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        ONE NEEDS TO BE RESCUED.

        THE OTHER NEEDS TO BE SAVED.

      

      

      
        
        Sean

      

      

      
        
        When I was a SEAL, I had one rule: HOLD FAST.

        Those two words kept me alive through years of war, but they couldn’t save all my brothers in arms, and they couldn’t save my career.

        Now I’m home, back in the world, with more nightmares and scars than ten men should have, and the only woman who can make me whole again is missing.

        I don’t care where she is or who has her. There is nothing I won’t do to find her and bring her home.

        To me.

      

      

      
        
        Courtney

      

      

      
        
        I’m trapped, and there’s no way out. I need to escape this cult and leave this hell behind, but I can’t do it alone.

        I knew the Church of the New Revelation was a bad idea when my mother brought me here, but I didn’t know how bad. I’m a prisoner, and this noose draws tighter around my neck every day.

        There’s only one bright spot in my life, only one man who could save me. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved, but he left me behind when he enlisted all those years ago.

        Sean, where are you?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing

        EDMUND BURKE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        People sleep peacefully in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.

        GEORGE ORWELL (ATTRIBUTED)

      

      

      

      

      The world we live in has a lot of cold, dark, and frequently scary places, and you can’t turn on the evening news without encountering some fresh new hell of humankind’s brutality.

      

      HOLD FAST is a book firmly rooted in the real world. It is gritty, raw, and intense. We have not shied away from the bad or the evil. But while there are plenty of horrible things done by evil people, there are also Burke’s ‘good men’ who are not willing to let evil triumph; Orwell’s ‘rough men’ who ‘stand ready to do violence’ for us, and the night is always darkest just before the dawn of a bright new day.

      

      We hope you enjoy our story.
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          COURTNEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday Morning, 7 August 2016

      

      

      Daniel’s gentle snoring wakes me early.

      It’s still ten minutes before six according to the clock hanging on the rough plywood wall; five ‘til, according to the cheap digital watch that serves as our alarm clock. Not that much lost sleep. The alarm was just about to go off anyway, but still. I could have had five more minutes.

      Daniel grumbles when I nudge him. He’s cute when he does that, childlike. It makes me want to take him into my arms and cuddle him. Officially he’s my husband, but in reality? Daniel’s the only child I’ll ever likely have.

      “Come on, sleepyhead,” I whisper, softly ruffling his hair until he’s awake. He opens his eyes and smiles at me. The physical resemblance to his half-brother never ceases to amaze me. Twins, if twins could be born so many decades apart, and to different mothers. How can two men look so much alike, yet be so utterly different?

      Daniel is kind and sweet, finding joy everywhere in the world around him. He can even find beauty in this hovel we’ve shared for five years, with its splintery floors and yellowing plastic windows.

      Perhaps it’s simply time? Perhaps it’s the responsibility? His brother Emmanuel is the anointed one, after all. The Lord’s chosen prophet.

      My Daniel’s face is beginning to show wrinkles, but they’re from smiling; the light in his eyes is joy. Emmanuel’s creases were born from disapproving scowls, and his eyes burn with a terrifying zeal.

      Mom, how could you have ever fallen in love with Emmanuel? And how could you bring me here, make me live like this? Can’t you see how sick this place is?

      “What do you say we go back to sleep and pretend to be sick?” Daniel asks with a wink, sitting up with his back to the wall.

      “I wish,” I sigh. Forget five minutes. I’d love another five hours. “But I can’t. You know I can’t. Today’s a market day and I have to get ready and load the truck and…” I trail off. There’s no point in finishing my sentence. Finish my sentence? My sentence is life plus eternity. It will never be finished.

      Market days are hard, but they are also a blessing. They get me out of the compound. Every Saturday and Sunday from mid-spring until late autumn, we have a booth at the open-air farmer’s market in Greenville. It’s tiny and remote, almost the last outpost of civilization before reaching the deep forests of northern Maine, but I get to speak with people.

      Normal people who seem to be living normal lives. Normal people who don’t look up to a vicious, manipulative bastard who claims to have a New Revelation from The Lord. Normal people who have no need to look at the ground to avoid the wrath of a prophet and his two sons.

      Normal people.

      Free people.

      Daniel claims that those people out there have no more freedom than we do, but I think he’s just trying to convince himself that what we have is for the best. But I know better. Daniel was born into this life. I wasn’t.

      I remember life outside this compound.  Life in a city, with houses and paved streets, not this cluster of drafty, converted garden sheds on a sprawling run-down farm deep in the forest.  A life centered around friends and family, school and the mall. A life not built around a shabby chapel where an angry old man rants daily about the New Revelation given to him directly from The Lord’s lips.

      A life where a man like Daniel could be free to openly express his love for Joshua. Where they could get married and live out the happily ever after from whatever fairy tale they build for themselves, if that’s what they wanted.

      This is the only life he’s ever known, and I think he’s afraid to leave it, unsure he could survive in the unfamiliar. I can’t comprehend that fear of the outside, can’t understand why he wouldn’t want that life. I’d have run years ago if I were him. But then again, I’m happy that he didn’t. If Daniel hadn’t asked his older brother for me, God alone knows who Father Emmanuel would have married me off to.

      I did run. Years ago, and more than once. But here I still am, so maybe he has a point.

      Sitting up for the first time in the cool morning air is always painful, and the first few steps of each day are pure misery. Twenty-three years old, and I walk like I was sixty-three.

      “It’s bad this morning, isn’t it?” my husband asks. We may not be intimate in the way of husbands and wives, but we do care very much for each other. Daniel’s eyes lose some of his joy as he takes in my limp, but he can’t see the grinding in my hip with every movement, or feel the throbbing ache.

      “It could be worse,” I tell him with a game smile. “At least I can tell it’s not going to rain today.” I stare out the scratched and yellowed window at the dawn and yawn.

      “You’re thinking about it again,” he says. “About running.”

      “Thinking? Yes. Dreaming, even.” I sigh. “Always.”

      “Courtney, you know it can’t happen,” Daniel says, taking my hands in his. “Next time? The lesson won’t be so easy.”

      “Oh, I know it can’t happen. I can’t run, Daniel, because I can’t run. They taught me that lesson so very, very well. Really drove it home, you might say.” I smile bitterly, and my husband winces and looks away. Yes. Lessons. Friendly little learning aids to help even the slowest student understand things. Like why she shouldn’t run.

      Yes. Oh, very much yes. I’m still thinking about running. When it comes to learning how to give up, I’m a damned slow learner.

      Perhaps the lesson wasn’t meant only for me, or even mostly for me. Maybe it was meant for everyone else. And maybe Daniel’s not afraid that he can’t survive in freedom. It might be survival just to reach freedom that he thinks is impossible.

      Daniel turns his back to me and we both hurry to remove the long flannel nightshirts necessary even in summer with such flimsy shelter. My husband helps with the buttons on the back of my market day dress. It’s the least faded and patched thing in my limited wardrobe, but it’s still probably at least as old as I am, and I adjust a bleached-white apron to cover some still-unpatched holes in the front of the skirt.

      It’s our standard morning routine. We wake up, we dress. We go to prayer holding hands, we eat our meals together. In public, we officially despair every month when we don’t have happy news to share with the community of a new blessing visited upon us.

      Right, because unless the archangel Gabriel comes down in person for a late-night visit, that is just not going to happen. And even if it did, how could I bring any new life into this place? What kind of person would do that to a child?

      It’s not the life I dreamed about, but then… does anyone ever get their perfect dream life?

      With breakfast and prayers finished, it’s time to be about the business of the day. My husband sends me on my way with a kiss on the cheek, and I head for the barn. My mother greets me with a baleful glare—she’s already brought the truck around, and I’m late. She and Nathan have been waiting for me.

      Loading the truck is backbreaking work for two women and a boy, but we manage. Bushel baskets and wooden crates loaded with fresh fruits and vegetables fill the stake-bed truck almost to overflowing. The bench seat of the truck is nearly as crowded with my mother and Nathan.

      “Be careful, Courtney!” My mother gets skittish every single time we drive over the narrow wooden bridge.

      “Mom!” I growl back. “I’ve managed to drive over that stupid bridge ten thousand times already without killing us. Could you please let it go?” I’ll pay for that later, I know, but she’s not going to risk slapping me while we’re driving.

      “Actually, it’s not even two thousand,” she says, rolling her eyes at me. Or perhaps not. Is this going to be one of her good days?

      “How did you come up with this number,” Nathan asks and I can’t help but smile at his genuine curiosity.

      “Well, Courtney’s twenty-three now, and she got her permit on her fifteenth birthday. She’s been taking me to the market twice a week so…” My mother pauses on purpose to give Nathan a chance to do the math.

      Wedged in the front seat of the minivan between us, he frowns and solves the problem out loud. “Twenty-three minus fifteen, that’s eight. And then there are fifty-two weeks a year. So that would be four times across the bridge a week by eight years times fifty-two weeks.” The boy frowns, going back over his work in his head while ticking results off on his fingers. “But no, that’s not right either, Sister Heather. You and Sister Courtney hadn’t come to The Lord yet when she was fifteen. She was… I don’t know how old she was.”

      “You’re right, Brother Nathan! That’s so clever of you to remember that. She was sixteen. So go ahead and figure it out now.”

      My mother nods and winks at me. For all her faults, I have to hand it to her, she’s a fabulous teacher. She’s just tricked the kid into doing what he claims to hate. I keep my eyes on  the road ahead while Nathan counts on his fingers, wondering if she’ll eventually remind him that we don’t drive to the market during the winter months.

      He mumbles to himself, “Four times fifty-two is two hundred and eight… times eight, makes 1,664, but minus... it’s 1,456, and it’s a round trip so- 2,912!” Eyes narrowed, Nathan bares his teeth at me in a predatory grin. “Courtney,” he hisses. “You lied.”

      I bite my tongue and keep my eyes on the potholed logging road. It’s a waste of time trying to explain concepts like exaggeration and nuance to Nathan. All nine-year-olds, even ones raised in a normal life, have a tendency to see the world in black and white. This one, though? Father Emmanuel’s youngest son was brought up to watch everything, to sniff out the slightest, smallest sin in our closed community. In a life where the wages of sin literally are death, that makes him a very dangerous child.

      As always, I’m torn between sadness for the little boy and fear of him. What would he have been like if he’d been raised outside of the world according to Father Emmanuel? His quick intelligence, the clever and inquisitive nature, could have taken him anywhere, let him be anything he wanted.

      The world according to Father Emmanuel is my private hell, a tiny box with no exit and only a pinprick window where I can see the world on market day, and Nathan is his father’s spy.

      I can’t hate him for it, though. Nathan’s just as trapped as I am, and he doesn’t even know it.

      I can’t forget it, though.

      Even if Nathan didn’t work out the math for the winter months, the fact remains: I drove past the graves of my stillborn sisters this morning for at least the thousandth time. Deep in almost virgin forest, the graves lie unmarked and unremembered but for the small white chunk of granite and perennial wildflowers that a younger, envious version of myself placed there. Every time I drive past the path leading to that small clearing, I want to scream to the world that this man is Satan, not the holy man he pretends to be.

      But there is no one to scream to.

      The Church of the New Revelation, everyone on the compound would swear that Father Emmanuel is nothing less than The Lord’s gift to our fallen and sinful world, a witness and a prophet, with a mission to bring America and the world back to righteousness. My mother? Forget walking on water, she probably thinks he could breakdance on it if he wanted. The few people in the outside world whose path I cross, they think we’re just a quaint relic, a leftover from an earlier time. Like the Amish or the Mennonites, perhaps, but with a little more hellfire and brimstone. They have no idea, and they never will. They won’t see, because they won’t look. I’ve tried to tell them, but they won’t listen. And anyway, they always say, it’s nowt t’do wi’ me and mine.

      That’s what they said the first time I ran, when they brought me right back to my mother and her vile holy man.

      “Whoever spares the rod hates the child, but the one who loves their children is careful to discipline them,” Father Emmanuel explained. “As it says in The Lord’s Word, ‘train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old he will not depart from it.’”

      He pretended that it tore him apart to punish me, but there was a sick glee in his eyes as Brother Lucas beat me bloody and bruised with a length of broom handle. For my own good, of course. To train me up in the way I should go. So I would not depart from the way.

      I was sixteen then, so much younger and more innocent, but he was right. By the time it was over, I knew I would never forget the lesson. I’d learned that I couldn’t count on anyone but myself.

      And then the second time I ran… The truck’s jostling over deep ruts and brutal potholes covers my involuntary shudder at the memory.

      And where would I run to, anyway? My father’s dead. The very night he died, my mother drove home from the hospital to get me and brought us here. She wouldn’t even wait for the funeral. We had to leave his sins behind, and like Lot’s wife, no looking back could be permitted.

      Dad was an only child, and my grandparents were gone long before he died. And Sean. I’d run to you, if I knew where you were. The only two men I’ve ever loved, the only two men I could run to… and they’re both beyond my reach.

      The deep logging trails give way to graveled dirt roads barely wide enough for the heavy logging trucks to take their loads of tree trunks to the paper mills, and finally to smooth paved roads.

      “So you admit you’re a liar,” Nathan taunts. The logging roads are too rough for conversation - too rough for anything but holding on for dear life to anything solid – and I’d hoped that the boy would have forgotten this in the jostling.

      Nathan was picked to escort my mother and me to the market because he’s strong enough to help us put up the booth, but also because he’s smart enough to watch everything we do, and dedicated enough to report even the slightest hint of sin. Even worse, he knows it. His father’s flattery and brainwashing have turned an intelligent and curious young boy into a vicious miniature of his father, zealous in sniffing out wrongdoing in others, and he would love nothing more than to demonstrate he’s earned his master’s trust by having something juicy to report.

      “Now, Brother Nathan!” My mother’s protest is too weak to be taken as a serious reprimand, but that’s hardly unexpected. She fawns over the small monster. Mom, would you have treated your own sons that way if you’d been able to give Father Emmanuel any? Or would you have hated them and ground them under your heel like you did with me? I know the answer, of course. Anything from that twisted man would be a gift from Heaven, in her eyes.

      So long as it was a boy, of course.

      Not for the first time, I find myself envying my little sisters-that-never-were. Those ‘useless girls’ never had to live like this.

      I shrug off Nathan’s taunt, keeping my eyes on the road. I’m memorizing every detail of it. One day I will be running away down this road. One day, I’ll be a free woman. One day.

      The thought makes me generous toward the little boy who will probably never know anything about life outside the compound.

      “What do you say when you’re really hungry?” I ask him. He sees the world in black and white, so let’s see if I can introduce the concept of a third color: gray.

      “That I could eat a horse,” he says. His expression shows that the question surprises him but he plays along anyway. “But what does it have to do with you lying?”

      “Do you sincerely and honestly believe you could actually eat an entire horse? All by yourself?” I ignore his question and continue with my own.

      While he ponders the question, I park in our assigned market space and turn off the ignition. Mom gets out to pull the first of our tables off the truck, leaving Nathan and me alone for a moment.

      “Let me answer my question for you,” I say, taking one of his hands into both of mine. “You couldn’t possibly eat an entire horse. It’s not true, and everyone around you knows it’s not true. But saying that you could doesn’t make you a liar.”

      He looks into my eyes struggling to understand what I’m saying.

      “You’re not trying to deceive anyone, you see? You’re not lying, you’re just creating a picture, a mental image, to tell your mother that you’re really, really hungry. Does that make sense?”

      Nathan nods, and I can see wheels turning in his head.

      “Well, when I said ‘ten thousand times’ it was just an expression. I wasn’t trying to deceive my mother. I just wanted her to know that I have enough experience to know I need to be careful driving over the old bridge and she shouldn’t worry.”

      I give him a few seconds to mull this over as I jump down from my seat.

      “Using an exaggeration like that is okay, Nathan,” I say pulling on his hand to make him follow me. “When you do that, you’re not telling the exact truth but you’re using it to help someone else understand something that is true.”

      Obediently he follows me, and in silence, helps me unload our baskets and bins of produce onto our table. My mother, picking up on his pensive frown – because, of course, she notices him, right? – waits until he’s out of earshot.

      “Courtney,” she asks, with a fond smile in his direction, “did you break our chatter box?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head.

      I didn’t break him. Quite the opposite, I hope. I may have done something to fix it. I gave the little boy some food for thought. With any luck, he’ll take the time to digest it fully.
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          SEAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday Evening, 10 August 2016

      

      

      Another patrol.

      The sun beats down fiercely on Sadr City, and my CamelBak is already empty.

      Shit. I know I filled it. Where did my water go?

      Whatever.

      The streets are empty. They’re always empty on these patrols. Where the fuck are all the locals? There’s at least a solid fucking million people living in these few square miles of dusty concrete and mud brick. There’s not enough rocks for all of them to crawl under, and even if there were – there’s only six SEALs walking down the street. It’s not like they couldn’t squash us like bugs if they wanted to.

      “Six of us? You just had to go and fucking count, didn’t you?” Saggy spits a brown stream of Copenhagen juice. It kicks up a tiny dust cloud and evaporates almost instantly. So does Saggy. One instant he’s there – SO3(SEAL) Jason Higgins, nicknamed Saggy within the Teams – and then poof. Before my eyes he fades to a sparkling mist, which winks out as if he had never existed.

      One after another, so do Toad, Tinkerbell, Mullet, and Meat. Tinkerbell looks disgusted; Mullet shakes his head sadly.

      “You know better than to count, brother,” he says. His words echo up and down the street after his misty outline is gone. I’m alone now.

      “No, man,” I say. “You know why I have to count. You fucking know why, Mullet.” My voice is raw, harsh.

      I miss them. The brotherhood—when you spend enough time in combat with someone, there’s a bond—but even more than that, I miss the firepower. Meat’s SAW is a force multiplier. The M249 Squad Automatic Weapon spits out a shitload more fire than my M4 could ever manage without melting the barrel.

      Doesn’t matter. Gotta finish the patrol.

      I’ve got the route memorized. I know this shit like the back of my hand. I’ve done this same fucking route at least a thousand times. I don’t even bother asking why we’re patrolling here anymore – SEALs aren’t for fucking street-level patrols, and everyone knows it.

      We do body snatches, grabbing up insurgent leadership as quietly as we can. We kick doors. We do overwatch with sniper rifles, shooting suicide bombers before they can detonate. If they want to go to Paradise, let them do it by themselves rather than in the company of a crowd of strangers. We kill people and break shit.

      These chickenshit patrols are what the Army sends its dogfaces to do. There’s Marines to pick up the slack as well. But still, every fucking night I do this route, and every night that hot midday sun pounds down on me.

      The sun. It’s night. Something’s nagging at me about that. What? Shake it off, man. Shake it off. Head in the game.

      End of the next block, turn north. There’s a dog barking somewhere. I don’t know where it is – I never know where it is. I hear it every time.

      Alley. One hundred meters. Check in on the radio. There’s no beep to tell me the crypto is synced, and no voice comes back at me. Still, make the report to silent air.

      Check the chamber on my M4 – charging handle comes back just enough to see a sliver of brass ahead of the bolt. The handle makes a metallic click when I push it back to the stops and the catch engages. Hit the forward assist a couple times, make sure the carbine is back in battery. I’m going to need all the firepower I’ve got when I go around this corner. Just like I do every night under the hot Iraqi sun.

      I put the rifle to my shoulder and come around the corner. There should be a stack of guys behind me, each with their own sector to cover, but since I’m by myself now, I have to do it all. Lead with the muzzle, sweep from right to left, expose as little of myself as possible until I’ve cleared the area.

      There’s nothing here, nobody. I didn’t expect there to be. There never is.

      The black curtain in the window at the end of the alley shakes. There’s no breeze. God, I wish Meat was still here with the SAW.

      The red dot of the Aimpoint is centered squarely on the window. Any moment now, it’s going to happen. The muzzle of the RPK is going to push the curtains aside, and this time I’m going to light that motherfucker up before he has a chance to open fire.

      The coarse black curtain shakes, and there’s the gun. I’ve got the drop on him this time. His head has to be … there. Right there. Take up the tension on the trigger and … click. Nothing happens. The round has evaporated, just like my water. Just like my brothers. It’s the same thing every night under the killing sun in this alley. And just like every night, the enemy’s old Soviet-built machine gun barks.

      Motherfuckers are learning from us. Used to be they’d just spray and pray, yelling out Aloha Snackbar while full-auto recoil pushed their muzzles too high. The safest place to be was right in front of them. If the first two bullets missed you, the rest would too. This guy though, he’s using short bursts, controlled. Aimed. I take the first two rounds in my chest plate, the third zips past my left ear.

      My brothers disappeared because I’d counted them, and I hoped they’d stay gone. It didn’t work, though – they’re back now. Their corpses are broken, shattered things lying in the street under the hot sun. Just like every night on this patrol. What’s left of Meat’s face looks sad.

      “You know that doesn’t fucking work, bro.” His tone is matter-of-fact, resigned. He sighs, and foamy blood burbles out through the holes in his neck. Meat turns his head to look at the others. “Take the SAW, man. You need it more than I do.” He looks around at the dusty ground of the alleyway where pieces of his skull and half his brain matter lay scattered. “Shit,” he says. “As often as we do this, you’d think I’d be used to it by now,” and closes his one remaining eye. He’s lying still now, and his hand is loose on the machine gun as I roll and drag it to myself.

      No matter how hard I try, I can’t change history. I can only repeat it.

      My chest plate was never meant to stop heavy rounds at close range, and it didn’t. I’ve got two big, bloody holes in my body in spite of the armor. The twin hammer blows put me on the ground while the unseen gunner dealt with my brothers, but now she – it is a woman, the body count guys will tell me this when I wake up in the trauma center at Landstuhl – is coming back to me. I’m still moving, she can’t leave me alive.

      The SAW is still coming around when she fires. I’m on the ground, prone, and my left calf burns now from a new hole. She aimed high, thank fucking Christ. Only caught me with one round. The muzzle is dropping though; she’s coming back on target. My first burst goes low, all three rounds absorbed by the mud brick wall below the window. She fires again, this time stitching me from halfway up my back with the first round. Second one in my ass. The rest of them are high, hitting in the dirt behind me.

      My second burst from the SAW hits home, and the RPK is silenced. There’s nothing moving now except for the settling clouds of dust and that goddamned curtain. It’s still moving with the nonexistent breeze. My ears ring from the gunfire. The smell of blood – and worse things – fills my nose. It’s cold here, in the bright nighttime sunlight.

      There’s a THUNK-sqeeeeeeeeeeeeeaaaal, and I’m thrown forward by deceleration against the lap belt.

      Why is my alleyway decelerating?

      I jolt awake, reaching for my weapon, but all I find is the armrest of the comfortable first class seat, and it all comes back to me. It’s not real. It never is, not any more. That sun and blood-drenched alleyway only happened one time in the real world. One day. It’s only in my dreams that it happens every night. I’m on the airplane, headed home, and we’ve just landed.

      A young mother sitting next to me holds a baby on her lap, shrinking as far from me toward the aisle as she can get. Across the aisle is an older man – maybe in his late sixties – that has the look. His eyes meet mine, and yeah—he’s been there. He nods once, sharply, in recognition.

      My breathing slows as the airplane taxis toward the terminal, and by the time the door opens my hands have mostly stopped shaking. The words tattooed across my knuckles taunt me – HOLD FAST, one letter across each finger. A legacy of my time as a Bosun’s Mate before I went for Naval Special Warfare. The tattoo is ancient superstition, a talisman to strengthen the men handling sails and anchors. A spell, even, to ensure the hands would never slip.

      Hold fast? I can’t even hold fast to my own fucking mind anymore.

      First class passengers get to leave ahead of everyone else, thank Christ. I need to get out of this metal can, need different air. The woman with the baby is the first one off – she can’t get away from me fast enough, gives me one quick nervous look over her shoulder, keeping herself between me and her child as she hurries for the exit like I’m some kind of fucking monster.

      Standing up sucks. After eight years in the Navy – six of them as a SEAL – I’ve been banged up and broken in more fucking ways than I can count, and after a long flight, it’s agony to unroll myself and work stiff, painful joints back to functionality.

      I retrieve my green canvas sea bag from the overhead bin, toss it over one shoulder, and head for the jetway myself. I tense up as quick footsteps approach from behind.

      “Petty Officer Pearse?” I freeze, turn. It’s the man from across the aisle. He seems almost apologetic, and looks like he’s debating whether or not to put his hand out.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “It’s stenciled on your bag. BM3 Pearse. You were a Bosun’s Mate?”

      “Used to be, a lifetime ago. Got out as a first class, and not a Bosun’s Mate, anymore, by then.”

      “Yeah, had you pegged for something else. Um. My name’s Dick. 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry. Ia Drang Valley, 1965.” He makes a decision, holds out his hand. I take it. It’s reflex, as much as anything. Dick clasps my hand tightly.

      “Sean Pearse. United States Navy. Bunch of things. 2008 until… just now.” Avoid the subject of the Teams. People ask too many questions when you tell them you’re a SEAL. I don’t want to fucking answer questions.

      “It gets better, son. It takes time, but it gets better.” Dick releases my hand, claps me on the shoulder. “Thank you for your service,” he says, then he’s gone down the jetway. I hear more footsteps behind me. The rest of the passengers are starting to deplane now. I don’t have any interest in getting stuck in a mob, so it’s time to get moving myself.

      I don’t have any checked bags – most of my stuff is in storage while I figure out where I want to settle down now that I’m a civilian again – so I can skip wading through the crowds at baggage claim.

      My ride’s here already, waiting for me. My mom’s standing anxiously at the curb on her tiptoes trying to see me over and around the mass of people. Melissa Pearse – no, Melissa Dwyer now. She’s remarried. I was in Afghanistan when she married Bill. Her face lights up when she sees me, and I feel a little better. A little closer to normal. Whatever the hell normal is.

      My mom is a compact woman, solidly built, and her fierce hug rocks me back on my heels.

      “Welcome home, Sean.” Her face is buried against my chest, and as my arms go around her, I feel her shaking, sobbing. She’s relieved, I guess. I’m home. If a stranger knocks on the door, it won’t be someone stopping by with condolences from the Secretary of Defense and a grateful nation. One visit was enough, and now she won’t need to fear a second.

      Home. The World. Diesel smoke from shuttle buses lies thick in the air, bringing with it memories of the bases and airfields scattered around all the shitholes in which I’ve spent the last eight years. The smell is the same, but the sounds are different. There’s still rumbling diesels at idle, but they don’t have the deep grumble of a Bradley, and no badly-greased tracks squeal wherever I turn. The crowds of people are happy families meeting loved ones, not sergeants corralling misplaced troops.

      My mother releases me, steps back to look at me. She scans up and down with penetrating eyes, pausing at the long, knotted white scar on my left cheek, the tattoos on my forearms. Another white crease of scar runs down the length of one of them, breaking the brightly colored ink there. She shakes her head – whether at the ink, the scars, or my general gauntness, I can’t tell – and pops the trunk for my bag.

      “Thanks for coming to get me, Mom.” It sounds lame, but I’m at a loss for what else to say. My bag goes in the trunk, and I close the lid behind it.

      “Let’s get you home, Sean.”

      My mother doesn’t push me to talk, and the ride home is a blessedly quiet one. I can feel her watching me though, silently scrutinizing me out of the corner of her eye, and I turn to look out the window. I haven’t been home since I left for the Navy eight years ago, and it’s going to take me a while to get used to Maine again.

      The airport is on the outskirts of the city, and streetlights are few and far between until we get back into a busier part of Portland. Familiar low brick buildings line the streets, brightly lit stores and restaurants with plenty of business traffic on the sidewalk. The buildings are the same, some of them centuries old. Maine doesn’t take easily to change.

      But things have changed a lot in the last eight years. I’ve changed. My family has changed. All those years ago, Bill was a husband and father, a neighbor. He’d been a good neighbor, always there for us. He’d tried to help us out as much as possible, back when my widowed mom and I needed it most.

      The next time I see him, he’ll be a husband and stepfather. My stepfather.

      I never got the full story on what had happened there. What had changed with his wife? And what about his daughter?

      I’m suddenly glad of the dark as I feel a flush run up my neck at the thought of Courtney, Bill’s daughter, and the hard, angry kiss she gave me before wiping her eyes and turning away, refusing to watch me get on the bus for boot camp. It’s been eight years since I saw her, too. She sent me letters for a while after I left, but they stopped after her parents divorced and her mom moved away.

      I’d like to see her again. I’ll have to ask Bill about her.

      Lost in a happy reminiscence of first love, I’m startled when the car stops and the headlights go out. I grab for the door handle in a brief panic, ready to roll out and take cover, but this isn’t an ambush. We’re home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          COURTNEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday Morning, 11 August 2016

      

      

      At first glance, this community appears vibrant, full of life. Bustling and noisy. Men and women, children and animals, each one with a place to be, a task to complete. Everything is in motion as complex as the gears and wheels and levers of a clock.

      The analogy is apt, perhaps heartbreakingly so. The parts of that clock do the same thing, the same way, over and over and over. Day after day, week after week, month after month. Year after year. There is no variation, there is no change. The minute hand cannot become something better, something more.

      And so it is for us. Tightly regulated and restricted, we each perform our function in accordance with The Lord’s Plan. Each of us has our own part to play, Father Emmanuel tells us, and we must content ourselves with fulfilling our purpose in His work.

      Most things we do together – meals, services in the chapel, work in the fields – but there are some things done in smaller groups as well. Everything is done in groups. I’ve never seen it spelled out anywhere, but it’s very clear that nobody is ever to be left completely alone and unattended for any length of time. No one, that is, except Father Emmanuel and his two sons, who do whatever they damned well please. Daniel, brother of our anointed prophet, gets a certain lenience as well.

      It’s harder to spread dissension and disloyalty when you can’t do it in secret, I guess. Judas couldn’t have managed his thing if everyone was watching him all the time. The Lord’s Word says ‘be sure your sins will find you out,’ but you’ll be caught a lot quicker when there’s always eyes on you.

      That’s why my Mondays and Thursdays are so special. They’re my favorite days, my bee days. On those days, I’m almost my own person. It’s the only shred of Daniel’s allowed lenience in which I’m allowed to share. I can’t think of any other reason I might have gotten so lucky, unless… okay, fine, so everyone else is afraid to go near the bees. That’s the real reason. I tend to twelve clusters of hives, spread out around the compound.

      Of course, I still have to get up early for prayers, and I have to play my part as Daniel’s dutiful wife over a bowl of some gray mush at the communal breakfast, but after that? I’ll be blissfully alone. For hours. I hum tunelessly while making a sandwich to take with me for lunch.

      What a lovely day. It’s sunny, warm but not miserably hot, and I’m going to be free all day.

      “Sister Courtney. You’re full of cheer today.” Brother Jeremiah’s voice startles me.

      “I am!” I answer. “And why shouldn’t I be, when I’m so blessed.”

      My answer is too perfect. Jeremiah frowns at me suspiciously, and he looks exactly like an angrier, bigger version of his brother Nathan. Do they both stand in front of a mirror and practice their father’s disapproving scowl every morning? I have to bite my lip to keep from giggling at the idea, but this is going to be so perfect a day, and I couldn’t bear for anything to ruin it.

      Father Emmanuel’s oldest son is twenty-five. Jeremiah is his father’s successor and he knows it. He’s arrogant, so puffed-up and full of himself that I almost expect to see him explode any day. He’s also viciously sadistic, as mean as a junkyard dog. I don’t think there’s anyone other than himself that Jeremiah truly loves, and he views the world through a lens of suspicion and petty spite that colors everyone and everything in shades ranging from absolute indifference to utter hatred.

      He was the boy who started by pulling the wings off flies, and would probably have graduated on to torturing kittens if he’d lived in the outside world. The semi-feral barn cats got lucky—Jeremiah has other outlets, better things to torture. People.

      The three people that Jeremiah hates most in this world are his little brother Nathan, his uncle Daniel, and me. He’s not particularly smart, and he’s hopeless even at little things like making correct change at the market, but Jeremiah has a sly cunning that lets him instinctively know the best way to hurt someone.

      As soon as Nathan was born, Jeremiah lost his specialness, and he recognized a threat to his position as he watched his little brother grow and recognized that the boy was on the verge of being truly brilliant. Daniel is less of a threat to Jeremiah’s future status, but he is standing in the way, blocking Jeremiah from something he wants almost as badly.

      He wants me.

      “You don’t fool me for a second, Sister Courtney,” he says, smirking. Uh-oh. This is dangerous territory. My plan to have a good day is on very, very thin ice.

      “Brother Jeremiah, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” It’s true. I really have no clue what he means. Even if he doesn’t really have anything on me, Jeremiah will never waste an opportunity to hurt me, just to remind me he’s higher in the food chain than I will ever be.

      “I know the truth,” he says, caressing each word. “I know why you’re still barren after all these years. Why you’ve never whelped a little mongrel for my dear uncle.”

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways,” I respond lamely, my pulse racing as a runaway freight train of sudden fear slams through me. “He’ll send us a child when it pleases him to do so.” What does he know? Does he have any proof?

      “Oh, Sister Courtney.” Jeremiah sighs, shaking his head in mock sadness. “The Lord may be almighty, but my uncle’s name isn’t Joseph, and you’re no Virgin Mary,” he sneers. “Or at least, you’re no Mary, anyway.” My heart drops as I meet his gaze. Jeremiah is studying me intently, and the permanently annoyed expression he usually wears is gone, replaced by something new. Anticipation. Jeremiah leans forward, reaching out to push my hair away from my ear.

      “If he’s going to get a brat in you, he’s going to have to touch you first,” he whispers. I will myself to stillness, but I can’t suppress a shuddering ripple of terror and disgust at the feel of his hand caressing my cheek, my neck. His breath, warm and wet on my ear.

      “I swear to you, Brother Jeremiah, that I lie by your uncle’s side every night,” I say, and I’m not lying. I do sleep by his side, and during the brutal Maine winter, we snuggle for warmth. There may be no lust between us, but the affection and caring are very real.

      “Does this mean you don’t mind sharing him?” Jeremiah lingers over each word, savoring the taste of my fear. I shake my head, raising my eyebrows in surprise and opening my mouth to protest but he speaks over me.

      “I know where his preferences lie, Sister Courtney, and when the time is right, my father will know as well. And on that day…” Jeremiah pauses for effect, hoping to terrify me.

      It works, but I’d rather die than let the vampire feed off my fear. I turn away from Jeremiah to wrap a cloth around my sandwich and stuff it in my bag. I don’t need Jeremiah to tell me what will happen to my husband if one day Satan should find out about Daniel and Joshua. Or what will happen to me. I know very well how our lives will change on that day.

      “You’re not even a little curious?” he taunts me. I shrug, keeping my mouth shut. Nothing I could possibly say would help the situation, and there’s no way I’d be able to keep a steady voice anyway.

      “Well, it might happen soon anyway, even if my beloved father doesn’t have a… let’s just call it a revelation, shall we? A revelation about my dear uncle and his good friend Joshua.” Jeremiah’s lust rolls over me in waves even stronger and more disgusting than his fetid breath. I close my eyes, unable to look at his predatory grin any longer. He snakes a strong hand behind my head, locking his fingers tightly, painfully in my hair.

      “The Lord has commanded us to be fruitful and multiply,” he says, in a flinty, hard-edged voice. “The Lord is patient, but he will not tolerate your disobedience much longer, and he will reveal his disappointment in you to my father. And on that day, you will be mine.”

      My back is against the wall, and Jeremiah presses close against me, crushing my breasts between us, grinding his crotch against my belly and hip. I push him away, slipping to the side and cross shaking arms over my breasts as much to steady the trembling as to cover myself. Having him so close leaves me feeling dirty, and I feel a wave of nausea rising. Jeremiah cocks his hips, and the motion draws my eyes. I can’t not see the obscene bulge there, and his pleasure as my face twists in revulsion is the final straw.

      Jeremiah jumps back as I retch, grabbing at a bucket by the sink and pushing it in front of me just in time. I drop to my knees in front of it, vomiting again and again until there’s nothing left but sour bile.

      When I’m through, Jeremiah gently helps me to my feet and gives me a glass of water.

      “Thank you,” I say. My voice is raw. It hurts to talk but I still have to ask. “Why are you being nice to me now?”

      “Because you’re going to be my beloved wife, soon, and I… I don’t want you to be unhappy.” There’s something new on his face now, overlaying the lust and anticipation. It’s something softer, something I’ve never seen on his face before. Something that on any other person I’d say was—sincerity? No. No way.

      “So, what, this is your way of wooing me?” Disbelief shocks me into unwise boldness. “By threatening my husband? By threatening me? You think you can terrify me into falling in love with you?” Jeremiah’s face stiffens. “I will never marry you, Jeremiah. Never.”

      “You,” he says, his voice coldly furious, “will submit to The Lord’s Will, which will be revealed to His prophet.”

      “Not if it’s His Will that I submit to you,” I hiss at him, turning my back on him and striding toward the kitchen’s back door. I know that antagonizing him is a dangerous mistake, potentially even deadly, and I need to get away before I make my situation worse. I’ve seen how vicious Jeremiah turns when he doesn’t get what he wants, and right now he wants me.

      I tense up as I hear his quick footsteps behind me, flinching away to avoid the hand I just know will reach out to grab me, but not quickly enough. Jeremiah’s hand lands on my arm, his grip on my sleeve spins me around while he pushes me backwards. My back is against the wall again, and Jeremiah crushes me against it, pressing his vile mouth against mine as if he wants to eat me alive. Without thinking, I push him away with all my strength and he falls back on the floor.

      If looks could kill, I would be a bleeding corpse, but Jeremiah’s eyes slide past me and the rage on
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