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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
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Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human








 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


|  PREFACE


 

Recap from Volume Zero:

 

The year is 2026.  Andrew Shipley is just like the rest of humanity, going about his business and providing for his family as a firefighter.  He and his wife Melissa attend Mount Pleasant Baptist Church in Blue Spring, Kentucky, with their young children Cameron, Adelynn, aka ‘Sissy,’ and Wyatt, aka ‘Rutty.’

 

In early June 2026, cellular service begins to be disrupted.  Lightning storms afflict the earth.  Satellite communications are affected, and all oceanic satellites cease transmission.  Shortly thereafter, their Jack Russell Terrier, Jack, exhibits strange behavior.  His ears bleed, and he howls in pain.  He, along with all the other canines and animals with sensitive hearing, are suddenly afflicted with high frequencies.  Jack recovers, but the ominous development frightens the family.

 

The family enjoys a church picnic where they meet fellow parishioners, eat BBQ, and play frisbee, etc..  While there, Melissa meets Anya Mayfield, her husband, Justus, and their 2-year-old son, Liam.

 

The family then heads to Seattle to visit Andrew’s mother and father.  His father is in failing health with dementia.  The visit is good and restorative, but Andrew’s dad, Jim, has good and bad days.  Following their return, the older kids head off to a weeklong camp.

 

On June 6th, 2026, while Andrew and family join best friend Mick and family on the lake, they see them.  The aliens descend down from the sky, silently on June 6th 2026, hovering at a geostationary orbit over our planet, remaining there, virtually motionless, for three months.  There are hundreds, and then thousands, and then hundreds of thousands of them, still coming down, falling ominously into position across the entire globe.  No country is immune. No one knows what they want, nor why they are here. Some think they are angelic messengers.  People fly drones up to them to investigate.  They don’t move or react.  In the heat of summer, they sweat.  On the backs of the necks of each hovering alien seems to be implanted some kind of small green gemlike device, like a chemotherapy port.

 

The stock market dives.  Individuals take matters into their own hands and a few shoot at the aliens.  When the aliens are struck, they rise back up in the sky, and three more take their place.  Humanity realizes such action is futile.  In an effort to quell the panic, the President holds a State of the Union address where he assures the American people that we have the best scientists and technologists developing a formidable defense, and construction companies have begun developing underground bunkers should the aliens’ intentions prove hostile.  These bunkers are known as ‘Blockades.’  They will be finished within a few months’ time all over the globe, using underground automated drills and excavation teams.  Blockades will be equipped with sanitary needs, food, hydroponics, heat, and walled in by massively tall gun towers: the only known defense against the aliens.  In a thin attempt at humor, the President assures the American people that life will go on, despite our living like moles.

 

Three months later, on September 3rd 2026, as Andrew and his older children Cameron and Sissy participate in a fun church-sponsored marathon, the aliens suddenly activate and begin hunting down all of mankind.  In the terror and pandemonium, Andrew witnesses the aliens’ horrifying ability to paralyze humans where they stand, consuming them at their leisure.  Andrew and his kids escape and take refuge in a small office on a nearby property.  Meanwhile, Mick’s entire family is killed, leaving him to attempt a desperate escape into that same small office. Despite his best friend’s anguished pleading, Andrew refuses to let him in, terrified for his own children’s safety, and hears Mick’s final moments through the door. He texts a frantic message to Melissa to lock herself in the attic with their youngest, Rutty. He assures her that he’ll come home with the older kids and fills her in on what happened during the race. Melissa shares what she’s seen on the news.

 

After sunset, the aliens move on.  A brave citizen drives through the macabre scene and searches for survivors after the aliens have moved on to kill others. The man’s name is Hudson, and he is in a hybrid vehicle, and the silence provides them the ability to return home. Once home, they reunite with Melissa and Rutty.  Aliens invade their home and attempt to access the attic ladder but become distracted by other noises and leave.  Mercifully, Jack – who can barely hear anymore – doesn’t bark, and the kids sleep through the ordeal.

 

They escape with the help of Hudson, in their own hybrid vehicle and his.  Hudson and his wife, Andrea, equip them with armament and weapons, and they all head for a Blockade they hear has been constructed in Clarksville TN, south of them.  Hudson and Andrea are behind the Shipley family and distract aliens who have set upon them, dying in the process.  The Shipley family flees to the Blockade and begins their long, slow life of hiding.

 

By December 2026, eighty-five percent of humanity is dead. No one knows what to do, and no one can fight back.  Soon, all of humanity learns the Number One Rule as it pertains to aliens: You just... don't... look.  Mankind ends up calling them ‘gorgons’ due to their unique ability to, with just one look, paralyze us.

 

Andrew joins up as a soldier on recon missions for food, ammunition, and straggling survivors.  The missions are physically and emotionally grueling with several team member casualties. Andrew blames himself but perseveres. Eventually, he is promoted up to First Lieutenant.

 

One day in 2034, Cameron and Rutty steal out to hunt a deer, thinking they could bring it back to the Blockade and be regarded as heroes for providing protein.  In the process, they are pursued by teacher Christopher Jackson, who is killed by a gorgon while trying to shepherd them back to the Blockade.  They are terrified.  Andrew and his fellow soldier Ray rescue them, successfully bringing them back to the Blockade.

 

Melissa’s smoking has had long-term effects, and she has developed lung cancer.  On July 22nd, 2035, she succumbs to her cancer with Andrew, Cameron and Rutty by her side.

 

Cameron eventually enlists at age 18, and on October 20th, 2037, he heads out on his first mission.  He and the team, along with Andrew Shipley, Captain Stone and two others, are sent on a recon mission for food, supplies, and survivors up to the old zinc plant nearby.  While there, they are set upon by gorgons.  Andrew throws himself in between a gorgon and Cameron, saving his son’s life, and dying in the process.

 

The story continues in Dissonance Volume Up: Rising…








 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


|  FIRST PERSONS


 

It was such a pleasure to write four first-person perspectives in this latest installment of the Dissonance saga.  I had never written even a dual first-person perspective novel before.  To attempt to write one from four first-person perspectives was a true undertaking, but one that I was excited about.

 

I rose to the challenge, and I hope you enjoy it.

 

For clarification, in this last prequel bridging the gap between Dissonance Volume Zero: Revelation and Dissonance Volume I: Reality, you’ll be reading from the perspectives of:

 


		First Lieutenant Miguel Monzon, stationed in Nashville with President Graham

		Pastor Rosie, living in Blockade DN436 in Clarksville TN

		Sergeant Joseph Bassett, stationed at Blockade DN282 in Alpharetta

		Private Allison Trudy, stationed at Blockade DN282 in Alpharetta



 

Each chapter will have the name of each person from whose perspective that chapter is written.  I promise there will also be an enjoyable surprise waiting for you in this as well.

 

Thank you so much for reading my books, and I welcome you to email me at me@authoraaronryan.com with any feedback or questions.  I am so immeasurably grateful for all of my readers.  Thank you for exploring post-apocalyptic Earth from 2026 to 2042 with me.

 

Oh!  One more thing: if you see the word ‘gorgon,’ remember to look away! 

 

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square
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Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


1   |   ROSIE


 

 

Tuesday, October 20th, 2037, 1137 hours

 

“Bring them in, bring them in!” I cried.

I paid no heed to the man who, perhaps, regarded my accent as strange. Obviously, he’d never been in church down here and gotten to know me.  All things in due time.

They brought in the Lieutenant’s body.  He was bleeding badly, and his son, eighteen years old, was crying hysterically.  He moved past me, and I noticed a strange odor about him…covered in blood – his father’s, certainly – but there was something else.

His other son, fourteen, sprinted into the infirmary, eyes wide, and began to convulse with tears when he saw the Lieutenant.  The younger brother stopped short, ran into his older brother’s arms, and both racked with sadness.

Captain Stone had returned from the latest mission, along with Private Jet Shipley and Private Markus Jentzen.  Corporal Ray Ferro had died on the way back, apparently holding them off.  That was a sore loss; he was a good man with a great heart.

Ferro’s daughter, Sarah, was the nurse here.  She feverishly began to attend to the Lieutenant, but there was too much blood.  His body was frozen solid, as if rigor mortis had already set in, and he had a bite out of his right clavicle and part of his neck.  Ferro halted momentarily at the news of the loss of her father – we all did – but the Captain consoled her and urged her to attend to her duties and do what she could.  She was as distraught as the rest of us, probably more so, but, slowly, she gathered herself together, set her jaw firmly, and resolved to try to save the Lieutenant’s life.

I had never seen someone absorb such painful news and yet do what was required of them through such unspeakable trauma.  Indeed, Sarah was made of stern stuff.

But now, working on the Lieutenant, I could read it on her face as she surveyed the dying man: she was staring at a medical impossibility.

Captain Stone ordered everyone out, and they hooked him up to an IV drip.

“What can I do, Captain?” I asked him.

“I don’t know, Rosie, I don’t think there’s anything we can do.  He’s lost so much blood,” he said regretfully, shaking his head.

Nurse Ferro had finished hooking Shipley up to the IV and ECG.  “I’ve got a heartbeat!” she cried.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the boys pull away from each other and gasp, tears still pouring from their eyes.  The younger of the two, ‘Rutty,’ as he was known, had his hands over his mouth.  He looked a spitting image of his mother, who had passed away a few years ago from cancer.  I knew Rutty well.  We had prayed together often over his mother.  Over our Blockade.  Over the world.

His older brother, Cameron, or ‘Jet’ as they called him in here, looked more like the Lieutenant.  I didn’t know him quite as well.

The ECG grew softer and more erratic.  Beep…  beep…  beep…

Reflexively, my hands went to my mouth and clasped in prayer. I watched the whole desperate scene, darted from the boys, and then back to their father. My vision swam with tears.

“Shipley,” I breathed, looking at the Lieutenant’s body.  A gorgon had attacked them while they were out on patrol at the old Zinc Plant, or at least that’s what I made out from the scattered murmurs and hysterical calls once they had opened the Launch doors and quickly ushered them all back in.  I had been in the middle of a service in the Pavilion when I heard the commotion.  We scattered and flooded the Launch foyer to receive them.

 “Pressure!  Put pressure on his wound!” Nurse Ferro cried through tears.  The Lieutenant’s sons came over and tried to help, but Sarah was having none of it.  “Get out of the way!” she yelled.  “Captain, elevate his feet with this!”  She tossed a crude pillow to the Captain who was at the foot of the stretcher, and he quickly inserted it under the Lieutenant’s cold legs.  The ECG beeped faintly and irregularly.  The strength and timing of the Lieutenant’s electrical impulses were low and erratic.

Slower and quieter ECG.  Beep…            beep…

Ferro applied a sterile dressing to his neck wound with gauze and cloth, but it quickly bled through.  His body was only jetting out the tiniest bit of blood.  I am no medic, but that told me his systems were slowing down.  Shipley’s face was spattered with blood, and his eyes were frozen and dilated.  The boys’ hands were covered with blood through applying pressure to the neck wound.  Shipley made a strange gurgling sound.  At that, Jet burst into fresh new tears, and Rutty bowed his head.

“Hold on, keep trying!” Ferro called to everyone.  She ran and retrieved additional gauze to keep the remaining blood inside him.

Jet’s crying slowed, and his jaw tensed into a solid right angle.  His eyes glistened with tears as he watched Lieutenant Andrew Shipley, his father, slip away.  His hand was on his father’s ankle, watching him quietly.

The ECG suddenly slowed even further, and then stopped.  I glanced down to the gauze and dressing.  The blood had ceased to expand through the dressing.  There was no movement.  Nurse Ferro looked at him, back to the ECG, back to him, looked around quickly as if to consider her options, then back to the ECG.

Finally, she looked at him and exploded in tears.  This was clearly too much for her.  She was our only nurse.  She never had the training that so many before her in her profession had the benefit of.  Yet here she was, expected to save a life when she had just lost the one most precious to her.

Nurse Ferro bowed her head and quieted.

The ECG stopped.

We all stood there in silence, with mouths agape and desperately seeking something to latch onto that might convey even a morsel of hope.  I walked over to Ferro and put my arm around her, bowing my head on her shoulder.  She did the same, bowing her head on mine.  Here she was, forced into service and not allowed to even grieve her own father.  I turned and hugged her.

Flatline.  Solid tone.  The boys looked incredulously at the monitor, expecting the machine to suddenly burst back to life and answer their yearning.  My heart went out to them.  They had lost their mother a few years prior, and now their father.  Here, on the very same bed.

Rutty was crying frantically.  His legs buckled. Reflexively, grimly Jet reached out and grabbed him, pulling him to his feet, and then their eyes met.  Jet’s lips quivered, and then he took his brother into his arms, holding him tightly while they both quaked.

While we all quaked.

 

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

 

“I am here for both of you if you need to talk.  Please know that,” the Captain encouraged them.  Private Shipley and his little brother stood before our leader, dejected and bereft of hope.  The Private’s expression was devoid of emotion, but his eyes shone.  The Captain turned to him.  “Jet, you’re safe.  You’re alive.  Your father gave his life to save you.”

Jet didn’t respond.  He just stared somberly at Captain Stone, gritting his teeth and standing there, numb.

The Captain took a breath as if to say something else, but then realized the futility of words, and stopped himself.  He put his hand on Jet’s shoulder to console him.  The young Private stood there, stoically, staring at his father.

After Lieutenant Shipley died, Nurse Ferro and everyone cleaned him up, and then attempted to help wrap him head to foot.  But the boys waved them off, almost in unison, quietly now.  They held up their hands in reverence, and tended to their fallen father, silently cleaning him completely and then sliding the cloths around him to seal him for his forever sleep.  We all watched them in silence. There were no words.

Jet then signaled to Rutty to give him a minute, placing the last cloth around the Lieutenant’s head, covering it entirely.  He leaned down and embraced his father’s body.  After all, Andrew had apparently given his life for him at the plant.  Rutty followed suit, signed the cross over his chest, and then bent down and gave his father’s covered forehead a silent kiss goodbye.

When they were done, they both retreated, leaving us to clean up the room and encourage Nurse Ferro.

I eventually followed the Captain out of the infirmary.

“Lieutenant threw himself between Jet and a gorgon,” he whispered to me as we walked.  “Jet saw the whole thing. Ferro lit it up and then Jet took it down, shooting from behind Andrew, but…” -here he took a deep breath and shook his head, putting his knuckles into his eyes as if to scrub out the memory of it- “the damage…had already been done.  The thing got him.  He crumpled like a deflated balloon, Rosie. It was awful. Right on top of his son.  Then…” he looked at me as we walked, “we just ran.  Threw him over Jet’s shoulder, we covered him, and we all ran.”

I thought of Jet carrying the dying body of his father over his shoulder, bleeding out, slipping away, heaving his bulk all the way back to the Blockade, tailed by the enemy.  Awful.  Traumatizing.  But better to carry him back than to let the enemy consume him later.

Shortly, we entered the Pavilion and found the two brothers sitting on the dais at the far end, side by side.  Jet had his arm around Rutty.  Rutty had his arms up over his knees, with his face half-buried behind them.

We approached them slowly, somberly.

Jet had blood all over his fatigues, his arms, and the right side of his face.  Rutty’s hands were covered in crimson from compressing their father’s wounds.  This blood was all that they had left of Lieutenant Andrew Shipley, and they would soon shower it all away forever.

The Captain pulled up two chairs, and we slid them in place and sat, both of us, opposite the two of them.  Neither looked up to meet our eyes.  The Captain looked at me and signaled.  I took a deep breath.

“Jet, Rutty, I am so sorry for your loss.  Is there anything you need from us right now?  How can we help you?” I asked them, offering tenderness as I leant toward them.

It was some time before one of them spoke.  Rutty looked up at me and heaved a great weight from his chest.  “Thanks Pastor Rosie,” he sniffed through his tears.  “We, uh, we just need time, I think.”

I nodded.  “Absolutely.”  I offered him a consoling smile.

Captain Stone spoke up. “Private Shipley, uh, Jet, you’re on leave for as long as you need,” he said.  “We have enough teams, men and supplies to perform our recons.  You take your time,” he said, and he reached out and placed an empathetic hand on Jet’s shoulder.  Jet didn’t look up at him; he just nodded imperceptibly, and mumbled, “Thanks, Stoney.”  It was little more than a whisper.

“Of course,” Stone answered.  “Your father was like a brother to me, guys.  You know that.  I love him dearly.  Whatever you need, you have only to name it.  We’re here for you both,” he finished.

“And I’m here for prayer and counseling, of course,” I added.  Rutty looked up at me and smiled.

“Thanks Pastor Rosie,” he said.

I said nothing in return.  Just smiled and winked, which evoked the tiniest hint of sober, grateful joy on Rutty’s face.  I looked at the Captain, and he nodded.

“There will be a memorial tonight here in the Pavilion at 1900.  I’ll see to it,” he said, rising.  Captain Stone looked down at me and motioned me toward the boys, allowing me to spend some time with them.  He slowly walked off with a heavy heart.  After all, Stone hadn’t just lost a high-ranking soldier; he had lost a personal friend.

I sat there, remembering all the conversations I had had with Andrew Shipley.  About faith.  About pain.  About receiving.  About his wife Melissa’s cancer.  I remembered teaching him about willingness to receive.  In the end, he received.

In the end, he gave all.

He was a good man.  I vaguely remember when he and his family arrived here.  That was so very long ago, in September of 2026, shortly after the enemy arrived and attacked.  He never came to one my sermons or prayer times, but Melissa, Rutty and their daughter did.  I couldn’t remember her name at the moment, but I know they called her a nickname.  She had died here in the Blockade during the one time the enemy got in, killed in the corridor just beyond the Launch foyer.  Not long after that, Melissa died from cancer, right where Andrew’s body now lay.

It was all so very heartbreaking, and I could only imagine what the boys were going through.

I too had lost family. My husband was still alive, but off in service, and we spoke here and there.  We were the reverse: we had lost all five of our children to the enemy, plus my sister.  Miguel and I rued our losses, and would always remember our children, but we were determined to go on and make the best of it.  But the Shipley boys?  They had lost their parents: their anchors.  It would be no small feat to provide some moorage for them so that they didn’t drift spiritually, emotionally, or psychologically.

“Is there anything I can get for either of you?” I asked gently.  “Would you like some water at least?”

Jet responded suddenly with a sharp intake of breath, dismissively, almost as if he wished I would go away.  “Water would be great, Rosie, thank you,” he said in a huff.  Rutty looked at me and nodded.

“You bet.  Hold tight.”

I strode across the lumpy earthen floor to our makeshift kitchenette in the back.  Grass was beginning to grow up through the dirt: a faint sign of hope that life goes on even when cut off from the sun.  The red and blue LED lights we had stationed down here promoted germination and biomass, along with sward density and root growth.  We had managed to sustain life all around us, thankfully.

Pockets of green permeated the floor all around, and now, eleven long years after the invasion, we were starting to enjoy the green floor.  The garden was growing nicely as well, with all our hydroponics, tended to by yours truly and others.

The brown and gray walls all around us fenced us in, reminders of our planet above. Composed of gray rock and brown soil, tunneled out long ago by that autonomous Caterpillar drill that was still embedded and abandoned down here somewhere.

I poured two cups of water for them, and returned to my seat.  They hadn’t moved.

“Here you go,” I said, extending the cups to them.

“Thanks, Rosie,” Jet said, running his hands through his hair and taking a deep breath.  He downed his cup quickly and let out a short gasp for breath at the end.  It was then that I realized what the smell was on him: he must have vomited out of sickness and shock when his father was killed right in front of him.  His throat must have been burning, and that water must have come in handy.

I stared at him.  A memory quickly flashed back to me of when I had first met their family on the way out of the Pavilion, and he had run right into me.  He must have been just six, almost seven at the time?  That was so very long ago.  Rutty would have been only three.

“What do you need right now, Private Shipley?” I asked him directly.

He took time to reply, staring blankly out into the Pavilion.  “More water, actually.”

Rutty handed him his cup.  He hadn’t taken a sip yet.  Jet thanked him and downed it with equal relish, and then he sat back with his palms flat behind him on the dais.  He was staring down at his rifle on the ground.

“I got him, Rutty,” he said.  “I got the one that got Pops.  Blew him away.”

I glanced over at Rutty.  He didn’t answer his brother, but simply nodded and patted Jet on the knee.

“I got him,” Jet said again, just above a whisper, but his voice faltered.  Rutty noticed it, and looked back over at his older brother.  Jet’s lips quivered once more, and his face contorted in anguish, slowly, viscerally.  His wet eyes flashed up to face me, searchingly, and then over to Rutty, then back to me once more.  Not finding whatever answers he sought, he tore himself up, fetched his gun from the ground, and fled out of the Pavilion.

“Private?” I asked him, but Rutty reached out an arm and placed it on mine.  I turned to him.

“Let him go, Pastor Rosie.  He just-” he faltered and trailed off with a sigh.  “Let him go.  He’ll come around.”

I placed my hand on Rutty’s, and then stood and opened my arms up wide for him, slowly.

Rutty took a deep breath and stood, looking at me.

“I’m so sorry, kiddo,” I said, and then my composure broke.  I cared about this kid.  After all, I had prayed with him so many times, and he had a good heart…a good heart that was now broken.  But somehow, I knew he’d make it through.  “I’m so sorry.”

It was Rutty’s turn to have his lips quiver, and then he burst into tears as he looked into my eyes with a yearning for answers that I just couldn’t give him.

But I gave him what I could, and that was the strong, loving embrace of this seventy-three-year-old matriarch who dearly loved this fourteen-year-old, his eighteen-year-old brother, his late father, his late mother, his late sister, the late Ray Ferro, the late Nora Jentzen, and all the others we had lost in the late earth we had so loved.

Rutty wept, and he wept long and hard.

 

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

 

Tuesday, October 20th, 2037, 1709 hours

 

I stepped onto the dais, and all eyes were upon me.  I looked around.  Lord, give me the wisdom to say the words that give hope, and hold back the ones that extinguish it, I thought to myself.

As I placed a hand on the lectern to steady myself, I looked back at the tiny lights behind me, two of them, on either side of the stage, blowing up two bluish, waving images of those lost.  On the left, Lieutenant Andrew Shipley.  On the right, Corporal Ray Ferro.  Their projections flanked me, somberly, in memoriam, as I looked out.

Without a word, before I approached the podium, I put my arms out, palms up.  The crowd mirrored me.  We all knew what it meant.

Receiving.

“Good evening, everyone,” I said.  “Welcome.  We are often in this Pavilion to talk about life.  We pray.  We talk about the future.  Tonight, however, we are talking about the past, and those who have passed on.  We will honor them, and the sacrifices they’ve made.”

I turned first to Ray Ferro’s image, wavering in the warm air of the Pavilion, regarding it and allowing the audience to look upon him.  He had been in his mid-thirties, and the picture that we had was one of him with his daughter,  Sarah, wrapping his arms around her.  I located Nurse Ferro in the front row.  She was sitting next to Jet, and he had his arm around her shoulder, consoling her.  Her eyes were red and wet, and she put a tissue to her nose.

“Corporal Raymond Gerald Ferro was born December 12th, 2001 in Akron, Ohio, as an only child.  He moved out to Nashville in 2024 with his wife, twin daughters, and infant son.  As with so many of us, they have experienced unexpected heartache and unimaginable loss.  All members of his family perished in the invasion, save Corporal Ferro and his daughter Sarah, journeying to us here in Clarksville in 2027. He was a valiant member of our recon patrol for many years.  He is survived by his daughter, Nurse Sarah Ferro, who is, may I say, equally as fiery as her father.”  Sarah tilted her head slightly and smiled.  “Everyone here knows how much Corporal Ferro loved his flamethrower.  He was the surest shot we had with one, and he will be missed.  He gave his life to ensure the return of Captain Stone, Private Markus Jentzen, Private Jet Shipley, and the late Lieutenant Shipley.  He was a gallant and valiant soldier, and his shoes will not easily be filled.  Thank you, Ray Ferro, for your service.”

I looked down at Sarah and smiled warmly.  The brothers were seated next to her, and Rutty was shifting his feet, hands under his knees on his seat, his legs bobbing nervously.  Jet was stoic as ever, grim-set, eyes fixed on me, a smoldering pride in his eyes even before I announced his father’s name.

“Lieutenant Andrew Dylan Shipley was born April 3rd, 1986, in Bellevue, Washington.  He married his high school sweetheart, Melissa – many of you will remember her – and they moved to Blue Spring, Kentucky in 2022 with three small children: Cameron, aka ‘Jet,’ Adelynn, aka ‘Sissy,’ and infant son, Wyatt, aka ‘Rutty.’  Andrew was a devoted firefighter, EMT, husband and father, and, as many of you know, he had the very best dad jokes.”

I don’t know what I did, but at that, both Shipley boys let out a pained choke, dropping their heads and crying anew.  Sarah Ferro bowed her head on Jet’s shoulder.  This memory in particular was one that they were apparently most fond of.

“Andrew was promoted up through the ranks here, ending up at the rank of Lieutenant under Captain Stone, performing one-hundred eighty-two missions.”  At that, the crowd murmured in astonishment and approval.  “On his very last mission, he gave his life…to save his son’s.”  I looked down at Jet, who was desperately trying to hold it together.  He looked at me, eyes glistening, and swallowed hard.

“Our Blockade, our very lives, would not be sustainable without the dutiful, patriotic, and steadfast devotion of these two soldiers, who gave their lives for this Blockade.  Our lives go on because of theirs. Let us take a moment of silence to offer thanks for their service.”

I paused, stepped back, and raised my hands once more, standing there, solemnly.  I beckoned the crowd to rise.  All did, even the bereaved, and I held up my palms as they held up theirs.  We did so for four minutes and thirty-six seconds, all of us, for Blockade DN436.

It was times like that where I missed Miguel the most.  My dearest marido.  He was with the President and the others, of course, but there was so much that he had to go all palms-up there for: some of it truly despicable.  I was willing to receive his absence because he was needed, but I deeply missed him. I cleared my thoughts and returned to the service at hand.

“Thank you for remembering them.  Please be seated once more.”  I grabbed my notes and clutched them tightly.

“Where my husband is, I do not know, as he was away in service when the enemy attacked.” I hated lying.  I truly hated keeping up the guise that I didn’t know his location or where he was serving.  I longed for the time when I would be able to speak freely, honestly, and repent of this ruse.  There was a higher purpose behind it, of course, but that didn’t make it any easier. “When I came to this Blockade in 2026, I left with six people: my sister, and five children.  I traveled all the way up from Nashville, and by God’s grace, I made it here.  But I said six people.  Only one made it here.  I lost all five of my children on the journey, as well as my sister.  We traveled forty-eight miles through a zone which was heavily concentrated with the enemy.  How in the Lord’s Name I am even breathing, I do not know. I will never pretend to understand, except to say that there was some Grace at play, and I trust that I was meant to be here.

“We may never truly know why they are here.  We may not be allowed that revelation.  What we are allowed is the journey.  While we know so little, we are always allowed the journey to draw nearer to the One who knows everything.  While we flail in despair and questioning, we are always allowed the opportunity to choose to trust that there is One who holds the future in His hands.  What our future may become, I simply don’t know.  But I do know the One who holds it, and that is enough for me.  That knowledge is what carries me beyond the present line of sight, knowing that what lies beyond is full of answers.  And trust is the bridge I walk down every day, to get to that other side.  But it is always a choice.

“For Lieutenant Andrew Shipley and Corporal Ray Ferro, they chose to walk that road.  They chose to cross that bridge. The Corporal, by holding the enemy at bay and trusting that his fellow soldiers would return safely.  The Lieutenant, by throwing himself between his son and the enemy and trusting that his son would live.  The road of trust is never easy, and it is always a choice.  But these two,” I paused, motioning behind me to their projections, “these two walked that road, they crossed that bridge, not knowing the answers when they passed, and not being allowed to find them in this life.  Still,” -here I held up a finger to have the crowd lean in to me and listen- “they trusted.  Trust never knows the outcome.  Trust believes past the outcome.”

I looked down at the Shipley boys and Sarah Ferro.  “Just as I have no idea how I made it here, and we have no idea why your parents had to be taken from you, we grieve your loss with you.  All of us here believe that there are reasons that will have you walk that bridge of trust.  And we promise to walk it with you.  Let us pray.”

I bowed my head, and I heard the audience do the same.  This was always the hardest part, praying, because I knew that some here did not believe.  Some would be uncomfortable talking to a God they could not see.  Some were uncomfortable even before I got to this point.  But praying epitomized trust: it had always done so, and it always would do so.

Heavenly Father, we thank you for the lives of Corporal Raymond Ferro and Lieutenant Andrew Shipley.  We thank you for their children that we love.  We thank you for your continued protection of us down here in this Blockade, afforded us by the very soldiers we just lost.  We commit them to you, and ask that you would help us to always remember them in honor, and to serve one another in love and trust that you know what you’re doing up there.  Help us to trust you more, especially in times where trust itself is on the line, vying for our attention with doubt.  Help us to believe that one day there will be justice, and that one day, this will all make sense somehow.  In Christ’s Name we pray.  Amen.

I looked up at the crowd, and thanked them.  “We will have food at the tables momentarily.  Please offer your condolences to Sarah Ferro, and Jet and Rutty Shipley, but please do respect their space as well.  Thank you for loving them; I am very fond of each of them.  Thank you all,” I said, stepping down, and I returned to my seat next to Wyatt Rutledge, ‘Rutty’ Shipley.

The Captain ascended the dais after me, but I hardly heard a word. Something about continued operations and recruiting new recon volunteers.  In my heart, however, I couldn’t stop praying and thinking to myself.  Something I had said when the recon patrol arrived back at the Blockade.  Something I was now praying for Jet Shipley, in particular.  I knew where Rutty’s heart lay.  Jet, I was unsure of.  All I knew was that he needed to trust, and, like his father, he was far from it.  I prayed that God would usher him into trust.

Bring him in, bring him in! I prayed, silently.
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“Yes, Madame President,” I said.

“And make sure those flyboys of yours are all ready once we receive the go from our wonderful Colonel Cartwright,” she said.  “It’ll take some time for him to get off his ass with this, and I don’t want your guys to drag it along any further than he has.”

“Ma’am.” I saluted.

“Dismissed,” she said, and then she was off.

President Jean Graham was becoming antsier. She had been ever since her son had been lost on that recon mission.  No one was ever really properly equipped to go out on any of them.  It was all still very much a guessing game.  As such, her son had only a handgun and instructions to be quiet.  He was only twenty-five, and they never found his body.

Graham had been closing off and getting more irritable ever since.  My contact is close with her, but fears he’s being pushed completely out.  He had been reassigned once already, and that meant that we no longer had eyes on the inside.  I understood that, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I would be able to receive intel from him.  Time would tell.

The things I had heard thus far from my contact defied belief, however.  They strained credulity.  They baffled and sickened me.  It sounded as though she was making progress on a few new referendums, one of which involved the amulets.  Of the many thousands we had recovered from the gorgos, the scientists were making progress in harnessing their energy and close to weaponizing them.  Graham didn’t share much about that with me of course, but there were whispers that they would be the first step in us being able to effectively fight back.  And, as it turns out, they were the gorgos’ Achilles heel.  They brought them with them, of course.

That was the good news.

It was the bad news that made me and my contact nervous.  He had shared things with me about stuff he’d heard her communicating with other international world leaders that has made the hairs stand up on my neck.  Terrifying, truly.  Conversations about nukes, about final solutions, about taking out our enemy with tactics that most would deem utterly reprehensible.

And it had moved from talk to action.  Even now, equipment was being shipped to the middle east, slowly, ever so slowly, on barges where the men were wary and quiet.  Taking nuclear materials, supplies, equipment and personnel over to three specific locations in Europe and Asia.  For my own protection, my contact didn’t share with me where those were.

But Graham was doing all of it now.  She was intent on using nuclear action, and my contact was convinced she was preparing to pull the trigger.

The worst part of it was that it was being done behind closed doors, and there were more and more talks like that. President Jean Graham was starting to get a little too loco in la cabeza for my taste. This woman had clearly overstayed her welcome, and was about to continue into her fourth term.  No one had done that since FDR back in 1933 to 1945.

But in truth, there was no one to replace her, and no elections.  No Congress.  No House of Representatives. Only Vice President Cooper to ratify the impromptu revision to the 22nd Amendment to allow her to continue.  Cooper had been in it as long as she had, by necessity, the day the last president was killed by a gorgo at Nashville airport in 2026. He was sworn in as her VP shortly after the last VP was killed in the White House.

But eventually, he, too, had to go.

I wondered when that time would come, because in the eleven years since the invasion, not much had changed.  We were still dying, and they were still here, and they owned the planet, and we were all stuck here in the shadows.

All in all, thankfully, my contact was keeping tabs on what was going on from afar since he had been expelled and stationed up at Mammoth Cave earlier this year.  After all, he had been asking too many questions, and that was making VP Cooper nervous.  It was Cooper who had him relocated there, but at least he had communications there to relay developments and intel where and when he could.  He thought he could trust Cooper, but apparently the VP was too close to Graham.

Things were happening.  Pieces were moving, and a groundswell of dissent was flowing.

In truth, I dearly missed my wife.  I missed her embrace.  I missed her calm wisdom.  My dearest Rosalita, mi flor preciosa.  She was stationed in Clarksville, Tennessee, and she was doing well there.  I say stationed, but of course hers wasn’t a military designation, but rather one of spiritual support.  When we occasionally spoke, I couldn’t relay much, and when I did, I’d have to speak in Spanish on an encoded line.

Thank God that we had someone at that Blockade, and that my contact was in charge of security and communications here in Nashville.  That has enabled us to be able to keep her in the loop.  And she’s been able to keep us in the loop as well.  She’s echoed news of developments happening in Alpharetta with their science team, and that has mirrored what we’ve heard from insiders around the President.  Sounds as though the team there is about to conduct an experiment on capturing a live gorg.

Man I hate those gorgos.They got another two of our men out on recon just two days ago.  When my time comes, I hope it’s painless.  I hope it’s not by a gorg.  But if it is, I’m not going to go quietly into the night.  This old body ain’t that old yet.  Es la verdad.  I won’t go quietly, and those gorgos will feel the wrath of First Lieutenant Miguel Monzon.

But for now, I had to report to Colonel Cartwright.
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I found the Colonel on the second floor, in the briefing room with his aide.

“Colonel Cartwright? Lieutenant Monzon is here,” announced his assistant.  Beautiful young lady named Leah Aponte, and I loved that she was of Mexican descent, though I scoffed at the fact that Cartwright used her.  We were down to fifteen percent surviving mankind.  What kind of man needs an Aide and an assistant?
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