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It took Natalia a good six months to emerge completely from the protective shell she had formed around herself after Tobias’s betrayal. She had emerged broken, but she was no longer in her own little world. At least not at that moment.

As she healed, she watched as her tummy grew. She knew that she was pregnant. Mama had told her so. The doctors had told her so.

Nine months after her nightmare, Matthew Itzaak Morrow was born. For once, Nattie had a small ray of sunshine in her life. 

His arrival had pulled her out of herself, made her aware of something—someone—other than herself. He made her aware that she actually did have a loving family.He was a blessing to all in the family. 

Her daddy seemed to dote on the baby as he had once done with her. She could tell that her daddy was struggling to come to terms with things that had happened as well. Her being raped. Her newly acquired brokenness. 

Her heart ached. She had betrayed his trust by believing Toby. she had turned her back on him by dating the son of an enemy.

And yet, he seemed to accept her back without judgment. Without condemnation. But she could tell that things had changed.

The rape had forced her to grow up. She had to grow. She had a child that depended on her now.

She was no longer a little girl. She was now a woman. A mother.

She looked up to see her father sitting down beside her. He smiled at her. She smiled back.

“I’m so sorry daddy,” she said quietly, “I should have listened to you. I should have...”

“You had no idea that he was going to do what he did,” he responded gently, “besides. Uncle Tom said he believed that Toby had this planned no matter what. He just made it easier to do by earning your trust through seeming to change.”

“Still,” she objected, “I-I should have avoided him. I should have made sure I had people around me at all times. I—”

“Oh, honey,” he sighed, putting his arm around her and trying to comfort her, “there’s a million things we wish we could have done, but nothing would have changed a thing. You did what was normal. You believed he had moved on. He fooled us all.”

She broke down in his arms. He held his daughter close, trying to comfort her. It hurt to see her hurt this way.

She was confused. And she had reason. After all, it had been her that had been thrown into a nightmare. It was her who now hurt. He swallowed the lump in his throat. 

***
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NICK HAD DECIDED TO let the boys get comfortable. A false sense of security would cause them to slip up. To get sloppy.

He continued to send them out, but kept them under surveillance. He began giving them larger areas to patrol. These areas grew over nine months to include all day excursions where villages would be passed. 

Ken and Demmie had recombined their bases and troops with his. The manpower was needed. Things were beginning to escalate.

The Châu Đốc bar massacre and the open assassination of a district chief had shown Nick that the VC, ‘Victor Charlie’, were active again. It was no longer a thing of waiting...or of seeing. Things were heating up. More men would be sent to Vietnam.

The Châu Đốc event had been why he had recalled Demmie and his units. No need to keep them in harm’s way. Not at this moment. Besides. The outpost seemed to be the safest place to be at the moment.

He had been lucky that the Viet Cong had not taken notice of his little outpost or its patrols of ‘observers’. Apparently, they had forgotten that it existed altogether. As had the US.

After all, they no longer served their original purpose. They were no longer a French guarison and the remaining outpost did not officially exist. The US had only been accepting observations from Demmie’s Mekong division. Apparently, the generals had believed that all three units had moved south. 

And why not? That was where all the enemy action seemed to be taking place. The outpost, Outpost C-5, nicknamed ‘Charlie’ because of its initial closeness to the front lines and to the VC, was supposed to be shut down and moved. That had been orders. 

And they had moved, initially, but had found themselves too close to the northern lines. So, they had moved back. No need to antagonize Ho Chi Minh and his northern army. Still, they had left Ken there to observe movements to the north and to monitor Hanoi’s radio transmissions. 

He had been pulled back when attacks were first mentioned. He was too valuable to lose. Besides. The plan where Toby and his gang were concerned wouldn’t work without him.

Their consolidated units could easily be used to monitor Toby’s gang and the movements of the enemy. Perhaps the escalation would help place the gang in the thick of things. Or even remove the need to carry out the original plan. 

Nick didn’t feel that the last was even an option. So far, the targets had been civilian or government officials. Not soldiers. Not yet.
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TOBY SLASHED HIS WAY through the fast growing undergrowth. He had learned to be effective to avoid the nasty little leeches. He had even grown accustomed to those damn gun-wielding mosquitoes. 

He had begun feeling sick, though. It was almost as if those nasty buggers carried some kind of vile illness. Something he had never encountered.

He remembered hearing about something called malaria. But hadn’t that been eradicated? Shit.

If there was a tiny piece of hell, this jungle was it. It would pour for days then clear off and steam a person to death. And every insect and creature here was an agent of illness and death.

He hated it here. Still he had taken refuge here. He had come here willingly. Stupidly.

Being killed by Joey back in Des Moines was beginning to look as if it had been the better choice. Hell. if he could, he would take it all back. But it was too late for all that.

He no longer wanted to rape and pillage. Or even fight. Now, he just wanted to go home.

But where was home? He had nothing to go back to. Not even a girlfriend.

He was beginning to realize just what he had gotten himself, and his gang, into. He had brought them over here to this god forsaken country, this hellish jungle, to die. He knew that now.

“Hey, T.F.,” Mark hissed, “let’s raid a village.”

“Nah, man,” he replied, tired, “not on my watch.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Mark sneered, “there was a day when you would have kicked the fuck outta anyone who said that.”

“Yeah,” he snapped, “an’ there was a day when I felt like being shitty. But not anymore. I didn’t know it then, but I brought us here to die.”

“Dude!” Mark hissed again. “Gedda fuckin’ grip! What’s a matter with you?”

“Don’t you fuckin’ geddit?” He turned on Mark. “you didn’t matter to me. None of you did. Not then. Not when I got you to do all those things. Not when I talked you into runnin’ off with me. All I cared about was savin’ my own worthless hide.”

“Fuck, man,” Mark backed off, “sorry I even brung it up.” 
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Michael had been paying for Melanie Harmage’s medical needs since Jim’s death. He had secretly been paying her friends to care for her. He had felt responsible for Jim’s death. 

Shasta had joined the women in helping care for Mel. She felt the need to do. She felt the need to be involved.

And Michael had groceries delivered twice a week. Just as he paid her utilities every month. He felt that it was only right.

The French fiasco was now newly past. It was no longer an issue. Toffer was dead. Tobias was as good as.

Things were now quieting down. Gianni and his goons had faded into the background, leaving Des Moines eerily quiet. Uneasily peaceful.

The doings in Washington were rumors. Whispers. Horrific bedtime tales told to naughty children.

Des Moines was as far from the Red Scare as it was from Moscow. Or Leningrad. Or even from Beijing.

People here seemed less inclined to fall into the McCarthyist trap of conducting witch hunts. Or so it seemed. If they were hunting, they were keeping it low key.

It had seemingly been hushed by the sudden example of what happened when such an opportunity fell into the wrong hands. Toffer had taken the momentum out of the movement that had begun in the Assembly. It had shown them the dangers of such a law. And thus, they had backed away from the movement warily.

And rightly so. And though the vernacular that had emerged from it would never go away, the desire to try fellow Americans for possibly being something they probably weren’t had subsided before it caused too much damage. After all, one of their most venerable had been wrongfully attacked.

Strangely enough, most who’d been fanatical in their pursuit had been stripped of their offices when Toffer fell. They had been paid. They had been corrupt.

The aftermath caused a shift in attitudes away from fanaticism and toward cooler pursuits. Cooler attitudes. More level ideals.

The whole French Industries fiasco had shown Iowans where they were the most blind. Michael doubted that the lesson would stick long, though. Iowans were never good at learning and retaining. They were like every other American fool. They only retained lessons for as long as it applied to them. After, they forgot and repeated the stupidity...simply because everyone else was doing it.

Wholesome was the furthest from what they truly were. Hypocrites, yes. Wholesome, no.

***
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MARK REALIZED THAT he was now on his own. Toby wasn’t worth saving if the shit hit the fan. Neither were Thom, Lorne, or Luke. The whole fucking gang had suddenly gone soft. Well, except maybe Brad.  

But Brad was a nitwit. An easy target. Pretty much dumb as a box of rocks. 

Still, Brad was a willing participant in anything that Mark might decide to do. Even if it meant sneaking off, away from the unit, to have a little fun with some native girls. After all, he was feeling the need. 

They would kill the girls after they’d had their fill. He had already decided that. That way, there would be no alarm raised. 

Besides. Who would know? They were alone when they went out on patrol.

No one seemed to be following them. It was a prime opportunity. 

“Psst,” he hissed, “hey Brad!”

“Whaddya want?” Brad whispered.

“Wanna go rock ‘n roll?” He queried.

“Ya do mean to go find a couple girls an’ take ‘em a couple rounds, right?” Brad returned. 

“Yes, ya fuckin’ idiot,” he snarled.

“Sure,” Brad nodded, “but we need to plan. Mark a time out on patrol to vanish into the night...an’ things like that.” the younger boy stopped to think. “What of the rest?”

“They’ve all gone soft,” he remarked, “fuck ‘em.”

“Well then,” Brad replied, “it’s just you ‘n I.”

“Shhh,” he hushed Brad, “Tobe’s headed this way. Show no sign we even talked.”

“Aright,” Brad concurred.

“Hey, Mark,” Tobias began, “can I talk to you?”

“Sure thing, leaderman,” he snarked.

“Let’s go yonder,” Tobias stated, pointing to a secluded spot, “an’ talk.”

“Sure,” he nodded.

They walked to the spot Toby had pointed to and Toby turned to him.

“I want you to destroy both of the letters I wrote last year,” Toby began, “I no longer want them delivered. What happened before, it wasn’t Nattie’s fault. It was my old man’s. 

“I realize that now. I
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