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The World
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The last battle fought in Canadian territories against a foreign enemy was the Battle of the St. Lawrence in November 1944. The Battle of the St. Lawrence was only a piece of the larger battle taking place in the Atlantic with the German U-Boats. Now, seventy-five years later, a foreign enemy attacked and successfully disrupted the North American civilization. Every major city had been bombed, either by missile attacks from North Korea or coordinated attacks by local terrorists. Urban communities were burned to ashes and people were forced to flee to rural areas and small remote communities. 

The United Nations convened emergency meetings, and despite repeated attacks on the Canadian Prime Minister’s and the American President’s lives, they attended in Switzerland. It was decided that aid would not be sent to North America, the region was too unstable, and no Nation wanted to send their citizens into an active war zone when it wasn’t even clear who the enemy was. It was decided that the allied countries would take countermeasures against North Korea, but when details were discussed, several countries declined to participate. Although they didn’t openly support North Korea, several significant players, such as China and Russia, would not condone North Korea’s actions. 

Resources became sparse in North America and people were becoming desperate. The government bodies had been scattered and were terrified to assemble again, for fear they would be targeted. The Military was deployed to protect high-risk areas. These included areas deemed to be potential targets for the next attack, such as nuclear power plants, and the overpopulated Designated Rendezvous Zones (quickly renamed to DRZs). The Canadian Military consisted of only forty thousand service members at the start of the war, with just over half being full-time. However, because of the attacks, recruitment spiked with volunteers. Partly because people felt a sense of duty to serve and protect their country, and partly because they had nowhere else to turn. 

New recruits were mobilized to collect any resources they could find and reallocate them to the evacuation zones. Convoys returned from the evacuated cities and surrounding towns with any food, shelter, clothing and supplies that were considered necessary. Everything was rationed within the DRZs. Temporary shelters and trailers were brought in from manufacturers as additional living accommodations and were set up in any spare parking lot or park.  

The DRZs were overcrowded and maintaining civility became difficult. Fights broke out regularly over fairness and claims to the few remaining personal items that still existed. Unwillingly, the DRZs established a military authority to maintain order within the evacuated populations and among the previous residents who had lived there.  As time passed, the evacuees were seen more as a burden than a charity opportunity. The evacuees felt like refugees in their own country.
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Jay
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Jay had lost sense of time, he didn’t know what day or even what month it was. All he remembered was the pain and wishing each day it would end. Then someone would come in, pump his I.V. with drugs, and it would all fade away again. A lot of time had passed in that haze until the day he finally woke up and realized it was the first day he didn’t feel like he would die. His head still pounded, feeling heavy, and his neck barely felt strong enough to support it, but his thoughts weren’t scrambled anymore. His body ached, especially his abdomen and chest, but he thought he could move if needed. He tried to shift himself slightly, and a shooting pain pierced his leg. He remained still and slowly took in his surroundings. He was in a small hospital room, everything very white and clean. Fresh flowers sat on the windowsill across from him. A large flat-screen TV was mounted on the wall, which he thought was odd, since when did hospitals have flat screens in patients’ rooms? He could see a bathroom across the room, the door was slightly open, and he thought he saw a soaker tub inside. Then he noticed the security camera in the corner, its light flashing as it monitored him. No sooner had he looked at the camera than a nurse rushed into the room. She quickly moved to his I.V. and was about to administer a dose of painkillers.

“Wait,” Jay called to her, startling the nurse with the sound of his voice. She paused and looked at him cautiously.

“Mr. Harris!” the nurse said, surprised. “You’re talking!”

Jay looked at her suspiciously. “Yes,” he confirmed. “And is there someone here that I can talk to?”

“Of course there is,” the nurse gave him a big smile. “I’ll get someone right away. Do you want any painkillers first?” she asked indicating to the morphine on the I.V.

“No,” Jay said. “Not right now.” He wanted his head to be clear even though it hurt like hell.

“OK then, I’ll be right back,” the nurse quickly ran out of the room.

Jay tried to assess his injuries. He noticed his head and leg were bandaged, and there was another bandage around his abdomen. What had happened? He tried to remember, and he vaguely recalled explosions. There had been so much fire. Why had he been surrounded by explosions? That made no sense. He had been running from someone, it had been the police. But why would he be running from the police? He was the police. Slowly, he recalled. It was coming back to him now. He had been working on a case, a woman named Heather had been kidnapped. She had a family, a boy named Matt, sixteen, and a girl named Grace, who was eight. There was another kid too, Liam, who was a friend living with them. Jay felt there was urgency, he needed to help Matt and Liam, they had gotten themselves into danger. The boys had thought they could save Heather, but Jay had known it was too late, she was already dead. There had been a mercenary sent after them to kill them and retrieve a flash drive. Why was this flash drive so important? It contained information about the attacks. Heather had stolen it, and the kids had found it. 

Jay’s head was spinning as his memories flooded back all at once. He was confused and couldn’t piece them together. Did Jay kill the mercenary? No, wait, that was a lie. Matt did it, and Jay only covered it up to protect Matt. But the kids were all safe now, except for the girl. Her name was Amy. But who was she, and why did that seem important to remember? Amy was the babysitter. No, she was more than that, she was a friend, and she was in trouble, but Jay couldn’t recall why. He had been in trouble, but the details escaped him. There had been police at his house. They thought he did something and blamed him for the attacks, believed he orchestrated the bombings and killed Heather. 

They had arrested him, he escaped, and then he woke up here. Why were his memories so foggy? Everything felt like it belonged to a different life, almost like a movie he had watched rather than a life he had actually lived. 

The door opened, and a well-dressed man in his mid-fifties entered with the nurse and another woman who appeared to be the doctor. 

“Jason,” the man said. “You have returned to the land of the living!”

Jay felt like he should know this man, but he couldn’t recall right away.

“Sorry, my head is a little foggy, do I know you?” Jay said politely.

The man smiled. “You must be more than a little foggy if you are being that polite to me,” the man said. “My name is Michael,” he added and waited for a reaction. 

Jay dug deep into his memory, he knew Michael, yes, he recalled now. 

“Michael Fadden,” Jay confirmed, and Michael nodded. 

“Yes,” Michael said. “And this is Dr. Ashley Sharpe. She’s been caring for you these past few weeks and deserves credit for saving your life.”

Jay looked at Dr. Sharpe, fairly certain they had never met before. Dr. Sharpe looked a little young to be a doctor; he wouldn’t have guessed her to be over twenty-five, but regardless, she had saved him, so who was he to judge? Her long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She was wearing a t-shirt and jeans under her lab coat. Jay couldn’t help but notice that she was very attractive. 

“And what exactly did that include?” Jay asked. 

Dr. Sharpe looked at Michael, who nodded. 

“Go ahead and tell him,” Michael said. “He should know how hard you had to work.”

“When we found you, you were close to death, Jason,” Dr. Sharpe started. “You had been caught in town when the explosions began. You had been riding a motorcycle, and you must have been thrown from the bike at one point,” she paused to see if Jay was following, but he couldn’t recall anything of what she was saying. “You had extensive injuries, including a fractured skull, a ruptured spleen, and a large chunk of metal impaled in your leg,” she paused again to see if Jay would respond.

“How long have I been here?” he asked.

“About six weeks now,” Dr. Sharpe continued. “We kept you in a medically induced coma and only started to bring you out of it these last couple of days. I’m happy to see you are as coherent as you are.”

“I definitely don’t feel coherent,” Jay said. 

“Jason, how much do you remember of what happened?” Michael asked.

“I’m starting to remember, but it’s all mixed up, it isn’t making sense to me,” Jay replied. 

“Not now,” Dr. Sharpe scolded Michael. “He needs more time to rest.” Then she turned to Jay, “I need to run more tests and scans to see how you are healing. Until I clear you, you are not to do anything stressful. Nurse Claire is at your beck and call; anything you need, she will take care of it for you.” Dr. Sharpe herded everyone out of the room. Michael seemed reluctant but eventually allowed Nurse Claire to lead him away. “I’ll be back to change those bandages shortly. Get some rest in the meantime.”

“Dr. Sharpe,” Jay called to her before she could leave.

“Yes, Jason,” she said, returning to his bedside.

“Where am I?” he asked. “I mean, this doesn’t look like a typical hospital.”

She smiled at him, “I’m glad to see that your mind is working better than expected,” she said without answering his question. “Perhaps it’s better to let Michael explain that to you when you’ve recovered a bit more, Jason.” 

“OK,” Jay sighed. 

“Anything else?” Dr. Sharpe asked politely.

“Yes, can you call me Jay? I think I go by Jay, not Jason,” Jay said. 

“That seems to suit you better, and you can call me Ashley,” Dr. Sharpe confirmed.

“That seems very informal,” Jay observed.

Trust me, Jay, we are past formalities, she smiled at him again and left the room. Jay couldn’t help thinking that was a very odd conversation to have with his doctor.  

He lay quietly staring at the ceiling. He tried to sleep again, but his head was racing, trying to reconnect with the memories buried for six weeks. He wanted to remember, he knew important things were happening, and he knew he needed to be somewhere, but he couldn’t remember where, and he definitely wasn’t in any shape to go anywhere. 

Ashley returned with fresh bandages. She checked his head first and seemed satisfied enough with the healing that she only applied a smaller patch bandage to his forehead. 

“Your head is healing well,” she explained. “Honestly, I thought you were going to be a vegetable, what kind of idiot rides a motorcycle without a helmet.”

“I don’t know,” Jay said, confused.

“You, Jay, I meant you,” she said, staring at him before shaking her head. “I guess you don’t remember that part either?”

“No,” Jay said, frustrated. “You certainly have an interesting bedside manner,” Jay observed. 

Her demeanour had changed significantly now that Michael Fadden wasn’t around. She seemed a lot more relaxed and casual. 

She pulled his shirt up to look at his abdomen, and she examined his stitches. 

“Well, I’m your only option here,” she said. “Sorry you don’t like it.”

“I didn’t say that,” Jay said defensively. “I appreciate what you have done for me. Really, thank you.” She stopped her examination, and he looked her in the eyes to show her he was being sincere. “I’m just frustrated that I can’t remember things. And what I do remember makes no sense.”

“It will come back,” she confirmed sadly. "Give it time.”

“I feel like I don’t have time,” Jay said to her.

“Something you should discuss with Michael,” she said again. “OK, hotshot, you’re about to see why we are already familiar with each other. I need to check out the injury on your leg. And since I was the one who helped you dress last time, I can tell you’re not wearing anything underneath those pyjama pants.” 

With no further warning, Ashley pulled his pants down, and Jay realized her assessment of what he was (or rather wasn’t) wearing underneath was correct. He shyly pulled the covers over himself as she examined the cut on his upper leg. 

“This is looking good, too,” she said, changing the dressing. “I think you can start a light physio tomorrow if you want?”

“Sure,” Jay agreed, still feeling very exposed as Ashley wrapped his injury carefully with new bandages.

“Relax, I have done this a thousand times already for you,” she said as she finished. He realized that she was about to help dress him again, so he quickly pulled his pants back up. 

“Thanks, I guess,” Jay said hesitantly. “Look Ashley, can you tell me anything about where I am?”

Ashley sighed, then quickly glanced at the video camera in the corner of the room before leaning close to Jay, pretending to fuss over the bandage on his stomach again.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell you,” she said quietly. “But you are right you aren’t at a hospital. Let’s just say Michael Fadden employs me and has asked me to ensure that you recover fully. We are in some sort of gated community that he owns. We call it the Compound.”

“Are we prisoners?” He asked. 

“I’m fairly sure I’m not, but I can’t say the same for you,” she said without any sarcasm. “I’ve never actually tried to leave, and you’ve kept me busy. Also, there’s no safe place left out there. Look, we can’t talk here,” she said, glancing at the camera again and lowering her voice. “Tomorrow, during physio, we’ll have more privacy,” she said, carefully straightening his shirt again. “Michael’s a good guy, but he’s a bit of a control freak. I’m sure he’ll tell you what he wants, when he wants.”

“Thank you,” Jay said. “For everything.”

“My pleasure Jay,” Ashley said as she left. 

Eventually, Jay accepted the painkillers and realized that he needed to rest. Nurse Claire brought him meals when he woke, broth, Jello, and soft vegetables as his body adjusted to eating again. 

When dinner was served, Jay noticed that Nurse Claire also had long blond hair. She was slightly older than Ashley, but only a little past thirty. Jay wondered if Michael had specific hiring criteria that the ladies needed to meet. He spent the day staring at the white walls of his room and out the window when he wasn’t asleep. 

From his bed, he could only see the tops of some trees and the sky. The trees had mostly lost their leaves, those he could see had turned a dark brown, indicating late fall. The sky was mostly grey and seemed to hold back snow. He tried to recall the date of his accident, but it was lost to him, he only knew it was sometime in October. When he was awake, he listened for any further clue about where he was or who he was with. He could hear soft conversations somewhere in a room nearby, but his door was always kept closed, and he couldn’t make out the words. 

He contemplated what Ashley had said. Was he a prisoner now? He felt he couldn’t trust Michael, but he couldn’t recall why. He had a terrible feeling that Michael had his own plans for him. Jay remembered that he needed something from Michael, but he couldn’t recall what it was. He knew it was important and would save lives. His memories flashed in his mind, like a slide show, random pictures mixed up and out of order. He was trying to put them back into a sensible sequence. The explosions seemed to be the last thing he could remember; he worked backwards from there. Amy running from his car. The cottage. The kids. Matt trying to kill himself. It all seemed so horrible, no wonder it was a struggle to remember. He might have forgotten on purpose. 

“Is there anything else I can get you, Jay?” Claire asked as she cleared away the dinner dishes. Jay noticed that Claire had stopped calling him Jason, Ashley must have spoken with her. 

“A beer?” Jay said hope, and Claire laughed.

“With the number of drugs you are on right now, that would put you back into a coma,” she said. “But if there is anything else,” she gently touched his hand, and he suddenly felt very uncomfortable. “Don’t hesitate to ask.” She gave him a wink and then left. Jay sighed and wondered again where the hell he was.
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Matt
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Matt had been locked up in the old, run-down cottage for weeks with his father and little sister. It had been painfully dull to endure. His father nagged him endlessly. Every time he left his room, his father would start a lecture. What did it matter if he showered? And how much firewood could they really need for the winter? It felt like he had chopped down half the goddamn forest. His sister wouldn’t leave him alone either, she wanted to watch the same stupid movies over and over or play some idiotic board game. 

There was nowhere to go, and it was getting too cold to stay outside for any length of time. The voices in his head kept shouting at him to leave, to run away and abandon them all. On the really bad days, when there were many voices, they told him to just end it, claiming no life was better than this one. His anger shifted to depression and then back to anger, and he had no release. It had been building inside him for weeks, and he was about to explode. Mark watched him closely to ensure he couldn’t hurt himself, which meant Matt was effectively a prisoner in his bedroom. He became disinterested in everything around him. He stayed in his room and only joined Mark and Grace for meals, which usually ended with him and Mark arguing and Mark sending him back to his room like a child. He spent most of his time lost in thoughts thinking of ways to make everyone who betrayed him pay. The list was growing longer, with Liam at the top, Amy a close second, and his father the most recent addition.

Liam had sent another text that day, apologizing and begging for Matt to respond. Matt deleted that message, just as he had with the dozens of other texts Liam had sent. He was still furious with Liam, he hated him for so many reasons. He hated Liam for betraying him and stealing his girl. He hated Liam for promising to help and then abandoning him when he needed support the most. He hated Liam because his father seemed to care more for him than for Matt. And he hated Liam for not dying when he was supposed to. 

Matt pulled up the text messages from James. James had told Matt about Amy and Liam’s betrayal, and James had promised that Liam would pay for that. He was supposed to die, but somehow the lucky bastard got away. Liam was now part of the army, working for special forces and the RCMP, trying to prevent further terrorist attacks. Matt had shared this with James, who was shocked by the news. James understood Matt, he had connected with him and seemed to be the only one who understood the rage Matt was feeling. James had helped Matt control his rage and repeatedly convinced him not to hurt himself when the voices were encouraging him.

Matt had asked James how he found him, but James hadn’t been clear about that. Originally, he said he found him because of Liam. Later, when Matt asked again, James explained that he had read about Matt’s mother, Heather, and knew he needed to find Matt. James admitted that he knew Matt’s mother had tried to stop the big institutions' wrongdoings and was killed for it. He explained that his organization was fighting against the institutions, the other poisons of society, which caused the world to be so unbalanced. He kept inviting Matt to join their cause, but Matt wasn’t sure if he even understood the cause, let alone believed in it. He liked James and appreciated his support and understanding, but saw no reason to join a cause he didn’t believe in, even if his mother supposedly had.

It was nearly noon, and Matt hadn’t left his bed yet. He struggled with the idea of getting up but finally his hunger got the better of him, so he made his way to the common area of the small cottage. There he saw his father sitting at the kitchen table, talking on the phone. 

“I’m proud of you,” Mark was saying. “I know you have been through a lot, and I’m proud that you are able to make a difference in all this. Keep up the good work, but please keep yourself safe.” Mark finished the call and turned to Matt. 

“Was that Liam?” Matt spat.

“Yes,” Mark confirmed. 

“You’re proud of him?” Matt snarled, his voice tinged with bitterness. He hadn’t heard that from his father in a long time. His father could barely look at him anymore. Not since he had admitted he had killed his mother’s murderer.

“He’s come a long way, and he’s putting his life on the line for his country,” Mark said. “I know you’re still mad at him for putting Amy in danger, but you know he was ready to die for her. And the information he stole has been very useful.”

Matt didn’t reply. He never told his father the real reason why he was angry with both Amy and Liam. James had advised against that, he didn’t want Mark to know he had been communicating with Matt, and Matt had agreed.

“So, I have to almost kill my friends, get taken hostage by terrorists, and attempt to assassinate the Prime Minister for you to finally be proud of me?” Matt said sarcastically.

“Matt, stop being ridiculous,” Mark said frustrated.

“It’s ridiculous when I say it, but Liam’s a fucking hero when he actually does it?” Matt reproached.

“Do you really want to do this again?” Mark asked, exhausted.

“Do what?” Matt challenged. “Speak the truth? Liam is a major screw-up, he tried to kill the Prime Minister for fuck's sakes! And instead of going to jail on federal charges like he should have, he gets recruited into special forces? If that’s what’s protecting our country, we might as well all blow our brains out now.”

“Matt, get out of my sight until you smarten up,” Mark bellowed.  

“Why, because you can’t stand to look at me anymore?” Matt continued to provoke his father. “You wish I wasn’t your son, don’t you? You wish I was more like Liam. Jesus’ dad, what have I done to be such a disappointment? I have avenged my mother’s death, that’s all! Why can’t you be proud of me!” 

Matt stormed back into the bedroom and slammed the door. He pulled out his phone and started to text James. He was furious, he wanted to go back out there and continue the argument, he wanted to keep yelling at his father. He wanted to start a physical fight with him so he could release his anger and make his father feel some of the pain that Matt had been feeling for these past few weeks. James would understand, Matt thought. 

My father was speaking to Liam; he told him he was proud of him. Matt started to text. He hasn’t said that to me in months. He hit send on the message and then lay on the bed, waiting for a reply. He tried to calm himself, but the voices in his head were yelling at him. There were so many this time. One was yelling to leave, one was telling him to just end it, but then there was a new one, telling him to go back out there and hurt his father. This voice was telling him his father would never love or respect him again. This voice was getting louder, telling him to go back and confront his father, let him know that he was an adult, and he couldn’t be controlled anymore. If Mark got in the way, to just take him out. Matt listened to this new voice; it made sense. It was the clearest and most sensible. It was saying exactly what Matt wanted.  

Liam has manipulated your father just as he has Amy, James responded in text. You can’t trust someone who prefers Liam over you. Come join us, Matt; we are the only ones you can trust. And we can help you get even with Liam.

Matt held his fingers over the keypad of his phone, he was about to reject the offer again, as he had so often, but this was the first time James had mentioned that he could help Matt get even with Liam. How? Matt asked. James sent his reply, we know where Liam is, we know what he’s doing, it would be so easy to get to him again. We just thought you may want to help this time? Make him pay for what he did to you? Make him suffer, the way he has made you suffer. Just imagine it Matt, you with a gun in your hand, pointed at Liam’s head, and you pulling the trigger. Watch as the life slowly leaves his eyes. I can make that happen for you. 

That was what Matt wanted, he wanted Liam to pay, to suffer, and to be hurt. Over the past few weeks, his mind had been consumed with coming up with different ways to make Liam pay. My father would never let me go, Matt wrote back. He can’t stop you if he’s dead, James replied. 

Matt froze, and the voice in his head hissed excitedly that this was true. But could he kill his own father? You said it yourself, James wrote, he’s proud of Liam, not you. Liam has influenced him against you, he isn’t your father anymore. The voice persisted in Matt’s mind, pointing out that his own father couldn’t even look him in the eyes anymore. Mark had told him to leave the room whenever they were alone, what kind of father does that? He feared Matt, was ashamed of him, and hadn’t tried to help or understand what Matt was going through. 

Can you do it?  James wrote. Can you free your father from Liam’s manipulations? 

Yes, you can! The voice cheered. You would be free to leave and live your life. He is the only thing standing in your way, and he would never let you go. You know that.

The idea of killing his father suddenly exhilarated Matt. He wanted to be free, he wanted to escape the prison his father had built for him, and to find a way to give Liam what he deserved.

Yes, I think I can, Matt replied slowly. Do it! James wrote. Before he knows what you're thinking, do it now!

Matt slowly left his room, passing his father in the common area. Mark started to object about something, but Matt ignored him and headed to the storage room. There, he found the rifle he had hidden inside. It was likely that Mark didn’t even know it was there, otherwise, he would have moved it long ago. It was the same rifle he had used to kill Jack. He had hidden it because it served as evidence against him. Slowly, he made his way back to the common area with the weapon in his hand. His little sister stepped out of her bedroom just as he walked by.

“Matt, what are you doing?” Grace asked, concerned. 

“Mind your own business,” he said, shoving her back into her room and slamming the door. 

The noise drew Mark’s attention, and he came down the hall to see what had happened. Matt met him with the rifle aimed at his chest. Mark was about to say something, but Matt never gave him the chance, without a second thought or hesitation, he pulled the trigger and shot directly into Mark’s chest. Matt watched as his father crumpled to the floor, he could hear Grace screaming as she came out of her room, but he ignored her. He fired again, then a third time; he wanted to be sure his father would die from the wounds. His mind suddenly went blank; all the voices disappeared, and for the first time in weeks, his mind was quiet and clear. He felt no regrets, no pain for what he had done. A slight feeling of satisfaction seeped through him, and he felt unnaturally calm. He headed back to his room, grabbed his phone, and quickly typed, It’s done. James replied by sending him GPS coordinates. Matt returned to the common area, Grace was screaming hysterically. He grabbed the car keys and left the cottage. 
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Liam
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Liam had been in training for over a month, although he was on a modified program, as Hunter and Adam called it. He was back in shape, his body had healed from his previous injuries, and he was now learning fighting skills he never thought possible. Every morning at six a.m., he had to report to Adam, who he now had to refer to as General Kitts, for an accelerated boot camp with other new recruits. After lunch, he would find Sergeant Hunter to do the “number things,” as Adam called it. Truly, he was doing data analytics and research. Hunter asked him to continue reviewing the information from the stolen flash drive. He had provided Liam with copies of the data the Bank sent him, which supposedly implicated Jay. Liam also received over twenty years’ of investment accounts and company records showing how Jay and his grandfather before him invested the family fortune. After a full afternoon of working with Hunter, Liam would sneak from the military base back to the DRZ to meet Amy at the hospital. They would spend the night together, hiding in a vacant room or office. They had to hide because Amy’s father still hadn’t forgiven Liam for putting Amy’s life in danger. Liam did everything he could to avoid Steve, but he wouldn’t stop seeing Amy. 

Although Liam was exhausted by the time he met up with Amy, he still made sure to see her every night. She had been traumatized when taken hostage, and Liam believed that the only thing keeping her sane was seeing him. Though he felt the same way most days, after an early start with Adam and mentally demanding file reviews with Hunter, Liam was both physically and mentally drained at the end of each day. 

“You seem a hundred miles away today,” Amy said as she hugged him. They were in a vacant office in the older part of the hospital. They used this office regularly, it had a small desk on one end and an old sofa at the other. 

“I’m just tired,” Liam said, kissing her softly. 

“I don’t think I can get used to this look,” Amy said as she gently tugged on his gun belt. He was dressed in his uniform and had now made it a habit to carry his gun everywhere. 

“Sorry,” Liam said, knowing she didn’t like guns. “I just feel safer carrying it all the time, especially now that I know how to use it properly.”

“That’s still a scary thought for me,” she said. “The idea that you are in the military and being trained to kill.”

“No,” Liam said, guiding her to the sofa. “Don’t think of it like that. It’s about learning how to defend myself and the people I care about.” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close for another kiss.

“How was your day?” he asked, too exhausted to continue talking about his own.

Fine, but I think I might be coming down with something," she replied. “I haven’t felt well all day.”

“Come here,” he lay down and pulled her close. It felt nice just lying down and relaxing. She rested her head against his chest, and he slowly stroked her hair. 

“Did Matt ever answer you?” she asked. 

“No.”

It had been weeks since Liam last heard from Matt. Liam was sure that Matt had been told about Liam and Amy’s relationship, though he wasn’t certain what Matt knew. He suspected James had followed through on his promise to let Matt know that Liam had betrayed him. After Adam and Hunter recruited Liam, Liam reached out to Matt to let him know where he was and that he would be joining the army. Matt responded with a quick “burn in hell.” That was the last time Liam heard from Matt. Amy had also reached out, but she hadn’t received any reply.  

“Have you spoken to Mark?” Amy asked.

“This afternoon, actually,” Liam confirmed. “He’s been polite to me, and never mentions Matt, and I guess Grace is still mad at me, too. But Mark says he’s proud of me for joining the army and helping Hunter.”

“I am too,” Amy said, tracing her fingers across his chest. They held each other close, but like the last few nights, both were too tired to do anything else but fall asleep in each other’s arms. 

The alarm went off at four AM, Liam walked Amy back to the RV she shared with her parents, then drove back to the military base. He showered and headed to the mess hall for breakfast. He was deep into his second cup of coffee when General Kitts slammed a tray down next to him, startling him.

“Ah, to be seventeen,” he said. “And have an endless amount of energy.”

Liam raised an eyebrow, he wasn’t sure how to respond.  

“You don’t actually think we don’t know where you go every night?” Adam asked. “I’m a General in the military, not an ignorant parent to a teenage boy. I know where you are at all times.”

“Am I in trouble?” Liam asked, too tired to give him a smartass remark.

“No, not today,” Adam said. “We do need to discuss this at some point, though. But Hunter needs you this morning. You get to skip boot camp.” 

“OK, what’s up?” Liam said, curious. They had maintained the same routine for almost five weeks now, and this was the first time there had been any deviation from it. 

“You think I understand any of that numbery thing he has you doing?” Adam said. “Now go, Don Juan.”

“Really?” Liam said sarcastically. “You’re so old, you can’t even think of a reference from this millennium to call me?”

“I see the coffee has kicked in. There is the smartass we all love. Now get going,” Adam laughed. 

“Yes sir,” Liam said, standing and saluting Adam. It was one thing to be casual with Adam when no one was listening, but he knew enough to be formal and respectful when others could see. Technically, Adam had recruited Liam illegally since he never had parental consent to join the army at seventeen. But Adam had saved Liam’s life, so when the offer to work with him and Hunter came up, Liam jumped at the opportunity. Adam’s Special Forces team was conducting a joint investigation with Sergeant Hunter and the RCMP’s National Security Enforcement team. The NSE was investigating the terrorist group Ardenti Terra, which had claimed credit for the attacks orchestrated within the country. This was the same group that Liam had, at least briefly, hacked and stolen a vital file from. The information in that file provided Adam’s Special Forces with details on the Terra’s locations and training camps. Teams had been running raids on these locations for several weeks now. Although the Terra seemed to be a massive organization, the locations in the file turned out to be credible tips, and Adam’s teams had taken numerous suspected terrorists into custody. Unfortunately, the group soon abandoned their locations, and eventually, the raids only uncovered deserted camps and empty buildings. But for some time, they at least disrupted Terra’s progress and neutralized some threats.

Liam knocked on Hunter’s office door and heard a muffled response inviting him in.

“Good morning, Liam,” Hunter said, signalling him to take a seat. “We have some work to do today. I need you to start searching for anything that sounds like a credible threat. Zach’s picking up on some activity he’s not too happy about. Whatever they are planning, it’s coming soon. The file you stole was only good until they realized we had it. I think they have reorganized and are continuing their agenda.”

“OK,” Liam nodded. “Anything more to go on?”

“Remember what James said to you?” Hunter continued. “When you told him there were still millions of people to oppose him?”

“How can I forget, he said ‘Not for much longer’,” Liam remembered with a shudder. “But he also went on about opening a way to ‘rise the societies that have been disadvantaged for generations.’  And he would ‘do it on the backs of those that have been living like selfish, privileged pigs for so long’,” Liam quoted again. Those words had been burned into his mind, he hated James, whoever he was, and Liam had made it his personal mission to find him. 

“Right. Whatever he was thinking, we believe he’s planning to do it within the next few days. What do you think that rubbish meant? There must have been clues to his agenda in that rant,” Hunter said staring at him hard. 

Hunter had never asked for Liam’s opinion before. He had always directed Liam in his research and appreciated what Liam could find, but he never asked for an opinion. An analyst didn’t have opinions; he was supposed to work with the facts.

“Well,” Liam began slowly. “We don’t know how big his organization is, but I think it’s safe to assume that the Canadian population outnumbers his supporters. Yet, he doesn’t seem to be concerned about that. I think he wants to control the population, lower the numbers or disable those that remain so we are devastated and desperate enough to do what he wants.”

“Sounds like an accurate assessment, but then, what did he mean when he said he’s going to do it on the backs of those that have been living so selfishly?” Hunter asked, encouraging him.

Well, who would be the disadvantaged societies right now? China? India? The Philippines? Basically, any country that the Western world has been using for cheap labour, for our culture’s excessive luxury lifestyles. Our material items, cellphones, clothing, electronics, so much we don’t really need but want,” Liam explained. “What if his idea is to devastate our society enough that we become like a third-world country and be forced into cheap labour? Look at what he’s already done, so many have already lost everything, our homes, all of our personal items, jobs, and infrastructure. What else could he do to create a situation that makes our society desperate enough that we would do what he says?” Liam asked. 

“He’s already taken everything,” Hunter concluded. “Food, shelter, supplies, we are short on almost everything.”

“There is still something,” Liam replied, as a terrifying thought formed in his mind. “What about electricity? That would cut off our heat, lights, water. We would lose our ability to maintain our homes,” he suggested slowly. “It’s cold out now. Soon, we will be in full-blown winter. If he controls the power supplies, then he will be able to control the population. Turn it off and people will freeze or starve to death over the winter.”

“You might be onto something, kid,” Hunter said, considering this. “But why wouldn’t he have gone after the nuclear power plants earlier?”

“Aren’t they already shut down because of the possible threats? He’s already taken care of those, without needing to do anything. We’ve had those locked down for weeks now.” 

“Yes, you’re right about that,” Hunter confirmed.

“Well, we’ve just moved the entire metropolitan population and its suburbs into rural areas. Look at this region, for example,” Liam explained. “It’s mostly powered by hydroelectricity, from the dams along the river system that drain into the lake just south of us. I imagine most of the population is being serviced by these dams now. Take those out, and we’d be in the dark for a long time.”

“How the hell do you know this?” Hunter asked, amazed.

“I did a geography project on it in grade ten,” Liam admitted.

“Seriously? We’re going to risk the lives of hundreds of thousands of people on a geography project you did two years ago?” Hunter said sarcastically.

“I got an A,” Liam smirked.

“Go validate your theory, smart-ass,” Hunter demanded. Liam could hear Hunter cursing as he left his office.  

Liam had a desk assigned to him in another office he shared with Hunter’s staff. Two had agreed to join Hunter at the military base since their head offices in Ottawa had been destroyed. Andrea was an older lady who had worked with Hunter for years, her knowledge of every threat Canada had ever seen was impressive. Although her technical skills weren’t as strong as those of the younger staff, her historical knowledge was priceless. Zach was in his early thirties and had joined Hunter’s team only last summer. He was the complete opposite of Andrea, he knew the dark web inside out, and had extensive hacking skills. Both brought their strengths to the team, and Liam enjoyed working with them. 

“Early start for you today,” Zach said as Liam walked in. 

“Yeah, Hunter wanted me to help you identify this new threat,” Liam said. “I get a day off from boot camp.”

“You look like crap,” Zach said, handing him a coffee. 

“Late night?” Andrea jabbed. 

Since they had been working closely together for many weeks, they all knew each other’s business. Both Zach and Andrea knew the circumstances under which Liam was recruited, and they knew about Liam’s nightly visits to Amy.

“It always is,” Liam mumbled as he logged onto his computer. 

“How long are you planning to keep this up?” Zach asked.

“Maybe not for much longer,” Liam said sadly. “General Kitts suggested as much this morning.”

“Oh wow, tough break, kid. You'll have to join the land of the unlaid like the rest of us,” Zach said sarcastically. 

Liam tossed a post-it note at Zach’s head in response. “I’m trying to work here,” he accused Zach. 

They fell silent for a while as Liam reviewed his theory. He pulled up a map from the hydro company, which detailed all the hydro stations in the area. It was a blueprint for someone who wanted to plan an attack. There were over sixty-five hydroelectric plants across the province, usually providing more than twenty-five percent of the electricity. But with nuclear power plants shut down as a safety measure and the migrating population moving to rural areas, these plants had to work overtime and became the main power source for most of the population. It made sense that the Terra would target these stations. Liam confirmed there were six plants along the Wrenth River, just north of them, serving their area, including the base and the DRZ, where over five hundred thousand people had evacuated. Their DRZ had taken a larger share of evacuees because it was the closest one to the city. Anyone with nowhere else to go ended up there.

“Hey Zach,” Liam said, sliding his chair over to Zach’s computer. “Can you tap into your online chatter and search for something?” 

“Sure, what are you thinking?” Zach asked typing a few things into his computer.

“Can you see if there is any mention of water? Or rivers?” Liam requested.

Zach kept typing, and Liam was amazed at how quickly he could search the chatter sites he knew. Zach explained it was years of practice, Liam was picking up on it, but Zach was much faster and more efficient. Liam watched over Zach’s shoulder as he continued to search. 

“Wait!” Liam said as Zach was reviewing a site. 

He read what was written, mostly, it didn’t seem to make much sense, but he noticed the words 'river,' 'Murray,' and 'rice' mentioned several times. Something was scheduled for Friday, in two days. It looked like innocent talk about a dinner meal, but Liam had a hunch. The coincidence was too strong. 

“Have you found anything else that could point to what will happen on Friday?” Liam asked as he reread what was on the screen in front of him. 

“Just more of the same. Assassination attempts and possible threats to transport trucks. Nothing that suggests a large-scale attack.”

“That’s it then.”  

“It’s what?” Zach asked.

“Rice Lake is the source of the Wrenth River, but the Murray Canal also empties into it. I think that confirms the date of the attacks,” Liam said slowly. 

“How do you know that?” Zach sighed. 

“Does nobody take Geography anymore?  I have to go talk to Hunter,” Liam said. He printed the screens from his computer and rushed out of the room.

Forgetting to knock, Liam barged into Hunter’s office and found Hunter and Adam deep in conversation.

“Oh, shit, sorry,” Liam said, forgetting all formality. “I meant to knock, Sir, sorry.” 

“What is it, Liam?” Hunter asked, sounding tired. “I was just sharing with General Kitts your theory on the hydro plants.”

“I think I found something; there is chatter that could suggest there will be an attack in two days.”

“How reliable is the source?” Adam asked.

“Not very, it’s a hunch at best,” Liam admitted. “But I think I’m right about this.”

Liam showed him the pages he had printed and the map of the hydro stations along the river. He knew he was right because he had spent hours listening to James’ ranting, he knew how James’ mind worked, and believed this was something he would want to do. Liam explained to Adam and Hunter what he thought James would consider and how targeting the hydro plants would plunge the area into darkness. 

“There are six plants, just north of us, and another five further up the river,” Liam concluded. 

“It is a stretch,” Hunter said to Adam, reading the printouts. “Your call if you want to take action on this one.”

“If he’s right and we do nothing, what happens?” Adam asked Hunter. Liam hated it when they did this, talked as if he wasn’t in the room. But he knew enough not to interrupt.

“They knock out power to the whole area for a long period of time and thousands of people freeze to death over the winter,” Hunter speculated. “Or then, we are forced to go back to nuclear power, and that could be playing directly into their trap for their next attack.”

Liam suddenly understood why Hunter was considering this plan. It wasn’t just about the hydro stations; it was about the bigger picture. The ultimate goal was probably the nuclear power plants, and this plan would push to make them operational again.”

“And if he’s wrong?”

“You’ve got some pissed-off soldiers who wasted a day in the woods,” Hunter shrugged. “But can you spare the resources? It could be a long day if nothing happens. And then we won’t have soldiers ready if there’s an attack elsewhere."

“Unless we have a better lead, I wouldn’t object to running down this hunch. It’s limited locations, I can use small teams. It won’t leave this area unprotected,” Adam sighed. “OK kid, since this one is your show, you are coming with me.”

“Wait, what? Really?” Liam was excited and terrified all at once, he had been begging to go on a tactical mission but had been denied it until this point.

“You’re sure that’s a good idea?” Hunter asked.

“Yes, he’s ready,” Adam said. “If you’re right about the date, we don’t have much time to plan. We need to get the teams together.”

“I’ll start making calls to ensure the other locations are protected,” Hunter confirmed. 

Matt

When Matt arrived at the location the GPS directed him to, he found nothing. He was at a country road intersection where every corner was surrounded by farmers’ fields. He wondered if he had gotten lost, but the map showed he was in the right spot. He sent a text to James, who replied quickly, saying we are on our way. As Matt waited, his excitement grew; he was finally free from his father’s confinement, and he was determined to get even with Liam. For a brief moment, he felt guilty about leaving Grace. She was still young, but even she had betrayed him, she wanted to be with Liam more than with him. She also never forgave Matt for Amy leaving. Grace never knew the truth about Amy and Liam, and he wondered if she would see them the same way if she knew what they had done to him. Would she still choose them over her own brother?  

Matt felt no remorse for what he had done to his father. He was still angry with him; he had turned his back on his son. Matt felt nothing for Mark, and now that he was dead, he didn’t need to think of him again. This was Liam’s fault too. What had Liam ever done to deserve the love and praise he had received from Mark? And Mark couldn’t even look his son in the eye, at least, it wasn’t a problem Matt needed to worry about anymore.

He saw a car approaching along one of the roads. It was speeding quickly towards him and would meet him at the intersection. He got out of his car and waited as the car approached. The car pulled up beside him, and two men got out; he noticed a third had stayed.

“Matt?” the first man asked.

“Yes,” Matt confirmed.

“I’m James,” the man said, and he came over to hug Matt. This caught Matt off guard, he didn’t know how to respond. 

“I’m sorry,” James continued. “I’m sorry for what you had to go through, all alone, fending for yourself with people who don’t understand you. But you are with us now, we are your family, and you'll see that real family takes care of each other.”

Matt considered his new “family member”. James seemed to be in his mid-thirties, which surprised Matt. James understood him so well he was expecting someone more like a grandfather. 

“We still need to go a little further,” James explained. “I hope you don’t mind, but we do need to blindfold you for the last part of the trip. Just as a precaution.”

“Ok,” Matt shrugged. 

“Can I also ask you to turn your phone off for now?” James said. Matt shrugged and turned his phone off. James never asked to have it, so Matt just slipped it back into his pocket. 

“I’ll have Dave drive your car for you,” James continued.

“Actually, it’s almost out of gas, and it was stolen anyway,” Matt explained. “We might as well just dump it.” 

James smiled at Matt. “Smart kid,” he said. Matt realized that James probably concluded that he had stolen the car. He didn’t bother correcting James, he liked that he seemed proud of him. James led him towards the car, and Dave tied a black bandana over his eyes.

“I’m really sorry about the blindfold,” James said again. “It’s only a precaution this first time, I’m sure you can understand.” Matt could hear James starting the car and he felt it move. They turned a few times, and Matt realized this was done on purpose, so he wouldn’t know which road they were leaving on. 

“I’m glad you finally agreed to join us, Matt,” James said as they drove. “And I’m proud of you for what you did this morning. I know it’s hard to make those decisions to take a life, but you did the right thing. Your father was going down the wrong path, you said it yourself, he was more of a father to Liam than you. He betrayed you when he decided to protect Liam.”

Matt silently agreed with James, and it gave Matt a sense of calm to know that he was finally with someone who understood him so well. He was right, his father had given up on him, Matt felt no regrets for what he did, and James’ understanding just validated everything. 

“You’ll see, Matt, that we live modestly," James continued. “But we take care of each other, and no one is in need of anything vital. Everyone contributes to the community, and we all enjoy the results of that effort. I hope you understand that if you wish to stay in our community, you will be asked to undertake tasks suitable for you.

“Happy to,” Matt said. That sounded reasonable, to him everyone should help out.

“And of course, there is the task that you came here for,” James said. “I need you to help me stop Liam. You can decide how, but I just need to make sure that he is taken out of the picture. He has caused me a lot of headaches already, and he needs to be stopped. We’ll find a way to get you to him. You just tell me what you want to do, and we can help you with it.”

“Thank you,” Matt said. “I’ll need to think about that. I’ve thought about it for so long, but now that it’s a possibility, I can’t decide.” Matt felt like he had just been asked to choose his favourite ice cream flavours. He heard James let out a small laugh. 

“I like your enthusiasm,” he said. “I’m sure we can help you with that. In fact, if you like, we have specialized training for those who wish to join us in our fights. You can train with us, we can teach you battle skills and proper weapon use. Let me know if you’re interested.”

“Yes, definitely!” Matt replied without hesitation. He loved the idea of doing something physical again. 

“Excellent,” James replied, and Matt realized he sounded proud of him.

They drove in silence for a while, and eventually Matt felt the car turn and slow down. They had been driving for about thirty minutes, and Matt had no sense of which direction they might have travelled.

“We’re here,” James confirmed. “You can take off your blindfold and see your new home.”

Matt slowly removed the bandana and looked around his surroundings. He was on a farm, or at least it used to be one. In front of him stood an old farmhouse with a white porch and a red roof, with an old barn set further back on the property. However, the land was no longer used for farming. Three newer buildings sat not far from the barn, and what used to be hay fields had been turned into training grounds. There were obstacle courses, shooting ranges, and what appeared to be brawling areas. Matt observed that the farm was busy with activity, and he
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