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Prologue
The air in the private study of the White House residence was thick enough to feel on the skin, heavy with the oppressive warmth of old leather and the faint aroma of burning oak from the fireplace. A thin haze clung to the room, blurring the dark wood paneling and leaving a ghost of warmth in the throat. Outside the bulletproof glass, Washington D.C. lay quiet under a blanket of humidity, a city of monuments and marble that seemed, in the dead of night, to be holding its breath. 
President Richard Halbrook swirled the melted ice in his crystal tumbler, the clink of glass the only sharp sound in the room. He stared out at the distant, illuminated needle of the Washington Monument, his expression the frown of profound, paternal frustration. They were like children, he thought. The American people had been given a sprawling inheritance of freedom and prosperity and were determined to burn it all down.
He turned from the window. Three figures sat in the deep leather chairs arranged around the fireplace: Vice President Ellen Trask, her posture as rigid and unyielding as her political resolve; Senator from the State of Rhode Island William Bradford IV, his academic demeanor belying the formidable power he commanded on the Senate floor; and General Michaelson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, a man whose silence was a weapon in itself. This was Halbrook’s inner circle. The true believers of his plan.
“It’s not working,” Halbrook said, his voice a low timbre that vibrated with impatience. He took a slow sip from his tumbler. “The compliance rates are stalling, and the polls are a disaster. We are losing the backing of the American people.”
Trask, ever the pragmatist, steepled her fingers. “The economic pressures are significant, Richard. People are feeling the pinch, and discomfort breeds dissent.”
“Discomfort?” Halbrook scoffed, a bitter, humorless sound. “We gave them a safety net that would make a Scandinavian envious. We’ve all but guaranteed a basic income. Heck, we’ve done everything but rock them to sleep. We have even given them an escape…practically gift-wrapped oblivion. There are dispensaries on every corner. We’ve enticed them with the marketing and the celebrity endorsements. We’ve even convinced the majority of them that it is as American as apple pie. Still, they refuse to be pacified.”
He gestured toward the room, his hand carving a sharp line through the rising warmth. “The numbers are disappointing. We had anticipated a significant drop in civic engagement and in protest participation. But it’s not happening fast enough. Not enough of the country is embracing it. They’re still sober enough to be angry.”
Bradford, the historian in the room, shifted in his chair. “Historically, Mr. President, soft control measures have their limits. The ‘Weed for the Masses’ campaign is only effective when the masses are willing to be sedated. When the underlying concerns are strong enough, people tend to seek a cause, not a cure.”
“Then we give them a cause,” Trask said, her voice as cold and clear as the ice in Halbrook’s glass. “A different one. Order doesn’t rise from contentment, Mr. President, it rises from fear. We simply need to provide the appropriate pretext.”
The word hung in the air, naked and brutal. Pretext.
Halbrook stopped pacing. He looked from Trask’s unblinking gaze to Bradford’s thoughtful silence, and then to the General, whose expression had not changed. He saw not shock, not moral outrage, but a quiet, waiting consensus. He was not alone in his frustration. He was simply the first to voice it.
“A crisis,” Halbrook said, the idea taking shape, a cancerous birth in the quiet heart of the American government. “A national crisis of security. Something that makes their squabbles over rations and their whining about free speech seem trivial.”
General Michaelson spoke for the first time, his voice a low rumble. “Our domestic assets are in place, and our response times are at an all-time high. Any domestic threat would be neutralized swiftly.” It was not a boast; it was a statement of fact, and a subtle question.
“Unless the threat isn’t what we expect,” Halbrook said, his eyes gleaming with a new, terrible light. “Unless it’s not one big event, but small local ones, that keep happening and happening. A death by a thousand cuts.” He leaned over the ornate mahogany desk, his hands flat on the cool, polished wood. “A freight train in the Midwest derailing in the middle of nowhere, an unfortunate tragedy. An attack on our supply chain. A grain silo fire in Kansas. They’ll call it an accident until the next one happens. A support pylon on a key bridge on the Mississippi gives way. A small charge, not enough to bring it down, but enough to close it for months. We create chaos.”
He straightened, his gaze sweeping the room. “We don’t need a Pearl Harbor or a 911. What we need is a narrative of instability and insecurity. We need the people to feel that the world is coming apart at the seams. We need them to be afraid not of us, but of their neighbors.”
“We would blame domestic terrorists,” Bradford stated, the thought of cementing complete control and power over the people helping form the ideas. “We manufacture cells of radicalized citizens, and we fuel it with misinformation.”
“Exactly,” Halbrook said, a thin, cold smile touching his lips. “We already have the profiles. We’ve been building the database for years. Now, we give the fear a face and then provide the people with the peace they seek.”
Trask nodded, her expression clinical. “And in the face of such a widespread, coordinated threat, we would have no choice but to act. There would need to be temporary stabilization measures; curfews, travel restrictions. Full-scale lockdowns in the affected areas to ‘root out the sedition.’ We would be seen not as authoritarians, but as saviors.”
The plan lay bare on the table, ugly and undeniable. It was a betrayal so profound, so complete, that it was almost beautiful in its simplicity. In their minds, they were only wounding the nation in order to save it from itself.
Halbrook picked up his glass and raised it in a silent toast. Trask and Michaelson followed suit. For a moment, Bradford hesitated, the contents of his own glass catching the light, a small, swirling vortex. Then, with a wry smile, he too raised his glass.
“To saving the Republic,” Halbrook said, his voice resonating with a terrible, unyielding sincerity.
And so, in the quiet heart of the American government, the betrayal was given its shape. The seeds of the coming storm were sown not by foreign enemies or domestic terrorists, but by the leaders who had sworn to protect the nation from all threats. The war for the soul of America had begun, and its first casualty was the truth.








  
  Chapter one


Arizona. United States of America. Sometime in the not-so-distant future.

The police sirens weren’t stopping anymore. They’d become part of the background noise, like the droning of a television or the hum and squeal of distant traffic, in this case just another reminder of a nation tearing itself apart.
Across every major city, the protests had swelled from sidewalks to streets, blocking highways, flooding town halls, swarming state capitols. First, it was over lockdowns. Then food shortages. Then power rations and restricted access to the internet. But now, it seemed to be everything. The anger had no single shape. It came from every direction. It came from within.
Washington said it was “a national crisis of misinformation.” The media called it “domestic instability.” But most everyone else, those in the streets, behind the fences, peeking outside from the corner of a drawn window shade, just called it betrayal, a feeling directed toward the government. 
On a cracked television screen mounted to a corner wall in a Phoenix diner, President Halbrook delivered another national address with his jaw clenched and eyes cold.
“This administration will not negotiate with those who seek to destabilize our Republic. We will preserve peace, law, and the unity of this great nation—by any means necessary.”
The television cut to a shaky livestream from downtown Louisville, riot police dispersing protesters with rubber bullets and sonic cannons. A teenage girl screamed as she was enveloped in a cloud of pepper spray. The camera jostled, then went dark.
In the booth beneath the television, Pastor Micah James slowly sipped his coffee. His Bible sat unopened on the table. He hadn't touched his huevos rancheros. Across from him sat a rancher in his sixties, skin like leather, hands like tree bark.
“They call that peace?” the weathered rancher asked, his voice gravelly and volume low, like someone trying not to be overheard.
Micah didn’t answer right away. He stared out the smudged window where two police drones hovered at an intersection, scanning license plates.
“No,” Micah said finally. “That’s not peace. That’s fear. People can’t thrive like this.”
The rancher shook his head. “Whatcha gonna do, preacher? Stand in front of a tank with your good book?”
Micah offered a faint smile. “Maybe.”
Outside, a child cried as her mother tried to explain why the convenience store had no more milk.


Above Nevada—5,000 Feet
Major Elise Maddox exhaled slowly, her oxygen mask hissing with each breath. Her A-10 Thunderbolt II, affectionately known as the Warthog, banked left in perfect formation with her wingman, 1st Lt. Huxley, skimming over the canyon edges like a bird of prey.
She’d always loved flying. It brought to her a sense of absolute clarity. In the air, it was just physics and instinct. No politics. No games. No gray areas.
Today was not one of those days.
This mission had been labeled “surgical” by command. A confirmed rebel weapons cache hidden in a barn near the edge of a ghost town in southern Utah. Civilian presence was listed as “unlikely.” Clearance was given. Coordinates approved. Orders signed.
But as she’d made her final pass, Elise had seen something through the dust and glare. A group of people, maybe six or seven, fleeing a barn. One looked like a child.
She’d hesitated. Radioed for confirmation.
No response.
Huxley’s voice crackled over the comms: “Target locked. Weapons hot.”
She’d held off her trigger for a half-second.
Huxley hadn’t and launched an AGM-65 Maverick missile.
The barn erupted into a column of fire and debris.
Now, thirty minutes later, the two aircraft were coasting back toward Nellis AFB, the silence between them as heavy as their payload had been.
“Flight path clear. You all right over there, Major?” Huxley finally asked.
Elise didn’t answer immediately. She kept her eyes fixed on the horizon.
“I saw people,” she said flatly.
“Command cleared the strike. If there were civvies…they shouldn't have been there.”
She didn’t respond.

Nellis AFB
The debrief was short and to the point. The kind Elise had grown used to.
The intelligence officer ran through drone footage, highlighted infrared markers, and confirmed “target successfully neutralized.”
“Rebel stockpile confirmed. Intel solid,” the officer said with a satisfied nod. “Good work, Major. Another notch for national security.”
Elise didn’t say a word. Her mind replayed the figures running from the barn. The blur of a child running and reaching for an adult. The flash before the blast.
Later that night, she sat alone cross-legged near the flight line, the hangar lights casting long shadows across the tarmac. Her flight suit was half-unzipped, dog tags, fluttering in the cool desert breeze, resting just above her heart. 
She pulled out her phone, stared at the last text from her husband: “Be safe. We’re proud of you. Love you always.”
Their daughter’s picture was the wallpaper; pigtails, grinning, holding a paper airplane.
Elise closed her eyes.
“What am I doing?” she whispered.

North of Payson, Arizona—Rebel Camp
The night was quiet in the pines. Not peaceful. Just quiet.
Pastor Micah parked the old Ford pickup truck near the edge of the abandoned mining camp. He stepped out, stretching sore knees. The wind smelled of pine sap and campfire smoke.
Down the hill, a group sat around a fire, locals, wanderers, and a few old vets. They’d built their hideaway from scrap lumber and buried shipping containers and in dilapidated buildings around an old mining camp. It was nothing fancy. Just enough.
Micah carried bags of canned food and water jugs that he’d picked up in Phoenix, from the truck to the gathering.
“Any trouble in town?” asked Reggie Connell, tall, intense, with eyes sharp like a hawk.
“None today,” Micah replied. “But the checkpoints are getting tighter.”
Reggie nodded. “Won’t be long before they come this way.”
“Then we’ll be ready.”
Reggie gave him a skeptical look. “With what? Deer rifles and good intentions?”
Micah set the bags down, his tone steady. “With conviction…and unity.”
Reggie snorted but didn’t argue. He respected Micah. Enough to rely on his opinions and advice. But the Pastor needed to understand that not every conflict can be solved with dialog.
Across the fire, Madison Trent adjusted a radio transceiver she’d cobbled together from parts of old ham rigs. She twisted a dial and listened to static.
“Still nothing?” Reggie asked.
“Just a lot of military chatter,” Madison said. “They’re mobilizing more than ever.”
Micah glanced toward the stars. He remembered Psalm 11:3, “If the foundations be destroyed, what can the righteous do?”
The Lord is righteous. He loves justice. He had to remind himself.

Las Vegas—Early Morning
Elise woke from her dream crying out and sweaty, her husband, Nate, snoring peacefully beside her. She grabbed her glass of water from the bedside table and noticed her phone flashing.
Another alert: “Unlawful assembly declared in Sante Fe. 43 arrested.”
Below it, yet another alert flashed: “Food distribution suspended in 5 states after riots.”
She rose to refill her water from the tap. Looking in the mirror. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her face…pale.
She tried to pray, but she couldn’t find the words.

Church of God, Payson—Mid-afternoon
Micah stood in front of a half-filled sanctuary, delivering a sermon no one wanted to hear.
“Blessed are the peacemakers,” he said, voice calm but firm. “But peace is not the absence of conflict. Peace is the presence of justice.”
Someone coughed. A woman in the third pew cried softly.
“On one hand we are told to trust, to obey. They say it’s for our ‘safety.’”
A man stood up and walked out.
Micah didn’t stop him.
“We are told we are enemies if we disagree. That to speak truth is to invite ruin.”
Raising the open Bible he said, “On the other hand we are told to start doing what’s right. Fight for fairness. Stand up against abuse. Make sure the vulnerable are protected, and speak out for those who have no voice. Isaiah 1:17 for those following along. We are commanded to LOVE one another as Christ loved us. John 13:14. But I tell you, there is no love in silence. Ask yourselves, ‘Is our faith empty without justice?’”
Outside, a patrol vehicle cruised slowly past the church.
Micah saw it through the tall windows, the red and blue lights bouncing off the walls of the sanctuary.
He closed his Bible.
He said to himself, “God help us all.”
Later that evening, Pastor Micah stood outside the small mountain chapel, watching the last streaks of blue sky disappear above the pines. A pack of coyotes chased prey somewhere in the distance, and the wind pushed dust and debris across the cracked pavement of the parking lot.
He leaned on the railing beside the church steps, sipping from a worn travel mug filled with weak coffee.
“I ever tell you I was a mechanic in the Army?” he asked aloud, not to anyone in particular.
A teenage boy, maybe sixteen, leaned against the wall a few feet away. He sported a buzz cut, was skinny, and had dirty hands. Teenagers like this used to help their fathers work on cars or stand around at parties on the weekends trying to catch the attention of young ladies. Now they carried a sidearm like it was some rite of passage.
“No,” the boy said, curiously. “Didn’t know you served.”
Micah smiled a little. “I was in for four years. Did motor pool work up at Lewis in Washington. But I learned how things come apart. That’s the funny thing, you know. Breaking stuff is easy. Anyone can do it. Building it back? That’s the hard part.”
The kid looked out toward the highway, where a line of taillights shimmered in the dark. “They say Phoenix is next. They’re gonna shut down all the backs roads, close off the city, and pull people out of their homes.”
Micah didn’t answer right away.
“Maybe,” he said finally. “But that’s not the end of the story.”
The boy scoffed. “You got some miracle coming?”
“No,” Micah replied. “But I’ve got faith in people who remember who we used to be.”

Elise’s Home—Las Vegas Suburbs
Elise sat at the edge of her bed, in sweats now, having showered after an evening run, her flight gear still tossed in a pile on the floor. Her daughter’s favorite stuffed bear, “Charlie,” with the missing ear, sat beside her pillow.
The house was quiet. Too quiet.
She picked up the remote and clicked on the news. Two pundits yelled over each other on a split screen. A banner across the bottom read: "RADICAL CELLS SUSPECTED IN RECENT MIDWEST TRAIN BOMBING." The words “authorized strikes forthcoming” flashed beneath it.
She muted the volume and stared at the footage, a grainy image of a burned-out rail line, overlayed with circles highlighting blurred silhouettes. The same kind of footage that had justified her last mission.
She looked away.
In her nightstand was a thin black notebook. She grabbed it and opened it to a page filled with tight handwriting, entries she’d written over the past six months. Some were just phrases: “Smoke. Destruction. Not our fault?” Others were full confessions.
Tonight, she added: Saw the people. Froze. Huxley didn’t. They called it a success.
She stared at the words until they blurred.
Downstairs, a car door closed. Her husband was home.
Elise quickly closed the notebook and tucked it under her pillow. She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t know how to tell the truth anymore.

North of Payson, Arizona - Later That Night
The campfire crackled, the orange light dancing in the eyes of the gathered few.
Reggie Connell stood, pacing slowly around the circle. “They're calling anyone who disagrees a ‘domestic terrorist’ now. You post the wrong thing online, you disappear. You question an order, you’re reeducated or worse.”
A middle-aged woman in a flannel jacket nodded grimly. “My neighbor vanished last week. No warning. No charges. Just ... gone.”
“We can’t fight tanks and drones,” said a grizzled ex-trucker. “Hell, half of us only own bolt-actions and pistols.”
Micah spoke, steady and sure. “This isn’t about firepower. It’s about conviction. It’s about holding a line in our hearts before we ever hold one in the dirt.”
Madison looked up from her radio equipment, her voice soft but certain. “I caught a signal tonight. It is encrypted, but I’m close to breaking through. It wasn’t local. There’s more out there. I’m sure of it.”
Reggie raised an eyebrow. “Other groups?”
“Maybe,” Madison replied. “Maybe just voices trying not to be alone.”
Micah looked around the circle. Men and women. Old, young. Ordinary folks. All of them worn down but not broken.
“We don’t need a war,” he said. “We need a stand. A line drawn not with violence, but with truth.”
Reggie crossed his arms. “You think truth’s going to stop an airstrike?”
“No,” Micah said. “But it could stop the next person from pulling the trigger.”

Nellis AFB—The Next Morning
Elise walked the line of her A-10, running her fingers along the aluminum skin, eyes checking each bolt and panel. Pre-flight was muscle memory now, part ritual, part avoidance.
Lt. Huxley walked up behind her, helmet tucked under his arm.
“Debrief came back,” he said. “Intel confirms rebels were using that farm we hit the other day to ferry munitions. Command’s chalking it up as a win.”
Elise didn’t look at him. “And the people? The children?”
Huxley’s jaw tensed. “You think rebels don’t use kids? You know how this works, Maddox. It’s not our job to sort saints from sinners. We follow the orders.”
She turned to face him. “No. We choose to follow them.”
That hung between them for a long moment.
He shook his head. “You keep second-guessing yourself up there, someone’s going to get killed.”
“They already did.”






  
  Chapter two


Church of God, Payson, Arizona
The Turner family sat quietly in the front pew, grief thick in the air that was pressing its weight down on everyone in the church. Pastor Micah James stood beside them, a hand resting gently on Mrs. Turner’s shoulder. Her eyes were red-rimmed, sunken and hollow. Mr. Turner stared at the floor, unmoving. A government raid three nights prior had left their eldest son dead, shot in the chest during a supposed weapons sweep gone wrong. They’d claimed the boy was resisting arrest. Everyone knew that wasn’t true.
Micah didn’t speak right away. Sometimes silence spoke louder than any sermon. The sanctuary was dim, lit only by dirty windows filtering the fading evening light and the candles for the memorial service.
“I know you want answers,” he finally said, voice soft but steady. “And I know you want justice.”
Mrs. Turner turned to him, tears filling her eyes. “We raised him to be kind. To be respectful. He didn’t even own a gun.”
Micah nodded slowly. “I believe you. And I believe that God grieves with you. But I also believe, deeply, that how we respond now will define who we are as a people.”
The room behind them was filled with murmurs and whispers that had nothing to do with hymns or forgiveness. There were words like “retaliation,” “resistance,” and “strike back” floating through the congregation. And for the first time, Micah wondered if sermons would be enough to quiet them.


Later That Afternoon—North of Payson, Arizona
Reggie Connell sat on the weathered porch of a cabin long forgotten by its original owner in the abandoned mining camp. He nursed a chipped mug of black coffee that had gone cold. Around him, the camp stirred, men checking rifles, women organizing inventory, radios humming static in the background. He leaned back in a cheap folding chair, one ankle resting across his knee, a battered, thin paperback on his lap. But he wasn’t really reading.
He’d been a professor once, at Southern University in Baton Rouge. He taught American History and Civil Liberties. Students used to hang on his every word. Now, it was grizzled ranchers, tradesmen, disillusioned patriots, and weary families looking to him not for grades, but for guidance.
“Professor,” someone said behind him. It was Junebug, a wiry scout of about fifteen years old whose real name no one used anymore. “Preacher’s coming.”
Reggie gave a slow nod. “Thanks. Get some food in you. You look like you haven’t eaten since last week.”
Junebug waved dismissively and jogged off.
Micah arrived minutes later, walking with a slow, deliberate cadence he’d never shaken since his Army days. His collar was open, sleeves rolled. Sweat clung to his brow. Reggie stood and offered his hand, which Micah clasped firmly.
“How was the service for the Turners?” Reggie asked.
“Sorrowful,” Micah said, lowering himself onto another chair. “They’re broken. The boy was unarmed.”
“They all are until they’re not,” Reggie muttered, sitting back down.
Micah didn’t rise to it. He let the silence linger, long enough to let Reggie know that not every conversation needed to be a debate.
“You and I both know this can’t keep happening,” Reggie said finally. “These raids. This … intimidation. The lies, we’ve seen it before, hell, I taught it for years.”
“I’m not arguing that,” Micah wearily said. “But the moment we start striking back, it’s not going to stop. It’ll be a war. A war of attrition. You know it. I know it. They know it.”
Reggie’s expression tightened. “And what would you have us do? Keep on praying until they finally drag us from these hills? Until every kid like that Turner boy is buried under a flag that doesn’t mean anything anymore?”
“Well, I’d have us remember who we are,” Micah said. “That this land was built by people who fought and believed in peace.”
“Yes, it was. And they were the same people who defended it with guns when peace was no longer an option,” Reggie countered, as he stood up. “You think that all Washington and Jefferson did was ask politely for freedom?”
Micah looked off into the distance. “I think they wrestled with the cost. And I think too many of us are eager to skip that part.”
“I’m trying, Micah, I really am,” Reggie said quietly, in an exhausted voice. As he stepped off the porch, he handed Micah the small paperback that had been in his lap, Civil Disobedience by Henry David Thoreau.

Camp Workshop—Northern Perimeter
Madison Trent hunched over the busted remains of an old police-band radio, dirty fingers gripping a precision screwdriver. Her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth in concentration. Around her were bins of wires, circuit boards, gutted walkie-talkies, old cell phones, broken ham radios, anything she could scavenge.
A faint hiss came from the speaker, followed by a garbled crackle of static. She twisted the knob slowly, scanning the frequency band.
“Still nothing?” Junebug asked, leaning against the door frame. She wasn't just killing time; she held up a small, mud-caked solar panel, the kind used to power automated weather stations, its photovoltaic cells miraculously intact. “Found this buried in a gully north of the camp and figured you could use the guts.”
Madison looked up from her work, a genuine flicker of interest in her eyes. “Nice find, Junebug. The charge controller is probably fried, but the cells look good. We can always use more power.”
“Think we could ever build a real network? Not just for us, but beyond the camp?” Junebug asked, her voice filled with a youthful eagerness. “So we’re not just listening in the dark?”
Madison gave a weary smile. “One day at a time. Right now, I’m just trying to hear if anyone else is even out there.”
“You will,” Junebug said with unshakable confidence. She tossed a small piece of copper wire onto the workbench. “This is for the antenna. Then maybe you can find one of those old music stations. Luke was telling me about them. I’d like to hear something on the radio other than lockdown reports and crimes against the government.”
Madison looked at the earnest, hopeful face of the young scout and felt a pang in her chest. “I’ll add it to the list, Junebug. Now, get out of here before Reggie puts you on latrine duty.”
Junebug grinned. “He wouldn’t do that, I’m too good at finding stuff.” She gave a casual salute and jogged off.

White House Press Briefing Room—Washington, D.C.
President Halbrook stood at the podium, pressed blue suit with vibrant red tie contrasted by a stark white shirt. He carried the air of a man used to being obeyed and not questioned.
“I want to be absolutely clear,” he said, staring directly into the cameras. “These so-called ‘citizen militias,’ these armed rebels pretending they are ‘patriots,’ they don’t stand a chance. Not against the greatest military in the world. We have F-15s. We have drones. We have trained personnel. They have their AR-15s and their paranoia.”
Reporters scribbled furiously. Some smiled. Others looked worried.
“This isn’t about exceeding authority or dismantling rights,” Halbrook continued. “This is about maintaining order. About rooting out sedition before it spreads. I will not allow this country to fall into chaos because a few angry citizens want to play revolutionary.”

Rebel Camp—Later That Evening
The campfire burned low, casting long shadows on the faces gathered around it. Madison sat fiddling with a homemade antenna fashioned from a broken broom handle and copper wiring. Reggie stood at the fire’s edge, arms crossed, watching the flames lick the air.
Micah approached slowly, hands in his jacket pockets.
“We can’t wait much longer,” Reggie said, not looking at him. “Another family’s been torn apart. The people are restless.”
Micah nodded. “They should be. But that’s different from being reckless.”
“You think I want blood?” Reggie turned to face him. “I hate this. I hate what this country’s become. But I’ve read enough…I’ve studied enough… history to know that power doesn’t let go until it’s forced to. Nobody is going to give us back our rights because we held a prayer meeting.”
“And if you start shooting, how many innocents die?” Micah asked.
Reggie’s voice cracked. “How many already have?”
“On both sides of this are our friends, our family, our neighbors. We are all citizens of the same country!” Micah pleaded.
“Yes, we are. And it hasn’t stopped them from abducting and attacking us.” Reggie calmly replied.
The silence that followed was heavy. Around them, the others watched, waiting, listening. This was more than a conversation. It was a crossroads.
Micah finally broke the silence. “I’m afraid, Reggie. Afraid we’ll lose more than we save.”
“I’m afraid we already have,” Reggie replied.
They stood like that for a long moment, two men who had become friends. Two friends forced into staring down a truth neither wanted to admit.
“I respect you,” Reggie said quietly, closing the space between himself and Micah so they could have a private conversation. “More than anyone. You’re my compass when mine starts spinning. But I need to know, if it comes to it, if we have to act, will you still stand beside me?”
Micah didn’t answer right away. He looked to the stars above the pine trees, the same stars he’d prayed under as a boy. Then he nodded, almost imperceptibly.
With tears in his eyes, he said, “I’ll stand. But I’ll continue to pray we never have to.”

Church of God —The Next Day
Micah returned to the pulpit with a heavy heart. The sanctuary was more full than usual. Word of the Turner boy’s death had spread. The room was thick with tension. Faces were hard. Arms crossed. A few sat near the back with sidearms visible.
“I’ve stood in this spot for fifteen years,” he began. “And I’ve preached about love, justice, mercy, and truth. But today, I want to talk about pain.”
A hush fell.
“Pain can make us bitter. It can make us angry. And it can make us want to fight. I understand that. I feel it too. But we must remember who we are. We are not a mob. We are not murderers. We are children of God.”
He paused. Some nodded. Others didn’t.
“I will not tell you to ignore what’s happening,” he continued. “This government has turned on its own. That’s true. But how we respond, that will shape the world our children inherit. Not just whether we win, but whether we’re still human when we do. I can’t tell you what to do. I just ask that you prayerfully consider your next move.”
After the service, a few stayed behind. Some asked questions. Some simply cried. And a few slipped out silently, their faces set with a resolve that had nothing to do with sermons.

Rebel Camp—That Night
Madison finally caught something. A brief, garbled signal. It wasn’t the military. It wasn’t the police. It was nothing more than a burst of syllables, too broken to make out. But it wasn’t nothing.
She ran to Reggie, breathless. “Someone’s out there! I heard them. They’re not close, but they’re there. We just need a stronger receiver.”
Reggie smiled at her, holding back any concerns. “Then let’s try to build one.”






  
  Chapter three

Nellis Air Force Base
The morning sun cast a pale light over Nellis Air Force Base, filtering through the blinds of the briefing room with sterile indifference. Major Elise Maddox sat with her arms folded, watching the digital display at the front flicker to life. Her uniform was crisp, her auburn hair pulled tight behind her head in a regulation bun. But there was a tension in her muscles that hadn't been there a year ago, before things started unraveling.
Lt. Colonel Kincaid stood at the head of the room, pointer in hand, his expression stony and his voice clipped.
“We’ve identified a rebel encampment high in the Mogollon Rim region,” he said, motioning to a satellite image zoomed in on a scatter of hardened structures tucked between craggy outcrops. “Intel places them here, hardened fighters, armed, and hostile to federal authority. These are not protesters. These are domestic terrorists.”
Elise leaned forward, narrowing her eyes at the grainy image. The “structures” looked rough, mostly tents. Nothing hardened. No obvious anti-air or SAM sites.
“Is there confirmation on armament?” she asked.
Kincaid’s eyes flicked to her. “We have reports of small arms. Nothing sophisticated, but it doesn’t take much to kill a federal agent, Major. This is a sweep mission. We go in, we neutralize the target. Questions?”
Next to her, Lieutenant Huxley sat motionless. His gaze was blank, almost disinterested. Elise knew better. Huxley was the type who saw and heard everything, while saying nothing.
She looked at her commander. “Sir, do we have civilian presence confirmed or ruled out?”
Kincaid didn’t blink. “This is a military target. Collateral is always a possibility in asymmetric warfare. You know that.”
She did. She just didn’t have to like it.
The meeting wrapped quickly. Kincaid handed out assignments with the efficiency of a man who had stopped caring about nuance. Elise was lead on the strike team, her A-10 designated to take out the southern edge of the camp. As everyone began filing out, Kincaid ordered Huxley to meet him in his office later that afternoon.
After the room cleared, Elise caught up with Captain Philips by the hangar. Philips was an old flight-school buddy and was set to lead the alternate team if need arose. He had steady hands and an even steadier mouth. If anyone would listen, it’d be him.
“You ever feel like we’re on the wrong side of this?” she asked in a hushed voice, under the low whine of a taxiing jet.
Philips shrugged. “Wrong side’s whatever they tell us it is. You got a family, Elise. Let’s just do the job and go home. This thing will be over before you know it.”
She didn’t respond. Her eyes tracked a fuel truck rumbling by. Philips meant well. But she’d been haunted since the last mission. Her mind could not unsee the people running.
Later, that evening, the A-10s made their way to the target zone like a mountain lion stalking its prey. Slow. Determined. Elise flew low, just under the wispy cloud deck, her HUD locked onto the coordinates. The camp below came into view, without any signs of weapons fire. She lowered altitude, scanning.
That’s when she saw them. A group of people ambling between canvas shelters and tents. There were no guard towers, no visible weapons. It didn’t look like a base. It looked like a displaced community; had she not known better, she would have thought that it was a large group on a weekend camping trip.
“Command, this is Raven-One. I have eyes on non-combatants. Repeat, civilians in the target zone. Requesting confirmation.”
Silence.
Then, Kincaid’s voice crackled in her headset. “Raven-One, you are cleared to engage. Repeat, engage.”
She gritted her teeth, took a deep breath and then pressed the transmit button again.
“I can’t confirm enemy hostiles. I’m requesting a visual recheck.”
There was a click. Then nothing.
Suddenly, her cockpit became chaotic. There were red warning lights and shrill alarm claxons. Her A-10 jerked violently, losing power in one engine. She felt the plane lurch, then dip. She stabbed the rudder with her foot and her hands scrambled over the controls, the elevators nonresponsive. She was going down.
“Mayday, Mayday, this is Raven-One! I’ve been hit…loss of flight controls… going down.” 
She didn’t hear the reply, if there was one. The mountain rushed up toward her. She pulled the ejection lever.
The last thing she remembered before blacking out was the sickening crunch of branches and the rip of tearing fabric.
Washington D.C.—The Next Day
In the Oval Office, President Halbrook adjusted his tie, sitting straight backed behind his desk with practiced confidence, and prepared to speak. The room buzzed with anticipation, cameras flashing.
“My fellow Americans,” he began, “last night, we lost one of our own. Major Elise Maddox, a decorated combat pilot, was taken down by anti-aircraft fire from domestic insurgents operating illegally in the Arizona highlands.”
He paused. A perfect dramatic beat.
“These groups, masquerading as patriots, are nothing more than armed anarchists. Let me be clear: We will hunt them down. We will restore order. We will not allow the enemies of democracy to hide behind our flag.”
The news outlets ran it nonstop. Elise’s name, her face, her call sign. She was a patriot. She was a hero. Now she was a martyr.
Rebel Camp—North of Payson, Arizona
Reggie Connell didn’t buy it for a second.
“Shot down by rebels, my ass,” he muttered, tossing a scrap of tarp over the hood of a stripped pickup. “Nobody in this area has that kind of capabilities. They’re setting a narrative.”
Micah stood nearby, tightening a bolt on a battered generator they’d salvaged from a construction site. He didn’t look up.
“Doesn’t matter why they’re saying it,” he replied. “What matters is that they are saying it and how many believe it.”
Reggie looked around at the makeshift garage. They’d converted an old equipment shed into an automotive workshop. They’d gone to as many junkyards as they could, piecing together anything with an engine and four wheels and hauling it back to the mountain camp. Micah’s hands were covered in grease and oil. His back ached. But it kept him from thinking too long about the growing body count.
“You sure you don’t want in on the next supply line hit?” Reggie asked.
Micah wiped his hands on a rag. “I’ll keep the vehicles rolling and help out at the med cabin. That’s my part.”
Reggie nodded. They had a strange understanding, the two of them. Different paths to the same conclusion.
Out near the edge of the camp, Madison Trent sat hunched over a scavenged transceiver, her fingers dancing across wires and knobs. Static. More static. Then, a blip.
She leaned in really close, eyes narrowing. There it was again. A burst, shortwave, scrambled, unfamiliar.
“Come on, talk to me,” she whispered.
Behind her, Luke Ramirez dropped a wire stripper onto a table with a bang. He looked up from the ignition solenoid he was rewiring.
“You know, the radio doesn’t work better just because you glare at it.”
Madison rolled her eyes. “Thank you for the stunning insight, grease monkey.”
Luke grinned. “Anytime, sparky.”
“I swear, if you call me that again—”
“You’ll what? Throw a resistor at me?”
Their bickering had become something of a camp soundtrack. Micah had come to find it comforting in an odd way. It was proof that not everything or everyone here was broken.
The rebels had seen a few small victories. Disrupted convoys. Scared off a patrol. Nothing game-changing, but enough to keep morale from sinking entirely. Enough to remind them they weren’t helpless.
Still, Madison felt like she was racing against time. The burst transmissions haunted her. Somewhere, someone else was out there. Trying to make contact.
And she needed to find them before the government did.
Northen Arizona Pine Forest
Elise lay barely conscious beneath the shredded remains of her parachute. Blood trickled down her temple. Her left arm throbbed, possibly broken. She tried to move, cried out, and stopped.
The world spun.
In her haze, images drifted through her mind. Her daughter’s smile. Hiking with her husband in Valley of Fire State Park. The hum of the A-10’s turbofans.
She blinked. The sun was rising. Somewhere nearby, birds started chittering and squirrels ran in the canopy of the pine. The world was starting to move, but her body was too sore to allow her to join.
She was alive. For now.
But she had a sinking suspicion that if she didn’t start moving, that wouldn’t last long.
She wasn’t sure how long she had lain in the pine needles. The pain came in waves, hot, jagged, and unrelenting. Her arm was definitely broken. Every shift of her shoulder sent splinters of agony through her arm. She tried to take inventory. Left leg scraped and sore, ribs bruised but intact. Flight suit torn but not soaked in blood. She could work with this.
Her pistol was still holstered. A small blessing.
She craned her neck to look around. The trees stretched tall and narrow in every direction, pines and junipers, but the underbrush was thin. There were rock outcroppings that she could see through breaks in the trees. No visible trails. No voices. No aircraft overhead.
She was alone.
How had she been shot down? She hadn’t seen anything in the small forest camp that could even take down a deer, let alone an armored ground attack aircraft. The more she replayed the incident in her mind, the more she came to a sickening conclusion. The incoming fire came from behind her, not only behind her but from above and to the right. The right engine was taken out before the rounds danced across her wing. And whoever had shot her down, no, she corrected herself, whoever had betrayed her, would be telling the world that the rebels had done it. She clenched her jaw. Huxley. That son of a bitch had fired on her. She didn’t need a court-martial to confirm it.
He would pull the trigger without hesitation, that’s who he is.
The thought made her stomach churn. They had been flying together for fifteen months. He was supposed to be her safety net, and she his. They were brothers and sisters in uniform. How had it come to this?
She forced herself to sit up, crying out involuntarily as she did. She had no idea what had happened to her survival kit,. It hadn’t landed near her. She always carried her PLB (Personal Locator Beacon) in her G-suit, but if command was looking to erase her, that beacon might bring more than just a rescue team. It could bring a cleanup crew.
She would need to move. Find shelter. Hide. Figure out what the hell was going on.
With her teeth gritted and her left arm clutched against her body, she began to limp toward a rocky slope. Somewhere in the distance, a stream babbled. It felt miles away. Every step was agony.
But she was alive. And that meant she still had a chance.
Rebel Camp—Mid-afternoon
Back at the rebel camp north of Payson, the midday heat had begun to settle in, rising off the metal roofs like heat ghosts. Reggie stood at the battered map table in the central cabin, marking supply-line routes with red string and thumbtacks. Two others stood beside him: a wiry former trucker named Clay, and Talia, a young woman from Flagstaff who’d once worked with Forest Service search and rescue. She had maps in her blood.
“We hit that same convoy again, they’ll tighten that route,” Clay said, scratching at his beard. “Then we’re right back to square one.”
Reggie tapped his pencil against the map. “That’s fine. I want them paranoid. I want them thinking we’re everywhere.”
Talia crossed her arms. “We don’t have enough bodies for a full ambush. Not unless you’re pulling the medics into rotations. And, heck, Junebug is practically still a kid and she’s our forward alert?”
Reggie looked up at her. “Junebug might look like a scrawny teenager, but she has the heart of a lion. This will be her third ambush, and she’s proved herself useful so far. And aside from the one going with you, the medics stay back, and so does Micah. He’s too important.”
Talia didn’t argue. Everyone knew the pastor had earned his place. He had fixed more busted suspensions and bad engines than anyone else in camp. Plus, he was an extra hand in the medical tent.
Outside, Micah stood beside a rusted-out one-ton that had been turned into a supply truck. Luke and another young rebel named Shaw were hauling scrap metal from a pile nearby.
“I think the shocks are toast,” Luke said, walking by and squinting at the undercarriage.
“They were toast the day Reagan left office,” Micah replied, holding a wrench out to him. “But we’ll get it rolling right. We always do.”
Luke set down the scrap and took the tool, wiping sweat from his brow. He asked playfully “Hey, whaddya think is harder, fixing cars or fixing souls?”
Micah gave him a serious look. “Wrenching on cars is just what I do now. Preaching The Word is who I am.”
“So, you think it’s harder fixing cars, since it’s easy to be who you are?” Luke smiled.
“You’ve got to understand the dynamics.,” Micah directly replied. “I don’t ‘fix souls’ as you say, that’s between the person and God. I just help people along in their journey to the Truth. It is up to them to open their own eyes. I can’t do it for them.”
Luke snorted but didn’t press it. Just then, Madison jogged up, a soldering iron in hand and excitement in her eyes.
“I found the source,” she said breathlessly.
Micah straightened. “The radio?”
She nodded. “It’s an encrypted relay, low burst, but it's not necessarily military, and I don’t think government. It could be someone else out there. Someone like us.”
Luke raised an eyebrow. “Or it could be something waiting to kill us.”
“Thanks for the optimism,” Madison muttered.
“I’m just saying that radio contact goes both ways. You start talking to ghosts, don’t be surprised when one talks back.”
She rolled her eyes. “Why do you always have something annoying to say?”
“Like Preacher says, it’s a gift from God!” Luke said, with a crooked grin.
Micah watched the exchange quietly. Madison was sharp and driven, maybe too much so at times. Luke, though brash, had that same coiled-wire tension he'd seen in young soldiers, half afraid, half too numb to be. He liked Luke and was glad he spent his time, when not on patrol, helping with maintenance.
“They’re out there,” Madison said, her voice quieter now. “People like us. I can feel it.”
Micah nodded slowly. “Then let’s pray they’re not too far gone to listen.”
That night, Reggie stepped out from his cabin and looked up at the stars. They were bright and cold, untouched by politics or bloodshed. He remembered teaching a night class once about the Federalist Papers, back when ideas still seemed to matter. Before history itself became an enemy.
Now, he was planning roadside ambushes and living in the woods.
He turned at the sound of footsteps behind him. It was Talia.
“You sure about this?” she asked.
Reggie exhaled. “No. But we can’t sit on our hands forever.”
“We’re becoming what they say we are,” she said. “Guerrillas. Insurgents. Any number of names to turn the public against us.”
“No,” Reggie said. “We’re becoming what they made us. They drew the line. We just refused to kneel behind it.”
Talia didn’t respond. She just looked past him, into the dark trees that surrounded their hidden camp. 
Pine Forest—Northern Arizona
Elise Maddox was bruised and battered, but the bleeding had stopped. She was confident that she was being hunted by the people who had called her “sister.” And somewhere past that
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