieces were keeping hold of theirs.
 
   But finally after what seemed like an eternity they managed to climb over the second knocked down fence, stepping carefully over the trampled razor wire. From that point the mob began to thin as everyone scattered in all directions.
 
   Lucas led the family northwest away from the camp, keeping with the edge of the crowd until they'd reached a stand of trees well out of range of the guards in the remaining towers along the fences. From there he turned them directly north.
 
   It was harrowing to head in the direction of the dissipating mushroom cloud, but there wasn't much help for it. They'd come out on the other side of the internment camp from where they needed to be and had to circle around. If they went around to the southeast they'd be fighting to get through hundreds of thousands of panicked people with the risk they'd be attacked at any moment, not just by prisoners but by any Gold Bloc soldiers sent to stop the escape.
 
   It was his uncle's hope that everyone would be going south or west, so if he led the family north around the camp they'd make it safely. With him in the lead they ran towards the cloud, watching it fearfully and imagining it was getting closer with every second. Which might not be purely imagination. Trev could feel his skin crawl at the thought of the irradiated dust and debris that cloud represented, which could be showering their bodies at any moment.
 
   It took a while to get where they were going, since they had to circle well around the camp to stay out of sight of the fence, a precaution they all agreed on even though most of the guard towers were either abandoned or had been knocked down by this point. They also had to stop for a brief time while Trev put on the riot gear to hide his coveralls.
 
   Lucas constantly checked his watch, face growing tighter with worry every time. The family was moving at the best speed they could manage, but to circle around a camp nearly two miles to a side long took time and Eva and Mary had only agreed to wait for three hours. Trev could do the easy math to realize that even as hard as they were pushing themselves it was uncertain they'd make it.
 
   Things got a bit easier when they reached I-75 and could follow it south to the military camp. There was less need to hide, and they even joined a few people already fleeing south along it. Some were Gold Bloc soldiers, others were civilians, but no one paid anyone else any attention in their haste to get away from the fallout coming for them.
 
   Before too long they reached the edge of the camp, where blending in became even easier among the flurry of people preparing to evacuate. Those who hadn't just dropped everything and ran, that is.
 
   In spite of the panic everyone in the military camp was solemn and silent as they went about their tasks. Trev was confused about that at first, until the camp's speakers blared out a brief but grim message, then repeated it about a minute later. According to Lucas's halting interpretation it was a report that all of the missiles that had been launched had now hit their targets, to devastating effect. Destruction was listed not by city but by country that had been totally annihilated, and a period of respectful silence was requested for the unimaginable loss of life.
 
   Trev observed that silence along with the rest of his family, as he hoped anyone with a conscience would no matter which side of the conflict they were on. Although when Lucas led them to the small house where his family had been staying, and he found his wife and daughter waiting for him in the front door, the silence was broken by a restrained but joyful greeting.
 
   The reunion could only be short by necessity, but emotions were still strong as everyone exchanged hugs and expressed their relief at each other's health and safety.
 
   After hugging his aunt Trev turned in time for Mary to throw her arms around him. He returned his cousin's hug fiercely. “Thanks for spotting me when I got here,” he said. “Uncle Lucas wouldn't have found any of us if it wasn't for you.”
 
   “We got lucky,” she agreed, hugging him for a moment more. Then she turned to accept a hug from Linda.
 
   After a while Trev hopped off the porch. “All right, let's go.”
 
   They turned to look at him, and Lucas frowned. “Hold on. We should probably think about how we're going to go about this.”
 
   “Think about what?” Trev demanded. “We've already lost a lot of time and that fallout has to be getting closer by the minute. For all we know it could already be raining on us.”
 
   “I'm not arguing that we need to go,” his uncle said reasonably. “We definitely can't stay here. I'm just saying we need to think this through. Have you considered how we're going to get eight people across a huge chunk of the continent with no supplies? You had enough trouble with a bike and plenty of food.”
 
   Trev hesitated. “No,” he admitted. “But there's got to be a way. Maybe we can find an abandoned superstore or sporting goods store that has bicycles. Or we can check houses as we go. Most garages have one or two old bikes sitting in there that just need their tires pumped up. The important thing is that we go now and worry about it when we've escaped the radiation.”
 
   “Here's a thought,” Mary said. “What if we drove?” Everyone turned to look at her in disbelief, and she gave them a tight smile. “What, just because we're all living in the dark ages doesn't mean that modern marvels weren't commonplace half a year ago. Think about it, guys! The Gold Bloc brought fuel and vehicles with them!”
 
   “Yes, which are all heavily guarded in the motor pool,” her father argued. “If they're shooting people on sight in the refugee camp what do you think they're doing to anyone who comes within 100 yards of that place?”
 
   The blond young woman glanced northward, then her eyes hurriedly darted away. “I don't know about you but I'd like to outrun whatever's coming our way, especially when we've lost so much time.” She gave her father a beseeching look. “I know it's dangerous, but don't you think they'd let a supply coordinator into the motor pool?”
 
   There was a long silence as everyone looked at Lucas. “I'm not sure that would be enough to fake my way in with things the way they are,” he hedged, clearly not liking the idea at all. “We're all together now. Is it worth risking some or all of our lives for this?”
 
   “Maybe we can at least check things out, see if it's possible,” Trev suggested.
 
   * * * * *
 
   In the end the prospect of trying to outrun fallout, hundreds of thousands of freed prisoners, and the Gold Bloc forces fleeing south from the ruin of their invasion camp made even insane risks seem justifiable.
 
   There was also the fact that everyone liked the idea of being able to reach Aspen Hill after a couple days of driving instead of months of walking or weeks with bicycles.
 
   Most of the vehicles in the motor pool had been parked on the street leading through the occupied town, where they were being loaded by frantic soldiers in preparation for evacuation. Oddly enough that actually made them more difficult to steal, surrounded by hundreds of soldiers constantly coming and going.
 
   On the other hand the few remaining vehicles in the motor pool, reserved for personal use by officers or still awaiting requisition, were in this situation actually the easier target. The fenced in concrete garage was at the southern edge of town, guarded by only four soldiers. That was more than enough guards to kill all of them if the plan didn't work, so Trev fervently hoped they'd accounted for the huge number of things that could go wrong.
 
   The plan began when Lucas entered the motor pool under the pretext of doing an inventory, to make sure none of the remaining vehicles had been stolen by panicking soldiers fleeing the fallout zone. Even though he was a fairly minor coordinator and not part of the formal military hierarchy he made a convincing argument, as well as providing his credentials and submitting to being patted down.
 
   Trev covered him closely with his captured AK-47 the entire time, ready to open fire if it looked as if his uncle's bluff had failed. But it didn't: apparently the soldiers decided that an unarmed man with his papers in order inside a guarded structure couldn't do much harm, and in the chaos they had no easy way of verifying his claims.
 
   Part of their lack of vigilance came from the fact that the motor pool was designed to make stealing vehicles difficult to the point of impossibility. The only way to drive out was through the heavily guarded checkpoint, and the soldiers there would immediately hear the sound of an engine starting or a vehicle approaching in plenty of time to lower the sturdy steel pole that served as a gate and raise the six inch tire spikes that would turn any vehicle in there into a paperweight rolling on four flats.
 
   Assuming they didn't just riddle the vehicle and its driver with hundreds of bullet holes before it got within twenty feet.
 
   The plan was for the rest of the family to wait at the edge of town, ready to hop into the vehicle his uncle found once he managed to escape with it. The motor pool was surrounded by waist high concrete barriers and ten foot tall chain link fences topped with coils of razor wire, but while getting through that would be a daunting task it was easy enough to see inside. That would make Lucas's job harder if he caught the eye of any soldiers passing by outside, but it would also make it easier for him to signal when he was ready.
 
   While he was doing that Trev's dad and Mary would take advantage of the chaos in the camp to create a distraction big enough to draw away the guards at the entrance to the motor pool, or at least divert their attention. The easiest and quickest distraction was lighting several of the nearby tents on fire. It was every bit as risky as stealing the truck, but if caught they had a decent chance of disappearing among the tents in the confusion.
 
   Trev's job was to wait in hiding near the front of the motor pool, in a spot where he could also cover his dad and cousin while they created their distraction and got away. From there he'd watch to make sure the guards went after the distraction and didn't come back while his uncle was driving the truck out. If the soldiers didn't all leave or came back early he'd have to take them out, if he could, or at least prevent them from reaching the panic button that would deploy the steel bar and tire spikes.
 
   The entire plan was dangerous to the point of suicidal, but they had the advantage of most of the soldiers in camp being focused on the evacuation or dealing with the prisoners escaping the internment camp. Not to mention the fact that the nuclear apocalypse was at the top of everyone's minds and literally in front of their faces every time they looked north, keeping them in a semi distracted state as they went about their duties.
 
   One of the guards in front of the motor pool hadn't taken his eyes off the dissipating mushroom cloud in the last five minutes.
 
   Once inside the garage Lucas casually strolled among the vehicles, scratching notes on his clipboard, until he was out of sight of the guards. Then he rushed to a medium sized truck that was ideally located for Trev to cover him and checked to make sure the key was in the ignition as protocol dictated. A moment later he gave Trev a thumbs up through the windshield, then hastily made his way over to fuel storage and began hauling five gallon cans of diesel over to the truck.
 
   This was the most dangerous part of his task, since nothing he needed to do in the motor pool justified him taking fuel over to one of the trucks. If the soldiers saw it they'd immediately intervene, probably by shooting him with no questions asked.
 
   There was no help for it, though. Conveniently enough even though the internment camp was a bit under 200 miles north of Greenbush, it actually didn't change the distance they had to go to reach Aspen Hill by much. That was because from here they could follow the Upper Peninsula west into Wisconsin and make their way to Utah that way, instead of backtracking south through Michigan.
 
   That also had the benefit of keeping them away from most of the chaos of people fleeing the fallout, since almost everyone was stampeding south towards Mackinac Bridge. Even the Gold Bloc forces planned to evacuate into Michigan, so the bridge would probably be a massive bottleneck and likely heavily guarded as well.
 
   But 1,800 miles was still 1,800 miles, and any truck they got from the motor pool was bound to be a diesel guzzler. The most pessimistic fuel consumption would be ten miles to the gallon, possibly even less, which meant they needed at least 180 gallons to get there, and preferably 200 just to be safe. The truck his uncle had selected looked as if it had double 40-gallon gas tanks, which should've been kept topped off at all times according to protocol. That meant they needed at least another twenty gas cans to make the trip.
 
   That was a lot of extra weight in fuel, another 800 pounds at the minimum, and his uncle would have to carry it all over ten or more trips without being seen. It would also take up a lot of space in the back of the truck, but that was okay since it wasn't like they had a lot of stuff to take anyway.
 
   Trev watched anxiously as Lucas worked, frequently checking the guards to make sure they weren't getting suspicious wondering where his uncle had gone. Luckily they still seemed distracted by everything that was going on.
 
   On the ninth trip Lucas looked through the chain link at Trev and nodded. Trev nodded back, then turned to where his dad and Mary were loitering by one of the tents, out of sight of the main bulk of the soldiers rushing about. Both were looking his way, and Trev cautiously waved in a way that wouldn't draw attention from anyone else.
 
   Mary waved back, and then the two separated to light their respective fires. Trev just hoped they were quick and stealthy getting out once they'd done it.
 
   Lucas managed to finish the tenth trip by the time smoke from the tents near the motor pool became visible, quickly followed by flickering flames, and from the looks of it he'd decided to risk trip eleven.
 
   The fires had been set at a location where the motor pool guards would be the closest soldiers to them, which would hopefully inspire them to be the ones to respond to the emergency rather than some random passersby. The motor pool guards quickly spotted the smoke and shouted in alarm, then after some heated debate two went running off to check it out, one leaving his gun behind in his haste. The attention of the remaining two was totally focused on the fires even though they stayed at their posts.
 
   At least until Lucas finished his eleventh trip, got behind the wheel of the truck, and started it up.
 
   His uncle wasted no time maneuvering the truck towards the entrance to the motor pool, and both soldiers wheeled at the noise. One shouted and lifted his AK-47 to point at the approaching vehicle while the other ran towards the security booth and the panic button that would lower the bar and raise the spikes.
 
   Much as Trev hated to think of his uncle being shot at, if the entrance got closed their plan would be finished. So he shot the soldier going for the booth first, in the head since the man wasn't wearing a helmet. His first shot missed, but it spooked the soldier and he skidded to a halt to see who was shooting at him. That gave Trev a stationary target and his second shot connected solidly. The soldier went down, still over six feet from the booth.
 
   There was a burst of automatic weapon fire from the remaining guard shooting at the approaching truck, but his uncle managed to swerve behind another truck to avoid it. Trev hurriedly shifted his aim to that guard and fired two rounds at his belt line, below the body armor. The man dropped, weapon flying out of his hands.
 
   Lucas had to do a bit of maneuvering to get back on course for the entrance after evading the gunfire, so after Trev made sure the other two guards were still occupied with the tent fires he took the opportunity to sling his captured rifle over his shoulder and dash across the street to the entrance.
 
   There he quickly collected the weapons from the two downed guards, as well as the AK-47 left behind by one of the two guards dealing with the fire. He also patted the soldiers down for spare magazines.
 
   The first man he searched was the second guard, who was still conscious and cursing at him bitterly in Russian. Trev ignored him, discovering magazines and other goodies in the pockets of the man's flak jacket. He decided to take the entire jacket, and stripped the similarly outfitted one off the dead guard as well.
 
   That was all the time he had before the stolen truck rumbled through the entrance and screeched to a halt in front of him. Trev dashed over and yanked open the passenger door, shoving the captured weapons and body armor across the seat and climbing in after them. He was barely inside before the truck lurched into motion again, and had to reach for the door handle twice before he managed to catch hold of it and yank it shut.
 
   His uncle gave him a somewhat shellshocked grin as he manhandled the stick shift to accelerate them as quickly as possible towards the edge of town. Sweat was streaming down his face from the exertion of hauling the diesel. “You've become a pretty good shot,” he said. “Good work.”
 
   “Thanks, you did a good job too.” Trev stowed the newly captured gear behind the seat to make room, holding onto his own weapon. “I can't believe how well you kept your calm bluffing your way past those guards.”
 
   “Wouldn't be the first time I've had to do that recently.” His uncle shifted to a higher gear and the truck lurched forward a bit faster. “Let's get out of here before we start glowing.”
 
   Trev nodded and peered ahead anxiously to where the rest of their family were supposed to meet them. The plan was for his dad and Mary to circle around to the rendezvous point after setting the fires, and Trev's biggest worry was that they'd run into some trouble. There were any number of things that could've gone wrong, and since his and his uncle's side of things had gone off without a hitch it was hard not to feel like bad luck would hit them somewhere.
 
   To his immense relief they were with his mom, aunt, and siblings at the place they were supposed to meet. Trev glanced at the passenger side mirror to see if anyone was pursuing them, but the road behind seemed empty.
 
   As Lucas screeched to a halt beside them Trev leapt out and helped his mom and aunt get into the cab, then ushered everyone else to the back and helped them up to sit among the loose diesel cans. They'd have to rearrange them when they got the chance, but that could wait until they were far, far away from the camp full of people who wanted to kill them. Not to mention the aftermath of a nuclear blast that very likely would if they dilly dallied.
 
   Once everyone was in he pounded the back of the cab to let his uncle know and they lurched back into motion.
 
   Five minutes later they'd left the camp and the interstate behind them and were rumbling down a smaller road heading west towards Wisconsin.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
   Shellshocked
 
    
 
   Global thermonuclear war.
 
   Lewis was a couple decades late to experience the leaden weight of fear that had gripped the world during the Cold War at the prospect. That was something his parents and grandparents had lived with. All those nukes held by just about every major country in the world hadn't disappeared when the Cold War ended, of course, but somehow the panic and paranoia over them had faded with his generation.
 
   He'd never done the hiding under the desk drills in school like he'd seen in old movies. Nobody he knew was building fallout shelters so they could flee underground at the first sight of mushroom clouds on the horizon (although technically with its three feet of dirt and being airtight aside from the vents and stovepipe, which he could install filters for, the shelter was fairly safe where fallout was concerned). Before the Middle East Crisis people hadn't ever talked about nuclear war like it was an inevitability, or even a possibility for that matter.
 
   Sure, Lewis had learned what he needed to do to prepare in the case of nuclear war, same as any other potential threat he might have to face, and he'd been shaken along with the rest of the world by the nuclear exchange in the Middle East a year and a half ago. But even then he'd viewed that as a more localized event, where global nuclear war was still unlikely.
 
   When he'd run down the threats he might need to prepare for it had ranked near the bottom in likelihood, although certainly near the top in terms of devastation. He'd considered it a lesser possibility than something like economic collapse, and even EMP, most easily achieved by detonating a specialized nuke in the upper atmosphere to knock out electronics and the electrical grid in a large area below, had seemed more likely.
 
   And yet it had happened. It had actually happened. The event that had kept his grandparents up at night and that even his parents had talked about as the catastrophe mostly likely to end the world and destroy humanity.
 
   In a way Lewis had viewed the threats the government remnants had made in response to Gold Bloc aggressions as grandstanding, just like everyone else had. Even knowing how dire an invasion on US soil would be, he hadn't really thought the people with their finger on the button would actually make good on those threats.
 
   But they had, and now the world would never be the same.
 
   At the moment he was sitting up in the observation post above the shelter, where he'd been ever since he'd heard about the end of the world on the radio. The raiders were long gone and no Gold Bloc troops were anywhere close to Utah, so he had nothing physical to guard against. But given the day's events it felt like anything could and probably would go wrong, so he was keeping watch all the same.
 
   Next to him rested one of his Geiger counters, although he hadn't heard of any nukes landing close enough to make fallout a danger to Aspen Hill. Hill Air Force Base in northern Utah had probably been hit, but years ago he'd carefully checked projected fallout maps to make sure Aspen Hill was safe. And the town was far enough from large population centers, and well situated enough in relation to them, that even if one of them was hit the fallout wouldn't blow directly their way.
 
   In fact he'd heard that the Gold Bloc retaliation had actually been fairly restrained, at most twenty nukes at major military targets or remaining population centers, mostly along the coasts. He doubted that restraint had come from mercy, and most of those he and Chauncey had talked to on the radio agreed.
 
   The general consensus was that with their own homes now glow-in-the-dark wastelands, the Gold Bloc survivors had set their sights on the American continent as a spot to colonize, and they wanted it as intact as possible.
 
   Lewis looked down at his feet, where Jane was curled up on the floor of the observation post with a blanket wrapped around her, even over her head to block out the late afternoon sun. She'd sat with him on his silent vigil ever since the news came over the radio, before finally falling asleep with her head in his lap an hour or so ago. When he transferred her to a more comfortable sleeping position and fetched a blanket she'd made no protest, and in spite of the situation exhaustion had drawn her into a deep sleep.
 
   News of the nuclear war had drawn out the more taciturn side of her, and she'd barely spoken a dozen words in the last several hours. But he knew her well enough to recognize worry as deep as his own in her neutral expression.
 
   All he could see was a shapeless bundle, yet even so Lewis was struck with a fierce surge of emotions: love, affection, concern, and more than a little fear. He was still getting used to the idea that they were married, that their friendship had grown into everything he could've hoped for, and now this had happened. They'd already gone through so much, and now they faced having to deal with things going from bad to worse to worst.
 
   He wanted to shield her from it. It wasn't a matter of what he thought she could handle, since she'd already proven up to the challenges life had presented them and in a tough situation he'd trust her at his side above anyone he knew. It was a matter of what he could handle seeing her forced to handle. He couldn't bear the thought of her suffering, of possibly losing her. And he didn't want her to have to face losing him.
 
   Could the US fight off a better trained and supplied enemy that had literally no option but to conquer the nation? Could a broken populace with no sense of unity, barely managing to survive in most cases, band together to mount the sort of resistance required to repel the invasion?
 
   Earlier in the spring, shortly after returning to Aspen Hill from the mountains, he'd had a conversation with Chauncey and Trev about the logistical nightmare of crossing an ocean and trying to occupy one of the best armed countries in the world that boasted a population of over three hundred million people.
 
   Only the enemy was already across the ocean with a foothold in Canada, and the US population might be half that or less now. As for being well armed, did the people still have the fierce independence and fighting spirit to risk their lives to protect their homes and freedom?
 
   Aspen Hill did. The last few weeks had proven that without a shadow of a doubt.
 
   A noise from behind made Lewis jerk his head up and around, and with a start he realized that Matt had climbed the hill from the shelter and was now less than ten feet away. He must've been more tired and preoccupied than he thought if his friend had managed to get so close without him noticing.
 
   Matt started to open his mouth to call a greeting, but Lewis gave him a sharp look and nodded towards the sleeping bundle in the observation post. His friend came the rest of the way in silence, looking down at Jane's blanket-covered head with a slight smile on his face.
 
   In spite of his smile the taller man looked exhausted and grief-stricken. An appropriate enough response considering the upwards of billions of people who'd died in the last few hours. Matt rested a hand on Lewis's shoulder, then leaned in close to whisper.
 
   “You two have sat through a full shift. Counting your shift last night that makes two today with no sleep in between. Get Jane inside and get some rest.”
 
   Lewis nodded wearily. “I suppose there's not really anything to watch out for, is there? We're far away from the horror that's tearing the world apart.”
 
   “We are, thank God,” Matt agreed. “But even so I'll take over for you here. I could do with some time to sort things through myself.”
 
   After returning the gesture of a hand on his friend's shoulder Lewis crouched to pick up his wife. There were things vital to their survival to get done tomorrow, which were much more important than his desire to sit and brood.
 
   Jane stirred slightly and mumbled as he gathered her up in his arms, at least until he whispered that he was taking her inside. Then she quieted down, shaking her head free of the blankets so she could rest it sleepily against his shoulder with her red hair framing her face.
 
   Lewis was fairly tall, a bit over six feet, but his wife was only a few inches shorter than him. Even so, thanks to her naturally skinny build he didn't have too much trouble carrying her down the hill and carefully maneuvering her through the double doors into the shipping container shed that was their new home, leaving them open behind him.
 
   They hadn't had time to run an extension cord for lights yet, so the interior was lit only by the sunlight streaming through those open doors. It also bothered Lewis that anyone could potentially come and shut the doors tight if they wanted, effectively locking them in a room with thick metal walls, although thankfully with small air holes up near the ceiling so they wouldn't suffocate. The knowledge of that vulnerability made him grateful that the shelter was full of friends to watch out for them while they slept.
 
   Although just to be safe he'd padlocked the doors so they couldn't be fully closed. Unless someone used a pair of bolt cutters or a heavy tool to take them off, which would definitely wake him and Jane up.
 
   He picked his way through the dimness to their double cots at the back and gently set Jane down. In spite of her weariness his wife stayed awake long enough for Lewis to kick off his boots and slip under the blankets with her, curling up against him to go back to sleep.
 
   But as exhausted as he felt Lewis still couldn't manage to drift off himself, troubled mind imagining the horrific suffering happening all over the world. Instead he spent a long time holding his wife and staring at the dimly lit ceiling overhead, dreading the future.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “I'm glad you managed to convince Lewis and Jane to get some sleep. They were starting to look like zombies after being awake so long.”
 
   Matt turned from his inspection of the surrounding area to see that Sam had followed him up to the observation post. He didn't want to admit it, but he'd been checking for signs of a mushroom cloud on the horizon.
 
   He smiled and held out an arm, and she came to huddle beside him staring out to the east. He was content to just be with his wife, her presence easing his fears for her safety in spite of everything that was happening.
 
   She seemed to need to talk, though, which was also fine. “I can't believe the government finally made good on their promise to launch nukes. How many millions or even billions of people just died?”
 
   Matt could only shake his head. They both knew the information that had reached them over the radio. “At least it wasn't a total nuclear war. From what we know the nukes only flew between the US and the countries that make up the Gold Bloc. The rest of the world is probably untouched.”
 
   “At least until nuclear winter sets in.” Sam shivered as if imagining it and huddled closer to him. “There were enough nukes for that, right?”
 
   “I think so. After the hard winter and spring there weren't as many good targets in the US so our enemies might not have wasted too many nukes on us. Lewis and Chauncey think they may even have used the fewest nukes possible, hoping to leave as much land livable as they could so they could settle here now that their countries are obliterated. But if all the reports are true and we really did fire everything we had at the Gold Bloc than that's more than enough all on its own.”
 
   “I wish we hadn't,” his wife mumbled. “So many people dead. I almost would've preferred to be invaded by the Gold Bloc, for our country to be taken over by invaders.” She looked up at him anxiously. “Is that wrong?”
 
   Matt leaned down to rest his face against hers. “I think most of us feel that way. Not about the just letting the Gold Bloc invade without fighting back, of course, but about any alternative being better than this. There's a reason nuclear war hasn't happened up until now on a global scale, and even the horrific Middle East Crisis was the only one of its kind since Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I think you can safely say what happened today was the biggest tragedy in human history, and just about everyone on both sides is going to be dead by the end of it.”
 
   Sam fell quiet, looking out at the horizon with the lowering sun at their backs. “Not us, though,” she said with sudden fierceness. “We'll survive this.”
 
   He nodded and held his wife closer, feeling his own surge of determination. “You're right, we will.”
 
    
 
   End of Book Three
 
   The story continues in Reclamation,
 
   Book Four of the Best Laid Plans series.
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