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They say there’s nothing more dangerous than a man
with nothing left to lose.
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For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:

my true loves.

You’ve helped me to survive.
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|  NOTE ON AI

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.


I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.  I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.


Everything you’ve read by me in this saga, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.


To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.


Long live humanity.

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human


|  PREFACE

Recap from Volume I:

In June 2026, alien beings floated silently down toward earth, holding a geostationary orbit there for three months.

Three months later, on September 3rd 2026, they activated, hunting down all mankind.

To humanity’s horror, they discover that the alien beings, which they have dubbed ‘gorgons’, are able to employ a mysterious psychological, telepathic or telekinetic ability to freeze them where they stand, paralyzing them, at which point they can then consume them at their leisure.


Thus, the number one rule was born as it concerns gorgons: you just…don’t…look.


The ensuing annihilation of the human race took less than four months.  By 2027, eighty percent of mankind had been wiped out, along with nearly all other organic biological lifeforms on land, sea, or air.  Over the next few years, calamity, disease and natural disaster took another five percent of mankind.

Earth became overrun with weeds and foliage.  Nuclear power reactors melted down and powerful radioactive isotopes spread, killing off more of mankind.  Rampant disease ensued. But on the very brink of extinction, mankind was eking out an existence in the shadows, learning about their invaders, and preparing for the largest counterattack mankind had ever seen.

Our story then fast-forwards to December 2042. Sergeant Cameron “Jet” Shipley and his brother, Private Wyatt Rutledge, aka “Rut” Shipley, are part of a military Blockade in Clarksville Tennessee, fortified with gun towers and providing solace, shelter, hydroponics, education and training for military reconnaissance missions to find survivors, food, and ammunition.


They are issued a new mission: head up to Austin Peay University and investigate thermal signals, possibly survivors.  On their way, they encounter a mass of gorgons at the Cumberland River, but newcomer, Staff Sergeant Joseph Bassett, employs a manual trigger and detonates something akin to an EMP: what the military is calling a “DTF”, or Dissonant Tidal Flood.  This new technology operates similar to an EMP, but on audio frequencies lethal to the gorgons’ sensitive hearing, sending them fleeing, or killing them outright in close proximity.  The news of this unannounced technology catches both Shipley brothers by complete surprise.


On this same mission, while taking shelter at Austin Peay University’s Harvill Hall, they are given a new assignment: they must lojack a gorgon, installing a tracker to monitor its movements.  During this tragic assignment, Private Shipley is violently killed by a berserker gorgon: a variant of the gorgon species that is far more aggressive, and far more lethal.  Lieutenant Allison Trudy and Joseph Bassett provide aid to Sergeant Cameron Shipley on this mission, as well as comfort.

For their journey back to the Blockade, they are joined by three recruits from Harvill Hall: Jesse, Liam aka “Foxy”, and Vera.  The team takes shelter from the gorgons at Madison Street United Methodist Church in Clarksville, only to be preyed upon by not only gorgons, but also a lone octogenarian striving for survival who has resorted to lethal desperation.  Vera and Jesse are killed, and Foxy is wounded, but the team battles their way out and is rescued by a tank squadron that employs another DTF and escorts them back to an encampment on the Cumberland River, where they realize to their surprise that military operations have been underway for quite some time now, which they have all been kept in the dark about.

The revelations are bittersweet.  Mankind is finally on the precipice of launching a major counteroffensive, but the technology has existed for some time now, causing Sergeant Shipley to question why it wasn’t deployed sooner, perhaps sparing the life of his brother.

Shipley, in a conference with someone he trusted as a father, Captain Stone from his Blockade, realizes to his horror that the lojack mission that they were sent out on was only a test, directed by President Graham herself, in cooperation with Stone and others.

Confronted with this news, and realizing that Rutty’s death was vain at the hands of operations built on lies, Cameron is overcome by emotion, and attempts to assault the Captain.  He is brought down by Stone’s guard, and knocked unconscious.

He awakes to find himself in the Blockade brig, and is met by Joe Bassett, who informs him that the President is coming to their very blockade, and his thirst for vengeance begins.

The story continues now in

Dissonance Volume II: Reckoning


|    |   DETAINED

I had had enough.

It was getting stuffy in here.

I had counted off a few days in this stupid cell.  My hash marks on the plywood were not hard to etch with my belt buckle, and now I counted six of them.  That would put the date at December 10th.  My head still throbbed a bit from the butt of that rifle.

Sarah Ferro, our nurse, had come in on my first night here. Thankfully, there was mercy to be had; she attended to my wounded shoulder and cracked collarbone from when I slammed into that berserker in the church hallway.  That shoulder had already been hurting from being pinned by the first gorgon in the bathroom with Vera.  Sarah took her time poking and prodding, coldly attending to me, forgetting our past relationship. My shoulder “didn’t look too bad,” she had said blandly.  It was on the mend, but she now regarded me for what I was: a prisoner whom she wasn’t all that interested in treating.  She bandaged me up roughly, and then left.  That was awkward.

The clock on the wall said 0830.  The guard must have pounded on the cell wall, which woke me.  Oh well, I’ll take 0830.  No sense getting up early.  I didn’t have a job to do right now anyway.  I yawned and scratched my butt as I sat up on my bunk, reaching for bottled water.

Not that this cell was ironclad or anything: I could probably have escaped easily by now.  But there was a solace in knowing that the President was coming here, and I apparently had an appointment with her.  I’d give her a piece of my mind at least, so there was no point in trying to break out.  In all likelihood, if I were unsuccessful in disabling that guard, he’d (or she’d) surely gun me down.  The guards rotated every four hours.


This friggin’ Blockade.  Why did I have to get stuck here?  Of all the places we could have wound up, why did Mom and Dad bring all of us here so many years ago?  Ninety miles northeast of us was Mammoth Cave National Park, where the next closest Blockade was, and that would take only a few days to get there on foot.  Last I heard, everyone was holed up in there nice and cozy, with gun towers right at the mouth of the cave ready to annihilate any gorgons that dared venture too close.  It was a fortress, and I had never been that far before the invasion or since.


Nothing exciting happened here at all.  Well, except for the power outage.  That was two days ago now, right around chow time.  I swear we’d had an earthquake or something because I was napping, and it woke me up.  I walked to my door and saw a few scattered personnel running up and down the corridors with flashlights.  They got the power restored soon enough.  The guard wouldn’t tell me what had happened.


I missed my bunk.  I missed Ally.  And all of this isolation and lack of information made me miss Rutty all the more.  Isolation does crazy things to a person. I was cynical and suspicious before all of this had happened. Now, I was almost ready to foam at the mouth while feverishly trying to escape a straitjacket.  Prison makes you a bit stir crazy.



Once or twice, I caught the muted thunder of the gun towers, and the alarms even went off one of those times.  I bolted up out of my bunk – if you can even call it that – and asked the guard if we were in trouble.  He had a com and reluctantly told me that we were fine, but there was a large host of gorgons heading east in a dense throng.  They weren’t very far overhead, and the gun towers dispersed them pretty quickly.  Where they were headed and why they were packed so tightly together, he either didn’t know or wouldn’t tell me.  Probably the latter.


Ally had visited fairly regularly early on, but she was allowed only a few precious minutes to come in and talk, and it was all under the watchful eye of the guard.  I wondered if I knew each guard.  Their faces were masked.  Tall guy this time.  Not sure if he was someone I once patrolled with or just some new fresh meat sent in to keep me honest. He was possibly blindly allegiant to Stone and sneering at my very existence from behind that mask.


And Stone?  He had checked in every single day on me, offering to talk.  I ignored him each time, pretty much. I was so disgusted with him when he showed up the first time that all I could muster was, “Why don’t you come a little closer? I think I missed you.”  He took my meaning: I missed him when I swung for him the first time and would like a second chance, thankyouverymuch.


Another time he showed up, I was standing against the wall already staring deadpan at the door. Our eyes met, and I had the rich opportunity to serve him up some cold, steely disdain.  The final time he showed up, I turned around and mooned him.  He didn’t deserve my face, so I gave him the other side.  So much for etiquette and order in the ranks.

But with Ally?  Most of the time, the guards seemed to leave her and me in peace and quipped up only when we either embraced or started to whisper to each other.  “No whispering; speak up!” they would mutter our way, and we would flash our eyes to them in frustration before resuming normal volume. Then, her visits grew more sparse, and the last time I had seen her was the night before last.


Ally smelled so good.  I’m sure she was enjoying the fresh showers each day.  I missed the smell of that shampoo she had acquired at Harvill Hall: it smelled of lavender back then.  I’ll never forget that scent.  Now, back at the Blockade, it was some kind of cheap minty fragrance she must have brought with her from Alpharetta, but still, it smelled clean and altogether wholesome…and altogether her.  I hadn’t been allowed to shower but once, and it was under the irritating watch of the guard, standing there and surveying me through the whole process.  “Mind giving me a little privacy, or are you enjoying the show?” I asked him. No response, no movement.  I probably would have gotten further had I not asked with so much snark, but whatever.



Then, he surprised me with a womanly, “Knock it off, soldier.”  Son of a gun or, well, daughter of a gun, I guess; you’re a chick, I thought.  I felt better after that.  I should have guessed it due to her height: a little shorter than me. She also had a lither build than the last guard, who was in fact a guy.


In our last visit, Ally had told me that the President would be here in the next day or two: she had been delayed by a mass of gorgons that had been pushed northward toward them, undoubtedly by the DTFs from the cavalry down here.  I wondered what that meant for the folks up at Mammoth Cave.  Maybe that’s where her last stop was before she intended to visit.  And maybe that mass was part of the same throng that had passed overhead previously and tasted the fury of our guns.  I had asked Ally, but she didn’t know.

Thinking of the date reminded me of Preston back at Harvill when we had told him what day and year it was.  The look of catatonic shock that passed over his face was so telling at the time.  He didn’t expect it to be 2042; he thought it was ’38 or ’39.  I guess you can really lose time when you’re hemmed into a narrow place.  Maybe Harvill Hall needed some good plywood and a belt buckle for proper hash marks.

I wondered how Bassett was doing and whether he was sidling up to Stone, being all buddy-buddy with him in order to glean whatever intel he could, or if he was genuinely trying to climb the ranks.  Couldn’t be sure.  There was certainly no Blockade DN436 newsletter, and if there was, well, they certainly didn’t deliver one to Cell 2A.


And then I thought of Foxy.  Poor Foxy.  Liam was his real name.  I wondered what his last name was, and if he was now going by that voluntarily, or if he was being required to.  How was he faring after all we’d been through?  Had he been catalogued in the lick n’ prick yet, and was he officially in the system?  Was he in training?  Was it under Stone?  I gritted my teeth and bristled. 


Considering everything that had happened, I wouldn’t blame him if he had wisely thrown his hands up and decided to just go on back to Harvill.  I probably would have encouraged him to do that very thing, to get out of this corrupt system while he still could.  But I would miss him. He was starting to feel like a little brother after Rutty, and I just couldn’t shake that.


The past ten days of my life – our lives, actually, including Rutty’s – had been incomprehensible.  The mission, Ally, Bassett, the EMP, or DTF, or whatever you wanted to call it, the bridge, that stunning heron, the refugees at Harvill, the infuriating mission, Rutty’s death, Nevaeh, Amos, Vera, Jesse, my revenge, the church explosion, the tanks, the warship, the memorial, the betrayal, my imprisonment… the President.


All of it: unthinkable, and some of it unconscionable.  And here I was, locked in the brig under armed guard, awaiting some pronunciation of fate by a one-woman tribunal: the President of the United States, Jean Graham, who was on her way here even now.

I had to pinch myself several times during my incarceration.  Pinching myself hard so as to leave a mark was a million times better than waking up in the pitch black of the night and finding myself crying out for Rutty. That had happened a few times. One night, one of the guards had thankfully come to my door and asked if I needed anything and if I was okay.  A little unexpected sympathy goes a long way in here, but all I really needed was, like Rutty, to sleep in heavenly peace.

In one my nightmares, I was inside the belly of a gorgon, and there was Rutty: young and healthy, and still in one piece.  He gave me that smile.  But when he held my gaze, something happened.  I tingled, and then I froze.  I couldn’t move.  Then, his mouth unhinged, and he started to devour me whole.  I felt every wretched treacherous bite until I woke up in a cold sweat.


I could really use a shower right now. But I didn’t get one.  Probably wouldn’t again until tomorrow night, so I could be squeaky clean for Madame President.



December was creeping along almost to mid-month when here came Ally once again this morning.  Just hearing the guard hail someone approaching in the corridor sent a thrill of life down my spine.  Something, anything, to purge the monotony.


Ally was quite the delightful purge.

The guard stepped aside and let her in.  She ran to me and embraced me.

“Hey! That’ll be enough of that,” said the guard.  “Back off!”


Definitely not the sympathetic guard from the other night, I thought.


We flashed a look of contempt at him, separated, and sat down across from each other, but not before I gave her a quick kiss.  We held hands: that was something, at least.

“You okay?” I asked her, nodding.


“Am I okay?” she retorted.  “You’re the one in solitary.  How are you doing?”


“Oh, you know…it’s all about opulence and luxury in here, right?”  She snickered.  “Little to pass the time with in here except imagining what’s going on out there. Have the eggs gotten any better?  If they have, I’m breaking outta here right now and heading straight for the mess.”

“No, unfortunately, they still taste like crap.”

“Remember those eggs at Harvill?  Man,” I said, licking my lips.

“Yeah, I remember.”

She seemed to have something on her mind, but there was a lull.  Of course we remembered.  How could we forget our first real meal in God knows how long.  Everything about that little kitchen and the food Ruby had prepared for us filled my senses and flooded me with memories.  Ruby and her sister Vera.


Vera. Gone too soon, and not even by a gorgon.  Damn you, Amos.


“I’m keeping a watch on Liam.  He’s doing well.”

“Good!” I exclaimed. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, he doesn’t know about what happened, Cam. I figured ignorance is bliss, so, I didn’t tell him about the surface-to-air missile or that berserker.  Didn’t tell Joe yet either.  Anyway, the platoons reached Harvill, and some of the tanks are escorting an APC of refugees back here.”

“How’s he doing?  How’s his arm?”

“Fine and fine, by all outward appearances,” she replied.  “He asks about you after each visit.  I think he likes you, Cam,” she grinned.  “You’re probably the closest thing to a big brother for him, ya know?”

I did know.  And honestly, that’s what I had hoped, naturally, since I lost Rutty.  I was glad to hear it.  Foxy is a good kid, and he had saved me back there.  I was glad to know he was doing well.

“Is Rebecca one of the ones coming here?” I asked.

“Yep,” Ally muttered slowly, biting her lip in anticipation of what she knew would be my next question.

“Does she know about Jesse?”

She nodded momentarily.  “Yeah, she does,” she said, heaving a heavy sigh.  “Yeah, it sounded like that’s why she decided to come.  I don’t think anyone has told her exactly how, but, well, they don’t know about what’s been going on behind the scenes with the military, so I think her natural assumption would be a gorgon anyway.

“Preston, well, he decided to stay there.  He’s a natural leader for them and has led them this far.  Some of them were too scared to leave, and, frankly, the war isn’t over yet, so, they needed someone to keep things in order.  That was Preston, all right.  But I think Joe said Ruby was coming along with Rebecca and a few others.  Witherspoon too.”

“Wow, Witherspoon, huh?  I bet his wife didn’t look too kindly upon that.”

She shook her head.  “Probably not.”


Ruby.  I wondered if she knew that her sister Vera was dead.  I wondered if she knew how she died.


I had to ask Ally: “Have you heard about Nevaeh?  Did they pick her up?”

She smiled.  “Yeah, they got her, Cam.”

I bowed my head in relief.  Whether she was in such close proximity to that damned church and the stained memory of horror surrounding it, or whether it was just that she was all alone out there, I was truly comforted to hear this.

“Yeah, I think…yesterday?” Ally guessed. “No, two days ago now, that’s right.  She’s not here yet.  They are taking them to the encampment on the other side of the Cumberland or something?  Where we boarded that ship.  I don’t know why.”

My eyes narrowed.  “Why wouldn’t they just bring them all here?  It’s still not safe out there.  That doesn’t make sense.”

She shrugged her shoulders.  “I said I don’t know why, and I truly don’t.  It does seem weird.  I mean, they have tremendous firepower over there where they’re staging, but I know what you mean: nothing beats being under the gun towers.”

I agreed, which is why this was perplexing news.  But whatever.  She’d be here soon enough, I wagered.

We looked at each other in silence for a moment.

“So, back to my first question: you okay?” I asked her, probing.


She smiled delicately.  “Yeah, I guess.  I miss you.  I hate seeing you in here.  It’s messed up.  Joe and I are wondering why Stone doesn’t just let you out.  I actually asked him to, but Stone thinks you’re” -here she cleared her throat and took on a mocking tone- “better off spending some time in quiet reflection.” She rolled her eyes.



Quiet reflection.  Sure.  If that’s what you want to call being locked up and forced to spend my days ruminating over how and why you sent my brother to his death.


I heaved a sigh.

Ally wasn’t finished.

“Cam, I-” she stopped, and looked at me.  I tilted my head and raised my brows in confusion.  “I know the President is coming here.  And I also know you’re still upset.  You want answers, and you’re entitled to them, definitely.  But Stone is one thing.  This is the President of the United States.  I want you to be careful.”

My jaw set firmly.


“I’m telling you, as one angry soldier to another, please be careful.  When she gets here, you show her the proper respect, okay?  Don’t go in all guns blazing.  Back off and let her speak.  Don’t pursue some kind of personal vendetta with her.  It won’t get you what you want.”


Ally stared at me firmly, her eyes locked onto mine.

“Lieutenant Trudy,” I joked, “you’re not telling me to drop this, are you?”

Her expression didn’t change.

“I am.  For now, yes, that’s exactly what I think you should do, Cam.  She’s not Stone.  She’s the President of the United States of America, hon.  Say your piece, but show restraint.  For your own good.”

My expression, however, did change.

“I hear you,” was all I could say in response.


All’s fair in love and war, I guess. But it was sure getting stuffy in here, and I had had enough.



2   |   CONFRONTING

I was looking forward to getting out of this place.

When Ally left after our last visit, we had exchanged a brief kiss and then embraced a little too long, much to the ire of the current guard.  She had told me to keep my chin up and that she and Joe were working on getting me out of there.  Time would tell.

I slept December 10th away fitfully, knowing that any day now I was going to be meeting the one who gave the pointless, futile order that resulted in my kid brother’s death.  But now, as much as I wanted to jump down the President’s throat, Ally’s words reverberated in my psyche: I had to heed them.  What if there was still something larger going on?  Payback doesn’t always come at the end of a bullet; sometimes it comes through diplomatic massaging.  It comes through the systematic, calculated dismantling of the foundation of bureaucracy, and that takes time, and patience.  What if President Graham was only a small part of that: a pawn herself?  I couldn’t be certain of anything at this point, except that I was going to speak truth to power, even if it killed me.  But I would do it carefully, as Ally cautioned.

I shook my head, sighed frequently, and tried to sleep that day away.  Too much to think about.


•​•​•​•​•



The next day slowly rolled around.  At some point, I had fallen asleep, though I don’t know when or how.  Maybe I couldn’t sleep because the 11th would mark one week since Rutty’s murder.  That’s what it was: murder.  By a gorgon.  The problem is that there were so many players in the leadup to that; it was hard to pin the tail on this donkey.  All I knew was that I still thirsted for vengeance and wanted my brother back.  I wanted to erase the pain of the past seven days.


“Shipley. Sergeant Shipley.  Shipley,” came the dull, muted voice growing in clarity.  Something was poking me.  My eyes were crusty, and I blinked stupidly at the light and turned over to look at the guard hovering over me with a rifle aimed at my shoulder.  “0830. Shower. Today’s the day.”


•​•​•​•​•


I tried to count the wrinkles in that plywood knot, but that was ridiculously maddening.  Anything to keep from tensing up.  And yes, I was tense.

Showered, shaven, shined and in my shoes, I sat on the edge of my bunk in a newly issued pair of fatigues and tan t-shirt that had been placed, folded, and pressed on my bunk after the shower.  My boots had been polished as well, and accompanied by new socks.  It wasn’t the Waldorf Astoria – so I’d heard – but this was nicer than I’d had it for the past week.

Today I had a date with a Chief Executive.  I sat there with my hands on my knees, occasionally sipping the coffee that I had been brought.  It was no better than what I’d been served up every other day in here, and certainly no better than what I’d lived with in all my time at this Blockade, but it did the job of rousing my wits and preparing me for the inevitable confrontation that would come.

What would President Graham want with me?  I’m just a grunt.  What was the point of coming all the way here?  Would I even get a word in edgewise?


She better apologize, I thought.


This woman was four terms into her presidency, so I guessed that she wasn’t about to be talked down to.  I didn’t even know what I would say: probably more of the same that I had served up to Stone, and that did me a whole lot of good.  Maybe if I kissed up to her, she’d let me out of here.  No, no, she was probably too smart for that and would expect it.  Maybe she even liked or expected a little flippant pushback.  Who knows.

What I did know was two things.  One, that I was nervous.  And two, she had all the power, and I had none.

While in the shower, the guard told me that in this very Blockade, DN436, President Jean Graham had arrived overnight and was greeting the troops in the pavilion.  A pang of irritation welled up as I briefly wondered whether Rutty’s projection was still up there, along with the others.  Were they being remembered still, just like how they used to fly a flag at half-mast?  Or were they already forgotten, drowned out amidst the noise of yet another pompous, fist-pumping, rabble-rousing speech, this time by an elite upper-crust mucky-muck?

I shook my head.

She’s here. Now. In this very Blockade.

I looked up at the clock on the wall.  0938.  The waiting seemed like an eternity.  But it was about to come to an end.

Suddenly, I could feel my heartbeat thudding in my chest as footsteps approached.  Someone was coming down the hallway.  The guard greeted her.  “Ma’am.”  I stood quickly.

I couldn’t see them. The guard’s face abruptly popped into the small square window, and he took off the padlock and swung open the cheap, plywood door.

And there she was.

Pastor Rosie.

Not who I expected at all.  I tilted my head in confusion but greeted her warmly.  “Pastor Rosie, wow, I didn’t know it was you…I’m expecting…”

“Well, congratulations,” she beamed at me.  “When is the baby due?  I must confess I thought I’d seen it all, but if you are expecting Miss Trudy’s baby, that’ll be a new one for my journal.” She smiled teasingly.


I snickered.  “No, ha, I mean…I was expecting someone else.  And I didn’t know you knew about me and Ally.  Trudy.  I mean, not that we’re expecting.  We’re not expecting.  If that’s what you meant.  What I meant was-”  I stopped, fumbling, while she looked at me curiously.



“I know what you meant, kiddo,” she said, and approached me with a warm hug.  The guard didn’t protest.  And I didn’t protest to being called ‘kiddo’ either.  I guess it beat Bassett calling me ‘kid.’


“Let’s sit.  I have only just a minute.”

I obliged.  Being in the presence of Rosie must be like being in the presence of the Pope.  At least, that’s what I imagined from my memory of reading about the last pontiff. Gorgons got him early on in the invasion.  He went right out and held up a cross in defiance, shouting Scripture at one of them right there in Vatican Plaza.  My family saw it on an MSNBC broadcast after the fact. The station did reruns of it over and over, showing the global impact of the invasion.  It was a hurricane whirl of red and white robes as he was sucked up in the air and vanished without a cry.  His gold cross fell back to Earth, clattered on the ground where he stood, and lay still.

Rosie, too, had an air of royalty about her from a kingdom not of this earth.  An elevated supremacy that enveloped her and went before her, but it was graciously coupled with humility. She had on her thin readers, and I knew it was only a matter of time before she started talking to me gently over them. She was dressed in a thin sweater under coveralls.  She looked like she had been doing some vegetable planting in the garden of the pavilion.  She liked working in the soil, and good, fresh dirt was usually under her fingernails when she wasn’t off ministering privately to someone in need.

“I want to thank you for how you handled the memorial.  Never got a chance.  I really appreciated what you said about Rutty.”  I nodded to her.


She smiled gently and looked at me over her glasses.  “Two things, kiddo,” she said, placing one hand on my knee and scooting over a bit closer to me.  “One, you’re forever welcome.  I love your brother dearly, and he is a bright light here for all of us.  Rutty is a great kid, and he is missed.”  I appreciated so much that she talked about him in the present tense. There was a sense of forever in that tense that met my heart.


“And two, let’s cut the crap.”

My eyebrows went up.  I wanted to smile out of surprise, but I stowed it.  “Cut the crap?”

“Yeah.  Crap.  Let’s cut it,” she insisted again.

“Okay?”  Now I was deeply curious.


“You got passion and pride, kid.  Both are commendable, and I respect you for it.  But what you did in Stone’s office last week was off the charts dumb.  Dumb, kid.  Just…dumb.”  She scowled as she put a massive emphasis on the word dumb, and her eyes jumped out at me in wide rings.


“Okay, got it - sounds like it was pretty dumb.”


“Dumb,” she emphasized.


I get it, Rosie.


“You’re on to something.  You’ve been hot on the trail since you went out on your last mission, and things seemed somewhat amiss.  You were cut out of the picture, the last to know, kept in the dark, and then thrown to the wolves by those whom you trusted. You went with your gut when you took a swing at Stone.  That’s the dumb part.  Now, it’s time to channel all that dumb into smarts.  It’s time to use your head.  Remember what I told you, kid.  The real challenge is coming.  Be ready to receive it.  That little stunt you pulled in there that landed you in here wasn’t receiving.  It was revenge.  And revenge never leads to receiving.  Revenge only ever leads to dead-ends.  Your path goes out, Sergeant Shipley, and I want you to remember what I’ve told you. Can you do that?”


I nodded.  “Yes, I promise I’ll remember what you’ve told me.”

She smiled out of one side of her mouth, and I swear it had the tiniest bit of condescension in it, or maybe it was that natural elevated air of hers again.  “I haven’t told it to you yet, kid.  Don’t jump the gun.”

I let out a chuckle. “Of course. Sorry. What is it?”

She continued to smile as she squeezed my knee.  Had I known any better, I would swear she was tearing up.  This was affecting her, too, on some level.


“Justice knows no shortcuts, and the wheels of justice have only ever turned slowly. But always remember this: the only way out is through, Cameron.  The only way out is through.”


I took a deep breath.  Was she talking about my own justice, what I was going through now?  In truth, I was definitely going through my own justice at the moment.  Or did she mean someone else’s?  Hard to be sure.  All I could do was look at her and ponder the meaning, promising to engrave it in my memory.

“I’ll remember,” I barely mouthed.  It came out in a faint whisper. I cleared my throat. “I promise.”

She looked at me and squeezed my knee one more time, clenching her lips into the narrowest of smiles as her eyes twinkled at me above her frames.  She had a sweet, maternal way about her that I really felt myself connecting with.

“Good luck, kiddo.”  She got up. “Congrats again on the baby.  Allison Trudy is a keeper,” she said, looking down upon me with another side-of-the-mouth knowing smile.  Then, she carefully fished in her pocket and methodically pulled out a silver chain with something clasped on the end of it.  I caught a glint of green shining through her hand as she reached for mine.

“For when the time is right,” she said, and she dropped whatever it was into my hand.  I felt the touch of cold metal.  She sealed my hand back over itself, patted it, and smiled. The guard swung the door open, and Rosie walked out.  “Hello Richard,” she said to the masked and mysterious guard, knowing full well who he was.

I watched her walk out and then brought my gaze back to my hand and opened it.

There, at the end of a faded silver chain, was a piece of an amulet.  An actual amulet piece in my hands again: the symbol of our eventual victory and bane of our alien invaders.  The silverish surround had been punched through near the top, and the chain ran through it.  I turned it over in my palms and dimly became aware of something that had been inscribed into the back.

DELIVER US FROM EVIL.

I choked back a cry and buried my face in my hands.


•​•​•​•​•


I looked up at the clock.  0958.  Pastor Rosie had gone, and I was alone with my thoughts and fingering my necklace, which I had clasped around my neck after a long reflective pause during which my whole life with Rutty seemed to come flooding back.  I was grateful for the memories.  He was still with me.

I couldn’t help but glance repeatedly at the clock.  If President Graham was being shepherded around by a military escort, then everything would be kept to a nicety in terms of schedule and orderliness.  So, I could reasonably expect an appointment to fall on the hour, and 1000 hours was approaching swiftly.

However, instead of footsteps, I heard the guard outside answer a call on his com.  “Command, Brig, over.”  He paused.  “Copy that.”  Movement outside.  Footsteps.  Another guard.


“Shipley, time to go.  On your feet.”  The door swung open again and the masked guard, now flanked by two other guards, both a little shorter in height, came in.  Wow, I’m a real threat, huh?  Graham needs three guards to protect her from me.


I rose to my feet as they escorted me out.  It wasn’t a long corridor, but there were other cells that I passed, all seemingly unoccupied.  One guard walked a few paces in front of me, leading the way.  The other two took up the rear, their guns on me.

As we strolled out of my cell, a waft of fresh air hit me.  I’m guessing that the Blockade gate was open.  I mean, with all of these handy DTF emitters pulsating all around us, why not?  Why would we need gun towers anymore, after all?  For now, that fresh air felt and smelled good.

I was on my third meeting with a woman this morning.  Hopefully, it was my turn to confront, and not vice versa.  Graham was the only one I wanted to confront anyway.

We passed Stone’s office on my left.  I didn’t turn around to look.  I didn’t care.  I didn’t know where we were going, but we were sticking to the southern flank of the building, the passageway I’d always known and used.  My hunch was that we were heading back to the pavilion.  Coincidentally, that route would take me right past Rutty’s bunk.  I intentionally kept my gaze to my right as I passed, staring at the wall of earth there.  I wondered if someone had collected his stuff and put it into my bunk yet.  Standard procedure.  I wondered if his bunk had already been reassigned.  Mine was coming up.  They passed us right by it and kept us moving swiftly.

Yep, sure enough, we were approaching the pavilion.  We passed a few other grunts as we went through.  Some of them I recognized.  Pettijohn and Wilkes walked right by me.  I don’t think they knew it was me until after we had passed by them going the other way.  Why would they?  I was all spit-shined.  I could feel them stop and turn in tardy recognition, watching us as we kept moving in an orderly fashion down the hall.  It felt strangely like an execution processional.

Eventually the pavilion yawned up on our right, and the earthen walls gave way to that familiar wide passageway leading to the center of our substructure.

The doors were closed, and five additional guards were there, leaving absolutely no doubt that President Jean Graham was somewhere beyond them.


Rosie’s words echoed through my mind: the only way out is through.


I took a deep breath as the doors opened.


•​•​•​•​•


The first person I saw was Stone.  He was talking to someone in what looked to be an officer’s uniform.  I was unfamiliar with the fatigues he was wearing. They were a hybrid of digital and organic, something I hadn’t seen before.  He turned to look at me and then dismissed the officer.

I walked straight in.  Stone turned front and center to me as I walked in, stiffening his upper lip and heaving a quick sigh.  Looked like he was gathering himself for a fight.

I disregarded him and looked around.  

Unceremoniously, people were milling around in here, talking in small groups, but I didn’t know any of them except for Stone.  Guards were placed practically every ten feet around the perimeter of the pavilion.  The chairs had been cleared; the trees had been as well; all traces of the memorial had vanished.  Yet, on the dais at the far end, there were traces of a meeting held there that had been either hastily assembled or recently cleared.  A few easels had been set up, but I couldn’t tell what they had marked on the boards that had been positioned on them.

Stone walked toward me.  “Shipley.”

I looked at him, offering nothing more than the same cold stare I’d served up for a week now.

“Well, I can see you’re still as warm as ever.  That’s fine. I suppose I deserve it.” He attempted a sorrowful smile.  “Someone here to meet you, Sergeant.”


Someone.


“Right this way.” Stone directed me toward the stage and then wrapped us around the other side of the earthen center of the pavilion, passing a few of the groups of personnel talking.  The two guards were still behind me.  I assumed their guns were still trained on my back.

Suddenly, there she was. I stopped cold.

As if she detected my presence, President Jean Graham turned around to face me.

She was now an elderly woman, and but for her height, which was her most distinguishing trait – she towered over everyone else at six foot three inches tall – you wouldn’t have been able to pick her out in a crowd.  She was in fatigues like the rest of us.  Or, well, like the officer talking with Stone when I entered: that strange hybrid of digital and organic.  She was lithe, with her long, gray hair clasped at the back and tucked neatly up and under her military cap.  The same piercing green eyes such as I’d seen on television long ago; the same fierce jawline that had been clenched tightly from the tension of a thousand secret briefings.  Her face was more lined with care than I remembered it from sixteen years ago or even more recently in any broadcast.  But I think you see people differently up close anyway.

Flanked by two guards, she strode over to me with a confident smile. It’s fortunate that she didn’t put out a hand for me; I don’t know that I would have shaken it.  I struggled to remember Rosie’s and Ally’s words.

“Sergeant Cameron Shipley, I presume,” she greeted me, firm and resolute, with a slightly gravelly voice, her hands behind her back.  Her form and voice betrayed her age.  Maybe she was taking some kind of supplements to keep her youthful and fit.  Who knows.  She smelled stuffy and earthy.  Probably all that moving through the tunnels.


“Madame President,” I said, clenching my jaw.  Oh, how I would love to call you something else.


“I’m sorry that we couldn’t meet under more ideal circumstances. I truly am.” I wasn’t sure I was ready to receive that, but I let her continue.  “I’ve read your dossier, and Captain Stone has briefed me on everything that has transpired over the past ten days with you and your unit.  I’m truly sorry about your brother Wyatt.”

She said it so matter-of-factly, so…remorselessly.

I nodded and bit my lip.  That was all I could do, although I think my eyes narrowed a bit at her.


“Your captain here tells me that you were up for a commendation which has since been rescinded.  Allow me to effectively negate that recension. Your promotion was well-earned, Lieutenant. You did what was needed.  That’ll be all,” she said, motioning to the guards around me.  They nodded and withdrew.


We stared at each other for a tense moment.  I don’t know if she was expecting me to laud her with praise and gratitude, but a promotion meant nothing to me, not then when Stone gave it, and not now.  I wanted my brother back. I wanted to tackle her and rip her face off.  In my heart, however, I knew that would accomplish nothing, and here again I thought back to Rosie’s and Ally’s words about revenge and dead-ends.  Revenge wouldn’t bring back, let alone honor, Rutty.

She sighed quickly and forced a smile.  “Might we have a word, privately, you and I?”

Without a word and expecting me to follow, she turned and sauntered over to the dais, which was unattended.  Her gait was vast as a pelican’s, and she moved briskly. Graham pulled up two chairs and sat them opposite each other.  I obliged and sat, facing the President of the United States, who was gravely assessing me up and down.  At last, she spoke.


“Lieutenant Shipley, words cannot ever do proper justice to honor what your brother did, nor what you’ve had to go through.  I know about Harvill Hall, AP University, the bridge, the church, all of it.  You’ve had one hell of a mission that no one deserves to have.  But you did what was ordered of you, and so did your squad.  And so did your brother.  I won’t forget that.  You’ve helped pave the way for Operation Deliver Us Fr-”  She paused.  “My apologies.  I had forgotten that that designator carries a bit of sting.”


I looked down and heaved a sigh.  “Permission to speak fr-”

“Granted,” she interrupted me.  I shifted my eyes quickly back up to her. I honestly think she was waiting to see if I’d let her have it.  “Out with it,” she said, and she lifted her palms up and back down to receive.


“Madame President,” I stuttered, with cold disdain.  I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to say, but just tried to let the words flow naturally.  “With all due respect, Ma’am, my brother’s death could have been prevented.  That berserker we implanted was shot down not a single hour after we implanted it on a mission that cost my brother, Private Wyatt Rutledge Shipley,” -here I enunciated to make sure she remembered his name forever- “his life.”  I blinked.  I had never addressed him so impersonally before. I cleared my throat.  “It cost Rutty his life, and it was all pointless.  Then Stone tells me that you – I mean – the military has known all along why they’re out there over our oceans.  That the berserkers were engineered.  That we’ve had similar operations like this.”


My voice and resolve were quietly growing in confidence as I laid it all out before her.  She didn’t interrupt me.  “That the military has all this time quietly been building up a presence in this region and we’ve had the manpower to take these things down with technology that has just… been… sitting there… waiting in the wings while we put our asses on the line out there every single day.  Yet we were sent out on a suicide mission, unaided, while they withheld valuable intel from us, and now everyone plays it off like some early victory dance. And frankly, Madame President, I just find it all a little revolting and keep throwing up in my mouth every time you or anyone else decides to invoke my brother’s name or his prayer.”


My blood was coursing through my veins. I felt hot. I wanted to strangle her right there, right then. Staring into the eyes of the woman who so cavalierly sent my brother to his death had my thoughts racing and my adrenaline thundering. I wanted justice. No. I truly did want revenge, regardless of the wisdom imparted to me.  Ally told me not to confront her, and I think I did a pretty ironclad job of keeping it civil just now, but dammit, Rosie, I thought. Why can’t the way out just…be…out?


Without missing a beat, the President of the United States apologized to me.  “Lieutenant Shipley, forgive me,” she said, clasping her hands together.  “With the intel we had at the time, I made the decision to execute a series of actions that ultimately provided a cumulative success, but that doesn’t excuse the casualties along the way.  I owe you an apology, soldier.”

Well, I certainly hadn’t expected that.  She almost seemed as gracious now as Pastor Rosie.


“I ask you to forgive the United States Government, and to forgive me for the death of your brother,” she said in a voice both proud and contrite.


The proud part of it bugged me, but I was willing to accept the contrition.  For now.  I wasn’t about to hug her or anything like that, but I could at least accept her apology.

But wait – had I missed something?  Did she say ‘casualties’?  Plural?


“Thank you, Madame President.  However, I must admit I’m curious. You said ‘casualties.’  Were there other lives lost that we here don’t know about?”


She nodded quickly.  “Oh, yes, there definitely were.  I won’t minimize it, but thankfully it was few,” she said, proudly, her eyes glinting at me in defense.  “Nonetheless, yes. A few operations went south, and it’s something that I will forever rue.


“Zooming out and taking it from a ten-thousand-foot view, overall, we have made exponential progress against the enemy in a matter of weeks.  But,” she paused and clenched her lips in seeming dismay, “it’s when you zoom in and look at everything from down here that you see the damage that was caused.


“There are Blockades all across the country that fared differently to varying effect, and that’s something you can’t just undo with the snapping of fingers.  It’s something that we have to take great pains to disallow in the future.  Which brings us to the next stage.”

I wanted to prompt her as to what that was, but I just sat and watched her spill it out slowly on her terms.


“We need you for the next mission.  You and your team were the only team – out of thirty-seven nationwide – to observe what happened to the gorgons after two successive DTF detonations.  You were at the Cumberland when that first one rolled over you and saw what it did to them.  And you were there outside that church when one of our MSU’s closed in and decimated their nest.
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