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Chapter 1

Lucas County Iowa

 

Without hesitation, Cole Winters jumped out the back of the slow-moving American military transport then stumbled and rolled on the sandy ground.  He picked himself up and ran after his hat, which had blown off his head.  At fifty-two, chasing a hat blown about by a swift spring wind wasn't an easy task.  After a couple of futile attempts, he finally stepped on it and then took a moment to catch his breath before picking it up.  Winters put the hat back on, turned around, and saw his friends waving at him as the last of the three-truck convoy disappeared over the crest of the hill.  Contemplating the remaining half-mile trek to the train station, he wondered why he had impulsively jumped out of a moving truck all for a hat.

Winters stood a couple of inches under six feet, with narrow shoulders and thinning salt and pepper hair.  His facial wrinkles had deepened with age and gave him a serious look.  He didn’t drink beer but carried excessive belly fat.  This was a result of infrequent exercise and indulging in too many vending machine snacks.

He walked down the center of the road, which was bordered by barren Iowa cornfields.  Not wanting to be thought a slacker, Winters picked up his pace and reached the top of the hill.  He squinted his eyes and spotted his friends standing beside the parked trucks up ahead.  

Loud crackling sounds rang out.  Those, mixed with loud screaming sent a chill up his spine.  Confused, he ran towards the tree line to his right.  More popping echoed through the air. 

It was gunfire.  

Reaching the cover of the trees, he fell to the ground and focused on the source of the screams.  His mouth dropped open as he realized it was his friends. 

“Die ya old geezers,” shouted a skinny man with an AK-47.

“That’s enough, stop wasting your bullets, can’t you see they’re all dead,” yelled another who’s nose appeared to have been broken more than once. 

“Hey, did you hear that one big feller begging me not to kill him?” asked the skinny one.

Both men checked over the dead. “Bunch of idiots, thinking they could actually fight,” said Crooked nose.

“Well, they did die for their country, just not how they figured,” said the skinny one.

Both laughed.

They turned around when Bill, their boss, yelled at them.  “Get those bodies out to the field and clean up that mess, pronto.”

Crooked nose gave a half-hearted salute.  “Oh yes sir, pronto, right away sir.”  He turned to his friend.  “Never see him do any of the dirty work.”

Two more men joined them and added to the jovial banter.

Frozen with fear and shock, Winters stared at his lifelong friends lying dead on the concrete platform.  The scene started to sink in making him sick to his stomach.

The three big transport trucks pulled out of the parking lot and headed home.  The four men started to throw the dead bodies into the back of a pickup truck.

“Hey, I only count twenty-nine, shouldn’t there be thirty bodies?” said the skinny man.

“Are you sure?” asked another.

“Yeah count ‘em up.”

“Two, six, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-two, twenty-nine. Damn! One’s missing alright.”

Winters kept his eyes on the four men as they started looking around in the distance.  They appeared to be searching for something.

The skinny one yelled across the parking lot.  “Bill, looks like we’re missing one.”

The boss walked over and counted.  “Get these bodies over to the field then go check the surrounding woods.  You two take the other pickup, see if our missing man isn’t walking home.”

The second pickup peeled out and took off south.  The rest of the workers finished loading the lifeless bodies in the truck.  They then drove into a field, where they dumped the corpses into a large pit.  Minutes later, they left the field and made a beeline towards the woods.  The truck pulled up within forty yards of where Winters hid.  Two men carrying AK-47 rifles slid out of the vehicle and walked into the woods.

Winters shimmied backward before getting up to run.  His legs turned to rubber and shook uncontrollably, which made him stumble after a few strides.  Desperation forced him to crawl on his hands and knees across the pine needle covered ground.

He tried to get up once more, but his legs failed him again.  His panic-stricken breathing came in short rapid spurts.  He dragged himself over to an old fallen tree and hid behind it.  

Twigs snapped a short distance away, and faint voices grew louder as the two men closed in.  They moved within yards of Winters, who scrunched himself tighter into a ball trying to disappear.  He fought to control his breathing as the two men walked right past him. 

Winters' eyes locked on them.  He recognized the skinny one and Crooked nose.  With their backs toward him, the two stopped and ceased talking.  They stared into the empty woods looking for any signs of life. 

Winters' chin trembled while sweat began to bead on his forehead.  The woods were quiet except for a gentle breeze whispering through the pines, and he worried his pounding heart could be heard.

The skinny one fished out a cigarette out of his pocket and flicked open his lighter.  After lighting the smoke, he puffed on it a couple of times, and they continued walking. 

Winters smelled the smoke as it wafted toward him. He waited for them to go over a hill before getting up and moving to the other side of the moss-covered log.  He didn’t dare peek over the tree, so he sat and waited for time to pass.  During which, he pondered how he might be caught and killed like his friends.  The thought sent shivers through him.

The sun started to set and made the heavily timbered woods darker, giving him a slight sense of relief as less and less of the sun’s rays penetrated the woods.  A half an hour later, the truck engine roared to life.  Wheels spun in the dirt as it pulled out of the woods.

Winters let out his breath when the sound of the engine faded.  He sat on the cold ground struggling to figure out what had happened.  His eyes welled up as he thought about his friends.  All of whom he’d grown up, worked, and gone to church with.  They had been his lifelong friends and now they lay dead in a field.

Now alone, Winters wondered what to do.  He knew better than to return to the Patriot Center.  The men running the place had to be involved.  He couldn’t trust them, but still, he needed to find out who was behind this and prevent them from killing anyone else.  He owed that much to his friends.

Winters waited over an hour before getting up and bolting out of the woods.  He kept running until he ran out of breath.  It didn’t take long before pains shot through his stomach.  He stopped, bent over, inhaled the chilly air, and waited for the pain to subside.

Minutes passed before he could stand up straight.  He stared into the darkness, barely able to make out anything in front of him, but was able to see the distant lights of the train station. 

Like a warning, the sound of a bad muffler echoed in the night air.  He jerked around and saw bright lights coming around the bend.




Chapter 2

 

Winters dove to the side of the road and fell into the tall grass.  He rolled a couple of times before the same pickup from earlier sped by him.  He watched the taillights of the truck growing smaller and smaller.

Winters did an about face and started walking on the road again, his thoughts wandered to his deceased friends and their murderers.  An internal battle began in his mind, should he risk his life and kill the bastards or tell the authorities.  What if the authorities already know and are involved?  He decided to keep running.

Ten minutes later, an overwhelming sense of guilt washed over him.  He stopped walking and stood still.  He tried to get rid of the guilt by making excuses that there was nothing he could do.  He shook his head knowing that wasn't a good enough reason.  The urge to do something wouldn’t leave him alone, so he finally gave in and decided the only way to alleviate his guilt was to avenge the deaths of his friends.  With his mind made up, he started walking toward the train station all the while wondering how he was going to do it.

Having no weapons, Winters set out toward the burial pit with the plan of scavenging through the dead in the hope of finding a weapon.

As he got closer to the pit, the odor of rotting bodies floated through the air.  Upon arriving at the edge an unbearable stench caused him to vomit.  He was thankful the darkness did not reveal the butchery.

He slid down into the pit and stopped after touching the first corpse.  He pretended the dead were asleep as he dug into jackets and pants pockets.  He yanked his hands back each time he touched flesh and whispered an apology for disturbing them.  After a few minutes of scrounging, he discovered an eight-inch blackened steel knife.  It was perfect for what he needed, not too long but incredibly sharp.  Cole Winters climbed out of the pit, said a quick prayer for the dead and goodbye to his friends.

Keeping to the safety of the woods, Winters headed toward the main building.  He surveyed the grounds and soon determined this was where the men lived.  Working up the nerve to get in closer, he scurried to a shed, which sat to the left of the station.  Chatter from inside became obvious.  It was a mixture of laughter and yelling.  The men were drinking and it sounded like the booze was doing its job.

If they were already this drunk, then a couple more hours would give Winters an edge.  An edge he desperately needed.  He sat on the ground and leaned back against the shed thinking about how he got here.

He had come to the Iowa Patriot Center to volunteer to help fight in the disastrous war being waged against the Chinese in California.  For the past year, China and America had been arguing over trade disagreements, encroachment by China in South America, and the U.S. debt.  

This was happening during a worldwide economic depression that included a complete collapse of the American economy. Tens of millions of Americans were out of work and out of hope.

Up until six months ago, negotiations had been going smoothly with both countries coming to an agreement.  Then out of nowhere, China attacked southern California.

At first, U.S. forces made progress against the enemy but the momentum shifted, and now they were losing fighting men and women in droves.  America needed anyone and everyone to help. 

The government, in need of more volunteers, formed recruiting stations called Patriot Centers.  They contracted private companies to operate them.  At first, the centers recruited men and women in their thirties and forties.  As the war continued to escalate, they asked anyone to join.

Winters woke up shivering.  The temperature had dropped so much that his breath turned into a frozen mist. A bit groggy, he stretched his arm out and looked at his wristwatch.  To his surprise, it read three in the morning.  Before getting up, he listened for any sounds from the building.  

Silence.  

It was time.  

He snuck across the parking lot to the entrance of the building. 

He paused and eyed the door, giving himself a chance to back out.  He found his adrenaline had given him an unusual strength to carry forth.  He reached for the door handle.  It was unlocked.  His pulse quickened as he slipped inside the building and crept through the dimly lit hallway. 

He opened the first door he came to and tiptoed into a room that reminded him of a dorm room.  Beds sat on either side of the room, each occupied.  The men slept with their heads toward the entrance.  A floor heater sat between the beds and created white noise as it blew warm air through the room.  The only other sound came from the snoring man on the right, who Winters saw to be Crooked nose.

Winters inched the door shut and pressed himself against it.  He knelt down, wondering which man to kill first and decided to leave the snoring one for last.  He was much smaller than the other one.  He crawled across the vinyl floor to the man on the left.  The man was big and bulky with broad shoulders.  The stench of booze rose up from his breathing and stung Winters' nostrils.

He stared at him wondering how he should do it.  He didn’t want the man to make any noise or yell out to his colleague across the room.  As an avid hunter, he had killed various kinds of animals, but this was different.  It was up close and this was a person.

Thankfully, it appeared they had all been drinking heavily and had passed out drunk.  This gave him a shot of confidence that he could do this.  Still, he was about to kill a man and he started to rethink what he was going to do.  But his thoughts turned black thinking about his murdered friends.  His best friend was now lying in a pit out in the field.  Winters’ heart began to race faster the more he thought about it.  

His breathing became rapid.  

Remembering the ghastly sight of his slaughtered friends, Winters covered the man’s mouth with his hand and threw his full weight down on him while forcing the knife into the side of his neck.  Anger poured out of him the deeper the blade sank into the fleshy double chin.  Blood spilled over the man’s chest and onto the dingy white bed sheets.  

The man’s eyes opened in complete surprise but Winters bore down harder.  He watched life fade away, as the man hopelessly struggled for a brief moment. 

Winters let go and leaned back.  A sense of accomplishment swept over him as he stared at the dead man. The tightness in his chest loosened as he contemplated what he had done, but the euphoria was fleeting and the knife in his hand seemed heavier now.

He kept his attention focused on the dead man for a few more seconds, but then realized that Crooked nose had stopped snoring.

The smaller man rolled over on his side facing Winters.  He opened his eyes and blinked a few times.  He was groggy from drinking, which kept his mind in a daze.

Without hesitation, Winters zipped to the other side of the room.  As he did, his foot hit the heater sitting on the floor between the beds.  The sound was just loud enough to startle the man awake.

Winters jumped on top of him swinging the knife down into his stomach.  The man let out a breathless gasp and grabbed Winters’ wrist.  He tried in vain to stop the attack and swung at Winters.  

The blow hit his jaw but it was too little too late.  Ignoring the pain, Winters plunged the knife again into his stomach.  The second strike took the fight out of the smaller man and he stopped struggling. 

Winters took a long breath and exhaled slowly.  He rubbed the side of his jaw and was glad the blow had been a glancing one.  He grabbed a towel from the floor and wiped the blood off his hand. 

A voice from the back entrance made Winters jump.  “Johnny-boy, wake up, it’s your watch.  Johnny, get your ass up.”

Winters froze not knowing if Johnny was one of the two dead men.  He stared at the door expecting it to open.  He felt like a gladiator thrown into a pit of lions.  His heart raced ahead of his lungs, and his knees began to shake. 

Winters let out a breath when he heard, “I’m up. I’m up.  Gotta take a leak first.”  

He sucked in a gulp of air and held it trying to calm his racing heart. 

While he waited for the guy coming off-duty to fall asleep, Winters began to question his judgment and wondered if he’d made a mistake.  Not knowing they had a guard on duty outside was amateur hour.  Not getting spotted was pure luck.  Of course, if he left now the guard might see him.  He had no choice but to finish the job.

Winters continued sitting on the bed for thirty minutes before tiptoeing out of the room.  Back out in the hallway, he opened the next closed door.  A squeaky hinge forced him to stop.  

He peered through the crack and could make out a figure lying on a bed.  He carefully pushed the door just enough to fit through the opening.  Again, the smell of alcohol hit his nostrils.

There was no floor fan, which made for a quieter room than the first.  The two men slept the same way as the last two, their heads toward the entrance.  He glared at the skinny one on the right and strove to remember the sound of the man’s voice.  He wanted to take out the off-duty guard first and didn’t think it was the skinny one.

The guard, who lay before him, had a full beard, which made it difficult to determine where exactly his throat was in the dark.  Though having killed two men gave him a bit more confidence.  Winters angled the blade under the beard and repeated the same action he had taken on his first kill.  Pushing down with all his weight, he covered the man’s mouth while driving the blade into the throat.

His eyes opened up as he grabbed Winters' arm in a futile attempt to stop him.  He struggled for only a few seconds before dying.

Without waiting, Winters scrambled over to the skinny one.  The one who had been making jokes about his friends.  He slept on his side with his back toward Winters.  He grabbed the man’s shoulder to turn him over.  As he did, the man rolled over holding a gun.  

Even in his drunken stupor, the skinny man sensed something was wrong and pulled the trigger.  Winters jerked his body sideways as the gun went off.  He grabbed for it with his left hand as he started stabbing wildly at anything with his right.  He wasn’t sure if any of the blows hit their mark until the man began screaming.  

The skinny man let go of the gun and Winters took control of it.  Swinging the weapon around he fired twice.  The first round entered the man's nose.  The second struck just below his right eye.  He fell back in his bed dead.

Winters' heart was pounding against his chest knowing that Johnny-boy would be storming inside.  The only upside was that he now had a gun of his own.  

The back door opened and Johnny-boy yelled out. 

Winters shuffled to the back of the room and waited for the door to open.  He stood still.  A light in the hallway came on, spilling under the door.  He could hear the man going into the other bedroom.  

“Son-of-a-bitch,” huffed Johnny-boy.

Winters tightened the grip on the pistol as the door started to creak open.  Faint light spilled into the room.  He didn't know how many rounds he had and didn't want to waste them.  He needed to see the target before firing.

The door flew open and Johnny-boy started firing wildly into the room.  

The quick move surprised Winters but he dropped to the floor as the room erupted in muzzle flashes and loud thunder.  

A bullet ripped across Winters’ left arm.  His increased adrenaline level blocked the pain as he raised his gun and fired three times in rapid succession. 

Johnny-boy collapsed to the floor and crawled down the hallway. 

Winters cautiously crept to the door.  He kneeled at the entrance and listened.  Johnny-boy was breathing heavily, almost gasping for air.  

Winters peered around the corner.  

A shot rang out and hit the wall.  

Before taking cover, he saw Johnny-boy's shirt was bloody.  Winters took a moment to gather his thoughts.  The man was wounded but he didn't know how bad it was, which meant he might survive until morning.  He had to finish the job.  He was trapped in the room and couldn't afford to wait.

Winters checked the magazine of the 9mm.  Two rounds left.  With one in the chamber, he had three.

He couldn’t think of any other way but to rush out into the hall while firing.  He inhaled a couple of times to calm his nerves.  Gripping the gun tighter, he jumped into the fight.  

Johnny-boy was waiting.  

They both fired.




Chapter 3

 

Winters' first two shots were dead-on and hit Johnny-boy in the chest.  They knocked him over before he fired a third shot.  The dead man's only shot was hurried and had hit nothing but the ceiling.

Winters fell back against the wall out of breath.  A flood of emotions overwhelmed him knowing he had killed five men.  He got up, stumbled down the hallway and into the kitchen.  His stomach began to rumble and within seconds, he vomited into the sink.  His face flushed with sweat.

The pain in his arm was now throbbing.  He took his jacket off to tend to the wound and grabbed a towel hanging from the stove to begin wiping the blood from his arm.  The bullet had grazed him and had taken out a small chunk of meat.  It wouldn’t be too serious if he could stop the bleeding.  Using his knife, he cut the towel in two, fixed the ends together, and wrapped it around the wound.  He pulled it as tight as he could before cutting off the circulation and tied it off.

He turned on the faucet to wash the remaining blood off his arm and splash cold water on his face, which helped clear his head.  The tap still ran as he grabbed another towel and dried himself off.  He stood in a daze watching the water rinse his vomit and blood down the sink.  He shut the faucet off, moved over to the kitchen table, and sat down to think about what he’d done.  Killing people was not in his nature and he wondered how it would change him.

After putting the towel down, he noticed a piece of paper with a list of names.  Picking it up, his heart sank as he read the names of his friends. He studied the whole list, remembering moments with each one of them.  Tom, his friend and best man at his wedding was on the list.  He had been the closest to Winters—their families had even shared camping trips.  His eyes welled up trying to make sense of what was happening.  He looked down the hall at the dead Johnny-boy.  “Bastard! You got what you deserved,” he yelled out.

Winters got up and paced back and forth, then sat down on a couch to try and figure his next move.  He reread the list and realized his name was on it.  The hairs on his arms suddenly rose straight up, as if charged with electricity.  Winters realized his knowledge of these murders would make him a liability and seeing his name on a list, told him they could easily figure out who had killed these men.  If they knew who he was then it would only be a matter of time before they found him.




Chapter 4

 

The sound of engines rumbling woke Winters.  He was in a state of confusion and had to look around for a few moments to remember what he had done.  After last night's rush of adrenaline had worn off, exhaustion overtook him and he had fallen asleep on the couch.  

Feeling the vibration of the ground, Winters ran to the window.  Three transports came roaring into the parking lot.  Were they already searching for him?  There was nowhere to run and hide, so he hustled back down the hallway.  Reaching for the 9mm from last night, he remembered it was out of ammo.  He bent down, picked up Johnny-boy's gun, and checked the magazine.  Empty.  

He didn’t have time to hunt for where they stashed their weapons. So, he grabbed a camouflage jacket off its wall hook and carefully put it on trying not to disturb his wounded arm, which had become stiff and painful.  After discarding his hat, and opting for another he found sitting on a table, he went to the bathroom mirror to check his appearance and pulled the hat down to hide his face.

Winters hurried down the hall to the door window and looked out.  “Damn, more recruits,” he said to no one. 

He cursed himself because he had no choice but to kill these three drivers.  He couldn’t let them kill all those men out there.  He tried to formulate a plan.  Although being outnumbered three to one, he had the element of surprise on his side, but he’d still have to find a gun.

The three drivers stood together obviously waiting for someone to come outside and take over.

Winters' legs started to shake when one of the drivers moved across the parking lot toward the building.  He backed away remembering Johnny-boy was still lying in the hallway and ran over to move him.  The man was heavy and now stiff.  Winters grabbed the legs and using as much strength as he could muster, dragged the body into the first bedroom and shut the door.  He hurried to the kitchen as the front door opened. 

“Guys, is anyone up?” asked the driver.

Winters took a deep breath to calm his nerves.

“Yeah, down here.  We tied one on last night,” said Winters in a low scruffy voice.

“You got any coffee ready?” the driver asked as he came down the hallway.

Winters bent down behind the open refrigerator door and pretended to reach for something.  His pulse was at the breaking point.  The door shielded his body as well as the knife in his hand.  

“Just made a pot.”

The driver, who was tall and skinny, entered the kitchen.

“Is that you Bill?” he asked. 

Winters backed out of the refrigerator keeping his face from the driver.

“Thought you said there was coffee?”

In one continuous motion, Winters turned toward the driver and drove the knife into his gut.  The man bent over as he clutched his stomach screaming in agony.  Winters pulled the bloody knife out, grabbed him around his neck and sank the blade into his throat.  The driver stepped back and crumpled to the floor.  

Winters stood staring at the man and realized he had blood all over himself.  He tore the jacket off, threw it on the floor while rinsing his hands at the kitchen faucet.  He looked down at the dead man and reached for the Colt .45 in his holster.  He pulled the magazine out—full. 

He scrambled back down the hall and grabbed another jacket from a coat rack by the door.  While donning the jacket, he glanced out the window and saw the two remaining drivers walking toward the building. 

The rumbling sound of the diesel engines idling got louder when Winters stepped outside.  The two drivers stopped dead in their tracks as he came marching out holding a gun.  

Simultaneously, they reached for their side arms.

Winters reacted first.  He fired at the driver on the left hitting him in the chest and killing him instantly.

The second driver was stilling fumbling with his holster when Winters fired.  The bullet hit the man in the upper right chest, knocking him to the ground.  Winters second shot penetrated the man’s upper right leg.  The driver writhed in pain and yelled at the top of his lungs begging for his life.  

“Ahhhggg, please don’t kill me,” screamed the driver.

“Why not, you murdering son-of-a-bitch?” yelled Winters.

The driver cried.  “I’m not the one killing them.  I’m just a driver.”

“So that makes you completely innocent of this?” asked Winters

Winters rifled through the driver’s clothes to check for any weapons.

“I’m just doing what they tell me to do.”

The volunteers had taken cover and were now all staring at Winters.  He realized he probably looked like a raving lunatic and would, somehow, have to explain all of this.

A few of the passengers had gotten the courage to move out from behind the truck and come toward him.  

Winters waved to them.  They must have been from another part of the state because he didn’t recognize any of them.  They were all about the same age as him, and more than half as physically out of shape.

Winters needed to convince them not to fear him.  After subduing the driver, he tucked the weapon into the small of his back and walked toward the volunteers.

Winters took a deep breath and began.  “My name is Cole Winters, and I’m not gonna hurt ya.  Yesterday, I was on one of these trucks but jumped off and had to walk the last half-mile.  I saw my friends lined up on the platform there and murdered in cold blood, the same as you would have been this morning.” 

The men stood silent.  They looked at one another, not knowing how to take this news or to even believe it.

“There is a mass grave across this field,” Winters continued, pointing across the parking lot.  “It’s filled with hundreds of bodies.”

One of the volunteers shouted out.  “How do we know you’re not one of them?”

Winters didn’t respond.

“What are we supposed to do now?” yelled one.

“Where are those men now?” asked another.

“I killed them last night,” said Winters.

Winters filled them in on last night’s events.  After he finished, a couple them walked across the field to inspect the open pit while a few more ventured inside the building.  The rest went over to the wounded driver and peppered him with questions.

“What the hell are you doing this for, why kill us?”

“I don’t know why,” he replied.

“Who are you and who’s in charge of this?”

“Is the military involved with this?”

“I don’t know anything, I’m just a driver.”

One of the men kicked the driver in the leg.  He screamed out in pain.  “I told you I don’t know anything.”

“Kick him again, Nate,” yelled his friend.

Nate kicked the driver again in the same wounded leg.  “Listen you son-of-a-bitch, we’re going to get some answers out of you, even if it takes us all day.  Do you understand?”

Winters stood off to the side as the volunteers interrogate the injured driver.  He was relieved to see someone else doing some of the dirty work.  Even though those men had deserved to die, his actions sickened him.  Now that he had killed two more, it made Winters wonder what kind of a man he really was.  He didn’t have a bad temper and considered himself pretty laid back.  It gave him chills to think maybe he was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde only he had never before experienced being Mr. Hyde.  Winters snickered to himself remembering that Mr. Hyde wasn’t scared of anything and didn’t recall him vomiting afterward.  Whoever he was last night, he hoped that would be the last of him.

Across the field at the burial pit two men had fallen to their hands and knees and were throwing up.

The door to the building opened and two of today's recruits walked out.

“Elliott, it’s like he said.  There’s a bunch of dead people in there,” said one of them.

Elliott was a tall, burly man in his mid-fifties and wore a ball cap over his thinning gray hair.  His skin was dark and leathery from spending many days outside.  He was a good ole boy and everyone seemed to like him.  He spoke with a friendly tone in his voice.

He turned to acknowledge his friend and then walked over to Winters.

“I’m Rich Elliott, most folks just call me Elliott,” he said as he extended his hand.

Winters shook Elliott’s big hand and received a firm grip around his smaller one.  “I’m Cole Winters.”

“Nice to meet you, Cole.  Kind of weird what’s happened here, I’m not sure I’m even able to believe it.”

Winters tilted his head.  “Had I not seen it with my own eyes, I don’t know if I would have either.”

Elliott said with a slight smile, “You sure you’re not a crazy man?”

“Starting to wish I were, be a helluva lot easier I think.”

After a few more well-placed kicks, the driver had enough and told the men volunteers had been killed since the beginning of the program and thought it might be going on at a few other places in the Midwest.  He had been told these volunteers were troublemakers and by getting rid of them, he’d be doing his country a great service.  He also acknowledged the pay was excellent.

The volunteers were in shock.  They had signed up to help fight the Chinese.  Instead, a different enemy was leading them to slaughter.  An enemy they never would have dreamed existed. 

“We need to figure out what we’re going to do,” said Elliott turning to Winters. “What do you think, Cole?”

Winters looked at him in surprise.  “Why are you asking me?  I don’t know what to do. I just wanted to get these guys for what they did to my friends, and make sure they would never kill anyone else.”

“Gosh darn Cole, you heard the man say they’re doing this in other places.  We need to stop them,” said Elliott.

“He said it might be going on in other places.  I don’t know why you think I could be of any help. I don’t have any military experience.  I’m just a bookkeeper.”

Elliott raised an eyebrow.  “Bookkeeper?  You don't look like no bookkeeper to me.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Well, you're not nerdy looking.”

“Thanks, I guess. I'm just good with numbers, is all.”

“Well, if you're good with numbers, then you, as in one person, in the last five hours,  have killed seven men by yourself.  Adding those numbers together tells me you have more experience than any of us.

Winters stood considering this while the men gawked at him like he was some sort of leader.  This was not what he envisioned when he decided to come back and take revenge for his friends. 

He realized his options were few.  Even if the authorities weren’t involved with this, and he wasn’t sure about that, he would have to explain why he killed those men.  It had not been an act of self-defense, but more like that of a vigilante.  So, either way, they’d arrest him.  At the same time, he still needed to find the list of names.  Then an idea struck him.  These guys can help him get the file and then he could bolt out of there.

He looked at the men.  “If you’ll remember when we signed up, they recorded all of our names, which means they can find out who did this.  So, we don’t have much choice but to go back and search through those records.”

“What should we do with our prisoner?” asked Elliott.

Winters winced at the question.  A prisoner? 

He wondered what that even meant.  It’s not like they were an army or band of kidnappers, but yet they had a prisoner, a wounded one at that.  He didn’t want to have to deal with this.

“Let’s bring him inside and tend to his wounds,” said Winters feeling a bit awkward giving out orders.

They helped the wounded driver up and took him into the building.  Some of the volunteers went inside while others walked over to the trucks to grab their belongings.

A stern looking man approached Winters.  “I’m Nate Foster.”

Winters shook the hand of a man who appeared to be his own age and height.  The man carried his beer gut quite well.  His black hair had streaks of gray running through it.  Dark, thick eyebrows framed his eyes.

“I’m Cole Winters.”

“Cole like Cold Winters?” asked an amused Nate.

“I was born at home, during a blizzard.  My parents had a sense of humor.  I’m just glad they decided on the letter E instead of a D, on Cole.”

“Well, I think the name fits, we might have to call you Ice Cold after what you’ve done here,” said Nate.

“It’s not like it was a fair fight.  They were all passed out from drinking,” said Winters not wanting to tell him about his wound for fear of needless pity.

“Yeah, but still, it was a bad-ass move.”

Winters shrugged.  “If you say so.”

The two men stepped inside the building, walked up the hall, and into the kitchen.  Some of the men had moved the body of the first driver into one of the bedrooms and laid their prisoner on the couch.  They also applied bandages to his wounds.  Speculation filled the room as to who was behind this operation.  They made coffee and ate the food found in the refrigerator.

Winters sat at the table.  “Here’s that list of names I was telling you about.  All they need to do is go through the pit and figure out who’s buried and who’s not.”

Elliott grabbed it.  “Then they’ll come looking for us.”

“Yes, they will.  These people will keep looking till they find us,” said Winters.  “We’ve stumbled onto something devious here.  I’d imagine whoever is behind this wouldn't want the knowledge of it to spread around.”

“So, we’re just supposed to waltz right back there and storm the place?” asked one of them.

Nate spoke up.  “Why the hell not?”

“How are we going to do that?” asked another.

Nate raised his eyebrows in disbelief.  “For crying out loud guys.  We just walk in and shoot up the damn place.”

“We can’t just stroll in there, those guys were carrying guns,” said another.

“These idiots here left us their guns,” argued Nate.

“We’ve got their three trucks,” said Elliott.  “They’re gonna be expecting them back, plus there weren’t that many men running the darn place.”

“Then what?” asked another.

Elliott replied.  “Like Nate said, we shoot the place up and kill 'em.”

“Who exactly is going to do that?”

The room fell silent with that comment and all eyes fell on Winters.  He wondered if they thought he was some kind of a cold-blooded killer.  They might think differently, if only they knew how afraid he had been out in those woods, his legs shaking so bad, he had to crawl on his hands and knees.  How he had run away before the guilt of not doing anything turned him around, or how he vomited in the sink after killing those men.

“I’ll volunteer,” said Elliott.

Nate spoke up.  “Hell, count me in. I’d love nothing more than taking these bastards out.”

No one else said anything.  Eyes turned toward the floor.  Winters knew they were afraid, and so they should be.  Pulling a trigger was easy. Taking a man’s life was not. 

He spoke.  “I’ll go.  We’ll just walk in like we’re the drivers.” 

Suddenly, chills rushed through his body.  A radio sitting unnoticed in the corner of the room had come to life: “Train station Alpha, come in.  Train station Alpha, come in, this is Bravo Patriot Center, come in.”




Chapter 5

Victor Iowa

 

The radioman turned to Decker and asked.  “They’re not answering the radio.  I’ve been trying to contact them for twenty minutes now.  Should we call the colonel?”

“No!  Last thing I need is that guy up my ass.  We’ll wait.  They’re probably having a problem with a truck or something.”

Decker was in his early thirties and wore his greasy, brown hair shoulder length.  For a diminutive man, he was a smug bastard.  He was in the transportation business, and the cargo didn’t matter to him, so long as he got paid.  In these trying times, it was every man for himself, and he was all about looking out for number one.  He wasn’t fond of the volunteers and thought they were a bunch of self-righteous old men thinking they could be the saviors of the American dream.  For him, that dream was dead in the water.  He thought it better to get rid of them, rather than having them around making trouble for the new government.  Besides, it would be fewer mouths to feed.

“Maybe we should send someone and see if anything has happened,” said the radioman.

“Don’t worry, they’ll be along soon enough.  You worried about a bunch of old men who don’t have a clue what’s going to happen to them?”

 

 

Lucas County Iowa

 

The radio sitting in the corner of the room fell silent again.

Some moments passed before Winters spoke up. 

“I think we need to leave.”

“We should burn this place down,” suggested Elliott.

“Probably a good idea.  Try and hide what I did here.” 

“Well, I was thinking so they wouldn’t ever be able to use it again.”

Winters grimaced.  “Yes, of course, that too.”

“What about the prisoner?” 

Winters turned to him and noticed he had grown pale.  “Well, we can’t leave him here.  Better to take him with us.”

A few of the men hopped into the transports and moved them closer to the building.  The remainder scattered around in nervous excitement. 

Fifteen minutes later, everyone was out of the building except Winters and Elliott.

“You ready?” Winters asked.

“Yep,” said Elliott as he backed down the hall pouring diesel fuel on the floor.  When they walked out the door into the parking lot, Nate came over to them.

“He’s dead,” said Nate.

“Who’s dead?” Winters asked.

“The prisoner…little prick got what he deserved anyway.”

Winters rolled his eyes.  He thought about the dead driver and how he represented yet another man he had killed.  He didn’t necessarily want him to die, but on the other hand, they wouldn’t have to deal with a prisoner anymore.  He instructed them to carry the driver inside with the others.

Elliott lit the torch he had put together with old rags soaked in diesel fuel.

“You want the honors?” asked Elliott. 

Winters shook his head.

Elliott threw the torch into the building.  Fire immediately ran through the hall and into each room quickly spreading throughout the old building.  The place began to crackle and smoke poured out of the windows as they gave away to the heat.  The men watched the orange flames dance high into the air as the building began to collapse.

Winters formed a small smile.  “Let’s go get that list,” he said.

The trucks pulled out, leaving a billowing cloud of smoke behind them.  Winters sat up front with Elliott who drove the lead truck.

“Everyone’s real thankful for what you did,” said Elliott.

“Well, we got lucky I suppose,” said Winters.

“You married?”

Winters flinched at the question. He had just buried his wife a week ago. “Widower.”

Elliott turned to Winters.  “I'm sorry.  What was her name?”

“Ellie. She, ah, got cancer.  Took her real quick.”

“That sucks. You got kids?”

“Got a daughter, Cara. She's off in Florida.”

Elliott decided to change the subject.  “So, where you from?”

“Sabine Iowa.”

“Oh yeah, I know a couple of farmers over that way,” said Elliott.  “You know the Nelsons or Clarks?”

Winters shook his head. “Can't say I know any of them.  All these guys here your friends?”

“Pretty much, we’re all from the Fairfield area, and know the same people, or what’s left of them.”

“You and Nate good friends?”

“I’ve known him ever since we were kids. We’re both fifty-three, so we went through grade school and high school together.  His family had the farm next to ours, and there were plenty of times we helped each other with the chores.  He didn’t like farming much, which is why he became a mechanic.  Boy can fix just about anything.”

“You a farmer Elliott?”

“Yep.  Daddy left the farm to me after he died.  About the only thing I know how to do is farm.  That and fish.”

“You married? Any kids?”

“Oh yeah, my Amy and I been married thirty years now, got myself two grown girls, neither married yet.”

“Nate?”

“Nate never did marry, he never wanted to get tied down, although truth be known, no girl could ever slow him down.  Nate is a bit on the aggressive side, got a wild streak in him.  I always thought he’d settle down by now,” said Elliott chuckling to himself.

“How many of your neighbors headed south to the camps?” asked Winters referring to the FEMA camps set up to handle the mass migration into the warmer climate.  Since the crash, the nation's inadequate power grid caused major blackouts.  The shortages spread around the country, forcing power companies to ration electricity.

“Some did.  Most of us don’t trust the government anymore.  Look at the way they threw out the Constitution.”

Winters scoffed at that.  It was beyond comprehension how that happened. During the chaos of the economic crash, people started protesting by the tens of thousands.  These protests turned violent and the military was ordered to regain control.  Unfortunately, they made the situation worse by opening fire.  Hundreds of Americans died. Everyone blamed the president and under pressure from Congress and the media, he resigned.

The new president wasn't the Vice President, because he was embroiled in corruption scandals of his own and had resigned as well.  The Speaker of the House became president, but he was just as corrupt as the Vice President.  With help from wealthy power players, a willing media, corrupt judges and other politicians jockeying for power, the new President with the excuse of restoring control, nationalized the government.

After using the Constitution to get in the white house, the new President threw it aside and all power now resided with him.  Besides eliminating states rights, the President put a ban on free speech and outlawed firearms.

Elliott turned to Winters. “Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that they’re somehow involved with these killings.” 

Winters took off his hat and scratched his head.  “Damn I hope not.  I’d hate to think the Army would do something like this.”  He paused for a moment before continuing.  “If we can’t trust them, who can we trust?”

Elliott shrugged his shoulders.

Winters sat quietly and went through the plan they'd put together for when they got back to the Patriot Center.  He tried to think of the name of the little guy in charge.  Winters remembered him as an annoying little bastard who continuously yelled and barked orders like a Chihuahua.  At the time he couldn’t wait to leave but now, couldn’t wait to get back.

“What was the name of that annoying little bastard?” Winters asked.

“Oh, you mean Decker.”

“Ah, yes, Decker.”

“Quite a character that one.”

“I didn’t like him from the get-go.”

“Well, Mr. Decker is going to have a very bad day today.”

As they bounced along the highway, the wind whistled through the open windows.  Winters pulled his hat down, which reminded him of yesterday and the friendly banter among his friends when a heavy gust whipped through and blew it off his head.  He had gotten up and started climbing over the tailgate.  His friends were flabbergasted that he was going to jump.  They immediately started razzing him, but Winters retorted with a single phrase, “It’s my lucky hat,” and then made his fateful jump.

Elliott turned to Winters.  “We’re getting close.”

Winters recognized passing landmarks and knew they were coming up on the outskirts of Victor, Iowa.  A few more minutes and they would be there.

“Okay, here we go,” said Elliott.

As the three big green transports entered the north end of town, the rumbling sound of the trucks echoed off the houses on either side announcing their arrival.

Elliott slowed down as he approached the entrance.  They saw two guards, who were both carrying AR-15s, standing in the parking lot waiting for their return, and staring at them as the transports pulled in.

“Real easy, Elliott, real easy,” said Winters.

Elliott took his time pulling in. Fortunately, the sun reflected off the truck's windshield and prevented a clear view of who was driving.  As Elliott pulled in to park, Nate was right behind him in the second truck.  He shifted the truck into neutral and engaged the parking brake.  Neither of them spoke as they glanced at each other while grabbing their weapons.

Elliott climbed down keeping his back toward the guards.  He lifted his boot up onto the running board to tie the shoelace.

Winters hopped out and scooted to the front, staying out of sight.  The diesel engine sat rumbling, radiating heat and making Winters sweat while he waited for Elliott to make a move. 

Elliott’s big move was to come around the front.  He looked so panicky that his hands were shaking.

Winters asked him.  “Are you alright?”

He nodded hesitantly.  “I didn’t know what else to do.  Is he following me?”

Winters peeked over Elliott’s shoulder.  “Yes, steady now.  Give him another few seconds, he's passing Nate now.”

The guard raised his head while moving past Nate's truck.  Nate pretended not to notice him and the guard kept walking toward Elliott.  Nate kept his eye on the side mirror and saw the second one coming toward them.

“Where the hell have you been?  Decker is pissed off,” said the first guard as he came toward them.

Winters placed his right hand on Elliott’s shoulder pushing him to the side, as he stepped forward and shoved his knife into the guard’s stomach, withdrawing and stabbing him again.  The guard yelped, dropped his rifle, and clenched his stomach as he collapsed to the pavement.

The sound gave the second guard pause and he raised the AR to his shoulder.  He slow-walked toward the front of the truck.  

Nate jumped down with a knife in hand and hit the ground running.  He raced up behind him and grabbed the collar of his jacket.  He pulled the guard back while swinging the blade around stabbing him in the stomach.  He caught him falling to the ground and dragged the limp body to the other side of the truck.  He looked at Winters and Elliott with a hint of a smile curling around the edges of his lips.  Nate moved to the back of the vehicles, some of the guys jumped out and ran toward the windowless building to wait for Elliott and Winters.

“What now?” Elliott asked.

With an intense voice Winters said, “We go in like we own the place.”

“Heck fire, I was just here this morning, won’t they recognize us?” asked Elliott in a nervous tone.

“It won't matter.  You know he’s just sitting behind his desk.”

Elliott agreed.

“I’ll go first,” said Winters.  “You guys stay here and cover the entrance.”

Elliott pulled the door open for Winters and followed him inside.  Decker sat behind his desk.  Elliott and Winters strolled into the office and pointed their guns at Decker, who looked up and froze.

Winters gestured for Elliott to cover the hallway door.  He turned his attention back to Decker.

“Why?” asked Winters.

“Why what?” responded Decker.

“Kill the volunteers.  Why?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” replied a nervous Decker.

“Yes, you do.  It’s written all over your face,” said Winters.

Decker shrugged and then smirked.  “So, you’re the one who escaped yesterday, huh?  Well, lucky you.”

Winters raised his gun higher and closer to Decker.  “Why?”

“For the money of course,” said Decker.

The answer infuriated Winters and his anger so clouded his mind it diverted his attention from Decker who calmly reached under his desk for his gun.  In one quick motion, Decker pulled out a small Beretta .380.

The movement didn’t register right away and took Winters a split second before he fired his gun, striking Decker in the chest.  The impact hurled him and his chair against the wall, where the man drew his last breath.

Someone from the back of the building yelled out.  Elliott flattened himself up against the wall and waited.  The man stepped through the doorway and saw Decker in his chair.  He turned to Winters while reaching for his sidearm but was too late.  

Elliott took aim and fired.  The man's head exploded in a shower of blood, bone and flesh before collapsing to the ground.

The corpse on the ground represented Elliott’s first kill.  He examined him on the floor, lying in an ever-widening dark red pool of blood.  Elliott gave Winters an uneasy glance. Winters responded with an encouraging nod understanding the surreal moment. 

Neither spoke as some of the volunteers rushed in.  Several ran to secure the back of the building.

Nate walked over to where Decker still lay in his chair.  “Not much of a bad-ass now, are you?”

Winters grabbed the chair and wheeled Decker out into the hallway. He noticed Elliott had not spoken yet and asked him if he would go and see if any of the neighbors could tell them anything.

Everyone followed Elliott outside, while Nate and Winters moved over to the desk, which had files stacked on top of each other.  They set their guns on the table, grabbed chairs and started digging through the paperwork.

“Don’t really see anything here, mostly receipts and truck log records,” Nate said.

“It’s got to be here somewhere.”

Winters opened the desk drawers and looked through the files.  A minute passed before he found the folder with the names of the recruits.

“There’s hundreds of them,” said Winters thumbing through the pages. 

He handed some to Nate. The two men poured over the names, each recognizing some.  Winters’ heart sank when he saw his name and those of his friends.  While reading them, he felt the urge to grab the papers and take off running.  He shut the folder.

Winters found a business card taped on the wall above the desk phone.  He tore it off and read the name aloud.

“Colonel Nunn United States Army, Commander of the Midwest Region.”

“Colonel Nunn?  Never heard of him,” said Nate.

“Neither have I.”

They stopped sifting through the files when Elliott returned to the office.

“Everything’s secure, some townspeople were asking questions,” said Elliott.

“What did you tell them?” asked Winters.

“I told them the truth.”

“Did they know anything?”

“No, and none of them liked Decker.  I guess he strutted around like he owned the place.”

“How many people are still in town?”

“Not many and after what’s happened here, they’re leaving as we speak.  Can’t say I blame 'em.  Who knows who might show up and ask questions,” said Elliott. 

Winters thought the same thing.

The three of them went out to the parking lot, which was full of vehicles abandoned by the volunteers who had come to serve.  Winters’ own beat up car sat by the street.  He thought about getting in and taking off.  

A couple of pickups heading toward them interrupted his thoughts.  The tension elevated as the men looked at one another and then started to scatter in different directions.  Everyone took cover as the vehicles drove in. 

They waited anxiously as the two pickups pulled up.  Both were loaded with men.  The lead vehicle stopped when the driver noticed the two bodies lying near the transport trucks.  Winters saw the hesitation in their eyes.  They were volunteers.

Winters and Elliott both walked toward them.  As they approached, some of the guys jumped out of the back.

“What’s going on here?” asked one of them.  “Isn’t this where the volunteers are supposed to go?”

“It is.  We’re volunteers like you.”  He pointed to the two dead guys on the ground.  “And these scumbags were here to kill us.”

They started murmuring and seemed unsure of the story.  One of them recognized Elliott.

“Elliott.”

Elliott turned to the voice.  “Oh hey, Scar, how the heck are ya?”

“Great, I think.  What’s going on here?” 

“These sons of bitches have been killing off the volunteers.  This is Cole Winters.  He stumbled onto this whole thing yesterday and saved our lives this morning.”

Elliott gave them a brief account.  They stood dumbfounded listening to the story.  They looked at Winters, who wasn’t sure how to respond and felt uncomfortable with all the attention.  After Elliott finished, everyone walked over to shake hands with Winters to thank him. 

“Hell of a thing you did, Cole.  I’m Scott Scarborough, but call me Scar.”  A big right hand came toward him and Winters put out his own. 

Scar, a retired Marine was a big man with a heavy frame and stood a few inches over six feet.  He was in his early fifties and kept himself in shape.  He wore a camouflage ball cap bearing a Marine emblem.  His blue eyes lit up whenever a big smile formed on his wide face.  He loved to laugh and joke around.  He put his hand on the shoulder of his friend Meeks and introduced him.

“This here is my good friend Stephen Meeks.  We like to go with one-word names.  So it’s just Meeks,” said Scar.

“Don’t let that big ole Jar Head fool ya.  One word is all he can handle,” Meeks said with a smirk.  He extended his hand to Winters. “Hey, nice to meet you.”  

Meeks, back in his youth was a running back and played football for the University of Iowa, he was of average height, though the same age as his friend, he was in better shape. He always wore a Hawkeye ball cap.  Like his friend Scar, he was a jokester and always seemed to have a sly half smile on his face.  If he had any gray hair, his blonde hair kept it hidden. 

“Nice to meet you.  Hawkeye fan?” asked Winters.

“Played for them back in the day,” Meeks answered.

“Way back in the day,” laughed Scar.

Meeks smacked his fist into Scar’s shoulder.  He nodded to Winters.  “Who do you think is behind all of this?”

“The only name we got so far is a Colonel Nunn.”

Meeks shook his head.  “Never heard of him.”

Scar turned to Winters.  “What are we going to do about this?”

Déjà vu, Winters thought, remembering Elliott asking the same question.  “What do you mean?  We already did something.  We took out the train station and this Patriot Center.”

“Yeah, but someone needs to pay.  Maybe even this Colonel Nunn. You don’t think they’re going to just stop do ya?  They’ll have this place up and running again in no time.  We can’t let them do that.”

Winters felt like he was being sucked into something he didn’t want any part of.  “We don’t know if Colonel Nunn is involved.  Maybe he’s the one we need to be telling this to.”

Scar crossed his arms over his big chest.  “You sure you want to go up to this guy without knowing for sure.  I mean you did, just killed a bunch of their guys.  You think he might be a little-pissed off?”

Winters sighed.  “Yeah, I’d already given it some thought and I still don’t know.  I’m not even sure how we can distinguish the good guys from the bad ones.”

“Well, the bad guys will be pointing guns at you,” said Scar.

“Really, thanks for the heads up.”  Winters was starting to dislike this guy. 

“No seriously, we’ll have to watch them,” Scar said.  “It’s the only way we can tell who’s who.  We’ll just have to see who comes after us.  Hey, if no one comes for us, then we’ll know you got them all.  Until then, we don’t have much choice in the matter.  I mean it’s not like any of us can really go home now,” said Scar. 

Winters gave him a quizzical look.

“If they’re willing to murder us, then what are they going to do next?  At some point, they’ll come after our families and neighbors.”

Winters let out another sigh.  Damn.  He hadn’t thought about that. 




Chapter 6

 

Cole Winters had signed up to help fight the war against the Chinese.  Instead, he was now fighting an unknown enemy.  It was an unsettling thought, not knowing who the other side was.  Not knowing what or where an item was, made the bookkeeper in him stress out.  

After listening to the retired Marine, his guilt for wanting to run away had returned.  Would he be able to live with himself if he ran off and did nothing more?  He felt pressured into taking this fight further than he had intended.

Winters studied the volunteers still standing in the parking lot.  He envied them because most of them were friends.  He desperately missed his friends and being able to confide in them.  Their advice would be appreciated right now.

The men gathered in small groups, some were talking to one another, and others were staring at Winters.  He wondered if they thought he was some kind of superhero or a cold-blooded killer.  He wished he had the nerve to jump into his car and drive away.

Considering his situation, Winters decided to stay with this group of volunteers, at least until they got some answers.  He wondered where they could go to get them, and how long would the journey last. 

Ever since the economy collapsed everything was in limited supply, especially fuel.  Also, there were no more cell phones or Internet service.  The regular phone lines were spotty at best.  All the conveniences you took for granted were gone.  It was like living in the seventies again. 

“What’s next?” asked Meeks.

Winters looked at him trying to remember his name.  “We should probably find out who’s coming with us.”

“Who’s us?”  asked Meeks.

Winters remembered he played football for Iowa.  “Our group.”

“We can’t just be called us, we need a name for our little band of merry men,” replied Meeks gesturing to Scar for an answer.

Scar started thinking aloud. “We have an enemy we’re planning to find and probably kill, and they don’t know we’re coming for them.  So, we’re like in the shadows trying to avenge our friends and neighbors.”

Meeks interrupted.  “We’re Avengers then.”

“Avengers…no that’s taken and it doesn’t sound right.  We’re more than Avengers, I mean we came together as patriots.”  Scar clapped his hands.  “I got it…we’re the Shadow Patriots.”

The name hung out there for a second before everyone started nodding their heads and smiling.

“Shadow Patriots it is then,” replied Meeks patting his friend Scar on the back.  “You always come up with something good.”

Scar acknowledged the compliment.

“Now let’s figure out who all want to be members of the Shadow Patriots,” said Winters who then remembered Meeks’ name.

“You got it, Captain,” said Scar, looking at Winters.

“Captain?” Winters asked.

“Take it from an old Marine, every group needs a captain.  From what I’ve seen and heard about you, you’re him.”

The other men nodded in agreement and came forward to congratulate Winters and shake his hand.  He wasn’t pleased but couldn't turn them down at this point. 

Scar jumped up on the bed of the pickup.  “Listen up.  Captain Winters here needs to know who wants to join the Shadow Patriots and go kill the sons-of-a-bitches that are behind all of this.”

In unison, they yelled out, “Hell yeah!” 

“Well, I’d say you have an enthusiastic group, Captain,” said Scar.

Winters flinched at being called Captain.

“Don’t forget there’s more coming in right behind us,” said Scar.

“How many?” asked Winters.

“I know of a few coming up from my area.”

Winters meandered back into the building and looked at the two dead bodies bleeding on the vinyl floor as he contemplated their predicament for a moment.  If this Colonel Nunn is in charge that probably meant the military was somehow involved. This meant they could trust no one.

More importantly, how would they be able to fight them?  Most of them were out of shape, they had no supplies, limited weapons and they were about as organized as a shoebox full of receipts.  “Shadow Patriots, yeah, we’ll be keeping to the shadows alright,” Winters chuckled to himself.

Then an idea hit him.  The name, Shadow Patriots, gave him an idea for subterfuge. As of now, no one knew of their existence.  Why not use it to their advantage? 

He headed back outside.

“Whatcha need, Captain?” asked Elliott. 

Winters shook his head after being called Captain. He hoped he wouldn’t have to put up with that for too long.  “I’ve got an idea on how to keep us in the shadows.  Let’s load up the dead and clean this place up like nothing happened here.”

Elliott gave a knowing nod. 

“Whoever is in charge might think Decker and his men just took off.  Maybe just because the train station burned to the ground.”

“Good call,” said Scar.  “Hey, also, some of us live close enough where we can go home and bring back our own weapons.”

“Yes, great idea.”

“I know of another Patriot Center up in Minnesota,” said Elliott.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, we should head up there and check it out,” Elliott said.  “So, we can keep an eye on them.”

Winters liked the idea.  Being in northern Iowa would make it an easy drive to Minnesota.  He gathered the men together and instructed anyone who lived in the vicinity to go home and grab any weapons they owned and get back as quickly as possible.  They could then leave for Minnesota and check out that Patriot Center. 

After most of the volunteers took off, Winters decided to tend to the wound he’d received at the train station.  Finding a first aid kit, he headed to the bathroom.  Slowly taking his jacket and shirt off, he started to remove the kitchen towel he had hastily used to stop the bleeding.  He unwound the cloth, which had gotten heavier from being soaked with blood.  The last bit of towel stuck to his arm, so he gently pried it off trying not to rip open the wound.  The towel fell off to show he was missing an inch-long strip of flesh, but not too deep. Some of it had started to dry, scabbing up in the process.  Blood still oozed out in other parts.  Stitches were in order but he knew that wasn’t going to happen.  He cleaned the wound by gently dabbing it with a wet towel.  He grabbed a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide and poured it on his arm.  The liquid began to bubble up into a foam as it cleaned the wound.

Better than rubbing alcohol, he thought to himself.

He laid a three-inch white pad over the wound, wrapped gauze around a few times and taped it on.  He opened a bottle of aspirin, shook a bunch out and swallowed them, stuffing the bottle into his jacket pocket.

Within two hours, everyone had come back bringing with them quite an assortment of firearms.  It included everything from shotguns and rifles of varying calibers to an amazing variety of handguns. 

With everyone back and the dead buried outside of town, the Shadow Patriots were ready to leave for Minnesota.  Winters glanced around at the vehicles filled with men eager to start their adventure.  They all stared at him with excitement in their eyes.  He began to walk across the lot as he contemplated various ways to ensure they would be able to recognize who the enemy was.  Reaching the street, he looked at the empty houses lined up in rows and while staring at them was struck with an idea. 

He turned around and searched the maze of vehicles to find Scar.  Winters spotted him and Meeks alone in an F-150.  He navigated his way between two cars full of men and finally reached them.

“Hey Scar, you said we’ve got to watch these guys right.”

“Yepper, which is why we’re headed to Minnesota.”

Winters grabbed Scar’s arm.  “I’ve got a little something else in mind for you.”




Chapter 7

Rock Island Illinois

 

Sergeant Owens knocked on the open door of Colonel Nunn’s office and waited for permission to enter.  Colonel Nunn waved the young sergeant in.  The office was uncharacteristically sterile, no family pictures on the desk, no awards on the walls, only a map of the Midwest and a lone American flag standing in the far corner.  The one thing that gave it any character was an umbrella stand, sitting by the entrance, which held two umbrellas.  Owens had been working for the colonel for three months now.  Not only did he not know anything personal about the man, but he also wasn’t comfortable talking to him.

Colonel William “Champ” Nunn had a barrel chest and was in his late sixties with short white hair and bushy black and gray eyebrows.  His droopy eyes told a story of the many years he had spent in the army.  Not all of them were stellar, especially of late.  He was court marshaled for black-marketing excess supplies.  The charges warranted a dishonorable discharge and jail time, but this happened during the calamity which had befallen America.  Once the government had been nationalized, he had low moral friends in high places who were able to pardon him and in exchange, order him to Rock Island Illinois to oversee the Patriot program in the Midwest.  His fall had been especially hard for a man with the nickname, “Champ,” which was a play on his last name.  At first they had called him “Second to Nunn,” but if he was second to none, then he was always the winner henceforth the name, “Champ.”  It was a perfect fit for a man who had always won in his early days.

However, Nunn was far from his early years and figured he didn’t have too many left.  Running this operation not only got him out of jail, but his employer also paid him handsomely.  Supervising the Patriot Centers was much easier than wheeling and dealing in the black market.  The workers at the centers were scum, but he was used to those types in his underworld trade.  You just had to know how to handle them.  They were useful, provided they kept their mouths shut about the centers' real purpose.  He figured a few would more than likely get a little loose with the lips, and this meant he’d be required to step in and eliminate them.  Since secrecy was priority one, that wouldn't be a problem for him.

“Colonel, we haven’t been able to reach Bravo Patriot this morning and they didn't check in last night either,” said Owens.

Colonel Nunn looked up surprised, “Bravo Patriot, that’s Decker’s place, right?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Has he ever not called in before?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

“Seems a bit odd, are the phone lines down?”

“We haven’t had any problems with any of the other centers sir, plus we’ve been trying to contact him on the radio as well.”

“Okay, get Major Green in here,” he ordered.

Colonel Nunn did not think highly of Major Green.  He thought the man to be a squirrelly ass kisser and Nunn didn’t like ass kissers.  Over his career, he’d dealt with people like him.  They would take no responsibility for any screw-ups and would maneuver others to take the blame.  All they wanted were promotions and a cushy office job in Washington where they could hobnob with the important people.

Five minutes later, Major Green knocked on the door of Colonel Nunn’s office.

Green was in his mid-thirties, average height, with a muscular build that indicated he worked out consistently.  He wore fatigues and a sidearm.  He had an eagerness about him that had not been beaten down by the rigors of working for Colonel Nunn. 

“You wanted to see me, sir?” he asked.

“Yes, Major Green. We’ve not heard from Bravo Patriot this morning or last night, so I want you to go and check it out,” said Nunn.

“Yes sir, I’ll leave right away,” replied Green.

“Yes, you will,” said Nunn not looking up at him and shooing him away with the back of his hand.

Green turned on his heel and left the office muttering to himself.  “Yes, you will.  Friggin jackass.  The man doesn’t deserve this position.”

Major Green marched over to the mess hall to locate Lieutenant Crick, his friend, and right-hand man and instructed him to round up some men for a trip to the Iowa Patriot Center.

Twenty minutes later, they took off with his men a couple of transport trucks.  Green, along with Lieutenant Crick, led the way in a Humvee.




Chapter 8

Victor Iowa

 

Scar looked over at Meeks.  They were hiding in the attic of an old two-story house.  It sat opposite the Patriot Center where they would have met their fate, had it not been for the bravery of their newfound friends.  Winters asked them to stay behind and keep an eye on whoever showed up.

“You hear that?” Scar asked Meeks.

“Sounds like we got company.”

Scar looked out the small window. “Ah, LMTV’s,” said Scar.

“LMTV?”

“Light Military Transport Vehicles, just like the three sitting across the street,” said the retired Marine.

The two leaned closer and saw a Humvee and two LMTV’s, come up the street and park a block away. 

“So, the Army is involved.  Boy that about fries my ass,” fumed Scar.

“Well, we can’t say for sure they’re directly involved.” 

“Oh really?” asked Scar in disbelief.

“Not positively,” said Meeks peeking out the window.

Scar shook his head.

“They sure are taking their time,” said Meeks.

“Probably want to make sure there’s nothing wrong not having heard from Decker.  So, they’re being cautious,” said Scar.

“One of them is getting out.”

Scar grabbed his binoculars and focused in.  “Got ourselves a major.” 

Soldiers jumped out of the vehicles and ran to the back and front of the building.

“This will be entertaining,” said Meeks.

The soldiers entered the building and several minutes later, a few stepped back outside and waved to the major.  He walked to the entrance and they took a moment to talk to them before walking inside.

“Wonder how long they’ll stay,” said Meeks.

“Well, there’s nobody home so I wouldn’t imagine too long.  Surely, they’ll want to check out the train station right away.”

Some of the soldiers came out and lit cigarettes.  Three others moved the vehicles up the street closer to the Center.  More strolled out to smoke and await further directives.  Ten minutes later, the major walked out and issued orders to his men.  The soldiers fanned out in different directions. 

“This doesn’t look good,” said Meeks.

“No, it doesn’t.  They probably want to question some of the townspeople,” said Scar.

“Two of them are coming this way,” said Meeks.

They heard a loud knock on the front door.  Meeks gave Scar a concerned look.  After more banging, there came a crash, as the front door was broken in.

Scar and Meeks stood still, listening intently as the soldiers moved around the house, opening and slamming doors.  The sounds got louder as they climbed the staircase. 

Each step made a thumping sound under the heavy boots of the two soldiers.  Reaching the top, they began checking the rooms.  Scar and Meeks listened to them, as they talked loudly right beneath them. 

Scar motioned to Meeks to move across the crowded attic, filled with abandoned toys, boxes of clothes, and furniture. 

Moving away from the light of the window, made the going more difficult.  Meeks bumped into a cardboard box with a tall vase on top of it.  He quickly grabbed it before it hit the floor.  He gave Scar an apologetic expression.

A screeching sound made them both stop for a second before scurrying into a hiding spot as the attic ladder was pulled down.

Light poured through the opening and washed onto the ceiling in a square block.  The old ladder squeaked as a soldier climbed up. 

Meeks and Scar got down, each reaching into his jacket for their own pistols.

The soldier stood on the ladder and waited a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness so he could search the old attic.  He then grabbed his flashlight and made wide sweeping searches of the dark room.

The light made a pass by the box of clothes where Meeks hid.  The position he had taken was uncomfortable and his right leg started cramping.  Desperately needing to stretch it, he slowly unfolded the leg.  As he did, it hit a cardboard box, which made a sliding sound.  Meeks froze.  The beam of the flashlight whipped back in his direction.

The soldier took another step up on the ladder and put his hands on the attic floor.  Just then, the hot, dusty air hit him, triggering a sneezing frenzy. 

After his sneezing stopped, he complained.  “Hell, there’s no one up here and this dust is killing me.”  He descended the ladder not bothering to close it.

The two made as much noise going down the stairs as they had coming up.  Seconds later, the front door slammed shut.  Both Scar and Meeks let out a big collective sigh. 

“Damn,” said Meeks.

“What the hell were you doing over there?” asked Scar.

“My leg was cramping up.”

“Thank God, he started sneezing.  One thing’s for sure, we’ll never forget this.”

“Hell no, we won’t.  Little too close for comfort.”

The two crept back to the window as the Humvee pulled away, and headed out of town.

“They’re not all leaving,” said Scar.

“No, they’re not,” responded Meeks.  “I see the major is staying.”

“Why put yourself in danger,” chuckled Scar.

Meeks sat down.  “I hope these guys leave pretty soon.  Why are they even staying?”

“That Humvee can travel a lot faster than those transports.”

“I want to get the hell out of here.”

For the next couple of hours, they continued to sit there keeping an eye on the activities below.  The soldiers stood around as they waited for the return of the Humvee. 

The day had turned into a long one and Scar remembered he had brought some food.  He pulled out packets of cheese and crackers and threw one, intentionally high, to Meeks, who nimbly reached up and made a spectacular catch.  

Scar grinned knowing he failed yet again to make Meeks miss.

Meeks played football throughout his youth.  He had been instrumental in helping his high school win a state title and ended up getting a full scholarship to play for Iowa.  As a running back, he broke into the school’s top ten for rushing yards.  Unfortunately, he blew out his knee his senior year, which ended his playing days.  He did stay in the game by coaching high school football where he was able to coach his own sons.  Once the economy collapsed and the war started, money dried up and the small town dropped the football program.  After moving his family to his parent’s house in Florida, Meeks came back to Iowa to volunteer with his friends.

“What do ya think about Winters?”  Meeks asked ripping open the package.

Scar popped a cracker in his mouth.  “I like him.  Brave son of a gun, though you’d never know it by looking at him.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.  Sneaking into that train station, and killing those bastards…that was a gutsy move,” said Meeks.

“Doesn’t give himself much credit for it though.”

Meeks nodded. “Right…seemed almost embarrassed.”

“Push comes to shove, how many of us would really do something like that.”

“Like to think I would.”

“One thing’s for sure, we all owe him our lives,” said Scar.

Scar understood honor and duty having spent four years in the Corps.  He had enlisted right out of high school.  Having combat experience, he knew what it took to do what Winters had done.  After his discharge, he came home and married his high school sweetheart.  He learned to build houses and eventually started his own contracting business.  He and his wife raised a son who was currently out West flying as a Marine Aviator.

A subtle vibration began in the attic floor as the Humvee pulled back into town. 

Scar and Meeks both hastened to the window as the soldiers including the major poured outside.

“He doesn't look like a happy camper,” grinned Scar.

“Can’t say I would be either.”

“Maybe now they’ll leave.”

“Please,” begged Meeks.

Scar and Meeks continued to keep an eye on the soldiers from the attic window.  The major yelled out to his men.  Some of the men went inside while others moved the LMTV’s further up the street. 

A minute later, men carried out wooden stakes.  The soldiers started wrapping strips of cloth around them.  Scar had a bad feeling when one of the soldiers took out his cigarette lighter.




Chapter 9

Blue Earth Minnesota

 

Elliott was familiar with another volunteer station in Minnesota which was just across the Iowa border.  The uneventful drive ended as they stopped five miles away from their destination.  They pulled into an unused cornfield, which had gone to seed and was filling up with weeds.  It would soon be unrecognizable as a place where crops once grew.  

They came to Minnesota to see if that operation was like the one in Iowa.  They had to either witness them shoot the volunteers or see another burial pit.  Unfortunately, they only knew where the Patriot Center was.  What they needed to know, was the drop-off location.

Everyone exited their vehicles and gathered around the lead truck occupied by Winters and Elliott.

Nate spoke up first.

“I’ll volunteer Captain,” said Nate.

“Volunteer for what?” asked Winters.

“To go in and find out where the drop-off is.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’ll walk right on in there and pretend like I’m volunteering.”

“Just like that?”

“Yeah man, I mean how else are we going to find out?” 

“Well, we can follow the trucks.”

“Listen, I can’t wait around for them to kill again,” sneered Nate.

“We don’t know if that’s happening.”

“Exactly, which is why we should go in and get a heads up on where the location is. It’ll be simple.  I’ll take Rogers with me,” he said pointing to his friend.  “He’s pretty quick on his feet, aren’t you buddy.”

Rogers shrugged.

Winters didn’t particularly like how Nate had pushed himself into this assignment but gave in. “If that’s what you want to do.”

“Don’t worry man, we’ll be alright.”

Nate and Rogers hopped into a pickup.

“We’ll find a place where we can keep an eye on what’s going on, so look for us as soon as you find out where the drop-off is,” said Winters as the pickup pulled out of the cornfield.

Winters stewed over Nate's action.  He wasn’t in charge.  What was the point of making him Captain if they weren’t going to listen to him?  If this kept up, he’d gladly hand over the reins over to someone else, maybe even leave and travel south to search for his wayward daughter, Cara.  She had taken off with her boyfriend before the invasion and he hadn't heard from her since.  She didn't know her mother was dead.

His thoughts turned to Scar and Meeks.  Despite his initial assessment of Scar, he actually liked him.  He had a big personality and was quite entertaining.  Winters thought Scar and Meeks made a great team and planned to use Scar’s military experience regularly.  That was why he had asked them to stay behind.

Winters prayed nothing would happen to them and they would be able to find their way back to the group.  They had a pre-planned meeting spot, but he wasn’t sure how long they should wait. 

Now Nate and Rogers had gone to pretend to be volunteers.  Regardless of Nate’s hasty decision, Winters still felt responsible.  He never had to make decisions like this before.  Balance sheets and payroll were his biggest responsibilities for most of his life.  His wife even made the decisions on what they did on the weekends.  His new duties began to grow as weighty as an anchor around his neck.

Elliott must have sensed Winters' tension.  “Don’t worry about him, Captain.  I told ya he’s a bit strong-willed, but he’s a good ole boy, with a big heart.  He just doesn’t always think things through is all.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Elliott slowed down as they approached the town where the Patriot Center was located.  “Don’t look like anyone lives around here,” said Elliott

“Just thinking the same thing, take your first left,” said Winters.

Elliott turned left and then right.  They drove a couple of blocks and parked in front of a wide two-story house, which looked to be about a hundred years old.  The other vehicles followed and parked behind them.  Winters told the others to stay put.  He and Elliott ran through the back yard staying close to the house, got comfortable and waited.

“This might take a while, hope you got some patience in ya,” whispered Elliott.

Winters gave Elliott a half smile. “Yeah, I do, we bookkeepers are known for our patience.”

Elliott chuckled.  “Still can't believe you're a bookkeeper.”

Winters understood the confusion.  Most bookkeepers were a bit on the nerdy side.  He just happened to be good with numbers and knew where things should go.

They kept themselves hidden behind a row of bushes.  Sitting on the ground, the only noises they heard came from birds chirping high up in the trees, and squirrels running around the branches.  They both waited in silence, which suited Winters.  He had too much on his mind to be a good conversationalist.  He wondered how Scar and Meeks were doing and if they had seen anyone come to check on the Center.

Soon a couple more pickups arrived, each carried two or three men in the back.  After a while, many of the volunteers were hanging around outside. 

“Hey, Nate’s coming out,” said Elliott.

“Sit up a bit, try and get his attention.”

Elliott got up and waved his arms but to no avail.

“He must think we’re further down,” said Elliott.

Winters stood up and started to walk toward the Patriot Center.

“Captain, whatcha doing?” asked Elliott in a hushed voice.

“Stay here.”  He walked through the side lawn to the street.  Staying on his side of the road, Winters waved to get Nate’s attention.  After getting a nod, he then took a left at the next house and walked behind it.  Nate crossed the street and found Winters waiting for him.

“Captain.”

“Hey, how did it go?  Did you find the location?”

“Everything’s real cool.  One of the drivers told me where the place is.  Get on the interstate go west, take exit 50 go north on 71 and then a right on 60.  It's an old implement dealership.  You'll run right into it.”

“Excellent. We should get going.  Where’s Rogers?”

“He’s still there.”

“Why?  Is something wrong?”

“We decided to go with them.  This way, if they’re killing them there too, we can get the drop on them.” 

Winters tilted his head slightly.  “I don’t think that's a good idea.  What if we can’t get to you?”

“They won’t be expecting anyone to shoot back.”

“They’ll have automatic weapons. You guys only have pistols.  It’s not as easy as you might think when you have a gun pointed at you.”

“Maybe for you, it wasn’t, but it won’t bother me.”

Nate’s response stung, but Winters suppressed his anger. 

“I don’t mean to be insulting, but the difference is, we’ll be ready for them.”

“Okay, well, you’ve got your mind made-up anyway.”

Winters watched Nate shuffle across the street to join the others.  He shook his head and rejoined Elliott.

“Where’s Nate and Rogers?”

“They’ve decided to stay and go with them.”

Elliott rolled his eyes.  “I told ya, that boy’s a little head-strong.  He’ll be okay.”

“More like bull-headed,” smirked Winters

The two of them hustled back to the others and tore out of town.  Winters tapped his fingers on the cloth console, which was between Elliott and himself.  He remained quiet for most of the ride deep in thought on how Nate and Rogers were doing.

Elliott glanced over at him. “They’ll be okay, Cole.”

Winters found some comfort in being called by his name, first time he’s heard it since they nominated him, Captain.  “I’m not so sure about that.”

“Being Captain, I know puts some extra burden of worry on ya, but it’ll be fine. They’ll be fine,” said Elliott not expecting a response.

With Nate and Rogers staying, they could afford no errors.  If they failed, someone would die.




Chapter 10

Victor Iowa

 

Major Green walked into the building, sat down in Decker’s chair, and mulled over what he had learned.  He prepared himself for Nunn to blame him for what happened at the train station.  He couldn’t be responsible if, in all likelihood, they got drunk and burned the place down. Green questioned why the government subcontracted this program to a bunch of incompetent drunks.  He also wondered why they even bothered with the recruitment of a bunch of out of shape old men.  No matter, Green knew better than to question the government on why they did anything, especially in the current political climate.  He would follow orders like a good soldier even if they came from a criminal like Colonel Nunn.

He reached for Decker’s phone, dialed the number and waited for the connection, which took forever, because of the inadequate telephone system.

“Colonel Nunn’s office.” 

“Owens, it’s Major Green, is he in?”

“Hold on Major, I’ll transfer you.”

Green sat on hold for quite a while.  He thought the colonel purposely took his time, his little way of being a jackass.  Another minute later, the colonel got on the phone.

“Major,” said Nunn.

“Colonel, I’m here at Bravo Patriot.”

“And?”

“Something’s happened here, Colonel.  The train station is burned to the ground and all the men are dead there.”

“Where’s Decker?”

“I couldn’t say.  There’s no one here.  The transports are still here but everyone is gone.”

“How did the station burn down?” asked Nunn.

“My guess is they got drunk and caught the place on fire.  I got eight charred bodies in there.  They might have died in their sleep.  Decker might have been up there himself or he didn’t want to stick around and have to explain what happened.” 

Nunn paused for a few moments.  “Major, I want you to torch the houses on the main street.”

“Sir?” Green said, taken aback by the order.

“You heard me.  Decker lives there.  He and his men have screwed up our operations.  A strong message needs to be sent.”

“I’ll get right on it,” said Green shaking his head in disbelief.

“Bring back our transports,” ordered Nunn, hanging up the phone.

“Yes…” began Green as the phone clicked off.




Chapter 11

Rock Island Illinois

 

Colonel Nunn sat at his desk giving some thought to what happened.  He figured someone must have found out about their operation.  “This can’t be an accident like this idiot Green thinks.  Of course, Green has no idea what is actually happening at the Patriot Centers so why would he suspect anything was wrong.  Probably someone from town found out and took revenge.  That may, or may not, explain why they burned the train station and not the Patriot Center, which was located in their town,” he thought.

In any case, Nunn had decided to send a message to whoever did this.  Mess with us and this is what happens. 

He opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of single-malt Scotch, one of the few luxuries still available to him.  This was supposed to be a very low-risk operation and kept very quiet.  With over thirty years in the Army, he should have known better.  Word will get out now and plans will have to be changed.  Nunn poured himself a drink while he mulled over the situation.  He inhaled the aroma of the Scotch for a moment before letting the liquid wet his lips.  He had been drinking single-malt since he could remember, and the smoky liquor went down as smooth as ever.

Operation Wildflower, the operation of eliminating older volunteers, was now at risk of being discovered.  If this happened they would be out of business.  His bosses would assume him incapable and have little further use for him.  The only thing he’d miss was the vast sum of money they were paying him.  He hadn't particularly liked the killing of American citizens, but he knew that most of these volunteers would have been involved in more protests and more trouble for the new government. 

Older Americans hadn't been as thoroughly indoctrinated as the younger ones.  Consequently, they protested about every little thing.  It was the last thing the fragile new government needed.  The protests were having their desired effect and were starting to put a strain on the new regime.  It started off on shaky ground to begin with and immediately weakened its position by trying to eliminate the private ownership of guns.

The wails and cries were endless and very few people voluntarily gave up their guns, which led to the disastrous Weapons Reclamation Program.  The Government ordered local law enforcement authorities to confiscate all firearms.  Not only were gun owners not complying, but many local Sheriff's departments across the country didn’t agree with the act and wouldn’t enforce the law.  Those departments that did try to enforce the law found themselves getting into lethal conflicts and people were dying on both sides. 

The Government learned some valuable lessons from this program.  The foremost was; they couldn’t always count on local authorities to enforce their new laws.  This lesson launched the nationalizing of all police departments across the country.

The second lesson was; they now realized just how passionate gun owners were and the third was; they would have to figure out another way to disarm the citizenry.  For the time being, they decided to disregard the strict enforcement of the law.  This did little to quell the protests but once the Chinese attacked the country, the issue dropped out of sight.

Nunn leaned back in his chair and took another sip.  With Decker either missing or dead, Nunn decided to report to his superiors.  He didn’t necessarily want to, but they’d eventually find out and he’d rather control the conversation instead of being on the defensive.  He leaned forward in his chair, reached for the black phone on his desk, and punched the numbers.

“Director Reed’s office.”

“This is Colonel Nunn, is he in?”

“Hold on,” came the response.  

Nunn waited for Lawrence Reed, his civilian contact to pick up the phone.  Reed was a man who ranked high in the new government and was in charge of Operation Wildflower.  He had been the one to put Colonel Nunn in charge of the Midwest; figuring they would need someone who had no choice but to follow orders.  Reed, the ever-master politician, had been instrumental in collapsing the previous government.  He, with his many influential friends in Washington, unabashedly did the dirty work for the new government.

“This is Reed.”

“Lawrence, Colonel Nunn here.”

“Colonel, how are things going in the Midwest?”

“Not a good day today.  We’ve had an incident.”  Colonel Nunn filled him in on the events. 

“You think this Decker was among the victims?” asked Reed.

“I can’t say for sure.”

“Well, you need to find out.  If he’s alive, we don’t need him running his mouth off to anyone,” said Reed.

“I don’t think we’ll need to worry much about that.”

“Oh, why not?”

“He lived in that quaint little town he worked out of, so I sent a message not to screw with us. I had my men burn down the houses along the main street.”

“Nice.  How long before you can have the place up and running again?”

“Probably two or three weeks at a minimum.”  He didn’t want to bring up the obvious subject.  Word will spread around the area and this location would be a waste of time to reopen.

“Call me if you need anything.”

Reed hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair, and gazed out the window over the Potomac River.  Washington was one of the few cities in America with no power shortages and no curfew, so the streets remained alive with people bustling about, tending to their business, and not letting the woes of the world get in the way.

He grabbed the phone to call his boss, to relay the news.

“Larry, it’s important this operation continues as planned.  You think Nunn can keep things under wraps?”

“He's got a lot riding on it, so yes,” replied Reed.

“If he doesn't, we'll have to send someone else out there.”

“Let's see how things progress.”




Chapter 12

Victor Iowa

 

Major Green’s soldiers wrapped scraps of cloth around long pieces of wood and dipped them into a container of kerosene,  One of the soldiers then lit the combustible rags.

“What the hell are they doing?” asked Meeks.

“They’re lighting torches,” said Scar.

The soldiers fanned out in different directions with the flaming torches. 

Scar grabbed Meeks’ shoulder when a soldier approached the house.  He heard faint footsteps as the soldier moved around setting the house on fire.  

“What the hell they doing this for?” asked Meeks.

“Probably payback for us setting their precious train station on fire,” said Scar. “We’re stuck here till they leave.”

“Let's hope they don’t fancy watching fires for very long,” said Meeks with a sly grin.

They stood at the window to wait for the soldiers to leave.  Some of them did hang around to watch the fires. 

Meeks shook his head.  “I reckon they’re enjoying their handiwork.”

A long moment passed before Scar responded.  “Let’s get out of here before we can’t.”

The crackling fire relished the dry lumber of the old house.  The living room was consumed in no time.  The fire then danced its way into the kitchen.  Flames shot up walls to the ceiling and started burning the second floor.  Hot, black smoke rose up through the still open entrance to the attic cutting off the air supply.

Scar hopped over to the opening and dropped down the ladder.  Meeks followed right behind him.  The second floor was filled with so much smoke that it felt as though you were swimming in it. Scar got down on his knees to try to get under the choking smoke.  Breathing became a painful exercise.  What air they inhaled burned their lungs.  Bright orange flames leaped up from the stairwell in front of them.  The heat seared the skin on Scar's arm.  Meeks pulled his shirt up over his mouth to try to filter the air.  They turned around and headed toward a glimmer of sunlight.  A beacon of light pierced through the haze of smoke and led them to the end of the hallway.  Scar put his hand on a door to his right, turned the knob and opened it into a bedroom.  They both rushed in and slammed the door shut.  The room still had fresh air and they both greedily sucked it in.  They coughed and gagged while trying to catch their breath.

“You okay?” asked Scar.

“Yeah, I’m good.  Didn’t see that one coming, did we?”

“Nope,” coughed Scar.  “Not on the top of my list.”

“You had a list?”

“Left it up in the attic, you want to see it.”

“No, I think I’m good.”  Meeks looked down from the window.  “Looks like a bit of a drop from up here.”

“I didn’t figure you to be afraid of heights.”

“I’m not.  What I am afraid of is breaking my ankle.”

“Yeah, can’t say that’d be a good thing.  Let’s tie these bed sheets together.  I’m pretty sure the fire department isn’t coming to rescue us.”

The two ripped off the sheets and tied them together.  Then moved the bed to the window and fastened the sheets to the bed frame.  While doing this, the big engines of the army transports revved up and shook the walls as they pulled out of town. 

Scar opened the window and instant relief came from the fresh air rushing in. The two stood at the window for a moment enjoying the breeze.  The whole house creaked, as the old girl got ready to collapse in on herself.

Scar climbed out first and slid down the bed sheet rope, with Meeks heckling him to hurry up because his fanny was catching fire.  This only encouraged Scar to take his time.  Once on the ground, they ran away from Main Street to where they had parked their pickup.  Scar started the engine and drove back toward the destruction.  He stopped at the edge of the small town to watch the flames consume the houses. 

“So, you convinced now?” asked Scar.

“Of what?” replied Meeks.

“Army being involved.”

“Yeah, I’m convinced, just can’t say I’m real happy about it.”

“Don’t know how it can get any worse.”  

“Knock on wood, buddy,” said Meeks pounding on the dashboard.

“Wait till we tell the Captain about this.” 

“I wonder how they’re doing?” mused Meeks.




Chapter 13

Jackson County Minnesota

 

Winters sat in the passenger seat of the pickup admiring the passing scenery, as Elliott drove them to the drop-off location.  He was reeling over the insulting way Nate had implied he wouldn’t have a problem having a gun pointed at him. 

They finally reached the drop-off location.  The place sat in a wide open valley with woods on the far side of the road.  The building had once been used to sell farm implements and accessories.  It had a big parking lot and still had a sign out front advertising John Deere.  They stopped, got out and looked over the area.  Seeing the woods gave Winters an idea where they could set up and hide.  They all drove off the road and down into a field. 

The Shadow Patriots tramped through the woods as the gentle breeze swept through the trees and whispered its song to the men.  Within minutes, they were able to see the building and the several pickup trucks parked close to the entrance.

“Perfect place to be killing volunteers, out in the middle of nowhere,” said Elliott.

“Yes, it is,” agreed Winters.

“If they are, they’ve got to be taking the bodies somewhere close, we should try and find the burial site.”

“The ground is too open, if someone came outside, we’d be spotted in no time,” said Winters. “We could have someone climb one of the trees to get a better view.”

“Good idea,” said Elliott as he turned to his friends and asked one of them.

The Shadow Patriots watched one of their members, who at forty-two was their youngest, climb the tree carrying a set of binoculars around his neck.  He negotiated the branches to low cheers and jeers from the guys.  There wasn’t any sign of a burial pit, but he was not able to see behind the building.

Winters started to pace, trying to come up with a way to keep Nate and Rogers safe.  Elliott walked over to him.  

“I can’t sit around and wait for something to happen,” said Winters.

“Looks like a little of Nate is starting to rub off on ya,” said Elliott with a sly smile.

Winters half rolled his eyes.  “Funny you should say that because I do have a crazy idea.”

“Going to be dangerous?”

Winters nodded.

Elliott hesitated for a moment.  “Well, count me in.  I can’t let Nate down.”

After telling Elliott his idea, he gathered everyone together and informed them.

“You’re going to walk on in there and ask them if you can volunteer?” asked one of the men.  “You competing with Nate for the dumbest person award?”

Winters made a sour face.  “No, I’m not.  If these guys are doing the same thing, as in Iowa, then we’re too far away to help them.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

After giving out instructions, Winters and Elliott walked to the vehicles.  They hopped into an F-150, with Elliott in the driver’s seat.  After starting the engine, he backed up a little before shifting it into low drive.

The truck bounced up the incline, then headed back in the direction from which they had come.  He drove for a few miles on the empty country highway, and then stopped at the top of a hill.  This gave them a broad and deep panoramic view.  Elliott turned off the engine.  They sat silently while Elliott scanned the horizon with binoculars.

A crisp breeze blew through the open windows and Winters leaned his head back to catch a nap.  This proved difficult with so much on his mind.  Between what they were about to do, and the questions as to why this was going on, sleep would evade him.

At last, Elliott spoke up.  “They’re coming.”  He handed the binoculars to Winters.  He spotted the three big green transport trucks, which carried Nate and Rogers, coming over the horizon.  Elliott put the truck in gear and headed toward the drop-off location.

Winters glanced over at Elliott.  “You ready for this?”

“You were right, this is damn crazy,” said Elliott. 

Winters re-checked the Colt .45 he had absconded back at the train station. He had a full mag with one in the chamber. 

As soon as Elliott pulled the truck into the parking lot, three guards rushed out with rifles at the ready.  They spread out and waited for him to park.

“They don’t look too thrilled to see us,” said Elliott.

“No, they don’t.  This might not have been such a good idea.”




Chapter 14

 

Elliott closed the door to the truck and waved at the approaching men.  “Is this where you volunteer to go out West?  My friend and I want to join the fight.”

“Yes and no,” said a short, stocky man as he lowered his weapon.

“Whatcha mean?” Elliott asked.

“Well, first you have to go sign up at the Patriot Center and then you get transported up here,” he responded.

Winters acted ignorant.  “How far away?”

“Blue Earth, it’s about seventy miles.”

Winters shook his head.  “We don’t have enough gas to go another seventy miles.”

“That just don’t make much sense.  Can’t we just sign up here since we’re already here?” asked Elliott.

The short man ordered his friend to ask the boss for instructions. 

Winters looked at him pleadingly.  “Just doesn’t make any sense to go somewhere else and then have to come all the way back, when we’re already here.”

The short man shrugged his shoulders.  “I’m not in charge.” 

They all turned when the guard who went inside came out with the okay to go ahead and line them up with the others.

Winters glanced at Elliott with a troubled stare.  He turned to the short man.  “Well, isn’t there some paperwork you said we needed to fill out first?”

“We’ll get to that, don’t cha worry.”

“So, do we go inside for that?”

Everyone turned around at the same time and looked up the valley as the three transports came over the hill.  Winters gave a nod to Elliott who asked one of the guards.  “Is there a bathroom I can use?”

“Yeah, hang a right when you get inside.”

“What time do we leave? Will there be anything to eat?” Winters kept asking them questions trying to gauge their intentions.  He only got short answers out of them. 

The three transports drivers pulled in, parked and turned off their engines as three more men walked outside.  With the drivers, nine potential bad guys were now outside waiting for the volunteers to disembark.  The drivers instructed the passengers where to stand.  The middle-aged volunteers including Nate and Rogers jumped out of the truck. 

Nate gave Winters a slight nod and began to walk over to him.  One of the drivers stopped him.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“I need to use the bathroom,” Nate responded.

“You can use the field,” said the driver.

“I can’t do that man,” said Nate walking past the irritated driver.

Winters glanced toward the entrance looking for Elliott.  He hadn’t come out yet, and Winters didn’t like the odds of him against six armed men plus the three drivers.  One of the guards turned toward him.  Winters stood at his pickup pretending to get something.  He looked in the mirror to watch the approaching guard.  

The other guards stopped Nate from coming any closer to the building.  At that point, Winters knew they were getting ready to shoot the volunteers.  He kept pretending to get something out of his truck as he waited for the approaching guard. He needed him to be closer before he could strike.  He took a deep breath to control his nerves. 

“Hey, let's go.  You need to get with the others,” said the guard

Winters turned.  “What about that paperwork I'm supposed to fill out?”

He watched the guard try to form a response to the question.  Winters stared past him, at the other guards who were lining themselves up in front of the volunteers, and figured he only had seconds before they opened fire.  

He couldn’t wait for Elliott.  

Winters angled the blackened steel knife and plunged it into the man’s stomach.  He gritted his teeth as he pulled the knife out.  Blood poured out and soaked his victim’s shirt.  The guard’s eyes filled with abject terror trying to figure out what had just happened.  

Winters felt the rage of Mister Hyde flow out of him when he shoved the knife into the man's stomach again.  It released all his pent-up stress.  Winters yanked the knife out as the guard fell to his knees.  Winters moved to the side letting the man fall forward.

This attracted the attention of a volunteer who pointed at him and yelled out.  Then all hell broke loose.  

Everyone turned and saw the guard lying on the ground not moving.  One of them raised his rifle, pointed and fired at Winters.  A bullet whistled by his head and slammed into the side of the truck.  

Winters let the knife fall out of his hand and reached for his Colt when a shot rang out dropping the man who had just fired at Winters.  The shot had come from Nate who was already aiming at his next victim.

Gunfire erupted from both sides.  Winters crouched down and fired several rounds hitting one of the guards.  Everyone scattered in different directions.  Some of the volunteers fell to the ground.  Others dove for cover behind the trucks.  The drivers began firing at them. 

The Shadow Patriots came running from the woods and crossed the road shooting at the guards.  They split off into smaller groups, each overpowering a target.

Nate ran straight at one of the guards firing his .45 as he chased the man down.  Nate dropped him in mid-stride.  He then resurveyed the scene, noticed one of the drivers going for the cab of a transport, and took off after him.  Nate jumped up on the step and fired point-blank at the driver through the open window. 

Another driver knelt underneath the last transport, taking cover while shooting at the unarmed volunteers.  Winters still on the ground, fired his pistol at him until he emptied the magazine.  None of his rounds hit their target.  He grabbed another magazine from his pocket and reloaded.  Winters willed himself to slow down and to take better aim.  He let off three consecutive rounds, the last one finally hitting him in the throat.  

Winters looked around and saw men everywhere crying out for help.  Several huddled in groups trying to protect each other, while others died where they lay.

The gunfire started to slow down and then came to a halt when all the guards and drivers were dead.  Winters got up off the ground and looked around trying to absorb the battle scene.  Bloodied men lay about haphazardly, some dead, others continued to cry for help.

He jerked around when gunfire rang out from inside the building.  Seconds later, the door swung open.  Winters raised his gun, aimed and waited for someone to exit.  Fortunately, Winters recognized Elliott, who sheepishly peered around the door not wanting to be shot at.  Winters let out a breath as he realized that in the chaos he’d forgotten all about Elliott. 

He jogged over to him. “Just one inside?”

“Yeah.  Found the little bastard cowering in a corner waving a gun.  Figured we’d be better off not having one of them holed up in there while we were out here.”

“Good thinking.”

They turned toward the melee when Nate yelled to them.  “Captain, Rogers has been shot.”

They sprinted to where Rogers lay.  His friends knelt on the ground and tried to help the man.  Winters got there to find him becoming very pale.  His friends held both his hands.  He shook and coughed.  The men around him tore off his shirt.  He’d taken two in the chest.  They feverishly tried to stop the bleeding.  One of his friends ripped off his jacket and bore down on the wounds with it.  Blood soaked through in no time.  As it turned out, their efforts were in vain and all they were able to do was try and comfort the man as he slipped away. 




Chapter 15 

 

No one said a word nor moved for what seemed like an eternity.  The survivors from Minnesota then started to come out from their hiding places scared and confused.

Winters stared at the horrific scene as if he were in some kind of slow-motion nightmare.  Men moved around in a state-of-confusion.  Some yelled for help, others screamed in pain.  Blood was everywhere.  Winters snapped back to reality when Elliott came to him about getting a first aid kit.  They both went inside the building to look for one.

“Bastards,” Elliott said rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. 

Winters didn’t respond as he entered the bathroom by stepping over the body of the man Elliott had killed.  Opening a closet door by the shower, Winters found a first aid kit.  He reached in and grabbed the large container.  He pulled up the lid and found it filled with a variety of bandages.

Winters came back into the hallway. “Found one.”

They both hurried back out to the wounded.  Winters took it all in and could only think how this was his fault.  He should have known the volunteers were to be murdered and just come in and killed the workers.

Elliott took the first aid kit from Winters and walked it over to the Minnesota men who were helping their friends.  One of them came up to Winters and confronted him.

“Just what is going on here?”

Winters looked into the face of a man who appeared as though he was ready to beat the hell out of him.  “They were going to kill you guys.”

“Kill us?  Why would they do that, we came here to volunteer.”

“I know you did.  We’re volunteers from Iowa.  We found out that’s what they were doing there, so we came here to help.”

“Help!  Some help you’ve been!  You just killed my brother,” he said while pushing at Winters. 

The man came at him again and drove Winters back.  He then followed up with a swing, which connected to Winters' left cheek.  The blow knocked him to the pavement, causing his hat to fall off.  He then started kicking Winters in the gut but got only two in before Elliott and Nate rushed him.  They grabbed the man who struggled to break free all the while cursing at Winters. 

Then a couple of Minnesota men came in and grabbed ahold of Elliott and Nate to pull them away from their friend.  Elliott twisted away from the hold of his assailant and threw a perfectly placed uppercut.  The blow dropped him like a sack of flour.  Nate didn’t fare as well.  His attacker was much bigger and had Nate in a headlock.  He received punches to his head when Elliott grabbed the man’s collar and pulled it back giving him a clear shot to the face.  He swung his left arm, which came straight in and knocked him unconscious. 

Before Winters could get up, his attacker jumped on him again and started punching him like a maniac.  He received punches to the midsection, knocking his breath out.  The man grabbed Winters’ throat and started choking him with both hands.  Winters swung his right arm around, sweeping both arms off his throat and locking them together.  He followed with a strike to the face, which caused his attacker to tumble sideways off him. 

Winters then staggered up off the ground, picking up his hat in the process.  He stood up and arched his back to work out the kinks.  Looking around he saw others getting into shoving matches with his men.  He pulled out his gun, pointed it to the sky and fired twice.  Everyone stopped.

Winters looked at them for a moment trying to catch his breath. “I’m sorry some of your friends got killed, but had we not come here, you would all be dead.”

Elliott rested a hand on Winters’ shoulder.  “It’s true.  We’re volunteers, like you, from Iowa.  We don’t know why, but these Patriot Centers are set up to kill us.”

“Why didn’t you kill them before we got here?” one of them yelled.

“We weren’t sure it was going on up here,” responded Winters.  “We had to make sure what was going on down in Iowa wasn't some isolated thing.  Look, we’ll tell you everything we know, but first, we need to help the wounded.”

Elliott turned his head to Winters.  “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be alright.  Felt like I was back in high school, getting my ass kicked. Don’t remember it hurting this bad though.” 

“What about the Patriot Center?”

Winters knew it would take quite a while to tend the wounded and clean the place up.  Not wanting to put any more than necessary at risk, Winters asked Elliott,  “How about just you and me go?”

Elliott nodded.

Leaving meant dividing his forces again.  It was bad enough not knowing how Scar and Meeks were doing.  Not having any means of communications was a significant handicap.

“Who do you want to leave in charge?”

“Leave it to Nate.  He’ll need something to help get his mind off Rogers. Besides, he seems to like making decisions,” said Winters sarcastically.

They walked over to Nate, who stood by the transports.  Winters could see the angst on Nate’s face, and he had no intention of making it worse for him. 

“I’m sorry we lost Rogers,” said Winters extending his hand out to Nate. 

“It’s my fault.”

“The fault is mine.  Elliott and I should have known sooner.  As a matter of fact, had you not done what you did, more of these men would be dead.”

“I feel just awful.”

“As do we Nate.  Listen, I need to ask you a favor, Elliott and I are going to go back to that Patriot Center.  You think you could take over here, get this place cleaned up?”

“Yeah, no problem.  What should we do with the dead?”

“Dump the guards in the woods.  We should take the dead volunteers to their families.  How many do ya think we got?” asked Winters.

Nate looked around and did a quick count.  “Fifteen maybe twenty.” 

Winters shook his head and let out a deep breath as he and Elliott headed to their pickup.

Winters hopped in as Elliott cranked it up and threw it in gear. Winters rolled the window down and sighed with a pang of deep sadness at the bloodbath that lay before him.  It reminded him of something you’d see in a war movie, with dead bodies strewn about the living, the injured being helped by the survivors. 

“Damn, this was a waste,” mumbled Winters.

Elliott gasped.  “A waste?” He looked at Winters square in the eye.  “What the hell you talking about?  We just saved a whole bunch of lives. Yeah, we lost Rogers, a good friend of mine, but look how many we saved.  These things are going to happen whether we like it or not.  This is just a taste of what we’re in for.”

Elliott stepped on the accelerator and peeled out onto the road while Winters sat back in his seat digesting what he had said.  More will die.  Great.  Getting men killed was not what he imagined when he reluctantly accepted the leadership position. 

After Elliott’s reprimand and the loss of his friend, there was a palatable tension between them as they drove to the Patriot Center.  Winters tried to make small talk but got only short answers.  Elliott didn’t want to talk and he understood why.  Losing a friend was not an easy thing and Winters understood that heartache.

Winters leaned his forehead on the side window looking out and thinking about what had happened.  He started second-guessing himself as to whether or not he could lead these men.  The first day on the job and he’d already lost men.  Trying to get the thoughts out of his mind, he busied himself by pulling out his Colt .45 and checking the ammo in the magazine plus the spare ones he had in his coat pocket.  Satisfied, he put it away and began massaging around the wound on his arm.  Doing this brought back memories of yesterday’s events and the loss of his friends.  Despite getting even, it didn’t make things better, though taking them out did give him a small helping of satisfaction.  He couldn’t help but savor that guilty pleasure. 

As they got closer to the town where the Patriot Center was, Winters noticed another vehicle coming their way.




Chapter 16

 

Scar and Meeks drove down the country highway en route to the rendezvous spot that they had agreed upon with Winters.  They had made good time with Scar pushing the vehicle over a hundred miles per hour.  It was late afternoon as they passed the town where the Minnesota Patriot Center was located and were closing in on the meetup spot.

Scar drove with the window down, enjoying the wind blowing on his face, which felt good after escaping the hot fire.  

“The Captain is going to be pretty disappointed when he finds out the army is in on this.  I’m so pissed off right now.  Hell, it’s outrageous what’s happening to begin with, but now to see the military being used like this is disgusting.”

“I’ve been thinking about what happened back there,” said Meeks.

“And?”

“Well, we don’t know for sure how involved they are.”

“They just burned down all those houses.”

Meeks looked doubtful. “Yes, but they probably had orders.”

“They didn’t have to follow them.”

“I thought you guys always had to follow orders.”

“Not if they’re unlawful,” said Scar.

“Burning down a few houses is an unlawful order?”

Scar glanced over at him.  “Yes, especially if it wasn’t for any good reason.”

Meeks contemplated this.  “This will make things a bit tougher than we might have thought.  I mean going after a bunch of dumb-asses is one thing, but to take on the Army is quite another.”

Scar sighed.  “I know.  We’re gonna be out-manned and out-gunned.  Once they find out who we are and what we’re up to, they’ll come after us with all they got.  Then what?”

Meeks grinned looking down at the map. “We’ll run and hide.  The Highlander way.”

Scar switched to his best Scottish accent. “We’ll make spears, hundreds of them.”

“Braveheart, best movie ever.”

“Haven’t seen that in ages,” said Scar. “Hey, heads up.”

“What?”

“Up the road.  Grab the binoculars.”

“I think it’s one of ours,” said Meeks putting the glasses to his eyes.

Scar slowed the pickup down and waved.  Seconds later the two trucks were side by side.

“Good to see you guys,” said Scar.  “We got a story to tell you.”

“As do we,” said Elliott in a serious tone.  “We got into a shootout, lot of people got killed, including my friend, Rogers.”

“Oh Elliott, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Scar.  “How’d it happen?”

“It just didn’t go right.”

Winters detected the anger in Elliott’s voice.  He moved forward in his seat.  “We’re headed to the Patriot Center right now, want to join in on a little retribution?”

“That’s why we’re here.  What’s the plan?” asked Scar.

Elliott gave him a stern look.  “We’re just going to walk in and shoot the bastards.”

Scar gave him a thumbs up.

Elliott put the truck in gear and took off.

Scar let up on the brake, swung the pickup around and stepped on the gas to catch up to them.  He turned to Meeks.  “It must have been pretty bad.”




Chapter 17

Blue Earth Minnesota

 

The sun was getting lower in the sky when the two pickups pulled into the Patriot Center. There were several vehicles parked in the lot and more on the side of the street.  The building, at one time, had been the home of an American Legion.  No one came out to greet them.  Scar and Meeks got out of their truck and joined Winters and Elliott, who gave them a nod.

The pain of the day still rested on Winters’ mind as he followed Elliott across the parking lot.  The last thing he needed was to repeat what happened earlier. He grimaced and furrowed his eyebrows at the thought of not having a plan of attack, but there seemed to be no stopping Elliott who wore a determined look.  

Meeks found the door unlocked and opened it for Elliott. 

They walked into what looked like a big open dance hall.  Chairs were placed around the perimeter, leaving the center of the room empty.  A disco ball hung from the ceiling.

To the right was a long bar that stretched to the end of the room.  Seated were four men and another one behind the bar, enjoying Happy Hour.  Their drinks sat next to their rifles and all were smoking cigarettes.  The smoke hung above them like a storm cloud.  They looked over at the Shadow Patriots with little concern.  No one even bothered to get up and welcome them.

A slow smile formed on Winters' lips as he realized the five workers were relaxed and were sitting ducks.  He slid his hand in his jacket and pulled out the Colt.

The workers kept staring as the strangers approached.  Their eyes grew wide when guns appeared.  The alcohol they’d been drinking dulled their reflexes, and they were slow to respond. 

The four Shadow Patriots opened fire on them.  The closest worker got the brunt of the deadly onslaught.  The back of his head exploded in a shower of blood and bone fragments.  His associate next to him tried to use him as a human shield but the shield toppled to the ground leaving him open to the barrage of bullets.  He threw his hands out as if trying to stop them from slamming into his body, which caused him to bounce up before collapsing to the floor.  

The man behind the bar ducked and grabbed a shotgun, from underneath the bar.  Meeks vaulted over the bar and squeezed off two quick rounds, hitting the bartender just as he raised the twelve-gage.  

The remaining two men jumped out of their seats.  One made it two steps before Elliott and Scar cut him down.  The other threw a table up and hid behind it.  He peeked around it and returned fire.  

One bullet whizzed by Winters as he emptied his magazine into the table.  Elliott moved to the left to flank him and shot at him twice.  Both rounds hit him in the rib cage and toppled him over. 

The room went quiet.

Winters looked at his companions with a glint in his eye then gave them a knowing grin.

Scar and Meeks scooted across the room and cleared the restrooms.  Winters and Elliott headed to the left side of the big hall and reached the first of two doors.  He opened it cautiously only to find a storage room. They did the same to the second door and were looking into an empty office. 

Scar yelled from the far end of the room.  “We’re good back here.”

He and Meeks hurried back to the bar where Winters and Elliott stood waiting.

“Well that’s that,” said Meeks.

“A helluva lot easier than the drop-off location,” said Elliott looking at Winters.

“So, what happened up there?” asked Meeks.

Elliott gave them an account.  He didn’t lay blame on Winters but he didn’t absolve him either.  Winters let him vent his anger, feeling he deserved it anyway.

Afterward, Meeks told the story of their escape from the burning town.

“Ironically, we were all in a firefight today,” said Meeks.  “You guys in gunfire, and us with actual flames.” 

Scar angled his head back. “Kind of weird, but yeah.”

“Let’s clean this place up and get out of here,” said Winters.

“We should spend some time going through their papers,” suggested Elliott.

“You want to do that while we load the bodies and clean up?” asked Winters.

Elliott walked into the office as the others moved over to the dead.  Meeks found some garbage bags and the three of them went to work.

“Thank God these aren’t big ole dudes,” said Meeks sizing up the five bodies.

Scar contorted his face.  “Hells bells, look at this one, he’s got his brains all over the bar.”

“That was my kill,” boasted Meeks.

“Well then, you get to clean it up.”

“Hmmm great.  Tell me again Captain, why are we cleaning the place?”

“If we can make it appear like these guys changed their minds and quit, it’ll create a little doubt for whoever’s in charge that we exist.  Eventually, they’ll find out who we are, but I’m not going to help them do it.”

“It damn well better work, cause this is disgusting,” said Meeks scooping brains off the bar with a towel and throwing them into a trash bag.

The three of them loaded the bodies into the back of the pickup.  Mops and paper towels were put to use as they spent over an hour cleaning up the blood and finding all the spent shell casings.

“So, the military huh,” said Winters.  “I just can’t believe they would do such a thing.”

“I’m with you, Captain,” said the former Marine, Scar.  “It breaks my heart to hear of my brothers in arms killing fellow Americans.  I know history is filled with this type of thing but this blows me away.”

Meeks chimed in.  “The bigger question is who is giving them their orders?”

Scar looked at Winters with a thoughtful expression.

“I think I got something here, Captain,” said Elliott coming toward them from the office.  “It’s called Operation Wildflower.”

“What’s called Operation Wildflower?” asked Winters.

“This whole Patriot Center thing,” said Elliott handing a folder to Winters.

Winters paged through the folder, looking at the documents.  “They’ve got Patriot Centers all around the Midwest.  In seven states, they’ve got nine centers.”

Meeks spoke up. “Nine centers, how the hell are we supposed to take out all those centers?”

“One at a time, buddy,” said Scar.

“And they’re looking to expand the program into other states,” said Winters throwing the folder on the bar.  He sat wearily on a bar stool.  His shoulders drooped as he thought how daunting their task appeared.  They had taken out only two centers with the last costing them dearly.  “Eventually, the military is going to figure out what’s going on.  When they do, they’ll tighten security and send more men,” he finished.

Scar slowly added.  “We sure won’t be able to just waltz in and kill the staff.  We’re probably only good for one, maybe two more centers.”

“That’s when the Army will come after us,” said Meeks.  “We’ll be on the run and that will be the end of it.”

“Where to next, Captain?” asked Scar.

“We might as well go to Wisconsin.”




Chapter 18

Rock Island Illinois

 

Despite the early morning darkness, Colonel Nunn could see the condensation of his breath as he approached the small office building.  Besides enjoying the crisp air, arriving early and first was a matter of pride for the old man.  It told his subordinates that he was still able to outwork them.  That immense pride took a hit when his young sergeant greeted him. 

Nunn replied with a tepid response before stepping into his office.  Sergeant Owens followed him in and placed a cup of coffee on his desk.  

“Colonel, I couldn't find last night’s fax with the day’s tally from Minnesota.  Did you take it last night?”

The Colonel looked up.  “No, I didn’t.  Did you call up there?”

“Not yet sir, too early for them to be in.”

Colonel Nunn sat down at his desk, picked up his cup and thought about what the sergeant said.  He took a sip of the steaming black coffee.  In light of what happened in Iowa, Nunn’s mind started to race; thinking maybe someone was up to no good in Minnesota.  He’d have to be patient and wait until 0800 when the center’s personnel would be showing up.  Nunn didn’t believe in coincidences and thought this was more than just an oddity for another Center to miss a tally.

“You let me know when you get ahold of Minnesota ASAP,” he barked out.

After several failed tries to reach the center, Nunn had his sergeant call Major Green into his office. 

The major arrived ten minutes later to find Colonel Nunn in a foul mood.

“Colonel, you requested my presence?” he asked.

“Major, I need for you to go up to Minnesota.  We haven’t been able to reach them, and in light of the train station, we need to check this out.  Travel light, I want you to get up there as fast as you can, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.  Have the National Police been contacted?”

Colonel Nunn looked up at his Major with contempt on his face.  “This has nothing to do with the National Police.  It’s none of their business what we’re doing, and they have no say or jurisdiction in this operation.”

“Yes, sir. I thought they might have men closer and…”

“The last thing we need is help from those incompetent idiots.  Get a move on, Major.”

“Yes sir,” replied Major Green as he turned before being shooed away.




Chapter 19

 

Major John Green grew up in Norfolk Virginia, son of a military family.  His father spent thirty years in the Army, retired a Colonel, and then became a lobbyist for a defense contractor in Washington.

Green graduated from West Point in the middle of his class.  He was known for his political moves.  He earned a reputation as a brown noser and would do whatever it took to get ahead, and at thirty-four, he’d been promoted to the rank of Major.  At the start of the war, Green had hoped to be sent out West to fight, but instead got posted to the Midwest in a guard duty role.  It disappointed him to be there and to be serving under Colonel Nunn, whom he considered unworthy of his position.  His only consolation was having 1st Lieutenant David Crick assigned to him.  He was a friend of the family.  Their fathers had met in Officers Candidate School and had remained friends throughout their careers. With thick eyebrows, dimples and boyish good looks, Crick could have been a male model and he appeared a lot younger than his twenty-eight years.  He had graduated from college and had worked in the corporate world before deciding to join the Army.  The younger Lieutenant Crick had always looked up to Green, and since he still considered him as a big brother, was glad to be serving with him.

Green stepped out of Colonel Nunn’s office once again feeling slighted.  He thought something about the man was screwy. The colonel never asked him a single personal question and didn’t update him on anything.

Green proceeded to the mess hall and found Crick eating breakfast. 

“Lieutenant, can you take that to go?” asked Green.

“What’s up?” Crick asked, setting his bagel down.

“We’ve got to get up to the Minnesota Patriot Center. We need to travel light and fast, so Humvees only.”

“I’ll have the men ready in ten,” said Crick as he got up from the table, grabbing his bagel and a carton of orange juice.

“Twenty men should do us,” said Green.

Fifteen minutes later, five Humvees pulled out and headed north.  They would get there by late morning and be back by late afternoon.

Green wondered if they’d have to burn down another town like yesterday.  He thought, why do something so severe like that?  Seemed a little extreme just because someone walked off the job.

A couple of hours later, Major Green pulled into the parking lot of the Minnesota Patriot Center.  Except for some volunteers sitting in a pickup truck, the place looked empty.  He got out of the Humvee and was greeted by the volunteers.  

Green looked over at them.  “You men volunteers?”

“Yes sir, we got here about an hour ago, and knocked on the door but no one answered.  So, we’ve just been sitting and waiting for someone to show up.”

“Do we report to you?” asked another.

“No, we’re not the ones operating this center.  But we’ll get this figured out for you.”

After banging on the door, Major Green ordered the men to break in.  After a few whacks on the door handle, they entered the building throwing caution to the wind.  He figured the staff had either had up and quit, or were running very late.  They turned the lights on, looked around, and found nothing, but an empty building.

Major Green exited the Center as more volunteers began to arrive.  He instructed them to come back tomorrow.

“Lieutenant Crick, take three men, get up to the drop off location, and find out what is going on there,” ordered Green.

An hour later, Lieutenant Crick reached Green on the radio and reported that the place was abandoned.  Two stations in two days, something was not right.  Why would they just up and quit when jobs were so hard to come by these days?  Especially a job as easy as this one, drive them from point A to point B.  He went back into the building and called Colonel Nunn.

“I’m sorry sir, could you repeat that?” Green asked Nunn.

“I want you to check for any signs of a gun battle, Major.  Check the walls and ceilings for any bullet holes.  Look for blood stains on the floors.”

Major Green knew better than to ask why.  He would rip him a new asshole if he asked such a question, but still, he wondered why the old man thought there might have been a gun battle here. 

Green got out of the office chair and wandered around the big hall.  He didn’t notice anything unusual.  He proceeded to the bar and leaned over to inspect behind it.  His stomach resting on the bar, he looked from one end to the other and saw nothing out of the ordinary.  Leaning back, his left hand caught a splinter.  After pulling it out, he looked at down at the bar.  He ran his fingers across it and found some rough spots along a ten-foot section.

“I did find an area on the bar that looks like it's been chewed up.  Could have been gunfire or any number of things.  Looks pretty new though,” said Green when he called back.

“You and your men wait there to see if any of the staff show up,” ordered Nunn.

Nunn adjusted his body in his chair and thought about the situation.  Someone is trying to shut down these facilities, either the guys at these two centers are in cahoots with each other or someone has discovered what they’re up to.  Regardless he needed to get this handled.

He picked up the black phone and punched in the number to the Wisconsin Patriot Center. 

“Wisconsin Patriot Center,” the man answered.

“Is this Wakefield?” asked Nunn.

“Who’s asking?”

“This is Colonel Nunn.”

There was silence on the line for a second, and then Wakefield cleared his throat.

“Yes sir, what can I do for you?” he asked nervously gripping the phone tighter.

“Have you talked to the Centers in Minnesota or Iowa lately?”

“No, sir.”

“So, you don’t know why they’re not there?”

“They’re supposed to be here?”

“No, not where you are, at their own damn Centers.  No one has shown up in Minnesota today and I got a bunch of charred bodies at the Iowa drop off location. Someone torched it.  You didn’t hear about that?”

“Not at all.  We don’t know about that, sir.  It's all business as usual here, sir.”

“Well, keep your men on high alert for anything that might be unusual,” commanded Colonel Nunn.

“Yes sir, will do...”

Nunn hung up the phone before he had finished.  He didn’t have the time or the patience to deal with idiots.  They were greedy and lacked any morals, but they did what they were told without asking any questions or giving away secrets.  Still, the less he had to deal with them on a one on one basis, the better.  He proceeded to call all the remaining centers but found no problems with any of them.  He got up from his desk and moved over to the map of the Midwest hanging on the wall.  Red pushpins represented each Center.  He tapped his left index finger on Iowa and then slid it up to Minnesota.  Studying the map, he decided to send Green to Wisconsin the next day.




Chapter 20

On The Road to Wisconsin

 

Winters couldn’t get over how horrific yesterday's battle had been.  They had lost seventeen volunteers in what looked like a mass murder scene.  It reminded him of the massacre of his friends.  As gut-wrenching as it was to watch his friends die, this seemed worse.  In a twisted way, the responsibility of losing these men ultimately fell on his shoulders.  It didn’t matter that these men would have all died had they not come to their rescue.  The burden weighed on him as if he had pulled the trigger.  

During the drive to the American Legion hall which held the Minnesota Patriot Center, Winters had been hesitant to go in with no plan, but once the shooting began, Mister Hyde resurfaced.  He didn't want to admit it but that drip of adrenaline racing through his veins was enough to make him want more. 

However, it was fleeting because the pain of the day returned once they went back to the drop-off center to help clean the place up.  They worked well into the night loading the wounded and the dead volunteers to transport them back to their homes.  There wasn’t much more they could do, but get them to their families.  It was stressful to meet with some of the family members and have to explain what happened.  Seeing the pain in their eyes and the crying had been a difficult task.  

After dropping off the last of the wounded men, they found an abandoned warehouse, in which they were able to park their vehicles for the night.

The large empty building had trash scattered everywhere as if the occupants had left in a hurry. There was a musky damp smell and it reminded Winters of an unfinished basement.  Still, it kept them out of sight and out of the weather. 

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

It was mid-morning before everyone was awake.  They still felt the strain of yesterday’s events.  There wasn’t much chatter amongst the men as they finished breakfast and began to load their gear back on the trucks.  An overcast day befitted their overall attitude.  Once loaded, the men went to their vehicles and jockeyed for the seats they wanted.

Elliott drove an SUV, Winters sitting next to him, with Meeks and Scar in the back seats.

“How long were you in the Marines, Scar?” asked Winters.

“Four years.”

“See any action?”

“I was part of the invasion force in Grenada.”

“What was that like?” asked Winters.

“I hadn’t been in the Corps very long.  It was a lot different than training at Camp Pendleton that’s for sure.  For us, it only lasted ten days, but we did encounter some pockets of heavy resistance.”

Winters was impressed.

“He has a lot more experience drinking and playing poker,” laughed Meeks.

“Least I don’t lose like you,” replied Scar, with a big smile on his face.

Elliott looked in the rearview mirror.  “You guys play Texas Hold-em?”

“That would be our game of choice.  You play, Elliott?” asked Scar.

“You betcha.”

Scar leaned forward.  “What about you, Captain, you a poker player?”

“I’ve played, but not on a regular basis.  Blackjack is my poison.”

“How often?”

Winters shifted his body in the seat.  “My wife and I used to play every once in a while.”

“Vegas?” asked Scar.

“Vegas one time, but we’d mostly go to the Quad Cities to the riverboats.  Close enough where we could spend the afternoon and be able to drive home.  Any of you guys go to the Quad Cities?” 

Everyone nodded.

“Those were the good 'ole days.  I heard the boats were destroyed by the National Police,” said Elliott.

“I heard the same thing,” said Scar.

Meeks started to laugh.  “So, we’re a bunch of degenerate gamblers.  That’s a good thing, cause something tells me we’re going to be doing a whole lot of gambling in the very near future.”

Winters gave that some thought.  He knew it to be true but had no idea how it would play out.  With such a limited number of weapons and no experience, the odds were definitely stacked against them.

As the trip wore on, they came upon a small town with a gas station on the outskirts.  Winters had everyone pull over.  He didn’t want all the trucks to go in at the same time, in case there was a National Police presence.  Though there wasn’t that big a chance in the smaller towns, especially since most of them were half empty.  However, pulling into any town would always attract unwanted attention. 

Winters got out of the SUV and approached Nate’s truck.  “Let’s have you follow us in while the rest stay here.”

Elliott moved the SUV back on the pavement.  Nate followed, leaving the rest behind.

“Doesn’t look to me like anyone’s here, Captain,” said Elliott as he pulled into the parking lot.

“I’ll go in,” said Meeks, as he climbed out of the truck and heading to the entrance.  He reached for the door and yanked it open.  He turned, looked at the others, shrugged his shoulders, and entered. 

“I better go in with him,” said Scar, jumping out and landing with a big thud.  “Just in case there’s any trouble.”

They were in the store for a few minutes before Scar came out and walked over to Winters who still sat in the SUV.

“Captain, man in there says we can have all the gas we need providing we can get it out of the underground tanks cause his pumps aren’t working.”

“Does he have some kind of manual pump?”

“You bet he does.  Meeks is helping him get it.”

Winters got out of the truck.  Meeks strolled out of the store with another man, who held a pump and a long hose.  The man had to be in his eighties.  He wore a dirty white t-shirt, which looked as old as the man himself.  He glanced at Winters, and ignored him, while he bent down to remove the lid from the storage tank.  Meeks signaled to bring the pickups over there.  Nate and Elliott both moved the trucks as Scar and Winters joined Meeks. 

“I haven’t checked the levels in a while so I don’t really know how much I got,” said the old man.  “Could be all of nothing, haven’t had my pumps working in months.  Not that it matters much, don’t have any customers anyway.” 

“We’re grateful for anything you can give us,” said Winters.

The old man looked up.  “You must be Winters.  Your man here told me what you’ve been up to.  Never trusted the government before everything went to hell, and I sure as blazes don’t trust them now.  Doesn’t really surprise me what they’re doing.  I’ve seen it happen before in Europe, now the same thing is happening here.”  

“What do you mean?” Winters asked.

“Russia, Germany, Italy, any number of European countries falling to dictatorships, history just keeps repeating itself time and time again.  They killed millions of their own citizens.”

“Our Government wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh really,” said the old man.  “Don’t know your history too well do ya?  Stalin and Mao killed tens of millions of people.  They made Hitler look like a choirboy.  I’ll bet their victims thought they wouldn’t do it either.  Poor suckers.”

“But why?”

The old man looked impatient.  “It doesn’t matter why.  All that matters is that they’re doing it.  Don’t try to come up with a reason why.  You’d just be wasting your time trying to figure it out.”

The men stood there silently as they watched the old man work the pump, within a minute he had gas coming up out of the ground and spilling on the concrete.  Meeks grabbed the hose and shoved it into one of the trucks.

The old man struggled to get his creaky legs moving.  Once up, he ordered Scar to take over.

He asked Winters.  “So, you ex-military?” 

“No sir, I’m not,” said Winters who followed him back into the store.

“How is it you’re in charge?”

Winters thought for a moment.  “I keep asking myself that.”

He looked at him in surprise.  “What do ya mean?  Don’t you want to lead?”

“Well, it’s just I don’t think I’m the one to do it.”  Winters was glad to be telling someone this.  He liked talking to the old man who reminded him of his grandfather.

“What did you do before this?”

“I was a bookkeeper for a manufacturing company.”

“So, how’d ya end up in charge?”  the old man asked again.

“By jumping out the back of a truck.”

He looked confused. “Excuse me?”

“Let’s just say I stumbled onto this by accident.”

He glared at Winters.  “You seem to doubt yourself.  What’s your first name?”

“Cole.”

“Cole, let me tell you something.”  The old man put his hand on Winters’ shoulders.  “Those men out there asked you to lead them for a reason.  I don’t care what you think of yourself, but I don’t believe for a second, they would have asked if they didn’t see something in you.  Maybe you don’t see it, but they do, and that’s what matters.”

The old man disappeared into the back office leaving Winters alone with his thoughts.  He began to feel guilty again for resisting his duty.  His sense of honor was important to him and as before, he thought he’d failed his friends, who now lay in a mass grave, dumped there like unwanted trash.

He drifted back outside in a mental fog.

“This one’s full, Captain,” Meeks yelled out to Winters.

Winters didn’t respond.

“Captain,” repeated Meeks.

The fog faded some.  “Nate, why don’t you go and get the others,” said Winters.

“You got it, Captain.”

Nate hopped in the truck and drove away.  Winters kept his eyes on Nate’s vehicle as he got back up the road, and thought how much more cooperative he’d become since Rogers's death.  He tried to keep him busy with responsibilities, which seemed to help his grief.

Standing in the shade by the store, Winters’ mind wandered again to what the old man had said regarding the government being involved in these killings.  It seemed logical but still, he couldn’t quite believe it or didn’t want to believe it.  With everything that had happened over the past year, who would want to wake up to that reality?  The Government had changed, but had it changed that much?  

Some people were even accusing them of setting the dirty bombs that had gone off right before the Chinese attack.  Chicago, St Louis and Kansas City had lost tens of thousands of people.  The government blamed it on China to shake us up before they attack.  Winters shook his head thinking about it.  The truth was such a burden.  No wonder so many would rather bury their heads in the sand.  It was easier.

The old man came back out of the store.  “You boys are more than welcome to any supplies you might need.”

He came over to Winters.  “I hear you’re headed over to Wisconsin next.”

Winters didn’t answer right away.  “Huh? Yeah, there’s a Patriot Center over there.”

“You best stay off the main roads, and don’t trust anyone who has anything to do with the government.”

Winters was only half paying attention.

“You all right, Cole?” asked the old man.

“Yes, I was just thinking.”

“About what?”

Winters took a long moment before answering.  “Everything.”

They made more small talk while Elliott sat down with Scar and helped him work the pump.  Before long, they could hear the rattle of vehicles as they noisily approached the gas station.  Meeks moved and guided everyone over to where they should park.  After the engines were turned off, there was, for a quick moment, complete silence.  It was broken as the men got out and started talking and joking with one another.

“So, these are your men,” the old man asked.

Winters nodded.

The old man chuckled. “Little out of shape now, aren’t we?”

“Yes, but what we lack in good health, we make up in spirit.”

“Well, I hope you guys got a lot of spirits.”

Scar interrupted with a big laugh. “What do you think has been keeping us going, old man?  You’re more than welcome to join us if you think you can keep up.”

“Oh, I could handle it,” he replied with a smirk on his face.

“I like this guy,” Scar said to Winters pointing at the old man.

“You should, he is giving us free stuff.”

Scar nodded.

It took over an hour to fill the tanks of all the vehicles, during which time the men found different things to do.  They were more than happy to take up the old man’s offer to take anything they wanted.  Some of the men took advantage of the snack cakes and soda pop, while others lounged around smoking, hard to come by cigarettes.  

Winters sat at a table inside the store with Elliott, Nate, Scar, and Meeks, who had quickly become his lieutenants.  Scar with his Marine experience would be their primary strategic advisor for combat situations.  They looked down at a map and pinpointed where the Patriot Centers were located and mapped out a route they should take.

When it was time to go, the men gave their sincere thanks to the old man for his generosity and climbed aboard the trucks. 

“Can’t thank you enough for everything,” said Winters.

“It’s been my pleasure, Cole.  Remember what I told ya, okay?  You just help as many people as you can, but know this, the longer you’re at it, the worse it’ll get.  They’ll throw everything they can at you.”  He gripped Winters’ hand firmly and held on for a few seconds.

“We will, sir.  Thank you.”

Scar grabbed the man’s hand.  “You got a hell of a grip there for an old man.  You sure you don’t want to join us?”

“Wish I could.  Boy, I sure do wish I could.”

“Starting to think he could show us a thing or two,” said Scar with his big smile.

On any other day, this would have been a great day to meet a new friend, but as things stood, they needed to go.  It was a sad reminder of their reality.  The men got in their trucks and waved to the old man as they pulled out of his parking lot.  Knowing, in all likelihood, they would never see him again.




Chapter 21

Western Side of Wisconsin

 

Winters, feeling a little overwhelmed with everything the old man had told him, leaned his head back on the seat and closed his eyes.  The wound in his arm pulsated with every beat of his heart.  The area around it had grown stiff and sensitive to the touch.  He reached into his jacket, grabbed some aspirin, and swallowed four of them.

He had enough on his mind trying to come up with a plan but after talking to the old man, he wondered if he’d ever be done.  Winters thought perhaps the old man had it right about the government.  It was a hard pill to swallow because no one wanted to believe their government would do such a thing, but then they did throw out the Constitution.  Perhaps they were involved, but to what end?  If China has its way, there might not be an America left.  What then?

How the government ever got itself in a position to lose a war on its homeland was baffling.  The war out West had not been going well.  Ten straight years of cuts in the military budget had left a shell of a once great fighting force.  They had cut the manpower in half, and many of those remaining were not of the same quality as in the past.  Morale had sunk so low that they were forced to reduce the standards to fill the ranks.

During the same period America had been cutting its forces, the Chinese had continued to build theirs.  Why would we allow something like that to happen? 

Regardless, China saw an opportunity and simultaneously attacked San Diego and Los Angeles.  American forces, unprepared, understaffed and ill-armed, collapsed and within a few days, the Chinese took out the Navy on Coronado.  Then they bombed both cities for a couple of days before they sent in troops.  Tens of thousands of Californians died during the bombing and the ensuing massacre.  Within a month, China had conquered Southern California and headed north.

The Shadow Patriots were all alone, fighting a fight no one was even aware of.  They could depend on no one but themselves.  It was going to be a lonely battle with an unknown enemy.

In the past year, America had fallen down and Winters didn’t know if she would ever be able to get back up again.  With little to no gasoline and limited electrical power, Americans struggled to survive.  Food shortages became the norm, as did medical supplies.  Most of the population in the Midwest who had not been killed or contaminated by the dirty bombs had moved south as the war started.

However, conditions were not much better in the South, especially with such a massive influx of people.  Thousands died from disease, which ran rampant through the camps.  Supplies, already short, ran even lower and had to be rationed.  These were truly the times that tried men’s souls and America’s soul was facing a supreme challenge.

“Captain, we could intercept a truck convoy on the route we’re taking,” said Scar studying the map.

Winters turned to the back.  “Can we get them to stop?”

Scar smirked.  “Oh, we can get them to stop alright.”

Winters glanced over to Elliott. “What do you think?”

“Be a heck of a lot easier to deal with these guys separately.”

Winters nodded in agreement.

Elliott moved his hand from the steering wheel to the console.  “You know, I’ve been thinking about this recruitment program.  I remember they were offering this deal to guys our age, only here in the Midwest.”

“Surely they’re doing it on the East Coast,” said Winters

“No, not at all, not for guys our age.”

“You sure about that?” asked Winters.

“Yeah, I’ve got friends back East, and I talked to 'em about it a while back and they were surprised.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.  When it first started, they only recruited younger guys, and then anyone with military experience.”

“But that was happening on the East Coast as well.  I remember how people were signing up left and right,” said Winters

“Yes, but only the young guys, and once they began to run out is when they upped the age of eligibility, and then to guys our age.  Only that phase wasn’t put into effect back East.”

“When did you hear from them last?”

“Just before winter.”

Winters shook his head not knowing what to think about it. Someone must hate Midwesterners that's for sure.  

As they traveled further east into Wisconsin, the terrain continued to change with more trees and hills.  This would be to their advantage because the steeper inclines will slow down the big transports.

“We're in luck, there’s the convoy,” said Elliott.

Winters lifted his head and focused his eyes.  “I see it.” He turned around.  “You guys ready back there?”

“Ready to rock and roll, Captain?” said Scar.

The three-truck convoy had just reached the peak of a big hill and would soon be out of sight.  Elliott stopped the vehicle before reaching the top.  All four of them got out and walked back to Nate’s pickup as he pulled up behind them.

“What are we doing, guys?” Nate asked.

“Convoy just up ahead. We’re gonna intercept it,” said Elliott.

“Yeah baby,” responded Nate enthusiastically.

They crouched down when they got to the top, where they could hear the booming engines echoing through the valley before they spied the transports starting slowly up the next hill.

Scar laughed.  “They’re slower than molasses.  Hell, even Meeks could run alongside them and keep up.”

Meeks returned the jibe.  “Which is funny seeing how I’m always having to wait for you.”

Scar held his hands up in mock self-defense.

Winters rolled his eyes.  He looked at Scar.  “How can we get these guys to stop?”

Scar thought for a second.  Why don’t we pull up beside them and flag them down; like we need to tell them something.”

“Let’s do a drive by and shoot the bastards,” said Nate.

Winters and Scar exchanged glances.

Scar responded.  “No, we don’t want them crashing into each other.  Think about the volunteers.” 

“Okay,” Winters interrupted.  “Meeks, Scar, and I will run up to them.  I’ll take the last truck, the middle one’s yours, Scar, and Meeks, you go for the first one.  The rest of you stay put, but as soon as Meeks gets to his, I want everyone to cover the sides.” 

As he laid out this plan, Winters felt a bit more confident than before.  He tried to take the old man’s advice to heart.

The men hurried back to their vehicles.  They came up over the ridge where Elliott picked up speed and raced down, giving the vehicle a running start up the next steep incline.  Reaching the top, they noted the convoy had started its next long climb. 

“Alright everybody, keep your guns out of sight,” said Winters. 

Elliott involuntarily gripped the steering wheel tighter as increased adrenaline coursed through his body.  Moments later, he was right behind the transport.  He moved into the other lane, got up beside it, and honked the horn.  Winters waved his hand up at the driver who returned the wave.  Winters motioned him to pull over.  The driver let off the gas.  The other two slowed down as well. 

Elliott pulled back and parked behind them as the convoy came to a stop on the incline of the hill.  Winters took a deep breath and reached into his jacket to give his Colt a reassuring touch.  He got out and waved to the volunteers in the back.  Scar and Meeks joined him as they walked to the first vehicle.

“Stay with me for a second before you go,” Winters said calmly.

He hopped up and greeted the driver.  “I’ve been sent by Colonel Nunn to make sure everything is alright with the convoys, and to escort you guys in.”

“Is something wrong?” asked the driver who wore a dangling earring.

Winters turned his head and signaled the other two to go.  He turned back around, reached into his jacket, pulled out his pistol and told the driver.  “Don’t make a move, and everything will be alright.  Keep your hands on the steering wheel.”

The confused driver asked.  “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, we just need to make sure you guys are who you say you are, we had that trouble down in Iowa, and so we’re just being extra careful now.”

The driver relaxed a little and sat in silence, while Scar and Meeks proceeded to the other transports.  As soon as Meeks got to his, everyone came rushing out and surrounded the convoy.

“Now listen, my guys are a little jumpy, so I want you to get down nice and slow.  Once we’re satisfied everything checks out, you can be on your way,” said Winters.

The driver, doing what Winters had told him to do, got out and climbed down.  They searched the three drivers and moved them together to the center of the road where they asked for their papers.  Meeks and Scar made a big deal of trying to sound as legitimate as possible, enjoying the moment. 

Winters had the volunteers get out of the transports, and move back to the pickups so he could address them.  He explained the whole story to them, and they reacted the same as the others had, surprised, shocked and angry.  Two of them more than the others, because they had relatives who had come through the Center recently.  Their reaction got Winters' attention because he didn't want any trouble from the two angry ones, so he decided to keep all these new volunteers here and out of harm's way.  

Winters had just finished briefing the volunteers when Meeks interrupted, “Captain, we need to go.  Drivers said they’re on a real tight schedule and are expected to be on time.”

“Do they still think we’re Colonel Nunn’s men?” Winters asked.

“Oh yeah, they ain't very bright,” said Meeks with a hick accent.  “Scar is having way too much fun with them.”

“You got their procedures upon entering the drop off point?”

“Sure do,” said Meeks.

Winters walked over to Scar, who was enjoying a cigarette one of the drivers had given him.  “Thought you said you didn’t smoke.”

Scar winked at Winters.  “I don’t normally, but couldn't hardly turn down a nice gesture.  Didn't want to be rude, don't cha know.”

Winters shook his head.  “Well, I’m glad you still have your manners at a time like this.” 

He turned his attention to the drivers.  “Gentlemen, I’m afraid I have some terrible news.”

“Is there something wrong?  We’re who we say we are, I swear,” said the driver with the dangling earring.

“No, it’s not you, it’s us, we’re not who we said we are.  Colonel Nunn didn’t send us, in fact, Colonel Nunn would love to stop us.” 

The three of them looked dumbfounded as Winters went on. 

“We’re the ones who burned down the train station in Iowa.  Perhaps you heard about that?” 

They all nodded.

“Are you going to kill us?” asked one of them.

“No!  We’re not murderers, unlike you guys,” said Winters with contempt in his voice. 

They hung their heads low when he said this because no matter how they justified their actions, they knew they were guilty of murder.

Wanting to hurry,  Winters hustled back to the group of men who stopped chatting as he approached.

“Listen up guys, we’re headed up to the drop-off location.  We’ll be back as soon as we get done there.  Afterward, you guys can either join us or go home, it’s up to you.”

“Mind if we come with you?” asked someone from the back.

Two people stepped forward.  “I’m Burns, and this is Murphy,” he said extending his hand. 

Winters noticed the firm grip and figured the man worked outside, as his hands were rough and calloused.  He had a slender build to him and was nearly Winters’ height.  His hair was salt and pepper, which matched his facial stubble.  He moved with a self-confidence that said he had experienced life on his own terms.  Murphy was a bit younger and despite the bags under his eyes, which made him appear older, he had a lot of energy.  He had enthusiasm in his blue eyes and came off as a friendly person.

“You guys serve in the military?” Winters asked.

“Ten years in the Army, got out after Desert Storm,” said Burns.

“Four years in the Army,” said Murphy.

“We could use more guys with experience.”  He turned back to the volunteers and asked them to guard the drivers while they were gone.

Winters took the two new recruits over to his crew, who were milling around by the big trucks, and introduced them.

“Excellent.  Two more with only one name.  We’re big on that here.  I’m Meeks and big foot over there is Scar.” 

Burns and Murphy went around and shook everybody’s hand. 

“So, what’s the plan?” Burns asked.

Meeks gestured to Scar.  “We like to keep things as simple as possible, some of us aren’t all that smart.”

Burns turned to Murphy.  “Looks like we’re gonna fit right in then.”

“Ha, I like this guy already,” Meeks said excitedly.

Winters stood by Elliott, and said in jest, “great, two more comedians.”

“At least we’ll never have ourselves a dull moment,” responded Elliott.

“I like dull sometimes,” said Winters.

They found a spot off the road to hide the men and their pickups.  Elliott and Winters hopped in the first transport, Scar mounted the second and Nate the third.  Everyone else climbed into the back of a truck where they readied their weapons.  Engines started and screamed as they inched their way up the big hill.

An hour later, they reached their destination.  Elliott rolled up his window, hoping the afternoon sun reflecting off the window would, once again, conceal his identity.  Tensions built as they approached the entrance.  Elliott would be the first one into the parking lot and the first one out of the cab.  He began to sweat and nervously tapped the steering wheel.

Winters took a deep breath.  “I’ll exit after you get out and sneak around like we did at the first pickup place.”

Winters saw that they had a much bigger space to get across than the first time they had done this in Iowa.

Winters spoke in a soothing tone. “You good to go?”

Elliott nodded.

They pulled into the oversized lot and parked where the original drivers had instructed them to go. 

Two men exited the small building, each carrying M-16’s. They walked forward but stopped halfway across the parking lot when they saw the trucks park in the wrong spots.  They raised their weapons.

Winters half-yelled.  “Those drivers lied to us.”




Chapter 22

Buffalo County Wisconsin

 

Another man came rushing out of the building to join the first two.  They waited for the drivers to get out.

Elliott said in surprise.  “Whoa, Captain, look, Scar is walking over to ‘em.”

Winters leaned forward to find Scar walking toward them.  “What on earth?”

Scar approach them with a big grin on his face, which seemed to lighten the tense moment.

Winters grabbed the door handle.  “Change of plans.  You go to the back and pretend to give instructions to the volunteers.  I’ll help Scar.”

Winters tried to be as nonchalant possible but hurried at the same time to get with Scar.

Scar stood in front of the three men who he tried to put at ease with a friendly appearance.

“Yeah, Colonel Nunn is anxious about what happened down in Iowa, somebody somewhere screwed the pooch.  Whoever it was, I’m sure wasn't doing their job like you guys here,” said Scar to the men who still firmly gripped their weapons.

One of them nodded.

“Any of you guys got a cigarette?” Scar asked them.

A man wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses reached into his pocket.  “Right here, man.  What did you say your name was again?”

“Scarborough.  I’m part of Nunn’s private security detail.  We’re just making sure everything is hunky dory up this way.  Where’s everyone else?”  Scar lit the cigarette taking in a deep drag.

“They’re inside, probably wondering who you are,” said the man with the glasses. 

Winters approached the group.

“Oh, this here is Cole,” said Scar.  “He’s Colonel Nunn’s, right-hand man.  I was just explaining to these gentlemen who we are and what we’re doing here.”

“We should probably get to it,” said another one of the men.

“Get to it?” asked Winters.

“Yeah, you know get to the volunteers.”

“Yes, you do that, we’ll go inside, and let 'em know why we're here,” said Scar.

Scar and Winters started walking toward the building.  

“Nice move,” said Winters.

“Thought you might like that.”

They reached the door and walked inside.  It took a second for their eyes to adjust to the dim light and to the three men pointing .45's right in their faces.

Scar put his hands up.  “Hey, hold up there, fellas.  Colonel Nunn sent us to make sure everything is going okay up here.”

“I wasn’t informed of this,” said the boss.

Scar squared up to him.  “Of course you weren’t.  This is a surprise security check.  You don’t give a heads up on surprise inspections.  Now get your guns out of my face, and point me to the bathroom.”

The boss seemed perplexed but relented.  He lowered his weapon and pointed the way to the bathroom.  “Down there on the left,” he said.  “Where are our drivers?”

“Oh, don’t worry about them, they’ll be along on the next trip,” said Scar as he sauntered to the bathroom.  “Man, don’t you guys ever clean this place.  It smells like an outhouse.”

Trash littered the hallway and the low light made the green walls look even uglier. 

Scar reached the bathroom, turned around, and could see Winters, who made eye contact with him.

Gunfire was heard from outside.  The sound made Winters jump.  It didn’t alarm the boss, figuring his men were doing their job. The shooting came in several short bursts and was sporadic. This got the attention of the boss. He was used to continuous gunfire and some screaming.  He started back toward the door to see what was going on but noticed Winters had drawn his weapon.  The boss instinctively raised his sidearm.  He was too slow, and Winters pulled the trigger.  Two rounds found their mark and dropped the man in his tracks.  Scar did the same, and immediately took down the remaining two, who yelled out, but for only a moment.

“Well, that’s that,” said Winters.

“Captain, you’re a pretty cool customer, you’d have made a good Marine.”

Winters shook his head in a non-committal way, it was nice to hear, but he was too unsure of himself to be a Marine.

Winters tucked his pistol back into his waist. “Let's get outside, and see what happened.”

“Be happy to get out of this dump.”

They left the building and saw their crew crouched on the ground in a semi-circle and Nate running up to them.  “Captain, Meeks got shot.”

“How bad?” asked Winters in a concerned tone.

“Not bad, just took a bit off his arm.”

Scar shook his head.  “Hells bells, we’re never going to hear the end of this.”

They hustled over to the group where Burns was attending to Meeks.

“What happened?” Winters asked Elliott.

“We had them disarmed, except one of ‘em had a pistol hidden in his jacket.  He got a shot off before we could gun ‘em down.”

Scar knelt by his friend.  “What happened to your cat-like reflexes?”

“Well, thank Gaawd for those reflexes. Otherwise, I’d be lying dead on the ground, and you’d be looking down at me crying your little eyes out.”

“I’d certainly be looking down at you.”

Meeks grabbed the corner of Scar's jacket.  “Oh, you’d be shedding some tears.  Think I should get a purple heart for this?”

Scar shook his head.  “Captain, I told ya.  We’ll never hear the end of this.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” said Winters who silently thanked God for such a minor wound.

Winters turned to Nate.  “Let’s dump the bodies somewhere along the way.  I want to get back to those volunteers as quickly as we can.  Elliott, scavenge the place, and grab anything we might be able to use.”

Fifteen minutes later, they pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to pick up the rest of the volunteers.  They had found a well-hidden place in the woods to park all the vehicles.  This didn’t alleviate his concern about leaving those men for such an extended period.  If some of them took off in the pickups, there would be nothing they could do.  He hoped they didn’t go back to the Patriot Center to try and take matters into their own hands.  It needed to be done but in the right way. 

His thoughts turned to Meeks.  He was lucky to be alive.  It also made him realize that none of them had any medical experience.  He tried to think in favorable terms, but the fact remained; how would they deal with future injuries.

An hour later, Elliott noticed it first.  “Geez Louise, Captain, up ahead, is that what I think it is?”

Winters squinted his eyes.  “What is it?”

“Looks to me like we got a string of Army Humvees coming our way.”

“Oh hell,” said Winters in an elevated tone.




Chapter 23

Briggsville Wisconsin

 

Major Green reached the Wisconsin Patriot Center located in Briggsville, just north of Portage, about a hundred miles from the Illinois border.  He had never personally visited this Center before and didn’t know the man who ran it or any of his employees. 

Green pulled into a disorganized parking lot.  Vehicles of all types were parked haphazardly, spilling out onto the street.  When volunteers came through these centers, they typically left their vehicles.  Family members would pick them up later, while others simply abandoned them, figuring they would never be coming back.  Most of the centers had places the vehicles could be stored for later pickup.

The limited space forced Green’s convoy of Humvees to park on the street.  The man who ran the Center came out to greet him.

He walked over to Green.  “You must be Major Green.”

“I am, and you are?”

“Eddie, Eddie Wakefield,” he said sticking his hand out.

Green shook his hand.

“So, what’s this all about?” asked Eddie who apparently had never turned down an opportunity to eat or drink beer.  His girth appeared to be more than his height.  His long, greasy hair matched his unkempt beard.

“Colonel Nunn wants me to visit all the centers personally and make an assessment of their operation.  I noticed your parking lot is quite full.  Why haven’t you moved all these cars off the lot?  Don’t you have a storage lot?”

“Storage lot?  We don’t need no storage lot, we’ve got an 'ole boy that comes around and picks them up.  He should be here sometime this week.”

Green cocked his head back.  “Picks them up?  Where does he take them?”

“He takes them down south and sells them.”

“Sells them?”

Wakefield saw the innocence in Green’s eyes when he asked the question. He realized the major knew nothing about Operation Wildflower.  He remembered Colonel Nunn telling him, no one but his employees were to know about their operation.  What he didn’t know until right now, was that Colonel Nunn had kept that vital information from Major Green.

“Yes, sells them for the volunteers.  You know, with fuel shortages and all, anything on four wheels is getting pretty useless, so we sell them and get the money to their families.”

“Okay.  As far as I know, none of the other centers provide such a service.”

Wakefield suppressed a smirk.  “We do everything we can to help out.”

Green spoke to him pointedly.  “We’ve had some delays at a couple of the other stations.  Crews have disappeared.  So, we wanted to speak to you personally to determine if there were any problems, which might encourage you to do the same thing?”

“No, can’t say we got anything wrong here.  We love what we’re doing and it feels good to be able to serve our country in its time of need,” said Wakefield with a smile that hid his contempt for America.

Wakefield was an avowed Communist and well known around Wisconsin before the war started.  He handpicked his workers from the movement and had no problem finding like-minded people to help in any way they could to bring America to its knees. 

Green and his men walked into the center, to inspect the place, it was dirtier than most of the ones he had seen, but he didn’t uncover any clues which might suggest something was wrong.  Green chatted with Wakefield a bit longer, before he and his men remounted their vehicles to go to inspect the drop-off location.

“That place was disgusting,” said Lieutenant Crick, getting into the Humvee.

Green slid into his seat.  “Tell me about it.”

“They smelled like they’ve haven’t bathed in a month.  Are these the best people, the government could come up with?  They’re about as bad as hippie protesters.”

“Our best and brightest are out West,” said Green with a reflective tone.

“Doesn’t leave much hope for our future if these are the people we’re fighting for.”

“I’m sure they’re a tiny minority.”

An hour later, as the Humvees were headed to the drop off location, they spotted transports coming toward them.

“Should I signal them to pull over?” asked Green’s driver.

“Absolutely.”

As they got closer, they slowed down, flashed their headlights, and came to a complete stop about fifty yards from the incoming transports.  Green and Crick got out of the Humvee and waited for them.  The transports stopped about twenty yards away from the Humvees.  Green nodded to Crick and they walked to the first truck.




Chapter 24

 

Elliott looked over at Winters.  His hand shook as he started to fumble around with the gear shift.  He downshifted and slowed the transport down.

“What are we going to do?” asked Elliott.

“Don’t pull up all the way up to them, let them walk to us.”

Elliott shifted his eyes to his side mirror and saw Scar signaling the guys in the back of the truck to stay quiet.  Winters grabbed his Colt and watched the two soldiers come closer.  

Major Green walked to the side and locked eyes on Elliott.

“I’m Major Green and this is Lieutenant Crick.  We’re with Colonel Nunn’s detachment, and as you may or may not know, he is in charge of the Patriot operation.”

Elliott feigned concerned.  “Is there something wrong?”

“No, we just wanted to ask a few questions,” said Major Green.  “Can I assume Wakefield has filled you in on what’s been happening at some of the other Patriot Centers?”

Elliott didn’t know Wakefield or what to say, so he decided to act ignorant of the subject.  “No, can’t say I know anything about it.  Has something happened?”

“We’ve had some guys missing at a couple of other Centers in Iowa and Minnesota, and we can’t figure out why.” 

Elliott gripped the steering wheel tighter.  “Did something happen to them?”

“We don’t know.  We think they just up and quit their jobs.  Which seems rather strange, especially with jobs so difficult to come by.”

“Well yeah, I’m grateful for mine, even if I’m having to do things I normally wouldn’t want to do.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“By what?”

“Doing things you normally wouldn’t want to do?”

Elliott didn’t know what to say and was puzzled by this question.  Killing people, was not obvious enough?  He didn’t dare glance over to Winters, nor did he dare break eye contact with the major, who waited for an answer.  He had a genuine look of curiosity.  This made Elliott wonder what kind of heartless man stood before him, that he thought nothing of killing innocent people.  He had to come up with something, which would satisfy the major.

“Work for the government,” said Elliott putting a smile on his face.  “No offense, but I used to be a farmer.  Never thought I’d have to work for the government.”

“Yes, well these are trying times.  I’m sure you’ll get to farm again someday.  You know, you’re a lot older than most of the drivers I’ve seen at other centers.”

Elliott waved his hand in the direction of the other trucks. “Oh really?  Well, we’re all about the same age.”

“We’re inspecting all the centers.  Have you had any problems with Wakefield and his operation?”

“No, can’t say that I have,” Elliott responded.

“How about at the drop-off location?”

“Ah, well no.  I mean we just left there.  Everything looked normal to me.  Is that where you’re headed next?” asked Elliott hoping not to sound too anxious.

“Yes. Thanks for your time.”

“Anytime, Major.”

Green and Crick retreated to their Humvee.

Elliott let out a deep breath. “That was interesting.”

The Humvees drove past them. 

Winters slouched in his seat.  “Yeah, to say the least. What the hell was that all about, asking what wasn’t normal in killing people?”

Elliott straightened up.  “That’s what I was wondering.  He must be a cold-hearted bastard.”

“No doubt.  Oh, and kudos to you.  You were pretty quick.  Work for the government.  That was brilliant.”

“Yeah, don’t quite know where that one came from.”

Ten minutes later, they pulled over to where they left the new volunteers.  Everyone got out of the trucks and hurried over to Elliott and Winters.

“What the hell was that all about?  I thought for sure we were going to have a shootout,” said Meeks.

“You and me both,” said Elliott.

Winters spoke up.  “That guy was Major Green.  He’s investigating the missing men for this Colonel Nunn guy, seems our little plan of deception is working.”

“There was something not quite right about him,” said Elliott.

“Why’s that?” asked Meeks.

“We got into this weird conversation about how jobs were hard to come by these days, and I told him how grateful I was to have one, even if I had to do things, that weren’t normal.  You know implying that killing innocent people wasn’t normal.  He seemed a bit baffled and asked what I meant by it.”

“What did you say?”

“I played it off by saying I had to work for the government.”

Meeks slapped Elliott on the back.  “Damn, Elliott, you’re about as quick as Scar with a good lie.”

Scar turned to Winters.  “We’d better double-time it, Captain.  That major will be pretty pissed off when he finds no one up there.”

Winters turned to him.  “Where?”

“To the Patriot Center.”

“We’re not going now.”

“Why not?”

“We won’t have time,” said Winters.

“Sure we will, we don’t have as far to go.”

“Yeah, but those Humvees are a lot faster than these transports.”

“We’ll be alright.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.

Scar tried again.  “If we don’t go now, we’ll never get another chance.”

Winters grudgingly agreed.

They all turned to walk into the woods, and as they came to where they left the volunteers, they spotted bloodied bodies lying motionless on the ground.




Chapter 25

Buffalo County Wisconsin

 

Green and his men pulled into the parking lot of the drop-off location.  His driver drove up to the building while the rest of them parked off to the side.  Green got out of the vehicle.  Both he and Lieutenant Crick walked toward the entrance of the building.  Green took in a deep breath and immediately smelled an awful odor.  He then glanced at Crick and pointed to a big garbage pile at the edge of the field.

“You’d think they’d take the time and burn their garbage,” said Green.

Crick cringed. “Bad enough having to look at it but to have to smell it, is unbearable.”

“I thought the Center was disgusting, but I think this place is even worse.”

“Well, the caliber of people is not ideal.”

“They’re representing the government, perhaps we can encourage them to clean up.”

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

“Seems too quiet here, you’d think someone would have come out.”

Crick jerked the door open, and both stepped in.  They instantly balked at the smell, which was much worse inside.  Flies buzzed around in celebration of their surroundings.  They both shook their heads in disgust as they entered a long hallway.  Green yelled out for anyone.  When no one responded, he nodded to his lieutenant and they unholstered their side arms.  They crept down the hall and opened the first door only to find an empty storage room.  They proceeded to the next door and saw a few sleeping bags sprawled out, and clothes haphazardly lying about.  The end of the hall emptied into a much larger room.  A makeshift kitchen had dirty dishes on the counter along with opened cereal boxes.  In the corner, a garbage pail overflowed with trash.  Green walked over to a glassed-in office on the far side of the room and found nothing but a messy desk with piles of paper.

“I’m going to call the Colonel,” said Green. 

He then moved to the desk, sat down in a tattered swivel chair, which squeaked as he scooted it closer.  Picking up the phone, he dialed the number.  While waiting for the connection, he thought back to the transports he had pulled over.  He suddenly realized they were the only things that appeared out of place. 

Nunn’s sergeant finally answered.

“Colonel Nunn’s office, Sergeant Owens speaking.”

“Owens it’s me. Is he in?”

“Yes sir, he’s in.”

“How’s his mood?”

“The usual.  So, is it good news or bad?”

“Don’t know yet.  Put him on,” said Green.

Green held onto the phone, patiently waiting for Nunn to pick-up.  “Major, what do you have for me?”

“Well, we went up to the Wisconsin Patriot Center, and I had a chat with Wakefield and all seemed well.  He appeared stable and content with his situation.”

“And?” Nunn asked impatiently.

“We've arrived at the drop-off and there's no one here.  Which is strange, but even more strange, is on our way here, we happened to meet their convoy heading back to the Patriot Center.  They said everything was fine when they left the drop-off.”

Nunn kept his silence and continued to listen.

“It’s not so much what they said, but how they looked.  They were a different breed than people who usually staff these centers.”

“In what way, Major?”

“Well sir, they weren’t the typical scum, and they were much older than any of the others.”

Nunn straightened up in his chair.

A prolonged silence made Green wonder if the connection had been lost.  “Colonel, you still there?”

“Major, get back to that Patriot Center as fast as you can.  You find those bastards you pulled over.  For whatever reason, they’re trying to stop our operation by killing our staff.”

“Yes sir,” said Green.

“I’ll call Wakefield and warn him,” said Nunn.




Chapter 26

Rock Island Illinois

 

This news solidified what Colonel Nunn had suspected.  These Patriot Center workers weren’t running off but were being killed.  It had to be the volunteers doing it.

Colonel Nunn hung up the phone after putting Wakefield on high alert.  He told him to trust no one until Major Green arrived.  

Nunn opened the bottom drawer of the desk and took out his bottle of Scotch.  He reached for an empty glass and poured himself a larger amount than usual.  The smoky aroma hit his nostrils before he finished the pour.  After setting the bottle down reverently, he raised the glass and took a sip.  He then leaned back in his chair as he thought about the situation.

Someone must have caught wind of their actual operation, and now was trying to shut it down. This meant they took out three of the nine locations, and more than likely recruited a fair number of men.  These volunteers couldn’t be too heavily armed.  They had been instructed not to bring any personal firearms.  They probably have only what they took off the dead.

Some of them might have gone back home and procured weapons they weren’t supposed to have after the government’s weapons reclamation program.  What a disastrous program, trying to encourage citizens to give up their firearms.  Nunn chuckled to himself when he remembered they had even resorted to a buyback scheme.  Of course, some brought their weapons in for sale, but they were mostly old or broken ones.  As a last resort, they had tried to reward folks for ratting out their gun-loving neighbor.  The only thing that accomplished was to anger even more people and forced the government to finally back off.

His thoughts turned back to the current situation and how this could be a disaster for him if the volunteers spread the word about what these centers really were.  For all practical purposes, they were out of business in those three areas.  The best thing he could do was to find these men before they hit the remaining centers.  Operation Wildflower; more like Operation Wilting Flower, he snickered to himself.  He glanced at his watch and decided to call his boss Director Reed.  He finished his drink before picking up the phone and dialing the number.

“Director Reed’s office,” his assistant answered.

“This is Colonel Nunn, I need to speak with him.”

“One moment please,” came the response.

A couple of minutes passed before Reed picked up the phone.  “Colonel, what’s the good word?”

“We’ve got a problem,” he answered.

“What kind of problem, Colonel?”

“The exact problem we wanted to avoid.”

“Someone is aware of what we're doing.”

“Oh, it’s worse.  I think we’ve got ourselves a rebellion.  I found out Decker and his men most likely didn’t walk off the job.  More than likely, they were killed, as well as those in Minnesota.  Major Green was at the Wisconsin Center, and they seemed to be experiencing no difficulties.  He then proceeded to the drop-off location, which he found abandoned of all personnel.  He's heading back to the Patriot Center as we speak.”

“You’ve lost a third of your Patriot Centers?” an astonished Reed asked.

“For all practical purposes, yes.”

“Do you have any idea who it is?” asked Reed.

“Maybe.  Green encountered our trucks from the drop off point heading back to the Center.  He pulled it over to ask them some questions.  He said they were older guys, but didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

“Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea not to tell him about Operation Wildflower.”

“Maybe so, but he's not an individual who would have voluntarily been involved in this operation.”

“Well, in light of what’s happening he’ll need to be informed, don’t you think?”

“Eventually.”

“How do you think he’ll respond?”

“I can handle Major Green.  It won’t matter much because whether he likes it or not, he’s participated in these killings.  Albeit from the sidelines, but his records will disclose his involvement in Operation Wildflower.”

“I knew there was a reason I wanted you on our team.  Listen, I’m sending someone out there to give you a hand.”

“Who?”

“Commandant Boxer.”

Nunn scoffed not liking what he heard.




Chapter 27

 

Winters gave in to Scar’s suggestion that they would have time to go and take out the Wisconsin Patriot Center before Green got back.  They all headed into the woods to pick up the Wisconsin volunteers and the first thing they noticed were three dead bodies on the ground with the volunteers standing around them.

“What the hell happened?” asked Winters staring at the bloodied dead men. 

No one answered.

“Who are those guys?  Where are the prisoners?” he continued.

The men stood still.  Scar walked over to the dead men and rolled one of them over.  The man’s skull was caved in and was unrecognizable.  Scar squatted down and put his finger on an earring hanging off a piece of flesh. 

These are the prisoners, Captain.”

Winters yelled out.  “Would someone mind telling me how this happened?”

“They killed our friends,” a voice finally spoke up.

“Yeah, my cousin came through here last week, they deserved to die,” yelled one of the men who Winters had been afraid might be inspired to take matters into his own hands. 

“So, you decided to start beating the men?” asked Winters.

“No, we were only asking them questions about what you said, and they wouldn’t answer.  So, we started roughing them up a little, and things got out of control.”

Winters threw up his hands in anger and walked away from them. 

Elliott came up alongside him.  “Captain, don’t go off on them, remember how angry you were when your friends got killed.”

“Yes, but prisoners,” retorted Winters.

“Cole, I know, and I’m with you, but all of this is new to them.  Hell, it’s new to all of us.”

Winters stopped and took a deep breath.  These men didn’t know him and more than likely don’t care either.  Not wanting an argument, he decided to give them a pass.

He returned to the men and explained the plan.  “We’ll get you guys back to the Patriot Center, and then you can decide what you want to do.  You can either join us or go home and spread the word so no one else shows up at this place, which is just as important,” said Winters laying the last bit on thick.  After the murder of the prisoners, he didn’t really want these men to join them. 

With everyone loaded in the trucks, they were now heading to the Patriot Center.  They would have to hurry if they wanted to get these Wisconsin men on their way before Major Green came back.

Winters stared out the side window thinking about the day.  He was impressed with Scar and how bold he had been walking up to those guards.  Winters wondered if the man was that confident or did he merely put up a good front. 

Winters' own nerves had about done him in as he walked up to Scar and those guards.  Meeting your enemy face-to-face had been more nerve-wracking than sneaking up on a sleeping drunk adversary.

He was also impressed with Elliott and how he handled himself when confronted by the major.  He had been pretty calm and collected, which was quite a change from when they had pulled into the Iowa Patriot Center where he had been nervous and unsure of himself.  He figured they’d all get better as they went along. 

Winters began thinking about the dead prisoners, and how they were clearly murdered.  Being associated with such an act made him uneasy, but then again, these same prisoners would be dead had the Shadow Patriots attacked them at the drop off location.  Winters shifted in his seat at the easy rationalization.  Amazing the great lengths, the mind will go through to justify one’s actions.  First, he justified the killing at the train station because they needed to be stopped.  Now he had done some mental gymnastics on murdering prisoners.  He adjusted his hat while contemplating how much he was going to change over the coming weeks and what he would morph into.  Would he be any different than the workers at the Patriot Centers?  A lump formed in his throat at the notion.

He forced his mind off the subject and thought about what the old man had said regarding the government throwing everything at them, which will be the case now that the Army knew they existed.  It would get much worse for the Shadow Patriots.  They were nothing but a disorganized group of old men who couldn’t even stop prisoners from being murdered.

Twenty minutes later, they reached the town where the Patriot Center was located, as planned, all the pickup trucks pulled over, and allowed the transport trucks to continue into town.  When the three transports arrived at the Patriot Center, Winters wasn’t too surprised that no one was outside to greet them.  He figured the major called and told them to get out of here.  The men dismounted and maneuvered their way around all the vehicles, which cluttered the parking lot.  Winters, Elliott, Scar and Meeks walked toward the entrance of the building as Nate, Murphy and Burns walked around back.

They walked in and found no one inside.

Elliott turned to Winters.  “Well, where do you suppose they all went, Captain?”

Meeks’ face lit up. “Oh hell, these pansies skipped out of here.”

“They probably got a call from that major,” said Winters.

“Here come the others,” said Elliott seeing the pickups full of the Wisconsin volunteers coming toward them.

“I’m kind of hoping these Wisconsin guys don’t stick around.  No offense guys,” said Winters turning to Burns and Murphy, their newest recruits from Wisconsin.

Burns replied.  “None taken.  We don’t even know them.  We’re not from here.”

“Where you guys from?” asked Scar.

“Chicago,” said Murphy.  “We left as soon as the first dirty bomb went off.  Kind of thought there’d be a lot more of those being deployed.”

Burns added.  “Yeah, so we came here.  Figured it’d be safer.”

“Safe in the land of cheese heads,” said Murphy.

The vehicles pulled up and parked on the street and immediately the men poured out.  Some of them walked straight to their vehicles, got in and took off.  Others came up and asked to join the Shadow Patriots, acknowledging they didn’t agree with what had happened.

“We’re gonna need a couple of those transports, Captain,” said Elliott.

Winters nodded.

Meeks snapped his fingers. “Captain, I’ve got a great idea.  Now that they know who we are, why don’t we leave them a message.  Give them a little something to think about.  Maybe even change a mind or two.”

“Like what?” Winters asked in a skeptical tone.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said turning to Scar.  “But I’m sure my good friend could come up with a little something.”

Scar stood thinking for a few seconds.  “What about we write it on the wall outside, so everyone can read it.  Meeks, go see if you can find some spray paint.”

Scar sat down at the desk and started to write and within a few minutes had the message completed.

“We found some paint,” said an excited Meeks coming around from the back.  “Got ourselves a can of gloss black, and look what else we found.”

“What?” asked Scar.

Meeks held up a couple of grenades.

Scar reached out to grab one.  “Oh, hell yeah, look at those babies, I haven’t seen one of these since I was in the Corps.”

“Did you come up with something to write?” asked Meeks.

“You might say that,” he handed the paper to Winters, who read it approvingly.  He gave it back to Scar.

Meeks tried to contain himself.  “Let me see.  It was my idea.”

“Hold on a minute,” said Scar as he exited the building.

Meeks shook the paint can while he followed him outside.  He then handed it to Scar, who went to work. 

The job took several minutes to finish as Scar tried to keep the lines straight.  Some of the paint ran down onto the next line, which only added character to the message.  Once he finished, he stepped back to admire his handiwork, and asked, “What do you guys think?”

TO THOSE OF YOU WHO ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR TAKING PART IN THE MURDER OF INNOCENT AMERICANS, WE WILL HUNT YOU DOWN.  FOR THOSE OF YOU WHO ARE FORCED TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS TREACHERY LEAVE YOUR POST NOW.  THIS IS YOUR ONLY WARNING, CONTINUE AND YOU WILL FIND NO MERCY FROM US.  THE SHADOW PATRIOTS.

Everyone gave Scar a shout out.

Winters interrupted.  “Gentlemen, we need to get out of here.”

Scar agreed. “Don’t want to take on the Army today?”

“Did you see the machine guns on those Humvees?”

Scar laughed. “Those little ole .50 calibers.”

Nate spoke up. “Hey, I got an idea, give this warning a bit more gravitas.”

They all waited.

“Why don’t we booby trap the place with one of them grenades.” 

Winters raised an eyebrow.  “Where?”

“I’d say either the front or back door,” said Nate.

“Back door, I don’t want to mess up my message,” replied Scar.

“Oh, I can help with it,” said Meeks.

Winters shrugged his shoulders and nodded.

As the three of them went into the building to set the trap, the rest of the Wisconsin volunteers got to their vehicles and left.  Winters took note of how the parking lot suddenly seemed empty.  He didn’t know if some of them had taken vehicles, which weren’t theirs, but he didn’t really care.  The dead weren’t coming back to claim them.  After a few minutes, the three saboteurs came out of the building, obviously very proud of themselves.

“It’s a thing of beauty, Captain,” said Nate.

This made Winters wince.  Something, which will end up killing people, is now a thing of beauty.  He guessed that maybe it was when you considered their enemy.  He gave them a thumbs up and suggested they leave right away.  As they turned toward their vehicles, a car sped down the street and screeched to a halt.  One of the volunteers, who had left only a few minutes ago, yelled out to tell them he’d spotted Humvees coming from the north.

Winters turned and glared at Scar who assured him they'd have enough time.

Scar put his hands up.  “Let’s just go, Captain.”




Chapter 28

Briggsville Wisconsin

 

The Humvees reached the Patriot Center and parked out on the street.  The soldiers got out of their vehicles and immediately took note of the warning on the wall.

“Lieutenant Crick, go find Wakefield,” ordered Green.  “I want some men around back.”

Green watched his men enter the building.  He grabbed his camera and took a picture of the painted message.  A moment later, a loud explosion erupted from inside the building.  Everyone took cover behind the Humvees.

Crick exited the building and ran over to Green.  “Major, someone booby-trapped the back door, I’ve got two KIA and another two casualties.”

“What about Wakefield?” Green asked.

“He’s not here.”

“Son-of-a-bitch.”

The officers ran back in to air their soldiers, when they reached the scene, they found men working hard to assist the wounded.  The door had blown apart along with most of its frame.  Shrapnel spread out damaging the inner wall and up into the ceiling tiles.  The two KIA’s had taken the brunt force, while the other two, with the non-lethal injuries, had been their back up and almost out of the blast radius.  However, they still needed immediate attention.

Green’s demeanor turned to anger.  “Get these men loaded up, and get them back to the post.”  He turned to Crick.  “You and I are going after those bastards.  That paint is still wet, so they can’t be too far away.”

Crick, Green, and his driver ran out of the building to their Humvee and sped out of town.  A few miles later, they got onto the highway, which allowed them to pick up speed.

Lieutenant Crick raised his binoculars and made a visual confirmation.  He came out of the turret.  “At your ten o’clock, sir.  Out in the field.” 

“Sergeant, take that road up ahead.”

“Yes, sir.”

He slowed down and took a right, which took them up an incline.  He stopped at the top to get his bearings.  The road went to the right when they wanted to go left.  Green spotted a road bordering a field.  They could take it and catch up to their quarry.  

“Take us into the field,” ordered Green.

After slowing down at the bottom of the hill, the sergeant veered to his left, the vehicle moved down into the ditch, bounced up on the other side, and crashed through the wire fence.  The sergeant floored the pedal and headed east along the rough empty field.  After bouncing along for a few minutes, they could see the convoy only a few hundred yards away.

“Lieutenant, get back up the turret and man the M2,” ordered Green.

“Yes, sir.”

“Sergeant, move us right up beside them.”

“Yes, sir.”

The tires spun up a rooster tail of dirt as the backend swerved before setting itself straight.  The sergeant angled the vehicle to gradually overtake the transports and the two pickups leading the way.

They were now close enough that the drivers turned their attention to the lone Humvee running alongside them.  Green glared at the men who were responsible for killing his soldiers.  He wanted them dead.  Green rolled down his window and took hold of his M4 carbine, while Crick stood up in the turret and ratcheted the bolt on the M2.  

Green yelled out. “You ready, Crick?”

“Yes sir,” he responded as the wind whipped across his face.

They took aim and prepared to fire when the tarp over the back of one of the transports was lowered and every man in the truck pointed rifles and pistols right at Crick and Green.

Green didn’t hesitate a second.  “Take cover, get us out of Dodge, Sergeant.”

The driver turned sharply as a volley of gunfire rained down on their Humvee.  They ducked down from the windows as bullets pelted their armored vehicle.

“You okay, Crick?”

“I’m good, Major.”

“Let’s return the favor, Lieutenant.”

Deafening bursts from the heavy machine gun erupted from the Humvee as he fired at the trucks.  Their response was in vain, as the rounds missed at that distance. 

Green thought for a moment.  “Lieutenant, don’t we have an AT4 in here?”

Crick came down from his perch and looked in the back.

“Got two of them.”

“Well, feel free, Lieutenant.”

Crick grabbed the pre-loaded RPG canister.  He climbed back in the turret and laid the launcher on his shoulders.  The Humvee bounced around making it difficult for him to get a good bead on the convoy.  He decided to aim at the lead transport.  He pulled the pin and squeezed the trigger.  Smoke trailed behind the rocket as it closed in on the truck.  The drivers of the transports saw what was coming and slammed on the brakes.  The lead driver watched in amazement as the rocket passed right in front of his windshield.

Green’s face tightened up. “Damn it.  C’mon Lieutenant smoke those bastards.”

Crick bent down and grabbed the last one.  “It’s too friggin bumpy, can’t lock in on them.  Get out ahead of them and stop, I’ll have no problem then.”

“Go, Sergeant!”

He floored the pedal, sped up ahead of the fleeing convoy, and stopped.  Dust encircled them as Crick turned his body, and took aim at the transports.  As he did this, he heard bullets striking the Humvee and caught sight of a pickup approaching their side.




Chapter 29

 

A pickup, driven by Elliott, came up fast on the parked Humvee.  Scar and Meeks standing on the bed and leaning on the roll bar for balance, had M-16s pointed at the Humvee.  They barreled across the dry, dusty field, out of the setting sun, which hid them from the view of the Humvee.

“Ram it,” ordered Winters.

Elliott closed in as Scar and Meeks began to fire in short bursts at the armored vehicle. They concentrated their aim on the soldier perched out of the Humvee turret holding an AT4.

Bullets ricochet off the turret getting the soldier’s attention and he dropped down into the Humvee causing him to lose his grip on the launcher.  It rolled off the roof and onto the ground as they pulled away.  

Scar and Meeks fired again as Elliott kept up the chase.  The Humvee swerved and headed out of the field.  Elliott followed suit and went after them.

Scar squatted and peered through the rear sliding window.  “We won’t be able to stop them, it’s an armored vehicle.”

Winters told Elliott to keep after them to get them away from the transports.  For the next mile, they continued the chase, until finally letting them go and coming to a stop.

“Better to let them go, Captain.  Wouldn’t be too long before they had reinforcements, and then we’d be in a world of hurt,” said Scar.

Winters turned to Elliott.  “Think we can find that RPG?”

Meeks' eyes lit up. “Oh, hell yeah, be one fine addition to our small armory.”

Elliott turned around and went back to the field.  A few minutes later, Meeks yelled, “Stop!  We just passed it.”

Elliott backed up until he saw it in his side mirror.  Meeks retrieved the prize and handed it to Scar.

Scar held it like a baby and broke out in a big grin.  “Gentleman, this here is an AT4.  Lightweight and quite destructive. 

“It's not an RPG?” asked Meeks.

“No. Single use only.”

“Well, I'm still calling it an RPG,” said Meeks.

Scar shrugged his shoulders.

Winters turned to Elliott.  “Well, let’s go catch up with the others.”

Elliott let off the brake and headed eastward to the main highway.  Once on the pavement, he picked up speed, and twenty minutes later, they caught up to the transports.  Winters wanted to get as far away from their pursuers as possible before they pulled over for the night. 

An hour later, they pulled into an empty field and found a secure location far enough off the main road where they felt safe lighting a fire.  The trucks parked in a large circle and the men disembarked.  Getting out of those rough riding trucks put everyone in a better mood.  

Winters' legs cramped up when his feet touched the ground.  He tried working out the kinks while looking around at the men.  Everyone was still pumped up with the excitement of the chase.  Their animated voices reverberated as they chatted about the day’s events. 

Winters hobbled off to the side still trying to work the cramps out.  Elliott walked over to him and handed him a jug of water.  Winters grabbed it and drank the cool liquid.

“Thank goodness Scar suggested we split up after we left.  No telling what might have happened had we not,” said Elliott.

Winters didn’t respond.

“Whatcha thinking about, Cole.”

Winters took a moment. “I don’t think leaving that grenade was such a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.  I just think they might not have come after us had we not left them a booby-trap.”

“It must have worked pretty good.”

Winters took another sip and handed the jug back to Elliott.  “Right, but think about it.  They chased after us with only one vehicle, which was pretty stupid.  Especially when they didn’t know what they were up against, yet they came anyway.  Only someone who was very angry would throw caution to the wind and do something like that.”

“I’d imagine he was pretty pissed off.”

“Exactly.  You know up until this point, we’ve only been taking out their workers.”

Elliott didn’t respond.

“It’s just that I don’t believe for a second, all those soldiers agree with what’s happening.  Hell, we even left them a big ole note to leave their post, but then we turn around and leave a booby-trap.” 

“Yeah, I get where you’re going with that.”

Winters’ tone changed.  “Well, we’ve made it personal now and believe me I know what it is to want revenge.”




Chapter 30

Marquette County Wisconsin

 

Winters kept thinking about the booby-trap they had left.  It was cold-hearted and had only managed to enrage their enemy who would now have more resolve to find them and return the favor.

He shouldn’t have listened to Nate.  Seems every time he did, something terrible happened.  He almost brought that point up to Elliott but didn’t want to risk upsetting him.  Since he and Nate were lifelong friends, it also ran the risk of him thinking it was petty.  He then might turn around and tell Nate.

Winters let out a heavy sigh.  He wondered if he’d put too much consideration into what everybody else thought, especially the other side.  He still couldn’t accept that everyone involved was against them.  There had to be soldiers who disagreed with this.  Americans fighting fellow Americans, how could they want to be part of this?  But then how did soldiers in other countries take up arms against their own?  They had to be lied to.  Are American soldiers different than other soldiers?  Winters pondered that for a moment.  Hell, yeah.  But then why are they doing this?  They had to have been lied to.

After taking a couple of deep breaths, Winters turned around and walked toward the men. 

He entered the camp, where everyone greeted him, with some shaking his hand.  The new recruits from Wisconsin were elated that they chased off the Humvee.  Winters wondered how long their enthusiasm would last once some of their friends started dying. 

A roaring fire had been started and now its flames danced high into the cold night air, giving off much-needed warmth and comfort to the Shadow Patriots.

Winters began.  “Alright, I’m sure we’re all thinking the same thing.  And that is, we are, without a doubt, up against the damn military.  It breaks my heart to no end to know that.  If we don't have the support of our armed forces; then we can’t count on help from anyone.”  

He looked at the faces staring at him. Some seemed as disappointed as he was.  Others wore serious expressions.  A few though still appeared optimistic.

“Hell, I’d like to know why they’re doing this.  We may or may not find out why.”  He paused for a moment.  “More importantly, what are we going to do?  Today we saw a lone Humvee come after us without knowing what they were up against and yet they came anyway.  They were brave, arrogant and overconfident.”

Someone shouted out.  “They must have thought they had us by the balls.”

At this, the men laughed and some cheered. 

Someone else chipped in.  “They don’t though, do they?”

Again, laughter moved through the group. 

“They thought we were just a bunch of old men,” said another. 

“But we are,” someone shouted out in jest. 

Winters enjoyed the lightheartedness of the men.  “Yes, we are, but we’re young at heart.  But more importantly is the fact that we love our country, and I would wager to say most of us are willing to die for it.”

The men all nodded in agreement.

Winters continued.  “We can fight them and we can win.  If Washington and his men could survive Valley Forge, then there is no reason why we can’t show the same fortitude.  We'll take it one day at a time and keep pushing forward till it's done.”

Winters wondered where all that came from.  Definitely not Mr. Hyde, he mused to himself.  The positive response he received from them gave him confidence and made him think back to what the old man said about how they saw something in him.

He walked over to where Scar stood.

Scar patted Winters on the back.  “Nice speech.”

Winters nodded.

“We headed to Rockford tomorrow, Captain?” asked Scar.

Winters didn’t respond.

“It’s the nearest one from here.”

“I’m pretty sure they’ll have remaining Centers guarded by now,” said Winters.

“Maybe and maybe not.”

Winters quipped with a half smile.  “Oh, like we’ll have enough time before that major got back to the Patriot Center huh?”

“Well, yeah, but had we not dilly-dallied about we’d have been okay,” said Scar.

“Ah huh.”

“Let’s at least go down and take a look.  They may not have been able to round up enough extra guys for a defense yet.”

Nate interrupted.  “Well, we’re not going anywhere till we can get these big trucks fueled.”

Winters turned to him.  “Are they all low?”

“The ones we just took are pretty much on empty, and with all the new recruits, we need lots of supplies.”

Winters hadn’t given much thought to re-supplying and arming this growing militia.  The bigger they got, the more difficult the logistics would become.

He would also have to figure out what else to do besides shutting down the Patriot Centers.  Destroying them all was out of the question, and if they wanted to have any real impact, they would have to go up against the Army or the National Police; quite possibly both.  The thought made his heart skip a couple of beats because he knew if they were to engage either of those forces; then a lot of these men would die.




Chapter 31

 

Morning came and Winters woke to the smell of bacon frying.  He thought this was the perfect aroma to start the day with.  He sat up and saw one of the men with a skillet over a smoldering fire.  Winters moved closer and grabbed a slice. His mouth began watering even before he took a bite.  The smoky flavor of the bacon made him recall breakfast with his wife. She had always gotten up early and had everything ready for him and their daughter.  She had been raised a farm girl and had picked up the habit of cooking mostly bacon and eggs from her mother.  This spoiled him and the thought made him smile.

He continued to sit in a blissful state until Elliott walked up.

“Captain, one of the pickups is gone.”

“What? Where did it go?”

Elliott shrugged his shoulders.

“Who’s missing?”

“Haven’t taken a head count yet.”

“Damn.  You know they could have just told us.  We sure as hell can’t afford to be losing any vehicles,” said Winters shaking his head in disappointment.

Elliott surveyed the barren field.  “This empty field reminds me of when I was farming.  Right about now, I’d be getting ready to plant my fields.  Would hardly have enough time in the day, be so busy.” 

Winters waited for him to continue. 

Elliott took a long pause.  “What about you?”

Winters crossed his arms.  “I’d be working seventy hours a week trying to get the taxes done for my boss.”

“You miss it?”

“You mean sitting at a boring desk job all day, or the stress?”

Elliott gave him a half smile.

Winters took off his hat and rubbed his forehead.  “I miss going home at night.”

Elliott tilted his head. “Hard to have imagined all of this.”

“What about you?”

“With everything in the country going to hell for the past year or so, it feels good to be doing something meaningful, but then I wish we were fighting the Chinese.”

Winters nodded. 

They stared out over the expanse of the empty fields.  There was a certain beauty in being able to see all the way to the horizon with no trees or hills to block the view. 

Winters glanced at Elliott who seemed to be really relishing the moment.  He wondered if Elliott felt as much anxiety as he did.  Probably so, as it wasn’t easy for any of them to come to grips with knowing you are fighting your own countrymen.

His thoughts turned back to his wife, how he wished she were here so he could seek her advice.  She always knew when something bothered him. 

Even in high school, he’d had a secret crush on her but was too shy to ask her out.  She’d sensed his fondness and asked him.  They dated throughout high school.  After graduation, he had decided on community college instead of going away to a university and leaving her behind.  Their relationship blossomed into a thirty-year marriage.  He was always in a better mood when he was with her.  In all their years of marriage, the two were rarely apart but now that he had been plunged into war, she was starting to become only a beautiful dream.

Meeks walked up with Scar. “Morning, Captain.”

Winters snapped out of his thoughts and turned to them.

“Morning.  Elliott informed me someone took off with one of the trucks.”

Scar turned to Meeks.  “Quiet little bastards. I didn’t hear a damn thing.”

“It’s not like we’re holding a gun to anyone’s head,” said Winters. 

They walked over to the fire, grabbed coffee and food, and bantered amongst themselves.  Soon, everyone was awake and moving around the camp; getting themselves ready for the day.  Small talk amongst the men focused on those missing, and why they felt like they needed to go off the way they did.

“So, we headed to Rockford?” Scar asked Winters.

“We need to get supplies before we go anywhere.”

“Surely, we can spare two or three of us.”

Winters set his coffee cup down.  “I don’t think that would be such a good idea, if something goes wrong, we’ll need everyone with us.”

“Yes, we might, but then we might not.  A few of us could go and just check things out.”

Winters didn’t answer.

Scar stubbornly tried again.  “I know you’re hesitant to split up the group, but it’d save time and more lives than if we wait.”

Winters picked up his cup and took a sip.  Scar’s guilt trip started to work on him.  He didn’t want to endanger his men any more than he had to, but on the other hand, by not leaving right away, it meant a death sentence to the volunteers at the Rockford center.

“Okay fine, we’ll go, of course, I’m assuming you want to go?” Winters asked.

“Yeah, I’m really not much of a scavenger.”

“Uh hum,” said Meeks without opening his mouth.

Scar smiled at him.  “Well, you sure you can handle it with that little flesh wound of yours.”

“Well, despite the agonizing pain, I can man up.”

Winters turned to Elliott.  “You up for this?”

He nodded.

“I’ll go as well.”  Winters figured he would rather go with them, than worry all day while they scoured the countryside looking for supplies.

Nate came walking up.  “Go? Go where?”

“Rockford,” replied Winters.

“What about fuel and supplies?  I told you last night we need to re-supply.”

“I know, but at the same time, I’d hate to have any more of those Illinois boys get murdered because we needed supplies.”

Nate didn’t respond.

“Do you think we could siphon off enough gas for two pickups?”

Nate replied with an attitude.  “That’s not a problem.  I take it the four of you are going?”

Winters sensed Nate felt left out.  “Yes, and I really need your help rounding up supplies, and most importantly, keeping everyone safe.”

Nate glanced over at his friend Elliott.  “Fine.  I’ll get ya a couple of trucks ready.”

He walked off.

Elliott got up.  “He’ll be okay.”

Winters felt bad for Nate, but on the other hand, the last thing he needed was someone too gung-ho, who could get them in a bind.

Winters didn’t like splitting up his forces.  If one group got into trouble, how would the other know?  Not having radios or any other kind of communication equipment put them at a disadvantage.  A bad feeling swept over him thinking about it, and his stomach began to knot as he prepared to leave most of them behind.




Chapter 32

Rock Island Illinois

 

Colonel Nunn sat at his desk reading the report from Major Green.  He shook his head after finishing it.  He was angry because of the situation he was in and wondered what was going to happened once Commandant Boxer arrived.  He yelled out to his sergeant.  “Have the Major come in.”

“Yes sir,” responded Sergeant Owens who turned to Green.

Major Green stepped to the room.

“Tell me about yesterday’s events, Major.”

Major Green stood before Colonel Nunn and gave him a complete run-down of the previous day's events, including the deaths of two of his men and how Lieutenant Crick was wounded.

“How’s Crick?” asked Nunn.

“He’s fine, the bullet just grazed his arm.”

Green waited as Nunn took a deep breath and lowered his head to read the report Green had prepared for him.  Green was surprised that Nunn hadn’t yet blown a gasket, so he continued and showed him a picture of the message left on the building.

Colonel Nunn took the picture and read the message.  “What do you think we’re dealing with here, Major?”

“A bunch of old men who are nothing more than murderers,” said Green.

Nunn looked up at him.  “Well Major, seeing how they killed two of your men, I don’t think we should underestimate them.”

“Yes, well their action was completely unexpected.  We certainly weren't anticipating any kind of resistance.”

Nunn changed his tone.  “Exactly. You didn’t have your men properly prepared, and now we’ve got a hell of a mess on our hands.”

Green continued his defense. “Well sir, I’m a little confused as to how prepared I should have been.  Why would I expect someone to be shooting at us?  Also, what exactly does this message mean?  Are we killing innocent Americans?”

Nunn crossed his arms.  “What the hell are you implying, Major?”

“It’s a little strange that someone would want to take out these Patriot Centers.  What do they know that I don’t, Colonel?”

“I don’t think I like your tone, Major.”

“Quite frankly sir, I don’t care.  Two of my men are dead and another three injured.  I want to know why?”

Nunn got out of his chair.  “You are on a need to know basis, Major.  Your job is to hunt these men down and I expect you to do your duty.  Do I make myself clear?” 

Major Green did not respond.

Nunn tried to control his anger.  He didn’t want Green to leave in too foul a mood.  No telling what might happen.  Green had a way with his men and they liked him.  He could easily persuade them to mutiny.  At some point, the major would learn what’s really going on.  Operation Wildflower was a delicate subject, and Nunn knew it wouldn’t sit well with the men.  Although the money was good, and he had made a deal to stay out of jail—bottom line, it even left a sour taste in his mouth.

“Major,” he paused.  “I will overlook your insubordination in light of the loss of your men.  I’m not heartless.  I know what it’s like.  However, you need to remember who your enemy is, Major.  Despite our personal differences, it is not I.  Now you need to get out there and capture the bastards who killed your men.”

“Yes sir, I’m sure it’ll just be a matter of rounding them up now that they’ve had their moment of resistance.”

“We’d better hope so because I have some explaining to do to the head of the National Police.  He’s arriving here any minute.”




Chapter 33

 

James P. Boxer, Commandant of the National Police, arrived thirty minutes late for his meeting with Colonel Nunn.  The colonel needed a reminder of the gravity of this operation, and how a rebellion could easily thwart their plans.

Boxer wore glasses on his cherub-cheeked face and tried to part his hair to hide his balding head.  He had a Ph.D. in Psychology and had worked in public affairs for the government for the past ten years.  He had been instrumental in the ongoing propaganda campaign initiated by the new National Government.  His use of political correctness had been most effective in subduing those in power and the population in general.  This and his overall brown nosing had secured his current position. 

“Commandant Boxer, please come in,” said Nunn who towered over his visitor.

“Good morning, Colonel.  A pleasure to meet you.”  Boxer extended his hand to give him a limp-wristed handshake.

“Have a seat.”

Boxer sat down.  “Colonel Nunn, let’s get right down to business, shall we?”

Nunn didn’t respond.

“Colonel, we cannot afford to have a rebellion on our hands and we certainly can’t have anyone spreading vicious rumors.  The media, will, of course, report what we tell them.  However, if things continue to escalate, word will eventually leak out to the public, and then chaos will ensue.”

Nunn nodded.

“So, in light of this, the National Police will be taking over.  I’ll need you to give us all the support I require.”

Nunn protested.  “The Military is not under the authority of the National Police.”

Boxer looked confident.  “It is now, Colonel.  If you had done your job properly, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.  You think I really want to be stuck out here in Hicksville cleaning up your mess?”

A surge of energy exploded inside of Nunn, who wanted to reach across the desk and wring the arrogant bastard's skinny neck.  He restrained himself only because he knew Boxer had powerful connections in Washington.  He didn’t like this guy, and he sure as hell didn’t trust him.  If things went south, no doubt the little weasel would put the blame on him.  He had to be careful and play his cards right with Boxer, who was intelligent, for sure, but very arrogant. 

“Commandant Boxer, I apologize, it just threw me for a second.  We’ll certainly give you all the assistance you need to crush this rebellion. What can I offer you immediately?”

Colonel Nunn’s demeanor pleased Boxer.

“Oh, and one other thing, Director Reed wanted me to tell you he wants a meeting with you in Washington tomorrow.  So, I’ve got my jet waiting.”




Chapter 34

Davis Junction Illinois

 

The hour and a half drive from Wisconsin down to Illinois had been uneventful.  They hadn’t seen a single vehicle on the interstate.  Besides a dwindling population, the lack of fuel and the increased cost attributed to the absence of traffic.  The government controlled the distribution and kept a large portion for their exclusive use.  Any fuel available on the market came at such a high price most people couldn’t afford it.  Routine driving was out of the question and vehicles were used only for emergency purposes.

The two pickups pulled into another little town south of Rockford, Illinois.  It was a farming community, and like most others had a small downtown filled with dilapidated brick buildings.  The obligatory grain silo stood as a tall sentinel, greeting all those who entered.  The houses lined up on the main street needed their lawns mowed but that wouldn't be happening anytime soon.  

Winters wondered if the Patriot Centers were all located in small towns to avoid too much attention to their real purpose.

They quickly spotted the Center by the large American flag flying outside.  They parked the trucks one street over and walked to the back of an abandoned house to survey the area.

“Heck of a nice flag they got,” said Meeks.

“Yes, it is,” said Scar.

“Methinks, that flag needs to come with us.”

Scar patted Meeks’ shoulder.  “We could use a nice flag.”

“Seems pretty quiet, Captain,” said Elliott.

“Sure does.”

The four of them continued to watch the building for another thirty minutes.  During which time, a couple of the workers came out to smoke, but there was no other movement. 

Scar suggested he and Meeks go ahead and sign up.  They debated whether the four of them should storm the place or just send in two volunteers.  After some back and forth, Scar persuaded Winters to let Meeks and him go in alone.

“Okay, Scar, but I don’t want you guys to take any chances, if you get nervous, get back outside and we’ll cover your escape.”

“No problem, Captain.  We got this,” said Scar.

They each stuffed a pistol in their waistband behind their Carhartt jackets and headed back to their beat-up truck.

Winters and Elliott watched from across the street as they pulled up to the Center.

As soon as Scar and Meeks got out of their truck, two guards, carrying shotguns, approached them.

They put their hands up and Scar asked.  “Hey, what’s with the shotguns, is this how you greet volunteers?”

“Never know what kind of trouble you get out this way,” said one of the workers, who had a lazy right eye.

Scar smiled at the two.  “Well, we’re no trouble.  We just want to sign up is all.”

“Go on in, they’ll get you taken care of.”

Meeks held the door.  Scar walked in and headed toward the man sitting behind a desk.  The man was young and bald-headed with multiple tattoos running down his neck.

The tattooed man put down his coffee cup.  “You guys are pretty early.”

Scar came toward him.  “We got done with all our errands and had nothing else left to do.”

“Well, it’s going to be a while.  Our first run doesn’t leave till the afternoon.  You guys can take a seat and fill out this paperwork while you're waiting.”

Scar leaned across the counter to pick up the questionnaires and pens and sat at the table sitting to the right of the entrance.  As they both filled out their paperwork, a short man with a red beard, which matched his curly red hair, walked in from the back.  He had an AR-15 hanging from a sling around his chest.  He made eye contact with Scar and Meeks but didn’t acknowledge them.  He looked at his tattooed friend behind the desk who shrugged his shoulders. 

Meeks curled his mouth into a half smile and raised an eyebrow at Scar miming, “What a strange man.” 

They finished filling out the one-sheet questionnaire with contrived answers.

Red Beard stared at Meeks and finally asked him.  “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

Meeks replied.  “I don’t think so.”

“No, I’m sure I do.”

“Don’t you hate it when that happens.”

“Are you from around here?”

“No, live south of here.”

“I’ll remember, I never forget a face.”

This made Scar and Meeks uneasy.  With two guards outside holding shotguns and Red Beard with a semi-automatic rifle, their situation quickly became more tenuous than they had anticipated.  They would need everyone to relax before they tried to draw on them. Plus, they didn’t know if there was anyone else in the back.  Scar motioned his head in the direction of the door and Meeks winked in agreement.  They both got up and started to head out.  Before they reached the exit, Red Beard spoke at them again. 

“Did you play college ball?”

The question surprised Meeks.  He initially thought about lying and debated it for a second, but decided to go ahead.  “Yeah, I played.”

“I thought so, you were a running back weren’t ya?”

“Right again. You a big football fan?” asked a surprised Meeks.

“Die-hard Illini fan.  You played for Iowa, didn’t you?”

“You got me again.”

“Now don’t tell me, let me think,” he said snapping his fingers. “Meeks, you’re Meeks.” 

“Wow! I’m impressed with your memory, cause that was a long time ago.”

“Ya, I was just a little kid, but I never forget a star player in the Big Ten, especially one who embarrassed us a time or two.”

“Those were fun times.”

“So, if you played for Iowa, what are you doing over here in Illinois?”

Meeks didn’t expect this kind of questioning and wasn’t prepared.  He stood thinking of something to say, and finally said, “What do you mean?”

“Well, if you’re from Iowa, why would you be over here?” asked Red Beard in an elevated tone. 

“I have family in the area,” replied Meeks hoping this would satisfy him.

“Family huh.”  He kept staring at Meeks while he continued to talk.  “I ask only because of some trouble over in Iowa at another Patriot Center.  So, we’re just a little skittish here.”

“Can’t say as I blame ya.”

The man kept his attention on Meeks and Scar, and the next few moments passed in an awkward silence.  “Aren’t you gonna to ask me what kind of trouble it was?  Hell, if someone told me that, I’d be a bit curious about it.” 

At this point, Scar knew they were in trouble.  He started to think about the pistol tucked in his waistband, but when he began to move his arm, Red Beard lifted his AR-15 and aimed it right at his face.

“Move back to the table,” he yelled.  

They both backed up until they hit the wall. 

He grabbed their paperwork. “Well, look who we got here, Steven Cuyler and Thomas Barnes.  That’s really interesting cause I could have sworn I was just talking with a guy named Meeks.  So, what’s the deal here?”




Chapter 35

Rock Island Illinois

 

Major Green sat at his desk, studying the map of the Midwest, trying to come up with a strategy to catch the rebels, when his sergeant came to the open door.

“Major, we got a report on some pickup trucks trying to get fuel from a closed down gas station over in Wisconsin.”

“How long ago?  Who reported it?”

“Ten minutes ago.  Wakefield called it in.”

“Wakefield?  I thought he got killed.”

“Apparently not, sir.  He’s pretty sure these are the guys we’re looking for.  He said he’d follow them and call us back.”

“Sergeant, find Lieutenant Crick and tell him we need to be combat ready.”

“Yes, sir.”

While Green hurried to his quarters to grab his gear, he thought about the men he’d lost yesterday.  This time, he’d take no chances when confronting the bastards. 

After gathering his gear, he headed to the office.  He made the first step of the stairs when the door opened up.  A short rotund man dressed in a suit and tie walked out and passed by without acknowledging him.  Must be from the National Police, Green thought as he entered through the glass doorway, he took a right and headed for Colonel Nunn’s office.  Nunn stood at the entrance to his office staring out through the hallway window.

“Colonel Nunn.”

“Major?”

“Wakefield just called, said he spotted some pickup trucks in Wisconsin.  He thinks it’s them.  I’m headed up there now,” said Green.

“You better hurry, because as of today we’re going to be answering to the National Police.”

“What do you mean?”

“The little weasel who just left my office is none other than Commandant Boxer and he informed me, he’s been appointed to take over this operation.”

“They can’t do that, can they?”

“They can, and they have.  Get these rebels rounded up today, Major, and we might get him off our backs,” said Nunn sitting down in his chair.

“I will, sir.”

“Oh, and I’m leaving for Washington for some meetings, so I’ll be gone for a few days.”

“Yes sir,” responded Green as he turned around and left Nunn at his desk.

Major Green walked up the hall and stepped outside where Lieutenant Crick and the rest of his men waited.  Clouds had moved in mid-morning and changed a promising beautiful day into a cloudy overcast one. 

Green walked to Crick.  “How’s the arm?”

“Burns a little is all.”

“We good to go?”

“All set, Major.  This is going to be a hell of a day for us, sir.”

“Let’s hope so, Lieutenant.”

Green slid into the Hummer.

During the two-hour ride, Green thought about the situation.  He reached into his jacket and took out the picture of the message he'd found written on the wall of the Wisconsin Patriot Center. 

TO THOSE OF YOU WHO ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR TAKING PART IN THE MURDER OF INNOCENT AMERICANS…

Green studied the picture.  He wondered, who was being killed and who were the killers?  Did it refer to Americans in the war out West?  Or that the government shouldn’t be fighting the war?  Who were these people?  Were they really volunteers or anarchists?  Did something happen that he wasn't aware of?

The way Nunn had kept him out of the loop, he wouldn’t be surprised if there was a lot he wasn't aware of.  Nunn never gave a reason for anything; like, why burn down a bunch of houses.  It was the strangest order he’d ever been told to carry out.  Nunn definitely hadn’t filled him in on everything.

Green held the note up again and reread it:  FOR THOSE OF YOU WHO ARE FORCED TO PARTICIPATE…

He thought about this a few times.  Who would be forced?  Not the Center’s paid workers.  Of course, it couldn’t be the volunteers because they had come to volunteer. The only thing he could come up with was the military, but surely, he would know about it.  Regardless of the reasons, these Shadow Patriots killed two of his soldiers.

“Up ahead, Major,” said his driver.

They pulled into the abandoned gas station, which sat just off the interstate.  The place looked like it had been closed for a while.  Trash was everywhere and grass grew out of the cracks in the concrete.  Faded plywood covered the windows and the nozzles were missing from the pumps.  As they pulled in, Wakefield got out of his car.  He waved at Major Green and walked to the parked Humvees.

“Major Green,” said Wakefield putting his hand out.

“Wakefield, could have sworn you’d gotten yourself killed yesterday,” said Green, not returning the man’s handshake offer.

“Yeah, that was a bad deal.  After Colonel Nunn called, I didn’t want to stick around.  Wasn’t sure when you’d get back.  Real sorry to hear about your men getting blown up.”

“Now, what can you tell me about these men you saw?”

“I was up there on the interstate,” he said pointing across the field.  “When I saw these three trucks parked over there, I thought it a little suspicious, so I slowed down to take a gander.” 

“What were they doing?”

“Wasn’t sure at first, so I pulled over to the other side and snuck back across the road.  They parked right over there, where they put the fuel in the tanks.  They were siphoning gas into cans.”

“Did you recognize any of these men?”

“No, and that’s when I realized, maybe these were the guys you’re looking for.”

“Which way did they go?”

Wakefield pointed.  “Over in that direction, they’re only about fifteen minutes from here.”

“You know where they’re located?” asked Green.

“From way up there,” he said pointing up to the overpass.  “When they left, I was able to watch them for a couple of minutes, so I took off after them.  They turned off into a field, don’t know how far back they went but I figure until they couldn't be seen from the road and then they set up a camp.”

“How can we find where that is?”

“In about five miles, just look for tire tracks to your right, heading into the field.”

“Wakefield, you’ve been most helpful, I’ll be sure to tell the Colonel what you’ve done here.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“No, we can handle it from here.  Good day.”

Major Green got into the vehicle and they took off in the direction Wakefield had pointed.

He radioed Crick who was bringing up the rear of their convoy.

“You got your maps of the area, Lieutenant?”

“I’m looking at them now.  It’s all open fields out here but in about five clicks, there’s a wooded area on the east side.  It would be a perfect hiding spot.”




Chapter 36

Marquette County Wisconsin

 

Green spotted the tire tracks in the dirt.  They indicated someone had been moving in and out of here recently.  The field, like most others in the Midwest, was overgrown with weeds due to the lack of cultivating. 

Green split his convoy of six Humvees into three groups of two.  He would drive straight at them while the other two would come at them from the north and south, cutting off any possibility of escape.  After giving the flanking groups a five-minute head start, he moved into the field at a fast pace.

Josh Bassett was Green’s young corporal and he was up in the turret manning the M2. 

“See anything, Corporal?” asked Green.

Basset focused his binoculars.  “We got that tree line about a half mile up ahead.”

“If they’re still there, that’s where they’ll be,” said Green who then got on the radio and ordered the other two groups to head to the tree line.

“Major, I see some vehicles up ahead, and our two transports.”

“Are they moving?”

“Not yet.”

As Green moved toward them, the rebels finally recognized them for who they were and scrambled to their vehicles.  

Green yelled out.  “Light them up, Corporal.”

Bassett aimed at a vehicle backing up and sent off a burst of lethal projectiles into the front of the truck.  The bullets rattled through the cab, killing both men inside.  The dead driver collapsed with his foot on the gas pedal. The truck slammed into one of the transports, catching both vehicles on fire.  

Bassett sprayed another volley into a fleeing pickup.  The men in the back screamed as bullets ripped through them.  The truck continued to race forward.  So, Bassett targeted the wheels with another barrage shredding both tires.  The driver, his shirt soaked with blood, fell out of the cab to the ground.

Green and his companion Humvee came to a stop too far away for the camp’s small arms to adequately respond.  He had his soldiers continue to shoot at the fleeing men.

The two flanking groups executed the classic Hammer & Anvil attack firing as they approached. They had their enemy pinned down.  Some of the pickups and the transports caught on fire as tracer bullets tore through the gas tanks.  The spreading smoke gagged the men who tried in vain to put up a fight.  Within a few minutes, one of the volunteers waved a white flag.

Green hopped out of his truck and glanced up at Bassett, not bothering to contain his pleasure.

“These old men aren’t so tough now, are they?”

Bassett studied the men for a moment.  “No sir, they’re not, I’d say they’re rather pitiful.”

“Yes, they are,” said Green. 

Green watched from the side of his vehicle as his men moved in and took control of the situation.  He had hoped for a bit more resistance so he could extract more vengeance, for killing his two soldiers, but they had given up, so he’d have to take them prisoner and transport them back to base.  He immediately recognized this was going to be a problem because there were a lot more men than he had anticipated.

Bassett still stood in the turret.  “Hell Major, look at them all.”

“Didn’t figure they’d be so many of them,” replied Green.

He directed his men to give medical attention to the wounded, then walked over to his prisoners sitting on the ground.  Green noticed that despite the loss of their friends, these prisoners didn’t seem dejected.  Perhaps it was an age thing, probably glad to be still alive after being shot at. 

Green spoke up.  “Who’s in charge here?”

No one responded.

Green showed little patience and reached for his sidearm.  Pulling the Beretta M9 out, he walked up to one of the men and knelt to his level.  Resting the gun on his right knee, he repeated the question.  “Who’s in charge?”

“No one’s in charge,” the man answered defiantly.  “We’re all free men, we come and go as we please.”

“What’s your name, old man?”

The man raised an eyebrow.  “Old man?”

Green leaned closer.  “Well, you’re older than me, so yes, it’s old man till I get a name.”

“It’s Bill Taylor.”

“Mr. Taylor, my name is Major Green, and you guys killed two of my soldiers yesterday.”

Taylor gave him a dismissive look.  “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Major.”

Green snapped.  “You don’t?  You didn’t have anything to do with the attack on the Wisconsin Patriot Center yesterday?”

“My friends and I are just out here camping trying to have a good time.  That is till you came in shooting up the place.”

“Camping huh?  Why did some of your friends try to leave when we came?” demanded Green.

“Wouldn’t you, if you had the damn Army shooting at ya?”

His fellow prisoners chuckled.

“You have two of my transports here.”

“We found ‘em here.  You should be more careful where you leave ‘em.”

More chuckles.

Green stood up.  “Mr. Taylor, I do believe you’re trying to put one over on me.  Tell me, why are you armed?  You’re not supposed to have any firearms.”

“Can’t be too careful these days, I heard there’s a gang of killers on the loose.” 

The men continued to snicker.

“And it’s our second amendment right to bear arms.”

“It was your second amendment right, Mr. Taylor, you and I know full well that’s no longer the case.  No one is allowed to have guns.”

Taylor turned his head. “I didn’t vote for that.  Did any of you guys vote for that?”

No’s, could be heard from the prisoners.

“It wasn’t up for a vote.  All of you are in violation of the Government’s ban on possessing firearms, and from what I can see, you’re the killers we’ve been hunting.”

Taylor spat on the ground. “So, you gonna execute us now?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You gonna kill us?”

“Of course not.  Why would we do that?”

Taylor glared at him. “Well, it’s what you do, isn’t it?”

Green looked perplexed.  “We’re going to take you in, and you’ll stand trial for your crimes.”

“Well, you got yourself a bit of a problem then, cuz you just shot up most of our vehicles, and we ain’t all gonna fit into those Humvees.”

“We’ll find some transportation.”

Green walked back to his Humvee and got on the radio.  He was unable to report to Colonel Nunn because he had left for the meetings in Washington.  So, he ordered some transport trucks to come out and pick up his prisoners.




Chapter 37

Davis Junction Illinois

 

A gun-wielding man was confronting Scar and Meeks, and their hearts pounded in fear. Scar knew it was going to be up to him to get them out of this precarious predicament.  As he studied Red Beard, he thought about his options.  They could wait for the right moment, pull their pistols and shoot their way out, or just wait for Winters, who by now, was probably wondering what was taking them so long.  He remained calm and decided to try and talk his way out.  He was getting ready to speak when the door opened and in walked the two guards from outside.  Scar’s heart sank when he realized his task had just gotten twice as difficult.

These guys reminded Scar of Decker.  They were the same type of low life losers who thought of nothing but themselves.  They would do anything for a buck, even if it meant killing people.

“What’s going on here?” asked Lazy Eye.

“Well, we’ve got ourselves a couple of liars,” said Red Beard.  “This one is Steven Meeks, he was a star running back for Iowa back in the day, but he’s calling himself Steven Cuyler, and the other one says his name is Thomas Barnes.”

“I am Thomas Barnes,” Scar said defensively.  “Meeks changed his name because of his notoriety, he didn’t want any special treatment.  Hell, you even recognized his face, most people only remember him by his unusual name before they start treating him differently.  I understand why you guys are jumpy.  We heard what happened in Iowa, heard the news on the radio, that’s why we didn’t ask.  Plus, I’m kind of intimidated by a guy holding a gun on me, so would you mind pointing that thing somewhere else?” 

Scar hoped that by doubling down with a demand, he could confuse these guys, who seemed dimwitted.

“Yeah, put it down man,” said the tattooed man behind the desk.  “This is going to get handled anyway.”

Scar and Meeks both knew what the comment meant.

“Don’t worry yourself about these two guys,” said Lazy Eye.

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Red Beard with a sneer.

“Sorry about the confusion guys,” said Meeks reaching forward to the man and shaking his hand.  “Had I known this would have caused so much trouble, I wouldn’t have bothered.  You cool?”

“Yeah, it’s all good.”

Scar wanted an excuse to get outside to talk to Meeks.  “Okay, I need a smoke now,” said Scar.  “Anybody have a cigarette?”

The tattooed man got up from his desk and handed him one.  He and Meeks walked out into the chilly air.

Meeks let out a deep breath.  “That damn little leprechaun pointed his AR at my face.”

“Leprechaun?”

“Little short red-haired guy, all he needs is a green jumpsuit, he’d be a dead ringer.”

“Don’t forget the pot of gold.

Meeks let out a laugh.

Scar shook his head.  “I can’t believe he remembered you.”

“No kidding, of all the time and places to get recognized, just as I’m putting down bullshit answers.  Friggin amazing.”

Scar put the cigarette in his mouth, took out his lighter and lit it up.  He inhaled the smoke, sucking it deep into his lungs.

“I’m thinking there’s five of these guys here,” said Scar.

“You’d think they’d have extra guys on guard duty or something.” 

“Right, especially with the way we’ve been hitting these places up.”

“Unless there’s more people in the back.  Although, I’d think with all the yelling, they would have come to see what’s going on.”

“Kind of what I was thinking.”

“Well, what do you want to do?”

“We can’t leave now,” Scar responded as he took another pull off the cigarette.  The smoke raced into his lungs as smooth as it did ten years ago, before giving up his lifelong addiction.

Scar casually turned his body in the direction of Winters and Elliott, trying to locate them.  A second later, the door opened and out walked one of the guards.




Chapter 38

 

Winters and Elliott lay on the ground next to an abandoned house.  They continued to wait but were beginning to wonder what was taking Scar and Meeks so long.  They were relieved their two friends stepped outside but then saw a guard walk out and join them.

Winters tried to ascertain what was happening by their interaction with the guard.  He kept watching as Scar tossed his cigarette butt on the ground and snuff it out with his toes.  They must have decided to do something else inside because Scar opened the door and held it for the guard and then Meeks.  Scar put his hand on Meeks' shoulder and said something to him as they walked in. 

As soon as the door closed, gunfire erupted.

Winters and Elliott both jumped up, pulled out their weapons, and ran across the street.  As they reached the building, the door flew open.  Both men stopped and pointed their pistols.

Scar timidly peeked around the door.

“Figured you’d come a running,” said Scar.

Winters tried to catch his breath.  “What happened?”

“Oh, nothing much, except this one guy, recognized Meeks from his college football days.”

The three of them walked inside, stepping over the dead.

“Isn’t that right Meeks?”

Meeks turned.  “What?”

“You being famous and all.”

Meeks hit his forehead with his hand.  “Oh yeah, can you believe it, and I had just finished filling out the check-in form using a fake name.”

Scar laughed.

“But leave it to ole Scar here to come up with a whopper.  You should have seen him in action even strongly suggesting to them to get their guns out of his face.  If I hadn’t been so nervous, I would have peed my pants from laughing so hard.”

Scar grinned.

“How’d you take them out?” asked Elliott.

“As we walked in, I had Meeks turn and face me, I looked behind him and saw everyone facing away from us, so we pulled out our guns and boom, they're done for.”

“Yeah, that son-of-a-bitch went down first,” said Meeks, pointing to Red Beard.

“What now, Captain?” asked Elliott.

“No point in hiding the dead anymore is there, Captain?” asked Meeks.

“No, can’t say there is, let’s get out of here,” said Winters.

“Only after we grab that beautiful American flag out front,” said Scar.

As the four of them walked back outside, they heard a vehicle come screaming down the street toward them.




Chapter 39

 

Winters with the other three, stood behind a truck bed holding their weapons as they watched the Ford F-150 skid into the parking lot.  The truck stopped and out jumped Nate.

“What’s happened?  What are you doing here?”

“To tell you the damn friggin army came in and shot up our camp.  They’ve got everyone prisoner.”

“What? When did this happen?”

“Just over an hour ago.”

“Anyone get killed?”

“Some did, not sure how many though.”

Winters took off his hat and scratched his head.  “They have everybody?”

“No, Burns, Murphy and I were still out getting supplies when they attacked.  We were coming back when they moved across the field to the camp.”

“They didn’t execute them?”

“No!  I mean, we thought for sure they were goners, especially the way the soldiers came in shooting the damn place up.  Hell, they took out most of the vehicles.  Our guys weren’t able to put up much of a fight, after a minute or so they waved a white flag.”

Elliott turned to Scar.  “People actually do that?  I thought that was just something from the movies.”

“Hell, with those M2’s blasting away,” said Scar.  “I’d probably wave one too.”

Elliott turned back to Nate. “How long did you stay? I mean are you sure they’re still prisoners?”

“I don’t know, and I’m not sure how they’re gonna to move them all, cuz they showed up in Humvees.”

Winters asked.  “Where’s Burns and Murphy now?”

“They’re keeping an eye on things.”

Meeks broke in.  “What are we going to do, Captain?”

Without hesitation, he answered.  “We’re going to go get our men back.”

They turned to each other and nodded in agreement.

“That’s what I like about you, Captain,” said Meeks.  “No fear and you got our backs.”

Winters grunted to himself and then swallowed hard.  Little did they know how scared he was, and worried about how to get them back, or if they would even succeed.  All he knew for sure was he had to try to rescue his men.

They all headed for their vehicles.

Scar stopped.  “Hold on a minute.”

He hustled back to the building, reached up and grabbed the big flag hanging by the door.  “Now we can go.”

An hour later, the three vehicles were still speeding up the interstate.  Nate took the lead, then Elliott and Winters with Scar and Meeks bringing up the rear.  Winters sat in the passenger seat and thought the only good thing about the lack of fuel and an ever-dwindling population was—no traffic. 

He tipped his head back and look up at the roof tapping his fingers on the seat.  As fast as they were traveling, it wasn't fast enough.  His thoughts raced from scenario to scenario that could be happening to his men right now.  They had to get them back, even if it meant dying.  If he didn’t, he’d never be able to live with himself.

Nate slowed down to exit the interstate.  He didn’t bother obeying the stop sign and swung a hard right continuing north on a county highway.  A few miles up, he turned into a field, which led them to the wooded area where Burns and Murphy were keeping an eye on the situation.  After they parked their vehicles, Burns came out to meet them.

“Captain, am I ever glad Nate found you.”

Winters extended his hand to him.  “So are we.  What’s been happening?”

Burns gripped Winters' hand tightly.  “They’ve just been waiting around.  They shot up the transports, so we figure they had to send for some more.”

“How many killed?”

“Can’t say for sure but quite a few, they’ve been burying them right there.”

They all walked further into the woods and found Murphy peering through a pair of binoculars.  “Guys, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said, letting his binoculars fall to his chest.  “Transport trucks just pulled in and they’re loading up our guys.”

“Which way did they come from?” asked Winters.

Burns pointed.  “From the south.”

They kept hidden from view as they watched what was going on. 

“What’s our play, Captain?” asked Meeks.

Winters considered their predicament for a few moments.  “Do we have that RPG with us?”

“In the back of my truck,” said Scar.

Meeks chuckled.  “Never leave home without it.”

“Hell no.”




Chapter 40

Marquette County Wisconsin

 

To be able to take his men away back from the Army with only seven men, Winters' options were limited. So, he decided to, once again, rely on a tactical ambush.  They determined their best plan would be to try to intercept them before they got onto the interstate.  They mounted up and took off to be in place before the military could get ahead of them.  The five pickups reached the end of the field, took a left, and headed toward the interstate.  Having faster vehicles gave them plenty of time to set up.

A huge warehouse sat next to the entrance ramp of I-39.  Elliott crashed through the gate of the chain-link fence that surrounded the empty building. The parking lot wrapped around to the back of the building where they parked, grabbed their weapons, and after climbing the fence, walked through a narrow, wooded area onto the entrance ramp. 

Scar scanned the ramp.  “This will do, Captain.”

They split into two groups: Burns, Murphy, Elliott and Nate would take the tail end of the convoy, while Scar, Meeks and Winters took the lead.  They all hid behind trees and waited.

The wait seemed endless to Meeks.  “They are taking forever,” he complained.

“We’re not waiting for sports cars,” replied Scar.

“Yeah, but still.”

It wasn't too much longer before they all heard the bellow of the engines in the distance.  The transports downshifted to slow down, and one by one, they took the turn onto the ramp.  In the lead, as expected, was a Humvee followed by another, behind them were five transports.  Still turning onto the ramp and bringing up the rear were the remaining Humvees.

The lead Humvee started to pick up speed when Scar carrying the AT4, ran onto the road about thirty yards in front of it. 

It came to an abrupt halt.  Winters and Meeks both ran up to the lead Humvees sticking their rifles into the rolled down windows. 

Winters pointed his weapon right at Major Green’s face.  “Don’t make a friggin move.  My boy up there is itching to try out the RPG, you so graciously left on the field for us.”

Green smirked.  “RPG huh?  You sure he knows how to use that thing?”

“My, aren’t we pompous,” commented Winters.

Green grunted.

“I want you to get out of the vehicle slowly.  Major Green, is it?”

Green did as he was told.  “So, you can read name tags.  Funny, I don’t see one on you.  Who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”

“That’s not important right now.  The important thing is, you’ve got my men and I want them back.”

“You mean all those old men I had no trouble rounding up?” Green retorted.

“Yeah, well you forgot a few of us, and it would seem we now have the upper hand.”

“At the moment, old man.”

“Tell your men not to make any threatening moves.  If they do, I can assure you, you’ll be the first one I take down.”

Green slowly picked up the radio mic and reluctantly, once again, did what he was told.

Meeks ran to the back of each transport and was greeted with cheers as the Shadow Patriots jumped out of the vehicles.  They ran to the side of the road and grabbed all the Colt M4's away from the soldiers.  They then ordered them out and onto the ground.

Green gave him a scornful look.  “Now what, old man, are you going to murder us like you’ve been doing?”

With a calm and steady voice, Winters responded.  “I’m no murderer, Major.”

“No?  What about that grenade you left behind?  You killed two of my men.”

“Two of your men?  Is that all?  Your damn Patriot Centers have been murdering us by the hundreds.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Winters considered his response for a moment and then realized the reason for Green’s line of questioning when he had pulled them over.  “You really don’t know, do you?”

Green didn’t respond.

“What’s been happening at these Patriot Centers,” continued Winters.

Green responded disdainfully. “What I do know is you guys have been killing innocent workers at these centers.”

“We’re fighting because they’ve been killing us, Major.  That’s what these centers are all about.”

Green shook his head. “I don’t believe you.  Why would they be doing such a thing, and if that’s the case, why don’t I know about it?”

Winters stared at him ignoring the question.  “What I’m telling you is the truth.  If you don’t believe me, then go to each of the drop-off locations and walk around them. You’ll find each one has a mass grave site filled with the dead.  Perhaps your Colonel has been keeping things from you, Major.”

Meeks walked up.  “Captain, everyone is secure.”

“Captain is it? You’re in charge of these men?”

Winters didn’t respond.

“What you’re saying is the truth?” asked Green in a quieter voice.

“My friends, people I grew up with, are laying in one of those pits, I watched them being gunned down, Major.”

“If what you’re telling me is the truth, I can assure you, I wasn’t aware of it,” said Green earnestly.

“Had you known, would you have stopped it?”

“I have orders to follow.”

Scar had walked up and looked at Green harshly.  “You’re not obligated to follow unlawful orders.”

“Ex-military?”

“Marine.”

Green straightened up.  “Well, this isn’t the same country you served, we have new laws and new directives.  If someone is considered an enemy of the state, they will be arrested.”

“Including a bunch of old guys,” said Winters.  “Welcome to the new National Government where all the old rules are out the door.  Funny, you don’t hear anything about these murders in the media.  They must want to keep them a secret.”

“Sounds to me like they’re afraid of an uprising,” said Scar.

“Well, they’re getting one and it started with the Iowa Center,” said Winters.

“You won’t win, Captain,” said Green mockingly.

“Why the hell not?”

“Because this operation must…”

Winters interrupted.  “Operation Wildflower?”

Green gave him a quizzical look.

“I believe that’s what it's called.”

“Well, Operation Wildflower must be damn important to them.  Because of your activities, Washington has directed the National Police to take over and put a stop to your little rebellion.”

“The National Police?”

“Yes, they’ve even sent the Commandant from Washington out here to take over.”

“Commandant?” asked Winters.

“He’s in charge of the National Police.”

“The government sent their top guy?”  Winters paused wondering the significance of the National Police taking over. 

“What are you going to do with us?”

Winters gave Scar a nod to follow him off to the side. 

“Cocky son-of-a-bitch, isn’t he?”

Scar agreed.

Nate walked up.  “We should kill these bastards.”

Winters shook his head.  “They’re prisoners, Nate.”

“Yeah, so what?  If you saw the way they came in with guns blazing, you might think differently.”

Winters glared at Nate.

“Hey, they killed some of my friends.”

Winters tried to keep his voice under control. “I understand, but we don’t kill prisoners.  Nor do they.  As you can see the rest of our guys are alive and they even treated out wounded.”

Nate stomped off.

Winters understood Nate’s frustration, seeing friends killed was not an easy thing. 

He turned back to Scar.  “Let’s take everything we can use from these guys, smash their radios and flatten their tires.”

“Can’t flatten Humvee tires,” said Scar.

“You can’t?”

“Nope.”

“I did not know that.  So, what do we do then?”

“Ask Nate.”

“Ask me what?” he responded hearing his name.

“We need to disable the Humvees,” said Winters.

“No problem, we’ll just cut the battery cables.”

Winters turned back to Scar.  “We’ll take the transports to get everyone out of here.  We should tie the soldiers up too.  Let them work up a sweat.”

The Shadow Patriots moved down the column of trucks, taking whatever they needed.  They also informed the soldiers, why they had taken up arms.  Some of them became angry when they learned the truth.  Others didn’t believe them or didn’t care.

Winters walked over to Scar who was tying Major Green’s hands.

“Despite what you think Major, we don’t murder people, even when we don’t have the capability of taking prisoners.  So, this is your lucky day.”

Undeterred Green replied.  “It is my lucky day.  I now know what I’m up against and it isn’t much.  I can promise you, Captain, we will meet again.”

“Major, I have no doubt I’ll have the pleasure of tying you up, again.”  Winters turned to Scar and winked.

Scar looked down at Green.  “Or perhaps, you could get yourself a conscience or a set of balls and come join us, we could always use a good soldier.”

“That’ll be the day,” Green responded quickly.

Scar laughed.  “A set balls or a conscience?”

Green didn’t bother to respond as Scar and Winters walked away from him chuckling to themselves.  The Shadow Patriots climbed aboard their rides and left, leaving the soldiers to squirm on the ground as they tried to loosen their bonds.

Winters fell into his seat with a straighter back and let out a sigh of relief.  Getting his men back without firing a shot was a job well done.  He took a moment to soak it all in before getting back to the problem at hand.  He glanced over at Elliott who, since he was driving with just one hand appeared relieved.  

“The head honcho of the National Police is here,” said Winters.

“Can only mean one thing, Cole,” said Elliott.  “It’s like the old man said, the whole stinking government is behind this.”

“Indeed they are.”  He paused for a moment.  “I don’t know how or where this will end.  I’m not sure how we’re supposed to win or what winning even looks like now.  We’re barely hanging on as it is, Elliott.”

“We just keep going, kill as many of them as we can.”

“It’s not good enough.  They’ll just keep sending more men, till they get what they want.  They’ll never stop.”  

The ominous statement hung out there like a cold, damp cloud putting a chill over their successful rescue operation.




Chapter 41

 

A cargo ship pulled into Port Duluth-Superior soon after midnight.  The dock was empty of workers.  Inside the ship, there was five hundred men from the Middle East.  They had been quartered at the decommissioned Fort Drum Army Post in NY.  Their training, which had just begun, had been interrupted by unforeseen events. 

Their timetable had been moved up and now their voyage through the Great Lakes via the St Lawrence Seaway ended.  It was the beginning of a long-awaited Jihad for these men.  They had come to America, the Great Satan, to destroy her.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Washington D.C.

 

“You think Boxer can round up these rebels?” asked the billionaire George Perozzi, who was in his seventies.  Although he was failing miserably, he made a desperate attempt to hang on to whatever youth he imagined was left, by spending a lot of time working out.  He sat at a booth with Lawrence Reed in a District restaurant having a late night drink.  Reed was a man who loved a good steak and it showed.  His waist was bigger than his chest.  He wore wire-rimmed glasses that sat too low on his nose.  He and Perozzi were enjoying a Double Corona cigar.

“Commandant Boxer is quite capable.  He’ll have these rebels rounded up in no time,” said Reed.

Perozzi paused and took a pull on his cigar.  “Regardless, I’ve decided to make some changes in our plans.”

“Oh, how so?”

“That little something we were saving for later.”

“The terrorist cell you’ve been funding?”

Perozzi nodded and let out a cloud of smoke.

“How many men?”

“All of them.”

Reed snickered.  “All five hundred?  That’s a small army you’ve let loose.”

Perozzi took another drag and blew a smoke ring.  “Think of Sherman’s march to the sea.”

“Total destruction,” said Reed, picking his Scotch up and taking a swig.

“Exactly.  The citizenry will be begging for protection and will leave the area in droves.”

“When and where?”

“They’re to arrive in Duluth tonight.”

“Tonight?  When did you decide to do this?”

“As soon as I heard about the rebellion.”

“Don’t have much faith in Colonel Nunn, do you?”

“I’m not taking a chance with Nunn or Boxer.  I want assurances that nothing goes wrong.”

“Is Boxer aware of this?”

“He is.  It’s the main reason he’s in the Midwest, I need him to be my eyes and ears.”

“What about Colonel Nunn?”

“That’s why I have him coming to Washington.  I want to make sure he’s on board when I inform him of our next step in this operation.  As far as I’m concerned, Operation Wildflower is finished. We now move on to the next phase, Operation Sweep.”

“Should I close the remaining centers?”

“No. We still need them to lure in our little band of rebels.  Worst-case scenario, it will keep them busy while our Islamist friends get up and running.”

“And Colonel Nunn?”

Perozzi straightened up.  “I want Nunn to have limited contact with our new friends, perhaps an occasional show of force for appearances.  I’m having Boxer keep him on a short leash.  I don’t want Nunn to be too successful if you know what I mean.”

Reed laughed.  “Yes, I do.  I wouldn’t worry too much about it, especially with that Major Green working for him.  The boy is not the sharpest knife in the drawer.”

“No, he’s not.  It wasn’t too smart to let those rebels go when he had them right in the palm of his hand.  He actually had them pulled over for questioning.  What a dumb-ass.”

Reed shook his head.  “Can’t argue with you on that one.  But he’s loyal enough and wants to be promoted, so he’ll do what he’s told in the end.”

“I think he’s a little too concerned with getting promoted,” said Perozzi signaling the waitress for another round of drinks.  He admired her backside when she turned to walk away.  He wondered if she was wearing a thong or nothing at all underneath the short black skirt.

“So, we’ve got five hundred offloading in Minnesota, how many more men can we get?” asked Reed.

“As many as we need, but I need to strike a deal with them,” said Perozzi taking the last sip of his Glen Velvet.

“Where will this bunch go first?”

“They’re heading down through Minnesota, then they’ll make their way into Wisconsin,” said Perozzi smiling and nodding to the waitress as she returned with the drinks.  He decided she wasn’t wearing anything underneath, a much more satisfying notion.  She just started working there, so he’d leave her a big tip, perhaps she would show her appreciation on his next visit.

“Is Boxer still to report to me?”

Perozzi shivered.  “Yes, I don’t need to talk to him.  I swear he’d talk the ear off a manikin.”

“He is a bit long-winded, isn’t he?” chuckled Reed picking up his Scotch.  “He’s a smart one though.”

“Yes, he is and he knows it, which is his damn problem.  You’d think a guy with a Ph.D. in Psychology would realize a little humility goes a long way.”

Reed sighed.  “Some people want everyone to know they’re the smartest person in the room.”

Perozzi grumbled,  “Insecure people if you ask me.  Does he ever get laid?”

“I’ve seen him with some ladies.”

Perozzi gave him a sideways glance. “I don’t mean hookers.”

“Oh, well, then I don’t know.”

“No matter.  Just give me the abbreviated version of his reports.” 

“Not a problem.”

“These next few months will be crucial to the overall plan.  We can’t afford any more screw-ups,” said Perozzi.




Chapter 42 

Mille Lacs County Minnesota

 

As the afternoon wore on, the air got chillier by the minute.  Several days had passed since the rescue, and the Shadow Patriots were using the downtime to rest and get organized.  They set up a new camp back in Minnesota, outside of Little Falls, deep in the woods.

With no means of taking care of his wounded, Winters had them transported to various places for medical treatment.  Most of the severely wounded had already died. The Shadow Patriots had sixteen killed and another ten injured.

Hospitals were quite limited, with many having closed over the past few years.  As the economy collapsed, the closures accelerated.  Once the war began, the government had drafted many doctors and sent them to California.  Any hospitals left were in the larger cities.  They were understaffed, and more than likely being monitored.

The Shadow Patriots had grown to just over a hundred.  Some had trickled in as they made their way back to Minnesota.  The members had also recruited others while out scavenging for supplies.  Feeding these men had become a nightmare, which reminded Winters of one of Napoleon's more famous observations, “An army moves on its stomach.”

The last couple of days hadn’t been easy for Winters.  The guilt he felt for his men being killed still haunted his dreams, which made sleep difficult.  Why hadn’t he been among the dead?  Death would be preferable to this nightmare.  Now every time he talked to any of the men, he wondered if he was talking to the next man to die.  He shook his head, disgusted at how morbid his thinking had become.  

He did take satisfaction in how they had reclaimed their men.  The seven of them had come together to work as a team and overpower an entire squad of soldiers.  

He walked over to where Burns, a former soldier, was showing the men how to disassemble, clean, and fire, the M16 and M4 carbines.  Like most people, they’d only seen them in the movies.  He wanted all the men to be proficient with every weapon they possessed even though not everyone had one.  This was his second biggest concern, how to acquire more weapons. 

Elliott came up to Winters. “Captain, ya got a minute?”

Winters nodded.

They moved away from the weapons instruction and walked over to a pickup.

“Captain, Murphy came back with some guy who’s from up north of here,” said Elliott.  “I don’t know if he’s just scared or a bit on the crazy side.”

“What’s his story?”

“He said he saw a large group of Middle-Easterners walking west along the highway.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.  “Like American Muslims or something?”

“Nope.  He said these guys were carrying rifles and backpacks.”

“What? Where is this guy?”

“He’s with Murphy getting something to eat.”

They walked the fifty yards to a campfire where fresh game was being roasted.  

“Captain,” greeted Murphy.

“Murphy, I understand your new friend has an interesting story.”

“It’s not a story,” interrupted the man.

“I’d like to hear it, I’m Cole Winters,” he said putting out his hand.

The man finished shoving a hunk of venison into his mouth and wiped his hand on his red and black checkered flannel shirt before he took Winters’ hand.  He introduced himself as Eddie Perlee.  He shook hands longer than necessary, then he finally let go and picked up another piece of meat. 

“So, they tell me you saw some Muslims walking along a highway,” said Winters.

“I guess they were Muslim, they definitely were not from around here.”

“How many did you see?”

“Can’t say for sure, I was driving along pretty fast and they were sitting off to the side of the road under some trees.  There were fifty, seventy-five, maybe a hundred or so.  I went by them real fast.  Wasn’t expecting to see something like that.  What did strike me as really odd was, they were all carrying weapons.”

Winters gave Elliott a concerned look.

“What kind of weapons?”

“Rifles, long guns, that sort of thing,” he said talking and chewing at the same time. 

Winters tone changed.  “Which highway were they on?”

“Out on 210.  I can’t say for sure when, but they’ll be passing through Brainerd,” he said, filling his mouth with more venison.

“You sure they’re not from around here?” asked Winters in a skeptical tone.

“I’m sure.  These guys weren’t dressed for no Minnesota weather and they had this hard look about 'em,” reflected Eddie.

Winters turned to Elliott.  “We need to check this out.  Are Scar and Meeks back yet?”

“Not yet.  It’s getting kinda late, though.  So, I’m sure they’ll be back shortly.”

“Okay, as soon as they are, let’s get together and figure out what we’re going to do here.”  Winters turned back to Eddie. “I really appreciate you coming down with Murphy and telling us about this.  Feel free to stay with us as long as you like.”

Eddie stopped eating.  “Stay with you?  Hell if everything Murphy's been telling me is true, I’ll fight with you.”

“Thanks, we can always use another hand.”  Winters walked off leaving the three of them to their meal.

Winters’ mind couldn’t get a handle on why a large group of Middle-Easterners would be running around in Minnesota.  Could there be an enclave he didn’t know about; like there was in Dearborn, Michigan?  Maybe they were out in search of supplies or something of that nature.  He wondered if the Government had anything to do with this but quickly discounted the thought as something way too far-fetched.  Surely, no one could be crazy enough to arm a bunch of people who absolutely hated America.

What would they do if, on top of everything else, they had to deal with a bunch of Al Qaeda-ISIS types?  The thought tied his stomach up in knots.

An hour later, Elliott found Winters sitting on the ground, staring into one of the campfires. 

“Scar and Meeks are back.”

“Oh good, where are they?”

“Getting something to eat.”

“Have you talked to them?”

“No.”

Winters had sat in the same position too long and his body had become stiff.  He had to shift a couple of times before he was able to push himself up.  He labored to straighten his aching back and gimped a few strides before stretching his legs loosened up. 

Upon reaching the food table, he sat down with Scar and Meeks and proceeded to tell them about Eddie Perlee.

Meeks put down his fork.  “Sounds pretty strange, what the hell could they be up to?”

Scar took a drink of water.  “Oh, they’re up to no good, that’s for sure.”

“Out looting, maybe,” Meeks suggested.

“Could be, but why don’t they have any transportation?”

Meeks shrugged and shoveled more food into his mouth.”

“We need to go check it out first thing in the morning,” said Winters.

“It’s weird we’re finding out about this,” said Scar.

“Why’s that?” asked Winters.

“Meeks and I ventured out to St. Cloud, which was like a ghost town, really eerie with so few people around.  What we did notice was an unusual amount of National Police.”

“What’s an unusual amount?” asked Winters.

“Lots, several hundred or so.”

“I suppose they’re looking for us.”

Meeks got serious. “So, we’ve got Al Qaeda to our north and National Police to our south.  That’s not a real good thing, Captain.”

Winters shook his head.  “No, it’s not. Gentlemen, something tells me tomorrow is going to be a very bad day for someone.”

Meeks eyed both of them.  “Yeah, but for who?”




Chapter 43

Lucas County Iowa

 

Since being ambushed by the Shadow Patriots, Major Green’s attitude was not good. He’d been stewing ever since he got back.  They had managed to break their bonds and find a working telephone nearby.  Then it had taken most of the night for help to arrive and get the Humvees running.

He obsessed with the thought that he might be involved in the murder of innocent Americans, which did not sit well with him and had given him a restless night.  So, the next day, he and Lieutenant Crick took a ride up to the train station, to verify what he had been told. 

Only Crick accompanied him to the station.  Green thought that if he was able to confirm this information, he didn’t want his men to know yet, and trusted Crick not to say anything. 

Ever since Crick was little, Green could always count on him to keep quiet if either of them got into some kind of trouble.  Like the time Crick had spied Green sneaking out of the house late one night, and living next door, tried to join his older friend.  Crick had gotten caught but never told his dad why he wanted to leave the house, even after a severe whipping.

They arrived in the early afternoon during the start of a sprinkling rain.  The charred remains of the burned station had weeds growing all around and in the cracks of the parking lot.

Green pointed.  “Pull into the field over there.”

“Check out all the birds.”

“Drive toward them.”

As they pulled up, some of the birds flew off.  When they got closer, they saw the large burial pit.  As soon as they stepped out of the vehicle, the smell of the rotting corpses assaulted their senses.

Crick winced and covered his nose with his gloved hand.  “Oh my God, it’s awful.”

“We need to see it for ourselves, Lieutenant, so suck it up.”

When they reached the edge of the pit, they both stood in silence, trying to absorb what they were looking at.  There were hundreds of bodies strewn everywhere, and the birds were happily feasting on the remains.

“I’ve seen enough,” Green said quietly.

They walked back to the Humvee.

Crick slid in and asked.  “What are you going to do?”

Green considered the question for a moment.  “I don’t know, but I'm going to get some answers from Nunn.”

“Think he’ll tell you?”

“Oh, he’ll tell me something, whether it’s the truth or not, is another question.”

“What about the men sir, are you going to tell them?”

“No, not right now.  No reason to get them riled up,” said Green, not pleased with his own answer.  He knew this didn’t satisfy Crick either, but until he confronted Nunn, he didn’t know what else to say.

Colonel Nunn had gone to Washington for meetings, which Green thought was out of the ordinary.  However, since Commandant Boxer was still here, he felt confident that both Boxer and Nunn knew all about these murders.

It made no sense to him.  Why would they be killing the volunteers?  Even more sickening was the top levels of the Government had apparently given its blessing.  Or, perhaps it came from a rogue group not officially sanctioned by the Government.  Was Colonel Nunn genuinely involved with this?  If so, Green thought, then the U.S. military had also been complicit.  The thought sent shivers down his spine.

Green had witnessed how the military had transformed in the past few years.  The changes had been happening slowly for the last couple of decades.  Men and women, with different attitudes and values, had infiltrated their ranks.  They didn’t have the same dedication to duty, and sense of honor that had once been the hallmark of a U.S. serviceman.  For a lot of them, it was just a job and a paycheck in a lousy economy.  He also noticed men with an attitude of entitlement and sensed the “We’re in charge and can do whatever we want” mentality.  It had started in the officer corps and filtered down through the ranks.  All of this was leaving a bad taste in the mouths of the men and women who had signed up to actually serve their country.

During that time, Green had been flexible with those changes.  However, the killing of innocent American citizens crossed a sacred line for him.  The fact that they had hired such losers to do their bidding seemed proof enough, they were keeping this from the general population. 




Chapter 44

Brainerd Minnesota

 

Winters didn’t get much sleep as he lay awake thinking about their situation.  Having met Major Green and discovering his ignorance of the Patriot Centers, he wondered if maybe the Army wasn’t that involved after all.  Regardless, the head of the National Police now being in charge of capturing them confirmed the notion someone in the Government was giving the orders.  Someone very high up.

Even more puzzling, if terrorists were in the area, how did they get here and what did they want?  This was, of course, a rhetorical question.  They want to kill infidels. American infidels. 

The day had started early for the Shadow Patriots.  The men ate, broke camp and packed everything into their vehicles.  Winters and Nate established a rendezvous location where he, Elliott, Scar and Meeks would meet the body of their force after trying to find the armed Middle-Easterners.

Elliott pulled out of the camp driving a Ford Crown Victoria.

“This is the first time we’ve all driven in a car,” said Meeks from the backseat.

Scar turned to him.  “Well, if you don’t behave it might be the last time.”

Meeks cracked a slight grin.  “Behave.  Define behave.”

Scar smacked him playfully.  “Not being a pest for one.”

“I’m not being a pest.”

“The day is young,” said Scar.  “See that sign, Baxter, ten miles, think you can handle it, little buddy?”

“I can do ten miles in the back seat of any car.”

When they approached Baxter, a small town just west of Brainerd, they observed several cars heading toward them.  

Elliott tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Who in the heck is coming at us?”

“Whoever they are, they’re sure in a hurry,” said Winters.

“Should we pull over or something?”

“Slow it down.”

Elliott slowed to a stop.

“Flag them down,” said Winters.

Scar stuck his arm out the side window and waved as Elliott flashed the headlights.  The lead car, along with all the others, came to a stop.  Inside were two older ladies and a young mother with two children in the back.

“What’s going on up there, what’s on fire?” asked Elliott.

The driver frantically shouted.  “You best not be going up there.”

“Why, what’s happening?”

Tears started streaming down her face.  “They’re shooting up the town, killing everyone and setting everything on fire.”

“Who is?”

She tried speaking without choking on her words.  “Al Qaeda, ISIS, whoever the hell they are, they’re killing everyone.”

She stepped on the gas and sped off.  The two vehicles followed her with one of the drivers yelling out to not go any further.

Elliott and Winters exchanged glances.

“Step on it,” roared Winters.

“Looks like we found out what they’re up to,” exclaimed Elliott.

Winters didn’t respond.

Elliott got the speed up to nearly ninety miles per hour and blew right through the small town of Baxter.  Crossing the Mississippi into Brainerd, they spotted a few teenaged girls running through a parking lot and heading north on Chippewa Street.  Behind them was a group of men dressed in Middle-Eastern garb.

“Elliott,” Winters barked.

“I got it, Captain,” he said interrupting Winters, knowing what he wanted him to do.

Winters turned to the back.  “Get ready.”

The tires squealed as Elliott took a hard left.  The five terrorists were oblivious to the approaching car.  They were too preoccupied with hunting their prey.

Winters screamed out.  “Run the bastards over.”

Elliott came up fast behind the men.  He had a clear shot.  He punched the pedal to the floor.  The engine roared alerting two of the slower ones, and both jerked their heads around.  Their eyes got big as the car came screaming at them.  The first one fell face forward as both left wheels ran him over.  The second man flew straight up, bounced off the hood and landed on the pavement.  The other three heard the screams and took off running in different directions. 

Scar and Meeks leaned out the windows, with their weapons aimed at the fleeing men.  They squeezed the triggers and cut them down. 

The three girls stopped to watch as Scar and Meeks got out of the car, walked over to the terrorists to give them each a double tap to the head.  The girls then turned back around and continued running up the street toward the woods.

Meeks and Scar jumped back into the car, and Elliott smoked the tires as he spun it around.  At the end of the block, he took a left and headed down Washington Street.  A few blocks later, he pulled into a parking lot behind a building.  All four got out, to the sound of gunfire and screams.  They rounded the corner of the building to find people fleeing in all different directions.  Scar pointed over to several men dragging a screaming woman away by her arms.

Scar and Meeks both took aim and fired at them.  One fell.  The rest ran for cover.  The woman got up and ran away. 

They now all fired at the fleeing terrorists.

Scar glanced around and saw more coming.  He got Winters’ attention and pointed.  “Captain, we’ve got a hell of lot more than we can handle.”

Winters looked around and saw a small army swarming in.




Chapter 45

 

A large group of terrorists came running up the street, shooting wildly at them.  Scar and Meeks laid down cover fire as they all ran back to the car. 

Out of breath, they all scrambled in.  Elliott cranked up the engine and threw the car into reverse all while bullets flew past them.  He spun the tires as he pulled out of the parking lot.

Winters turned to the back.  “Sure as hell more than a hundred.”

“At least twice that,” said Scar.

Between breaths, Meeks leaned forward.  “Remember that one who was thrown from the hood of the car?  Damn, Elliott.  Helluva a job.”

Elliott drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

The car flew back across the river and through Baxter.

“We’re going back aren’t we?” asked Elliott.

“Hell, yeah, we are,” growled Winters.

“Bunch of pansy Jijis,” replied Scar.

Meeks looked at him askew.  “Jijis?”

“Yeah, you know short for Jihadis,” said Scar.

“Jijis.  Sounds feminine.”

“Damn right brother, it’s just what they are, little girly men.”

Winters and Meeks nodded in agreement.

The drive to the rendezvous took about twenty minutes.  After the initial excitement, they drove the rest of the way, in silence, each in their own deep thoughts.

Meeks was shocked at what he had witnessed. He’d felt as if he was inserted into a war movie about the Middle Ages, with the other side on an unstoppable rampage and winning.  He wondered how something like that could be happening in America. 

Scar sat in his seat disgusted.  He wanted nothing more than to get back there and annihilate them.  He didn’t serve in the Corps to back out of a fight, especially when it could stop the slaughter of innocent Americans. 

Elliott kept thinking about running the terrorists down with his car.  The way he had slammed into them and the sound of their screams.  A wave of exhilaration came over him as he thought about how he had reacted to the situation by sheer instinct.  He had just stepped on the gas, locked his elbows and tightened his grip around the steering wheel.  He’d never forget the frightened eyes of his victims as he plowed through them.  They had the look of certainty that they were about to die.  Elliott curled his lip at the thought.  

Winters again wondered the reason behind this and still couldn’t wrap his mind around it.  Who were these terrorists and how did they get here?  He shook his head to get it out of his mind because he had a more vital question to be answered.  How would the Shadow Patriots perform?  Taking out Patriot Centers had been relatively easy because they'd had the element of surprise.  However, taking on an army of terrorists was going to be a much more daunting task.  

There was only one thing he knew for sure.  By the end of the day, he was going to find out just how good their aging group of patriots were.

Elliott pulled into the new makeshift camp and everyone stopped what they were doing to wait for the news. 

Winters got out and yelled to Nate.  “Get everyone armed and ready.”

Burns stood up.  “What do we got, Captain?”

“Friggin terrorists, shooting up a town.”

Burns wrapped his arm around Murphy.  “Let’s give them a proper welcome.”

“Let Allah do that.  We’ll just facilitate the meeting,” said Murphy.

“Make sure everyone has plenty of ammo, we’re in for a long afternoon,” ordered Winters.  “Scar, can you map out our line of attack?”

“No problem, Captain,” said Scar who turned to his fellow ex-servicemen Burns and Murphy.  He pulled out a map and the three of them went to work.

Winters yelled to Meeks.  “Now would be a good time for that RPG.”

“I’m on it, Captain.”

The men all gathered whatever was available, checked their weapons, loaded the vehicles, and headed back to Brainerd.

“We’ll keep it simple, Captain,” said Scar, once again in the back seat of an SUV with Meeks.  “We’ll park the vehicles just south of downtown.  Go in, do a quick recon and find out exactly what we’re up against.”

As they got closer to Brainerd, smoke continued to climb high in the sky as the fires consumed the town.  As soon as they crossed the river, they headed south and parked all the vehicles behind the high school.

The men exited their vehicles and formed a circle around Winters anticipating his orders.

Winters inspected them and saw some exhibited considerable anxiety, while others appeared impatient and ready to go. “I need Scar, Meeks, Burns and Murphy to recon.  Everyone else stays here, till we find out where the largest body of them is concentrated right now.”

The five of them took off running across a field and came up behind the public library.  They ran across parking lots and crossed two more streets.  They stopped when they came upon two bodies lying in the street.  It was a mother with her arms around her child.  Blood soaked through her dress making it difficult to see where the terrorists had shot her.  Her little girl’s eyes were open and listless.

Scar muttered under his breath.  “Bastards.” 

As they moved further up the street, it was obvious the mother and child were not alone.  The dead were scattered everywhere.  

Thick gray smoke drifted overhead adding to the horrific scene and obscuring their view of the town.  Gunfire rang out all around.

They kept pushing forward through the disturbing sight, finally reaching the downtown business section.  They entered a three-story building, through the back door.  A staircase led to the top floor.  So, they climbed to the roof where there was an unobstructed view of the town.

All five of them crouched down and made their way to the edge.

Looking through his binoculars, Scar immediately sighted a disturbing scene.

“Got some Jijis over there.  They’re holding a small group of young girls, Captain,” said Scar pointing.

“Seems they can’t wait for their seventy-two virgins,” quipped Meeks.

Scar spoke sternly. “Their wait is about over.”

“They’re mostly scattered all over the north part of town now,” said Burns.  “Over to the east, it appears more fires are being set.” 

Scar put down his binoculars and turned to Winters.  “They’ve got their force pretty well split up, Captain.  I think we should bring our guys up the same way we just came in.”

“Murphy and I can handle the sniper duties from up here, Captain,” said Burns.

“Okay, Meeks, go back and get everyone moving, and go get those girls,” ordered Winters. 

Ten minutes later, Meeks came back with everyone else and then headed off with five of them to rescue the girls.  The rest split into two groups with Nate and Elliott each leading one.  They spread out over a couple of blocks and took up firing positions. 

Winters and Scar moved down one floor so they could shoot through the windows unobserved.  Five terrorists came out of a storefront onto the street, yelling at each other in incomprehensible gibberish.  

Scar raised his rifle and squeezed off a few rounds.  Two of the Jijis were hit dead center and tumbled to the ground.  The sound blended in with all the other gunfire and the crackling of the fires, raging through the town.  The other three spent the remainder of their lives in a state of confusion.  Winters joined Scar to clean things up and shot them dead.  This attracted the attention of more terrorists, who began pouring out of the woodwork.

Ten, twenty, then thirty of the Jijis came running to where their five companions lay dead.  They fired wildly, aiming at nothing, but hoping to hit whomever just killed their friends.

Burns and Murphy watched them run to the bodies of their friends.  They patiently waited for more to enter into the kill zone.  They turned to the right and noticed the men who had been holding the girls had left just one of their number to guard them. 

Meeks and company had watched them leave.  He snuck around from behind and crept up on the man, who was paying more attention to what was going on than to the girls.  However, he still had his rifle pointed at his cache of virgins.  

Meeks inched closer and put his finger to his lips to silence the girls.  Pulling his knife from his belt, he got in behind the Jiji, put his arm around the victim’s head, covered his mouth, and shoved the sharp blade into the man’s throat.

“Let’s get out of here girls,” said Meeks dropping the dead man to the ground.

They didn’t hesitate for a second and obediently followed Meeks. 

“Do you have somewhere we can take you?” asked Meeks.

“Yes,” said a cute blond girl of about twelve.  “We’re supposed to get across the river.”

“Is there someone waiting?”

“Our Pastor will be there.  When the shooting started, we got, like, separated from our youth group in the park.”

Meeks instructed two of his men to make sure they were reunited with their Pastor before coming back.  The girls took off, some giving Meeks a hug and thanking him as tears ran down their faces.

“Okay guys, let’s get into this thing and kill these bastards,” ordered Meeks getting up.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Winters and Scar were taking too much fire to their position.  They exited the building from the back and ran to the end of the block.  As they turned the corner, Jijis fired at them from across the street.  A window shattered and out came an AK-47 drawing a bead on them.  Scar raised his M-16, but before he could fire, the man fell out of the window courtesy of Burns who had been watching from his sniper perch.  He and Murphy had been waiting and covering Meeks as he got the girls out of harm’s way.  Now they began to make use of their vantage point.

Another contingent of Jijis poured in from the east side of town, taking up positions against Nate and Elliott’s men.  Meeks brought his squad in behind the terrorists to effectively boxed them in.

The Shadow Patriots proceeded to rain hell down on the Jijis who screamed at each other as they tried to get organized.  They broke out storefront windows in an attempt to gain a covered position.  Their wounded yelled in agony as they tried to crawl to safety.

The Shadow Patriots engaged the enemy for the next twenty minutes.  They had taken them off guard and were inflicting heavy causalities.  Up on the roof, Murphy noticed the enemy’s numbers below were dwindling.  He stopped firing and looked up the street.  He saw that the enemy was coming at them in such numbers that they looked like a massive swarm of hornets.  Then, from the corner of his eye, he spied a rocket racing in on his position.
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The grenade smashed into the left side of the building, and the ensuing explosion threw broken bricks in every direction causing a part of the roof to collapse.  Murphy had managed to throw himself onto Burns before the impact.  Both men were stunned and neither of them could hear anything.  Murphy pointed to the door and shoved Burns to get him moving.  They crawled across the rooftop on their hands and knees and tumbled through the door and down the stairs as another RPG ripped through the area they had just vacated. 

Elliott and Nate ran over and helped them out of the building.  Both were still dazed but managed to tell the others about the arriving reinforcements.

“Let’s get these guys back to the trucks,” shouted Elliott to his men.  “Nate, go and tell the Captain what’s coming.”

Nate quickly found Winters and Scar,  “Captain, those RPG’s hit where Burns and Murphy were at.  They told us there’s hundreds more of the Jijis coming at us.”

Winters looked mortified.  “Are they okay?”

“Yeah, Elliott’s got them, and they’re headed back to our rides.”

“Good, run over and tell Meeks to fall back.  Fight another day?” said Winters looking at Scar.

Scar nodded. 

“Sure as hell a lot more than two hundred men.”

“Probably a small battalion.”

Winters tilted his head in confusion.

Scar recognized the look.  “A good five hundred men.”

Winters and Scar kept firing, covering the men who were falling back.  Finally, a couple of blocks up, Nate, Meeks, and his squad were also retreating.  They reached the corner of a building but the heavy fire kept them pinned down. 

One of the guys handed Meeks the AT4.  Holding it in one hand, he peeked around the corner for a quick look.  A group of twelve Jijis huddled together between two buildings using the alley as cover.  He signaled his men to initiate cover fire.  They laid down an impenetrable barrage.  Meeks shouldered the launcher and took a quick breath before flipping around the corner.  He zeroed in on the target and squeezed the trigger.  The rocket bolted across the street and detonated in a blinding explosion. It was a direct hit.  Pieces of brick and mortar blew out onto the road.  A blanket of thick, black smoke spread over the dead and out into the street.

Wasting no time, Meeks yelled for everyone to get moving.  They had one more block to go before they would be able to safely escape.  They were crossing the street when the enemy returned with their own RPG, which exploded into the side of the building where the last of Meeks’ men were waiting.

The concussion knocked him and Nate to the ground.  

Winters' eyes grew wide at the carnage and ran toward them with Scar behind him. 

Scar helped them up.  “You guys alright?”

Winters ran to check on the other men.  The thick smoke spread throughout the block, giving them needed cover.  He dragged one man to safety and ran back to see the others.  They were still on the ground, and upon arrival, he discovered all were dead. 

Winters was shocked at the horrific scene.  He had witnessed the death of his friends back at the train station, but this was altogether different.  These men were missing limbs and their burnt skin left them unrecognizable.  The unsettling scene forced a gag reflex.  He turned away and clenched his jaw to suppress throwing up.  

The smoke began to clear making him a perfect target as Scar ran to him.  “Captain, we need to leave now, there’s nothing we can do for them, boys.”

Winters, snapped out of it when he realized bullets were zipping past him.  He ran back to the one he had dragged to safety.  As he helped him up, more lead came flying down around them.

Scar laid down cover fire as they barreled across the street to the next block.  Elliott and a couple of his men were on the opposite side of the street.  They brazenly exposed themselves and started firing at the Jijis, giving their friends the cover they needed.  They maintained the rear guard until everyone was a safe distance away, and then turned and ran back to the high school.

The Shadow Patriots loaded up, tore through the parking lot, up the street and finally crossed the Mississippi.  Elliott and Winters brought up the rear of the escaping convoy.

They all took a right on Highway 371 and headed north.  Just as Elliott had finally made the turn, Scar caught a glimpse of other vehicles coming from the west.

“Who in the hell is that?” he asked from the back seat of the SUV.

Winters reached for a pair of binoculars and tossed them to Scar.  He grabbed them and turned around in his seat.  “I’ll be damned.”

“Who is it?” snapped Meeks.

Scar put the glasses down. “It’s the friggin National Police and they’re coming straight for us.”

They all looked at one another in disbelief.

“And here they come,” grunted Scar.

Four black SUV’s, with police lights flashing and sirens screaming, raced up on their tail end.  Moments later a voice came booming through a PA system ordering them to pull over.

Winters shook his head at the confirmation that the cops were also involved. Major Green had not lied to them.  He balled his hand into a fist and slammed it against the door. He turned in his seat and motioned to the back.  “They're all yours.”

“We’re on it,” said Scar smacking Meeks on the chest as he squeezed between the seats to get to the back of the big Ford Excursion.

Meeks handed him their weapons then joined him.  

“Let's do a little show and tell.”  Scar turned his head.  “Elliott, get this glass down.”

Elliott fumbled with the buttons and at last found the one that controlled the back window.  Wind blew through the SUV, as the glass came down.

Scar and Meeks leaned out the open window with M-16’s.  As soon as they did, the lead police car immediately slammed on the brakes.  They heard the sound of crumpling steel as the cops all rammed into the back of one another.  Meeks and Scar broke out in laughter, as they watched a live showing of the Keystone Cops.  This gave them some much-needed relief after losing some of their men. 

“What a bunch of dumb-asses,” said Meeks trying to catch his breath.

Elliott kept the Excursion close behind the rest of the Shadow Patriots, as they drove away from the devastation that had befallen the small town of Brainerd.

Winters leaned back in his seat, slumped his shoulders, and stared out the window.  His mind raced, thinking about what the old man had told him—not to trust anyone involved with the government.  The old man had been right.  They would not be able to count on anyone for help.  They were all alone. 

Before now, he had found it difficult to see everyone as the enemy.  He had been sure there were some that didn’t agree with the Patriot Centers, and that there was a line never to be crossed.  He felt that line surely prohibited terrorists killing innocent women and children.  His faith in mankind sank to a new low. 

His mood then turned to anger as he thought about the men they lost today.  They fought bravely and never questioned their task.  Their sacrifice saved many innocent lives.  He hoped his men wouldn’t let their anger over losing their friends cause them to lose their focus because the National Police would now know their approximate location.




Chapter 47

Rock Island Illinois

 

Commandant Boxer sat in an office he had commandeered and was fit to be tied when Lieutenant Stiver called in to report what happened when he ran into the rebels.

He screamed into the phone. “What do you mean you let them go?  You’re in a high-speed pursuit of the rebels and you let them go?  Explain to me why you would do such a thing.”

“They surprised us,” defended Stiver.

“Surprised you how?”

“We were trying to get them to pull over and all of a sudden they stuck automatic rifles out of the back window of their SUV.”

“Why didn’t you return fire?” Boxer asked, still yelling.

Stiver hesitated.  “Well, they didn’t actually fire their weapons.”

Boxer sounded bewildered.  “What?” 

“They didn’t fire at us, not that it mattered because I reacted pretty quickly.  I think they were just trying to scare us is all.”

“Well, it worked now, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Boxer raised his voice.  “You guess so?  You slammed on the brakes causing a four-car collision, I would say they scared the crap out of you.”

There was silence on the line.

“I don’t know what else to say to you,” said Boxer shaking his head.

“We were kind of lucky though.  I mean if they had wanted to, they could have taken us out, but they didn’t, so that was good.”

Boxer ignored this. “What about our friends?  Did these rebels engage them?” asked Boxer.

“Yes, and they took out a bunch of them.”

Boxer quickly replied.  “How many is a bunch?”

“Around seventy-five to a hundred.  Some of their men got killed as well.”

Boxer sat silently thinking on the other end of the line.  These rebels knew about their friends from the Middle East.  Not only do they know about them, but they killed a significant number as well.  Reed was not going to be pleased. 

“Sir, what do you want us to do?”

“Which way did you say they were headed?”

“North.”

“I want you to get everyone up there, right now.  Get those roads closed.  We’ll surround them and cut off any chance of escape.  Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Boxer threw the receiver down onto the phone's cradle, making it fly off his desk and crash to the floor.  He tapped his fingers, wondering how to explain the information he had just received to his superiors.  There was no point in trying to keep the news from them, as they’d find out soon enough.  It’d be better for him to report accurately now than to get a call later and have to explain himself.

He rose out of his chair, picked the phone up off the floor, and set it back on the desk.  He lifted the receiver and dialed his boss, Lawrence Reed. 

Reed’s secretary answered.  “Director Reed’s office.”

“This is Commandant Boxer, is the Director in?”

“One moment,” she said.

He used the wait time to compose himself.

“Commandant, how’s it going out there in the Midwest?”

“You mean besides missing a good bourbon and a steak dinner,” he tried to sound upbeat.

“You just left here, didn’t you have some steaks shipped out there?”

“I did, but it’s not the same out here in no man’s land.  I’d much rather be sitting at the Four Seasons enjoying a fine martini served by an even finer waitress.”

“I’ll give you that.  You deserve combat pay for just for being stuck out there.  So, what can I do for you?” Reed asked, not wanting to chat with Boxer all night about his woes.  He, in fact, had a dinner appointment and did not want to be late.

“Our little band of rebels is still active.”

“Go on.”

“We made contact with them up in Minnesota.  My men unexpectedly encountered them, but they escaped.”

“Where exactly did they run into them?” snapped Reed.

Boxer knew this would anger him.  “Up in Brainerd.”

Reed didn’t respond right away.

“So, they’ve seen our friends from the Middle East?”

“Yes.  They engaged them as well,” said Boxer in a lowered voice.

Reed shouted. “They engaged them?  What the hell, did they kill any of them?”

“Don’t have an accurate count, but we’re probably talking close to a hundred.  Some of the rebels were killed as well.”

Reed drew a long breath.  “What are you going to do, Boxer?”

“Well, that’s the good news.  They headed north, which means they’ve boxed themselves into a corner.  Lake Superior is to the east.  They can’t drive into Canada without passing our border guards.  I’ve got my men up there sealing off all the roads.  They won’t be able to get far.  We’ll soon be rid of them once and for all,” he finished, feeling more confident than when he first got on the phone.

“You damn well better.  We can’t afford for them to know your men are in the same dammed area as our friends, and not doing anything about it.”

Boxer didn’t answer.

Reeds voice turned scratchy.  “And we sure as hell can’t have these sons-of-bitches shooting at them again.”

“I understand.”

“You need Colonel Nunn’s men to get involved?”

“No, I’ve got enough in the area, with more coming in.”




Chapter 48

Cass County Minnesota

 

Winters woke up to a cold, dew-covered morning.  The moisture from the surrounding lakes in the Chippewa National Forest had created a fog so thick it made it difficult to see anything ahead.  However, the fog enabled him to send out teams of scouts to recon the roads in relative safety. 

The Shadow Patriots had arrived in their new camp last night in a bittersweet mood.  On the one hand, they were glad to have killed a lot of the enemy, but on the other, they had lost ten of their friends. 

The makeup of this force is comprised of several different clusters of men, each one coming from a common area.  The people in each individual group had known each other for most of their lives.  So, when there was a loss it was difficult for the group as a whole, but especially within the small groups.  Yesterday’s deaths had been spread out over several groups.  Consequently, it affected the whole force.

All that morning, Winters could see that last night’s low morale hadn’t improved much.  Not only the casualties but also the idea of terrorists killing innocent women and children in their own country shocked one’s senses.  To top it all off, coming face to face with an enemy you only heard about in the news or had seen on TV had been a surreal experience.  It remained their topic of conversation all night.

After yesterday's fiasco, Winters had noticed a little paranoia seeping into his thoughts.  He looked around to observe his men, wondering if anyone was conspiring against him.  As their ranks had grown, more than two-thirds had never had a say in who should lead them.  Even though he had loathed the position, and hadn’t thought he was up to the job initially, he now felt responsible for the group and wanted to see it through. 

Hearing the bullets whiz by his head had made him wonder when he’d be the one they mourned.  He let out a sigh thinking it’d be a lot easier dying than watching his men die or having to watch his country fall further into despair. He took a deep breath thinking about just how far America had fallen, with no end in sight.  It was like living in a horrible nightmare, still hoping to wake up and find it nothing but a bad dream.  

Elliott approached Winters, who was sitting on the tailgate of a truck.  “Captain, Scar and the boys are back.”

Winters turned away from him and dried his eyes.  “How are the roads?"

Elliott sat down next to him.  “Not good, looks like they’ve got ‘em all blocked.”

Scar, Meeks, and Nate, holding coffee and power bars in their hands, walked over to complete the tactical leadership.

Winters nodded as they approached.  “I take it we’re surrounded.”

Scar set his coffee on the truck bed.  “They must have been moving in all last night.”

“We shouldn’t have stopped last night,” said Winters.

“Wouldn’t have mattered much,” said Nate.  “Most of the trucks are low on fuel. We wouldn’t have gotten much further anyway.”

“Now what?” asked Meeks.

“Don’t seem like we have a lot of options,” said Elliott.

Meeks choked on his coffee.  “We have options?”

With a harsh voice, Nate said.  “Oh, we got choices all right.  We either give up like a bunch of pussies or kill as many of those sons-of-bitches as we can.  Quite frankly, I think it’s pretty obvious what we should do.”

“I’m with Nate on this one,” said Meeks.  “I’m not giving up.”

Elliott got off the tailgate.  “It won’t take them long before they get us all, Nate.”

“Yeah, well I’d rather go down fighting.”

Meeks patted Nate on the shoulder and looked at Scar.

Scar shrugged half agreeing.

Nate turned to Winters.  “Well, Captain, I think it’s settled.  Question is where do we want to fight them, north or south?”

Winters stared into the distance looking for an answer.  He agreed with Nate to kill as many as they could, but then he knew Elliott was right.  The cops had them surrounded, and would eventually kill them.  There had to be a better way out of this.  He remembered how they had come together, calling themselves the Shadow Patriots because they kept to the shadows while chasing the enemy, coming and going as they pleased, making the bad guys question their existence.

What was so different about this situation?  Nothing.  Nothing at all.  Winters kept searching for a solution.  Then his face got flush as an idea struck him, instantly lifting the weight off his shoulders.

“Guys, I’ve got an idea.”

Everyone turned to him.

“Remember when we first formed together as a group.  We kept our existence a secret for as long as we could.  You know, cleaning up our messes and making it seem like we were never there.”

They all looked at each other and nodded.

“It’s our namesake and it worked like a charm,” continued Winters.

Meeks gave Scar a resounding pat on the back.

Winters turned to Nate.  “Nate, I know you want to take them head on and I’m with ya, but we’re at such a disadvantage.”

Nate shrugged. 

“More than likely, we’ve got most of the National Police force surrounding us.  Right now, we’re just not ready to go head-to-head against something like that.  So far, we’ve been the ones picking the time and place.”

Nate spoke first.  “What are we going to do then?”

Winters took a second before he answered.  “Guys…we’re going to walk out of here. This fog will give us enough cover to get away.”

They all stared at Winters in disbelief.

“What about the trucks and all our stuff?” asked Elliott.

“Take what we can carry and dump everything else in the lakes, should buy us some time.”

“It’ll be tough for some of the guys,” said Elliot.

“Some of the guys,” snickered Meeks.  “More like most of us, we’re no spring chickens.”

Winters held up his hands.  “I don’t see any other choice.  At some point, they’ll start closing in on us.”

Scar threw the rest of his coffee on the ground.  “Well, let’s get to it.”

The men broke off and started to prepare.

An hour later, the Shadow Patriots were good to go. Every man had taken what they thought they’d be able to manage and left the rest inside the vehicles, which they sunk in a nearby lake the local Minnesota guys knew about. 

“Captain?”

“Yes, Burns?”

“I was talking with Bill Taylor and he knows a place we can go.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, he says he’s got an old friend up north of here who has a farm on the outskirts of Big Falls.” 

“How far is that from here?”

Burns pulled out a map and gave him an approximation of their location in the Chippewa National Forest. “It’s at least forty miles.”

“The wooded countryside won’t make this any easier,” said Winters, nodding his head liking the idea.




Chapter 49

St Paul Minnesota

 

Commandant Boxer sat in the plush surroundings of his temporary home located in the suburbs of St. Paul.  The house used to belong to a wealthy lawyer, and like the majority of the population, he had moved to the warmer climate of the South.  By the indication of the man’s wealth, Boxer assumed he hadn’t ended up in the camps, like the common people.  He was probably with his family sipping margaritas in Florida or somewhere in the Caribbean.  The well to do in America were able to set their families up somewhere nice during the transition of the government, mostly facilitated by bribery of government officials.

He thought about how lucky he had been to live in D.C. at the time, and to have a government job.  His input to the propaganda program was a stroke of genius and had facilitated his rise to power.  The new bosses certainly were gracious to those who enabled them to control the masses.

The position of Commandant had its benefits, but only if you were in Washington.  Here in the Midwest, there was no nightlife or decent food.  As soon as he caught the rebels, he’d head back home.  He would use his aptitude for lying to convince Perozzi, that Colonel Nunn could keep an eye on their Islamic friends. 

The loud ring of the phone snapped him out of his daydream.

He paused before picking up the receiver.  “This is Boxer.”

“Sir, it’s Lieutenant Stivers.”

“Where are we, Stivers?”

“Sir, we’ve not been able to find them as of yet.  All the roads have been blocked since last night, but so far, nothing.”

Boxer not satisfied. “What about the woods?”

“We’re searching them now.  I’ve got a couple of our search and rescue dogs helping out as well.”

“Good thinking Stiver.  I’m sending you a helicopter, should be coming in this afternoon.” 

“That’ll be a big help.”

“Keep me posted Stivers.”

Boxer hung up the phone and reclined back in his chair.  He felt confident he’d have them today. 

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

James D. Stiver Jr. was young to be a lieutenant in the National Police, but his father; James Sr. was a thirty-year veteran of the Sheriff’s Department in Virginia.  The last fifteen of those as the elected Sheriff of Loudoun County, and as such, he had many connections.  These allowed the younger Stiver, known as Junior, to work his way up rapidly, despite his poor performance. 

When the Government nationalized all the city and state police departments in the country, Junior, with the help of his father, was able to secure a position in the newly formed National Police.  They sent him to St. Paul as the station commander.  Not the greatest location, but a prime position, one that he couldn’t resist.

He was out of shape which made his figure look odd in the black assault uniform.  It also didn't help his appearance any to never wear a hat on his shiny bald head. 

He turned to Sergeant Durbin.  “You got Jake and Elwood out searching yet?”  He was referring to the department’s German Shepherds. 

“Got ‘em both out in the Chippewa.  Hell, if they’re in there, those dogs will find ‘em,” said Durbin. 

Durbin was, yet another, political appointee.  His family were friends with the Stiver's and he had come with Junior to the National Police.  He’d only been a Sheriff’s deputy for two years before joining the National Police.

“Should we bet on which dog will find them first?” asked Stiver.

“I said, if they’re in there.”

“Oh, they’re in there alright.  Ain’t no way they got past our roadblocks.”

“Well, Junior, it seems to me, we got two bets then,” said Durbin.

“Are ya saying you’ll bet me a bottle of Jack on it?” asked Stiver

“That’s what I am saying.  Jack it is.”

“Alright, now which dog you want to go with?”

“I’ll take the younger Jake, he’s a bit more anxious to please than ole Elwood.”

“Another bottle?”

“Yer on,” said Durbin putting his hand out to Junior.




Chapter 50

 

The Shadow Patriots had been hiking through the thick forest for two grueling days to escape the National Police.  At first, the men moved swiftly, but after a day of rough terrain, they were tired.  Some of them had stumbled and twisted their ankles, while others got leg cramps and various other injuries.  All of which slowed them down.  They had plenty of water from the endless lakes they had to walk around but were running low on food.

The demanding march took their minds off the loss of their friends back in Brainerd and also helped them bond, as any such activity tended to do.  With so many new recruits, it was needed.

They were about to cross an open field when they heard a helicopter.  They had been hearing the chopper off in the distance for the last couple of days.  Winters tried to remember the last time he’d seen one.  In the past year, other than an occasional military jet high in the sky, no one had seen any air traffic.  All the airlines were out of business, anyone traveling by air was a government official, on government-owned jets.

He stood in silence and looked up into the gray sky.  He noticed rain clouds were moving in, which would make it even cooler.  The clap of the helicopter's rotors grew louder as it blew past the trees where they hid.  Crossing the field, it flew low, circling the area, and then back in the direction it came from.

“Should we make a run across the field, Captain?” asked Elliott.

“Let's wait a bit, hate to see them come back this way.  How much farther you figure?”

Elliott pulled out a map.  “Not much.  We’re about right here, and we need to get there.  Maybe only another five miles.”

“We should send someone ahead and see if we can make contact with this guy.”

“Meeks and I’ll go,” volunteered Scar.

“Okay,” said Winters, “but you’ll need Taylor to go with ya.  Where’s he at?”

Taylor lifted his canteen.  “I’m right here.”

“Can you go with these guys to make contact with your friend?”

“I won’t have to walk my ass back here, will I?” he asked impatiently.

“No, we can have somebody else do that,” Winters responded looking at Scar who cracked a smile.

Once Winters had learned how Bill Taylor had sassed Major Green when they were attacked, telling Green they were just camping, he had instantly liked the man.  He’d admire anyone who was facing a situation like that and could still put up a fight.

“What your friends name?”

“Peterson.”

Taylor started walking away.  “Well, let’s go, boys, we ain’t getting any younger.”

Rain began to fall as the men hurried across the open field.  Once they reached the protection of the woods, the advance team left the rest of the group behind.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Word came to Stiver late on the first day that Jake had picked up the scent.  He led them to what looked like a makeshift camp.  Elwood ended up getting the fix on the Shadow Patriots northern escape route.

“Jake might have found the camp, but Elwood got ‘em hot on the trail,” argued Stiver.

“Had Jake not found their camp, we’d still be holding our dicks,” retorted Durbin not wanting to lose on their bet.

“Yeah, but we’d still be at the camp were it not for Elwood.  Instead, we’ve already gone fifteen miles.  Hell, we’ll have those old geezers this afternoon.  I mean, come on, how fast can they walk?  Hell, I’m surprised we haven’t found any of them lying on the ground, dead from a heart attack.”

“You wanna double down on that, Junior?” offered Durbin.

“What?  Find a dead one?”

“No, not a dead one.  When.  When will we find them?  Today or tomorrow.”

“Please, with Jake and Elwood on the trail, we’ll have them by this evening,” said Stiver.

“I’m going to say late tomorrow afternoon, that’ll be three days.  I think these geezers are a bit more motivated.”

“Okay.  You’re on.  We’ll call the last bet a draw, even though I think Elwood won.  Still, they were in the forest, so you owe me a bottle for that one.”

Durbin gave him a dubious look. 

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Later that night, a soaking wet Winters greeted Mr. Peterson.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said extending his hand.  Winters noticed for an old man, he moved around like a youngster.  His full head of hair was white as snow and his skin was dark, giving him a striking appearance.  His excellent posture made him seem taller than his five-eight frame.

“Taylor filled me in on all you’ve done, sure do wish I was a bit younger and could join you,” said Peterson.

“You look like you can handle yourself.”

“I try to stay in shape.”

“You’d be doing us a big favor if you could let us stay here for a few days.  We’ve been hiking, and as you can see, we’re pretty beat.”

Peterson looked at the weary men.

Winters walked with him.  “Also, we need to restock our supplies.”

“You boys have come to the right place.  Between the house and the barn, I’ve got plenty of room.  I can help you with the supplies too.  I used to own a sporting goods store.  Got some inventory left over.  Once the economy collapsed, I was put out of business early on.  Nobody had any money, plus I couldn’t get anything new shipped in.  Whatever you want, you boys are more than welcome to it.”

They moved to the back of the house and out to the barn.  As they entered, Peterson threw a tarp to the side to reveal boxes of tents and sleeping bags.

Winters looked in awe.  “This is great sir.”

“You’re welcome to all of it.  Got a few compound bows and some arrows in there as well.” 

Winters nodded in satisfaction.

The men settled in for the night, with most dozing off as soon as they got food in their stomachs.

Winters stayed up and chatted with Mr. Peterson.  He discovered he had things in common with the man.  Ten years back, his wife had also died of cancer, and his kids were scattered across the country.  Neither of them had any close relatives in the area.  He had done three tours in Vietnam and earned a silver star and two purple hearts.  

After some good conversation, Winters climbed the stairs to a guest room, to sleep in a bed for the first time in what seemed like an eternity.  He lay down on the soft bed and thought he had gone to heaven.  He instantly drifted off to sleep.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Jake and Elwood had sniffed twenty-five miles of dirt before they lost the trail in the late afternoon of the second day.  A thunderstorm moved in, bringing heavy rain, and by morning had washed away any remaining scent.

Stiver pulled out a map of Minnesota and zeroed in on the route they had been on and noted the next town was Big Falls.  He reported to Boxer.




Chapter 51

Big Falls Minnesota

 

The next morning, Winters got up and took a well-needed shower, his first in some time.  The hot water cascaded down his back, soothing his aching muscles.  The steady flow had such a hypnotic effect that he had to force himself to turn off the water.  He was surprised the area had power and wondered where it came from.  He gently cleaned the scab on his wound, which was still tender to the touch.  It would leave a nasty looking scar but otherwise was well on the way to healing.

The shower put him in a good mood, which improved, even more, when he thought about how lucky they were to have made their escape yesterday.  He felt even luckier to have a safe place where they could relax and recuperate from their long march.  Since the farmhouse was out away from town, he figured they would have a few days to rest.

He dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen.

Mr. Peterson looked up from the stove.  “Morning Cole, a couple of your boys went out on an early morning hunt and got themselves a buck with one of my bows.  Got it cooking over a fire.”

“Really, that’s great.  Who was it?”

He shook his head.  “Don’t remember their names, big fella, kind of funny, him and his friend.  They’re the ones who came in first with Bill.”

“That would be Scar and Meeks.”

“Yeah, that’s them.”

Winters moved to the stove.  “What are we cooking here?”

“Oatmeal, I got quite a bit of this stuff left over from my store.”

“Wow, I can’t thank you enough, sir.”

Mr. Peterson stopped stirring and looked at Winters with a thoughtful expression.  “There’s no need to thank me.  What you guys have done and are doing…can never be repaid, by anyone.”

Scar walked in from outside.  “Morning, Captain.”

Mr. Peterson glanced over.  “There he is.”

“What did I do?”  Scar asked putting his hands up.

Winters smiled.  “Morning, Scar, heard you and Meeks took down a buck.”

Scar laughed.  “Yeah, I’ve got to give credit to Meeks on that one.  Even with his little flesh wound, he’s a hell of a shot with a bow.”

They all walked outside.  Scar carried the large pot of oatmeal, while Winters brought out sleeves of plastic cups and spoons.

Most of the men had gathered around the fire, where the deer was cooking on a spit.  Winters noticed the men looked to be in better spirits than when they arrived.  Amazing what a good night’s sleep could do for a person.  They chatted aloud, some offering culinary advice, while others talked of their own past hunting trips.  It would appear they had put Brainerd behind them. 

Meeks, who was supervising the cooking of his prized buck, looked up and waved to Winters, as he approached.

He greeted the men at the fire and acknowledged the others, who stood around in groups.  He participated in the friendly banter and listened, for probably the hundredth time, Meeks relating the details of his early morning hunt with Scar.

The Shadow Patriots gladly took advantage of the hospitality Mr. Peterson offered.  They took hot showers, washed their clothes, listened to music, read books, and rested their weary bodies.  Some sat by themselves, or in small cliques, while others enjoyed the camaraderie of the larger group.

Winters could not be any more pleased with their stay at the farm.  It felt like they were on vacation.  He just hoped staying here wouldn’t put them, and Mr. Peterson, at risk.




Chapter 52

St Paul Minnesota

 

Boxer paced the floor of his office attempting to compose the verbiage he would use when reporting the loss of the rebel’s trail to Reed.  He knew Reed would kick the info up to Perozzi.  He would have to word it carefully; otherwise, he’d risk losing his position and fall from their grace.  If this happened, it would never be the same when he got back to Washington, if he got back.  Knowing Reed, he’d leave him out here in the wilderness.

The ring from his phone snapped him back.  He reached for the phone and answered it.

“Yes.”

“Commandant, we just got a report from our station up Big Falls,” said his assistant.

“Go on.”

“We did as you asked and checked the power usage in the area.  We found an immediate and considerable increase on a farm north of town.”

The years before the collapse of the economy, the government had taken control of the utilities and regulated all power usage.  The power companies did this by installing smart meters in every home and business.  This also turned out to be a great way to monitor any unusual activity in a particular house.

“How unusual?” asked Boxer.

“More than double the normal use,” he replied.

“Now that is interesting.  Get me Stiver.”

Five minutes later, the phone rang in his office.  He grabbed the receiver and answered.  “Boxer.”

“You wanted to talk to me?” asked Stiver.

“I just received a report from the NP station in Big Falls, seems there’s a significant increase in power usage out on a farm.  I want you to go check it out immediately.”

Lieutenant Stiver arrived at the farm late in the afternoon with twenty of his men and had more coming in.  They parked their cars down the road and crept into the woods that ran parallel to the long driveway.

He had them spread out southeast of the property line.  This gave them a clear view of the house and the barn behind it. 

Stiver surveyed the farmhouse through a pair of binoculars.  He spied men walking around the grounds, going in and out of the barn and a small group sitting by a fire.  With a satisfactory look on his face, he gave the signal.

They opened fire.




Chapter 53

Big Falls Minnesota

 

The Shadow Patriots were enjoying their day of relaxation at the Peterson farm.  The day had turned out to be a beautiful spring day, with not a cloud in the sky.  The rain had stopped early in the night and now a cool breeze blew across the farm.  Some of the men were taking naps in the barn to avoid the chill. 

Winters stood in the kitchen with Nate and Mr. Peterson, heating water for soup, when the gunfire started.  Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at each other’s alarmed expression.  They dashed into the living room, which faced the driveway, peeked out a window, and saw the cops hiding in the woods. 

Pandemonium set in as gunfire rained down on the Shadow Patriots.  Everyone took off in different directions taking cover.  Some ran inside the house, most others to the barn.  It took only a moment before everyone had grabbed his weapon and started returning fire. 

Winters took hold of Nate’s arm.  “Go find out where everyone is and get back here.”

“You got it, Captain.”

He turned to Mr. Peterson.  “Go to the back entrance and wait for me.”

Winters ran upstairs to the second floor to get a better view and looked out a window to get a better view.  He saw how their situation would continue to deteriorate if they didn’t leave right away.  Besides the cops firing at them from the woods, he noticed more cars coming up the country highway. 

He ran back downstairs and found Scar and Meeks firing from the back entryway.  “We need to get everyone out of here.  More cops are coming in.”

Scar stopped firing.  “We need to get to the barn and into the woods behind it.”

Winters nodded in agreement.

Nate came running back in.

“Captain, everyone’s in the barn except Elliott and four or five others.  They’re pinned down out by the fire pit.”

Winters looked at Scar.

Scar grimaced.  “That’s a good thirty yards for them to run to the barn.”

Winters thought for a moment.  “We still got that last grenade?”

Meeks turned his head.  “In my backpack snuggled up next to our flag.”

Winters motioned him to get it.  

Meeks returned holding his backpack.

Scar turned to Winters.  “Meeks, Nate and I can handle the cover fire.”

“I’ll get Mr. Peterson into the barn,” said Winters.

They all hurried to the side door.

“Mr. Peterson, I’m afraid I’ve gotten you in a bit of a bind.”

Without hesitation, he responded.  “I may be older than you, Cole Winters, but I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”

Winters raised his eyebrow, impressed with his attitude.

Scar instructed Meeks on the grenade, and then he and Nate bolted out and laid down a barrage of cover fire.  They kept it up until Meeks came out, pulled the pin on the grenade, poised his arm back, and threw it like a football into the midst of the entrenched National Police.  They ducked down and took cover.  Seconds later it blew.

The grenade exploded in spectacular fashion taking out two cops and wounding several more.  The blast effectively stopped them from firing while they took cover and tended their wounded.

Winters and Peterson ran to the barn, while Scar, Meeks and Nate kept up the cover fire.

Elliott and two of the others got up and ran, leaving two of their friends by the fire, dead.

Winters and Peterson reached the entrance to the barn, where they were met by Burns and Murphy, who continued firing at the cops.

“We need everyone out the back and into the woods,” he yelled.

Everyone grabbed whatever they could and moved out the back door.  Winters hustled back to the front and met Elliott as he reached the doorway. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah, got two dead though.”

Winters gave him a reassuring nod.

He turned to Scar.  “Think you guys can cover our exit?  Give us some breathing room.”

Scar nodded.

“Where we headed?” asked Elliott.

“We can only go north,” Winters responded.

“Canada?”

“How far is it Mr. Peterson?”

“Twenty miles with some open terrain.”




Chapter 54

 

The U.S. military dared not enter Canada.  The British, at Canada’s request, had sent troops to help them protect their border, and neither side wanted a confrontation. 

U.S. and British relations had been strained over the past decade and had totally dissolved once the American government nationalized. The Brits had dealt with their own problem of attempted government takeovers by foreign nationals.  They forced mass deportations on those who had participated.  The process had been painful with uprisings all around the country, but in the end, Great Britain had regained her sovereignty. 

With the Chinese Army fighting the Americans on the West Coast, the Canadians took no chances with their security.  With its common border, many Americans had fled to Canada seeking refugee status.  This became a logistics nightmare.  Canada had no quarrel with the American people and helped them in any way they could.

Winters ran into the woods thankful to have escaped the farmhouse.  Had the cops been better organized and more patient, they would have had the whole place surrounded.  Of course, if he had been smarter, he would have had his men guarding the perimeter, and this would never have happened.  Winters had felt safe and hadn’t even considered having guards on duty.  He wondered how the National Police were able to locate them.  The house was out in the country with no close neighbors.  They hadn’t been firing any weapons, which could have attracted attention. 

“Another mystery,” thought Winters.

Scar had his men set up just inside the woods, to see if any cops would give chase.  More cars came barreling up the driveway, while the original force was still firing on the house and barn.  

Scar chuckled to himself.  They had no idea the place was empty.

They kept this up for another five minutes before they finally stopped.  Immediately, the cops spread out all over the property.  Four of them came out of the back door of the barn and headed into the woods where the Shadow Patriots had made their escape.

Scar looked over at his men.

Nate loaded an arrow onto his new compound bow, began to pull the string back a bit and fluttered his eyebrows at Scar.

Scar signaled him to wait.

The four cops moved into the woods with trepidation.  Thirty yards in, they stopped and looked around.  They stopped talking and strained their ears listening for any unusual sounds.  After a few moments, they continued their advance. 

Scar, Meeks and Nate followed the four National Policemen leaving Burns and Murphy to continue monitoring the entrance to the woods.

They moved from tree to tree while keeping an eye on their pursuers.  The four cops split up into two groups.

Nate whispered to Scar and Meeks.  “I’m about done with these guys.”

Scar agreed and handed Meeks his bow.  “Here, you’re better at this than I am.”

Meeks and Nate each strung an arrow, moved out from their cover, and came up behind the two closest cops.  They both took aim.  A whoosh broke the silence, as they launched their arrows at the same time.  The two cops fell to the ground with a thud. One cried out in agony sending out an alert.

The remaining two turned and ran toward the cries.  They came over a small ridge with drawn pistols leading the way and saw their friends on the ground.  They darted their heads looking for the enemy as they rushed to their fallen comrades.  As soon as they reached them, Meeks and Nate slipped around their cover and let loose a second pair of arrows.

One of the cops fell dead to the ground when the arrow passed through his body. The other one dropped his gun in shock looking at the metal shaft halfway through his stomach.  His hands trembled attempting to grab it in hopes of pulling it out.  This only increased the pain, and he dropped to his knees, moaning in agony. 

Nate sprinted toward the cop and kicked the arrow shaft so that it completely penetrated the man's body.  He yelled out a torturous cry before taking his last breath. 

“Bastard,” said Nate.

Meeks turned to Scar with a surprised look.

Scar shrugged.

Before they started to head for Burns and Murphy, they grabbed the gun belts off the four bodies.  Suddenly, gunfire interrupted the silence of the forest.  It had come from the direction of the farmhouse, and they immediately ran toward the noise. 

Moments later, Burns and Murphy came running toward them, with cops not too far behind.  They took up positions and waited for Burns and Murphy, whose faces lit up when they saw them.  Then they opened fire on the pursuing National Police.




Chapter 55

St Paul Minnesota

 

Boxer sat impatiently in an office he commandeered at Police headquarters in downtown St. Paul. He was waiting for news from Stiver, about the farmhouse when the phone finally rang.

“This is Boxer,” he answered. 

“Commandant, it’s them all right.  They just took out six of my men, but I’ve got another twenty on their tail as we speak.  I’ll have all my men in the area within hours, sir.”

“Best news I’ve heard all day,” said Boxer gleefully, not caring in the slightest about the six dead men.

“They’re trying to make a run to the border.”

“How far is it?”

“Depends on which way they go, it’s at least twenty miles or more.  The good news is, they’re on foot.”

Boxer started laughing.  “They’re on foot?  This is going to be a piece of cake.  Let’s get out ahead of them.  We’ll shut off their escape.”

Boxer depressed the cutoff switch on the phone, then dialed Reed’s office. He couldn’t wait to tell him.  He worried the longer it took for good news, the more likely he’d lose his standing in the district.  This was not something to leave to chance.  Rumors flew around Washington like a tornado—fast, uncontrollable, and devastating.

“What’s your status?” asked Reed.

Boxer tried to contain himself as he spoke.  “Sir, we've got those old bastards trapped in between Big Falls and the Canadian border, which is twenty miles away.  The best news is that they’re on foot.  So, we’ll have them in no time.  I’ve got men coming up from the rear and more being transported north of their position.”

“Excellent news, Boxer.”




Chapter 56

Koochiching County Minnesota

 

Winters led the escaping Shadow Patriots away from the farmhouse at a quick pace. He had no doubt they would invariably be pursued, and he wanted as much space between them and the cops as possible.  

The sounds of a gun battle began to erupt from the direction of the farmhouse. The inevitable wasn’t long in coming; Scar and his men were being engaged by the cops.  He ordered everyone to pick up the pace while he and Elliott rushed back to their aid.  

Winters stopped when he saw them approaching. “Everything good?” 

“We're good. Took out a bunch,” said Scar.

“Yeah, they'll tread lightly but they'll still keep coming after us,” declared Burns.

Winters nodded.  “I need scouts on either side of us and behind us.”

Scar turned to Burns and Murphy. “Meeks and I will cover our six if you two will guard the flanks.”

Burns and Murphy readily agreed.

Winters jogged back to the front completely lost in thought.  The Shadow Patriots started out as the hunters but were now the hunted.  Again, not what he had envisioned at the beginning when they “volunteered” him to be the leader.  Having cops on their tail meant a loss of control, which went against the bookkeeper in him.  Every number had a place and he had known where to put it.  Now, they didn’t stand a chance and he was unsure of what to do.  They were on the run pretending to be able to escape to Canada.  He would keep up this charade up for as long as it gave the men hope, but in all likelihood, their journey would end either tonight or in the morning. 

Winters turned to Elliott.  “What would you do if you were them?”

Elliott thought for a moment.  “I’d be getting a whole bunch of guys up in front of us.”

Winters took a deep breath.  “Yeah, that’s what I’d do too.  So, we’re pretty much walking right into their hands.”

“Yep.”

“I’m going to have to make up something to tell the men, cuz by morning we're done for.”

Elliott didn’t respond.

They stopped talking as they continued to walk both lost in their own thoughts and wondering the same thing—when would the cops capture them?

Winters looked back and saw Mr. Peterson.  He wondered if he would be able to hack it.  The man had been so gracious with his hospitality, and now was being punished for his good deed.  As the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished.  No truer words were ever spoken. 

Winters slowed down and to walk beside him. “How are you holding up Mr. Peterson?”

Peterson cocked his head smiling.  “Are you kidding? I’m thinking I could still kick your ass.”

Winters grinned in agreement.

Peterson spoke in a more serious tone. “Cole, this is the gutsiest thing I’ve done in a long time.”

“And what would be the gutsiest thing you ever did?”

“Vietnam. This one time, our platoon was out on patrol, my squad got separated, and before you know it, we were ass deep in Charlie, got ourselves completely surrounded.”

Winters' interest increased.  “What did you do?”

“Waited till nightfall.  Night can be your best friend or your worst enemy.  We made it our friend.  We created a diversion and found a weak link in their force.  Once we had the diversion up and running, they let their guard down and we slipped right on by them.”

Winters’ eyes grew big and a shiver ripped through his body.

“Mr. Peterson, I could kiss you.”

Peterson wrinkled his forehead.

With an excitement written all over his face, Winters ran back up to Elliott and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“What’s with you?”

“I’ve got an idea.  We need to get everyone together before sundown.  Where’s Nate?”

Elliott started to answer but Winters had already taken off to find him.

He raced past the men who were still moving forward.  Most greeted him while others simply nodded as he hurried by.  He found Nate and told him to go find Scar and Meeks and get them up here on the double.  He also sent another volunteer to go get Burns and Murphy.

Twenty minutes later, away from the others, they all waited for Winters.  He joined them and asked for their individual reports on the movement of the National Police.

Scar spoke first.  “Well Captain, Meeks and I have noticed as the day wore on, the slower the cops moved.  They’ve fallen further back than I would if I was them.”

“We scouted our flanks, Captain,” said Burns.  “They have more men to the west of us than the east.”

Winters nodded.  “And we can assume they’ve got plenty of men waiting at the border.  So, they’ve got us surrounded.  They’re doing exactly what we would do if we were chasing them.  Now if they have more men to the west, they must be thinking we’ll likely be heading that way.”

“A lot more trees over that way,” said Burns.

Scar added.  “Don’t forget we’re between two rivers.”

“And just before the border, it’s big open ground,” said Burns.

“The border agents will have no problem picking us off,” said Scar, snapping his fingers.

Nate bristled at this and offered.  “We should keep to the trees and have ourselves another old fashion shootout.”

Meeks looked at Nate.  “I’m with you again brother.  Let's go down fighting, rather than be captured.”

“Yeah, you can count me in too,” Scar said raising his weapon.

Winters waited patiently for them to finish.  “Guys, I’ve got an idea how we can get out of this.”

Nate gave a half smile.  “Here we go again.”

Winters raised both of his index fingers at Nate.  “Yeah, I know, but hear me out.  Burns, you say they have more men to the west.  So, it would make sense for us to go and try to break through their lines on the east, correct?”

“Yes,” said Burns while the others looked at each other in agreement.

“Well, instead of us trying to break east, we go west.  They’d certainly never expect it.”

Burns gestured with his hands.  “But how?”

“We don’t fight them, we slip by them like we did the other day.  We create some kind of a diversion to the east, which will make them think that’s where we’re trying to break out.  Their guys to the west will either let their guard down, or get all excited, and head east to try to help. In doing so, they’ll pass right by us.”

Scar was the first to see the simplicity of the plan.  “It’s brilliant, Captain.  We just need something convincing that they’ll fall for, hook, line and sinker.”

Nate rolled his eyes.  “I don’t know how you keep coming up with these ideas of yours.”

Winters laughed.  “It’s just half an idea though.  We still need to come up with the diversion half.”

Nate replied. “Believe it or not, I think I got the other half.  And no, it doesn’t involve attacking them head-on.  Well, it kind of does, but not really.”

“I’m all ears,” Winters said.




Chapter 57

 

Elliott walked across a small field and found Winters sitting down, still removing bullets from their casings and emptying the gunpowder.  A light wind made the work tedious.  The sun had set, and it would be completely dark in thirty minutes.

Winters heard Elliott approach and asked.  “Everyone in place?”

“You betcha, Captain, found a bunch of thick trees, that’ll keep them hidden.  What about the others?”

Winters stood up.  “We’re almost done.”

“Think this will work?” asked Elliott. 

Winters shrugged his shoulders in a non-committal way.

“Got to hand it to my buddy, Nate,” smiled Elliott.  “His gung-ho attitude finally came in handy.”

Winters let out a breath and nodded in agreement.

The two of them sat down and finished filling the last sack of gunpowder.  Burns and Murphy had returned and were ready to pick it up.

“This wind is blowing from the west,” said Winters.

“Couldn’t have asked for better weather, no rain and windy,” said Burns.

With little sunlight left, they plodded through the woods to the field where Scar, Meeks and Nate were finishing the set.

Upon arriving, Winters spoke quietly.  “Are we ready gentlemen?”

“We’re good to go, Captain,” said Scar.

They all walked to the center of the open field, which was approximately fifty yards long and a hundred yards wide. 

Scar began the instructions.  “We got ten separate stockpiles of various weapons, five on each side of the field.  As you can see, we put strips of white cloth on some branches, so we’d have an easier time finding them on the run.  Once we begin, we’ll give it ten minutes or so before Burns and Murphy start the fires.  After that, everyone run back here.  Any questions?”

They all looked at one another and shook their heads.  Elliott and Nate then hiked across the field to the west side, while the others advanced to the opposite end.

The plan was a simple one.  They hoped to draw the National Police in by setting up a fake gun battle.  Each man would run back and forth to each of the stockpiles of weapons and fire them.  This should create confusion in the ranks of the cops as they listened to the different types of guns that were engaging in the deceptive faux battle.  Winters was relying on the fact that the police would think their fellow officers were involved. They would want to help them and be eager to finish off the old men at the same time. 

The cops on the west side of the river would want to get in on the battle.  The location of the fight wasn’t going to be too far from a county road that had a bridge crossing the river.  This was where the rest of the Shadow Patriots would wait for the cops to abandon their positions.  They would then have the safe passage they needed to get to the border. 

Burns and Murphy, using gunpowder, would set a fire along the edge of the field, and with the slight breeze from the west, would carry it into the woods.  This would add to the confusion by igniting two piles of ammunition they had left behind.  The additional gunfire would continue while the seven of them would head back across the field to meet up with everyone else. 

Meeks was the first to fire his weapon.  He pointed it toward the sky and let off a couple of spurts.  This was followed by Winters and Scar.  Finally, Elliott and Nate got in on the ruse.  They all ran up and down the field, spreading the gunfire around as much as they could, trying to convince the cops there were more than a few men involved.  The gunfire echoed high in the sky.  There was no doubt the other side was listening intently and wondering what was going on.




Chapter 58

 

Lieutenant Stiver sat down to get something to eat, which he desperately needed. There had been little time since they started hunting the old men.  He felt confident they would soon capture these so-called Shadow Patriots.  He had them boxed between two rivers with cops on either side.  He also had plenty of men ahead of, and behind them.  They had no chance of escaping. 

The sounds of battle rudely interrupted Stiver’s meal.  He immediately got up and joined his men to try to determine where the shooting had come from.  Everyone had a different opinion about what types of weapons they utilized. 

Stiver grabbed his radio from his side pocket and pushed the button down.  “Durbin, what’s going on over there?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. 

 “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“My men are spread out over a lot of ground.  I don’t know where they’re all at.”

“Same here,” came Hoyer on the radio.  “I can’t say for sure where everyone is either.  We’ve been behind them all day, so there’s no way they’ve backtracked on us.”

Stiver spoke earnestly.  “Well, it sounds like someone got a little too close.”

The radio squawked.  “What do you want us to do, Junior?”

“I’m thinking,” said Lieutenant Stiver pacing back and forth among his men who stood and waited for an order. 

The gunfire continued to rage on.

“Give me a map,” said Stiver. 

He unfolded the map while someone beamed a flashlight on it.  Stiver got back on the radio.  “Durbin, there’s a road up ahead.  It’ll get you across the river.  Get over here ASAP.  Everybody move in, I repeat move in.”

Stiver spun the rifle off his back and ordered an all-out attack.

They spread out and hurried through the woods.  The blackness of the night and the wooded terrain made maneuvering extremely difficult.  Low branches hit the men in the face while others were tripping over brush lying on the ground. 

Stiver smelled smoke, which he thought at first, to be cordite, but quickly realized there was a fire was burning in front of them.  Through the trees, the orange fire glowed brighter as it advanced relentlessly.

The gunfire grew rapid and wild as the piles of ammo cooked off in the fire.  Bullets flew in every direction including straight at them.

Stiver heard a bullet whiz by and threw himself to the ground.  In all his time as a cop, he’d never been shot at before.  The experience was so terrifying that he began to panic.  

More bullets flew overhead and Stiver tried to will himself into the ground. 

“Junior,” screamed a man.  “I’ve been hit.”

Stiver didn’t move to help him.

The gunfire continued as the brush fire increased in size.  The smoke became dense, making breathing difficult.  The bright flames threw light and shadows against the trees.

Stiver heard his men yelling at each other.  One of them came up to him.  “Junior, Gibson’s been hit pretty bad.  This wind is blowing that fire right as us.  We need to turn back.”

A nervous Stiver ordered everyone to fall back.

The heat from the fire intensified as it quickly burned the dry brush and consumed everything in its path.  The smoke now engulfed them.  The out of shape Stiver, ran out of breath trying to make his way through the woods.  He stumbled face first into a tree.  Someone grabbed him and pushed him forward.  Moments later, they tumbled into the open field where they had left their gear.

Stiver dropped to his knees, coughing and gagging for air.  Sweat ran from every pore and steamed from the top of his bald head.  He reached for a canteen and splashed water on his face and head.

His breathing finally began to slow, and he picked up his radio. “Has anybody found them yet?” 

No one answered right away.  He tried again. 

The radio finally came alive.  “Durbin here, we’ve moved in, the fire is moving your way, Junior.”

Stiver sounded frustrated.  “No shit.  We barely got out of there.”

He took a deep breath.  “Hoyer, come in.  Hoyer.”  

No response. 

Stiver shook his head wishing he had sent for Jake and Elwood.  He rolled over to his right, bent his legs and struggled to get up off the ground. 

Two cops brought Gibson out and carried him away from the fire before setting him down to dress his wound.

Stiver hobbled over to him, knelt down, and noted the bullet had entered the right side of his upper chest.  They applied pressure in an attempt to stop the bleeding.  Stiver needed to get him out of there before he died.  With the fire, still raging, they gathered up their gear, took hold of Gibson and headed south.

He tried once again to get Hoyer on the radio but to no avail.

After the fire had burned out, Stiver came back to the smoldering field and found Durbin. 

“Anyone heard from Hoyer?” asked Stiver.

“No,” said Durbin.  “Maybe his radio is busted.”

“What about the old geezers?”

“We haven’t seen any of 'em,” said Durbin.

“Well, spread out.  The bastards can’t be too far away.”

Over the next several hours and leading into the morning, the National Police poked through the darkness, carefully walking the fields and the surrounding woods looking for the rebels.  When the sun rose, they finally found Hoyer and his men, dead.  One of the cops checked their rifles and found not one of them had been fired.  

Stiver swallowed hard as he realized the rebels had played them for fools.




Chapter 59

Canada

 

Soaking wet, the last of the Shadow Patriots made their way across the Rainy River, which separated Canada and the United States.  They dragged their weary bodies onto dry land exhausted from running all night to reach the border.

After the fake gun battle and the setting of the fire, Winters and the others had bolted to join the rest of their force.  As they were fleeing, Elliott and Nate were the first to reach the end of the field.  While they were waiting for the other five to catch up, they heard cops coming out of the trees. Then Elliott and Nate had killed them, at last ensuring a safe escape.

In Canada, after Winters helped the last man out of the river, they celebrated, yelling into the chilly morning air and shaking each other’s hands.  However, their exuberance didn’t last long.  Their wet clothes made them realize just how cold and hungry they were, plus they were not sure what to do next.

Winters placed his hand on Nate’s shoulder.  “Brilliant plan Nate, nice job.”

Nate smiled, appreciative of the recognition.

“We need to get a fire going,” suggested Elliott.

“I’m with you on that,” said Winters.  “Some food would be nice too.”

A few minutes later, as they started walking east, they heard the roar of engines in the distance.  With the rising sun shining in their eyes, they couldn’t tell who it was.  With nowhere to run or hide, they simply stopped and waited.

Winters pulled his hat down to block the sun and caught a glimpse of large dark vehicles approaching.  When they got closer, they spread out across the road and surrounded the Shadow Patriots.

A bullhorn cracked, “Drop your weapons.  Get on the ground and keep your arms spread out.”

Everyone did as they were told, as a cadre of men emptied out of the trucks, their guns aimed at the Shadow Patriots.  They moved in and removed all the weapons.

“Who’s in charge here?” asked the man with a distinct British accent.

Winters raised his hand.  “That would be me, my name is Cole Winters and we are asking for political asylum.”

The man approached him. “You that group, the Yanks, have been chasing around all night?”

Winters looked discombobulated.  “How do you know that?”

“We’ve been monitoring their communications.  They say you’re a bunch of murdering bastards.”

“Yes, they would say that now wouldn’t they.”

The man knelt down and gave Winters a stern glare.  “Well, are you?”

“I guess it depends on your perspective.”

“From my perspective, seeing how I’m quite aware of what’s been happening at those Patriot Centers, then I’d say, they definitely had it coming.” 

Winters furrowed his brow.

The man rose up and stuck out his hand.  “I’m Captain Spooner of the British Tenth Regiment.  Welcome to Canada.”

Winters got up and shook his hand.  “Like I said, I’m Cole Winters, and these are my men.”

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Winters.”

Winters motioned his men to get up off the ground and proceeded to give a brief description of their journey to the British Captain.  He didn’t seem surprised making Winters wonder how much they already knew.

Captain Spooner took them to his base of operations and offered hot food, hot showers, and good camaraderie.  The Canadians and Brits were most gracious hosts and eager to help.  They were chomping at the bit to get into the fight. 

Later in the afternoon, they all hopped into trucks and headed to Winnipeg to meet Captain Spooner’s commanding officer Colonel Brocket.  His headquarters were situated at the James Armstrong Richardson International Airport.  In light of the war in the US, the base had been expanded and was now a multi-functional training facility, housing both British and Canadian air and ground forces.

Captain Spooner and Winters walked into his commander’s office.

“Colonel, this is the American, Captain Winters.”

Winters took off his hat and extended his hand.  “Colonel Brocket, it’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,”

Brocket was a little younger than Winters.  He wore battle fatigues on his lean, tall, muscular build, and his crew cut was silver on the sides giving him a look any wannabe general in Hollywood would give his right arm for. His piercing blue eyes only enhanced his rugged appearance, and his handshake matched his confident motion. 

“The pleasure is all mine,” he responded with a sharp English accent. “Anyone who can give America’s National Police the trouble you’ve been giving them is an honor to meet.”

“Well, thank you, sir, and thank you for taking us in.”

“This is my counterpart here, General Standish of the Royal Canadian Air Force.  This is his base.” 

“It’s good to meet you, Captain Winters,” said Standish, a tall man who had broad shoulders and a barrel chest.  He had prominent facial features, including his nose and wide-set eyes, which were dark brown, and seem to match his deep baritone voice.  When he spoke, his rich voice grabbed your attention so much that you hung on to every word.  

Brocket motioned to the table.  “Have a seat, Captain.  You must still be exhausted from your harrowing journey.  May I offer you a cup of tea?”

Winters sat down.  “Yes, thank you.  That would be nice.”

Brocket looked at Spooner, who walked out of the office to request the tea. The three of them sat down at a conference table that took up a good portion of the room.  The blue chairs Winters recognized to be the same as the ones in his old office, where he had sat in a cubicle all day keeping the books.  Despite all he’d done, Winters felt intimidated by these men.  They were accomplished military men. 

“Are you former military?” Brocket asked.

“No, sir.”

“Your title of Captain then...?”

“The men just started calling me that,” Winters responded, embarrassed by an unearned title.  As he began to tell them all that had happened, he was interrupted when tea was brought in by a female corporal.  She walked in, placing a sterling silver tea set on the table, and proceeded to pour each man a cup of tea.  After serving, she turned and exited the room. 

Winters waited for the other two men to reach for their tea before picking up his cup.  He sipped on the hot liquid, enjoying the warm sensation in his throat. He then continued.  Both Brocket and Standish looked at each other approvingly throughout the story.

When Winters finished, Brocket placed his right hand to his heart.  “Yours is an astonishing journey, Captain.”

Standish leaned forward.  “The title of Captain is certainly deserving and you wear it well, sir.”

Winters didn’t know exactly what to say, so he politely thanked him. 

“What are your plans?” Standish asked, setting his teacup down on the saucer. “What are you looking to do now?”

“Not sure,” said Winters hoping they’d offer to let him stay right where he was.

“I would imagine you’d want to get back since you’ve got Al Qaeda on the loose.”

Winters stopped moving the teacup to his mouth.  “Al Qaeda?  Are you sure?”

“An offshoot of sorts.  We have spies in Washington, and I’m quite confident Commandant Boxer won’t be doing anything about that situation.”

“Who’s Commandant Boxer?”

Brocket took another sip of tea.  “He’s the head of the National Police, more of a figurehead in my opinion.”

“So, he is here in the Midwest,” stated Winters remembering Green telling him this.

“That would be correct, and be assured, he has no interest in catching those bloody bastards.” 

“Why do you say that?”

“Because we know who sponsors them.”

“Sponsors them?”

“Yes.  They didn’t get here on their own, someone had to smuggle them in and supply them.”

“Who would do such a thing?”

“Your government,” answered Standish.

Winters straightened up.  “You must be mistaken, they wouldn’t do something like that.”

“No? Why would they be secretly killing off American citizens such as yourself, Captain?”

“I don’t know, I just thought maybe Colonel Nunn went rogue or something.”

Brocket snickered. “Ah, Colonel Nunn.  Ole “second to none” himself.  He’s quite a character.”

“You know him?”

“Oh yes, I’m familiar with the colonel and his dealings.”

“Dealings?”

“Black market arms, he sold stolen military weapons and equipment to some very wicked people.  He got himself caught and court marshaled, but then your government fell and the war began.  Some of his old friends are now in high places in the new government and they saved him from jail.”

“I don’t understand why they would be doing these things.”

Standish glanced at Brocket.  “We haven’t pieced together the grand plan, but at the moment it doesn’t matter.  Right now, you’ve got Al Qaeda running around killing your fellow countrymen.”

“What can we do?” Winters asked looking down at the table.

Standish stared at Winters.  “What do you mean what can you do?”

Winters didn’t respond.

“Who else will protect the innocent?  There is no one else but you.”

Winters sounded dejected.  “But there’s so many of them.”

“Yes, you’re outnumbered, but what of it?  Captain, you’ve been given the chance of a lifetime.”

Winters looked at Standish sitting across from him wondering just what he had meant.

Standish continued.  “A man never truly knows what he is made of until he’s been put in the direst of circumstances.  Will he run or will he fight?  Everyone wants to believe that he will stand and fight, but so few do.  Very few will dig into their soul and rise up.  Even fewer will voluntarily go back into the fire.  You’ve been given a rare opportunity to find out who you really are.”

Winters stiffened in his chair trying to absorb all of what Standish had just laid on him.  He didn’t want to know who he really was.  He’d seen enough to change him.  He started this journey being reluctant.  Sure, his Mr. Hyde had surfaced back at the train station enabling him to kill, but that had been out of sheer revenge and it was a side of him he didn’t like.  The attack on the first Patriot Center was in self-interest, he had merely wanted to remove his name from any records.  He had not intended to stick around.  He’d continued mostly out of guilt, even then, he was reluctant, and always unsure of himself.  Now, he wasn’t sure if he could go back and fight.

“Do you believe in fate, Captain?” asked Standish, seeing the hesitation in Winters’ eyes.

“Maybe…I guess so.”

“You should.  Think about what initially happened to you.  You jumped out of a moving truck, which saved your life.  You’ve dodged bullets, eluded the Army, the police and here you are with us.  That is fate.”

“We’ve just been lucky.”

Standish stood up and in his low baritone voice, spoke to Winters in a slow, serious tone.  “You’re alive and here for a reason, Captain.  Don’t…take…that…lightly.”

Winters leaned forward in his chair resting his arms on the table, with his eyes fixated upon the tea set.  It reminded him of a time he and his wife had visited a small bed and breakfast to celebrate their ten-year anniversary.  They got up in the morning and were served with a similar tea set.  It had been a lovely morning so long ago.  His wife had planned the whole trip, just as she had arranged everything else in their lives.  Now, here he sat with the fate of his men in his hands.  After learning about the involvement of the government, he realized he had no choice, but to return to the fray.




Chapter 60

Rock Island Illinois

 

Major Green got up early and grabbed some raw eggs, milk, and sugar, and threw it all into a blender.  After drinking the mixture, he headed to the gym.  He needed to get on the treadmill and lose himself in thought. Green had not slept well since coming back from the train station with Lieutenant Crick.  The sight of those bodies had haunted his dreams, especially since the responsibility for the killings was also his to bear.  

Colonel Nunn had returned from Washington, so he would confront him today and get some answers.  He let out a scoff thinking of what lies the old man might come up with.  

Green walked into the gym and, as expected, found the place empty.  He had gotten there early because he preferred to work out alone.  He didn’t like anyone bothering him, requesting this or that.  Putting on his earbuds, he dialed in some classic rock, got on the treadmill and began to jog. 

After the run, Green worked his upper body with free weights.  His chest muscles were tight and his arms were like lead weights.  Perfect.  It was just what he had needed.  He grabbed his bag and walked out of the gym just as some of the men were filing in.  As he stepped outside, raindrops began to fall.  By the time he’d reached his quarters,  it had started to pour. 

After showering, Green, holding an umbrella ran over to the main office for his 0900 meeting with Colonel Nunn.  He arrived early and greeted Sergeant Owens, Nunn’s assistant.  Green set his umbrella in the corner and sat down.  A few minutes later, the phone rang and Sergeant Owens told him Nunn would see him now. 

Colonel Nunn sat at his desk reading a report.  He didn’t bother to look up when he told Green to come in and take a seat.

Green sat directly in front of him.  “How was your trip to Washington, sir?”

Nunn kept reading.  “Very productive, had a lot of meetings.”

Green interpreted that to mean he drank most of the week and spent the majority of his time with hookers.  “Glad to hear it, sir.”

“I’m just finishing your report, Major, and the finer details of your detainment by the so-called Shadow Patriots seem a little sparse.  Care to enlighten me?”

“Yes, sir.  There’s not much more to say other than they surprised us, and took us, hostage.”

“You stormed their camp, killed sixteen of them then took the rest prisoner and yet you somehow end up as their prisoner?” asked Nunn.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m amazed they didn’t kill you.”

“As was I.”

“You met their leader?  What kind of a man is he?”

“Polite and unassuming.  Just an average guy, definitely not a military man.”

“But yet he takes you, hostage.”

Green got defensive.  “Yes, well, some of his men were former military.  One’s a Marine for sure, quite confident and a bit arrogant.”

“You didn’t put anything in your report about your conversations.  I’m assuming he must have said something to you.”

“Yes.  He told me why they were attacking the Centers.”

Nunn lifted his head.  “And just what did the man say?”

“He told me we’ve been killing all the volunteers.”

“Did you believe him?”

“No, sir.” Green paused for a moment.  “Not at first.”

Nunn put the report down and looked directly into Green’s eyes, waiting for him to finish his thoughts.

“I called him a liar and a murderer.  He told me if I didn’t believe him, then I should go back to the train station, and check out the field where there’s an open burial pit full of dead bodies.”

“Did you go to the train station?”

Green nodded.

“And?”

Green replied with intensity, “Just like he said.  It’s filled with hundreds of dead bodies.  Birds were feeding off the remains of citizens we’ve been killing and I want to know why?”

“I don’t think I like your tone of voice, Major.”

Green snapped back.  “Quite frankly, Colonel, I don’t care.  Please, enlighten me as to why we are killing those people?”

“Certain facts were withheld on a need to know basis,” retaliated Nunn.

“So, you’re not even going to try and deny it?”

“I won’t insult your intelligence, Major.  Of course, I know what’s going on, I’m in charge of this whole region.  I know about everything.”

“What about Commandant Boxer?”

“He knows.  Hell, it was his idea.  He’s the one who took the idea to his superiors and they latched onto it.”

“Why?” Green asked frustrated.

“I don’t know why, Major.”

Green knew this had to be a lie.  Nunn was a shrewd man, and wouldn’t do anything if he didn’t know every detail of the operation.  “I don’t believe you.”

Nunn’s eyes got wide.  “You listen here, Major.  I’m following orders, just like you, and they come from the highest level of government.”

“It’s an unlawful order.”

Nunn snorted.  “Unlawful.  What does that even mean anymore?  These days all the lines have been blurred.”  He started gesturing with his hands.  “The volunteers are being killed for a reason.  They’re considered enemies of the state.  This is our new reality and if you’re not careful, you too could end up in one of those pits.”

Green reared back.  “Are you threatening me, Colonel?”

Nunn lowered his voice. “No Major, I’m not threatening you.”  He paused and sighed.  “I’m telling you to be careful.  If you don’t follow the rules, you might find yourself in trouble.  Not by me, but the National Police.  I have no sway with them, and they have spies everywhere.  You’d do well to remember that.”

Green tried to grasp what Nunn had told him and thought about the concern in his voice as if he really was trying to look out for him.  Learning the truth was reprehensible. Perhaps Nunn felt the same way, and didn’t agree with his assignment but had no choice in the matter.  It could be the reason why the man was always in a foul mood.

“So, we’re to do nothing?” Green asked.

“That’s right.  Besides, I received a report just before you came in.  We have some Al Qaeda like terrorists running around killing people in Minnesota.  I need for you to check it out.”

Green looked surprised.  “Al Qaeda, here?  How many?”

“I was told there was a small group that caused some trouble in Brainerd, Minnesota.”

“How are we supposed to find them?” Green asked eagerly.

“I’m trying to check in with the police, but they’re a little busy chasing your guys up on the Canadian border. I should have more intel later this afternoon on their whereabouts.  So, by tomorrow you can go and do what we’ve been trained for.  Listen, Major, I know what’s been happening is wrong, and extremely distasteful, but like I said, we live in a different time now.  The best thing you can do right now is your job.  So, I need you to focus.  If we got some rag-heads stirring up trouble, I need your head back in the game.”

Green walked out of Nunn’s office, satisfied he had a real assignment.




Chapter 61

Winnipeg Manitoba Canada

 

Since arriving in Winnipeg, the Shadow Patriots were able to get some well-needed rest and relaxation.  Many took advantage of the medical facilities to have their aches and pains massaged and anointed with soothing liniments.  

Winters wasn't fortunate enough to receive a soothing treatment for the wound in his arm.  The gouge from Johnny-boy's bullet had scabbed over and turned dark red surround by a yellowish tinge.  The doctor examined it and told him it was healing about as well as could be expected without stitches and that the area would be tender to the touch for some time.

Winters shrugged his shoulders at that news.

The Canadian military offered some basic tactical training, which included some top-notch instruction on the firing range.

The men had a productive three days, and they would have liked to stay longer to hone their new skills.  However, with an enemy running amok and wantonly killing Americans, they needed to get back.

Winters tossed and turned in bed trying to fall to sleep.  He looked up at the clock. The blue digital numbers read 4:30 am.  He lay there and tried to remember if he had fallen asleep or just had some bad dreams about not falling asleep.  He decided to get up and check on the equipment the Canadians had been so generous to give them.  It included vehicles, food, weapons, ammo and two-way radios.  None of which had any kind of Canadian or British markings.

Taking refugees was one thing, but arming a force to fight against the American government was quite another.  The two governments weren’t enemies, but then they weren’t exactly allies either.

“Politics.  Gets you in and out of trouble all at the same time,” thought Winters, as he got out of bed.

He grabbed his freshly washed clothes, put them up to his nose, and inhaled deeply.  They reminded him of home where there were always clean clothes.  Winters walked out of his room and into the long narrow hallway, passing the closed doors of bedrooms, where his men were still sleeping. He reached the end of the hall and opened the door.  The night was clear and chilly enough to vaporize your breath.  He zipped up his jacket and walked over to the vehicles. 

“Can’t sleep either?” asked Elliott in a low voice, trying not to startle Winters.

“Elliott, didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Get any sleep?”

Winters thought for a second.  “I’m not sure if I did or not.  You?”

“Couple of hours maybe.  Couldn’t stop thinking about everything.  Just can’t believe our own government would bring jihadis here.”

Winters shook his head. “Too painful to think about, which is why most people probably wouldn’t even believe us.  Easier to assume we’re liars instead of having to face the truth.”

Elliott relaxed his stance.  “Well, if they hadn’t been trying to kill us, I can’t say I’d believe it either.”

“Question is—can we stop them?”

They milled around the trucks and checked the gear and the condition of the vehicles.  They then walked over to the mess hall and found they were not the only ones up early.  The big cafeteria was bustling with people, some just getting off work and others going on.  They grabbed a tray and took ample helpings of what would be their last hot breakfast for a while.

As the two of them walked in, Winters had noticed some of the military personnel looked up from their plates to watch him and Elliott get in line at the cafeteria.  Since arriving at the base, the Shadow Patriots had garnered a lot of attention and gossip.  Everyone had been generous in welcoming and assisting them.  Winters turned his head to the left and received nods from a table of British Special Forces.  Winters wondered if they were just now getting up to train or had already finished.  

As daybreak broke, all the Shadow Patriots were up preparing for the day.  They would re-enter America as they left, through Minnesota.  Late last night, the Brits intercepted a National Police radio transmission confirming that Al Qaeda had been located on Hwy 10 and were headed toward Detroit Lakes, Minnesota. 

Winters finished his breakfast and decided to grab a shower before they left.  He had no idea when he’d have the opportunity to take another one.

Once again, he had to force himself to shut off the water off.  An endless supply of hot water was an open invitation to lose one’s sense of time.

After getting dressed, he packed his gear and went back to the mess hall.

He walked up to where Scar and Meeks were sitting.  “Eat up guys, got a big day ahead of us.”

Meeks looked up.  “How far is it?”

Winters sat down.  “About 250 miles, give or take.  We’re not exactly taking the most direct route.”

“Got to avoid them National Pooolice,” Meeks said snickering. “I can’t imagine they’d want to miss us yet again.”

Scar laughed.  “Well, if they only knew what we’re packing now, they might think differently.”

“You got a point, Mr. Scarborough,” said Meeks.  “Why, I’ll bet we could just blast our way through the border crossing.”

Nate yelled out in agreement.  “Hell yeah, we could.”

All the men sitting at the table started laughing at Meeks as he described, animatedly,  how the cops would react once they saw him coming at them.

Winters noticed Mr. Peterson at another table, so he got up and walked over.

“Mr. Peterson, I sure am going to miss having you around.”

He scooted over for Winters.  “Well Cole, it’s been a grand adventure being with you and the boys.  Getting chased into the unknown has made me feel alive again.  Makes you appreciate life.  Someday, when this is all over, you’ll look back with pride on what you’ve done.  You’ll especially miss the guys.”

“I’m not so sure you’re right about it being over someday.”

“All wars end at some point,” reassured Mr. Peterson.

After a few minutes of conversation, they both stood up and firmly gripped each other’s hands.  Winters was glad to have met Mr. Peterson, he was wise and had a good attitude about life.  He was sure to run into him again since Colonel Brocket had invited him to stay in Canada.  He would help with any other refugees Winters was able to send their way.  They would give them some training and get them ready if they wanted to go back and help.

An hour later, Winters, Scar and Meeks, were once again, passengers in another SUV driven by Elliott.  A convoy of twenty vehicles consisting of trucks and cars followed.  They had crossed the border about ten miles west of Noyes, Minnesota cutting across farmland.  They headed east, toward Detroit Lakes.  Cars, which were all over the place in Canada, disappeared once they got back into the States.

Winters looked around.  “Kind of strange to see it so desolate.”

Elliott tapped the dash with his right hand.  “I can’t believe I’m gonna say this, but I kinda miss being in traffic.”

Winters turned to the back.  “When was the last time any of us sat in a traffic jam?”

“It’s been a while,” said Scar.

Meeks smacked the side window.  “I don’t miss it one bit.  Hey, you think them Jijis are already there, Captain?”

“Probably so, Colonel Brocket said they’ve got transportation now, so I’d think so.”

“Well hell, there’s your traffic jam,” said Meeks.

“Once we get close, we’ll pull over and do some recon,” said Winters.

“Now that we’ve got radios, it’ll be a heck of a lot easier to plan on the fly,” said Scar.




Chapter 62

Detroit Lakes Minnesota

 

Green sat in the lead Humvee with his young corporal, Josh Bassett, in the backseat as they headed to Detroit Lakes. He couldn’t stop thinking how strange, his confrontation with Nunn had been.  Green had never seen anyone act so bipolar.  One moment, Nunn is arrogant and angry, the next he's defensive but then defeated.  It had to be frustrating to admit you know what is happening is wrong, but there was nothing you could do about it.  That defeatist attitude had to be because his bosses had kept him out of jail, and were holding that card over his head.  Selling your soul. Hell of a price to pay.  The idea sent a shiver up Green's spine 

The surprise from their confrontation was that Nunn, for the first time, had actually shown some genuine concern.  Green wasn’t sure what to make of it, but he did appreciate the advice.  Maybe things would be better between them in the future.

At least he had a real mission and hoped to work out some lingering hostilities.  Colonel Nunn confirmed that the terrorists were in Detroit Lakes.  The National Police had spotted them and said they were headed there, burning anything and everything in their path.  This is what Green and his soldiers were supposed to be doing, defending American citizens. 

An hour later, they had gone through a small town that had been set ablaze.  This was a sure sign their enemy had been through.  There was no one was around to question what had happened.  They would just have to plow forward and find out for themselves.

“We’re coming up on Detroit Lakes,” said his driver.

“Take the next left, Sergeant,” said Green, noticing some smoke coming from that direction.

The five Humvees turned into the town.  Green keyed up the radio and ordered his men to arm the M2’s.  Corporal Bassett got up into the turret and racked the lever.  They continued on North Shore Drive.  Houses on the left had been built on the lakefront with an abundance of trees providing abundant shade to the neighborhood.  A high school football field sat across the street.  As they drove through this apparent tranquility, suddenly, two men, dressed in Arab garb and carrying AK-47's, strolled into the street.  When they became aware of the Humvees, they turned and ran for cover.

“Fire!” ordered Green.

Bassett squeezed the trigger.  The hail of lead caught both men in the back throwing them to the ground dead. 

They pulled up to the dead men.  Green hopped out, crept around the Humvee and checked the bodies.  Definitely Middle Eastern.  He rose and looked up the street.  

Vehicles were coming straight at them.  

He hustled back around to the passenger side.  As he opened the door, he turned to discover even more vehicles coming from their rear.

Green growled.  This was an ambush and they were in for a fight. 

He grabbed the radio-mic.  “We got Tangos in both directions.  Back these trucks up.” 

The drivers scrambled the Humvees onto the lawns to form a fighting position.  The soldiers fell out of the Humvees with weapons at the ready.  The gunners remained in the turrets and let loose with the M2’s, giving them cover.  

The neighborhood exploded with gunfire echoing through the streets. 

The enemy stopped about seventy yards away to abandon their vehicles and take up positions along the streets.  

Green grabbed his binoculars to survey the battleground.  Tangos had taken positions by the houses and behind several cars.  He grunted because he knew they were in trouble. They were boxed in.

“Someone screwed up the intel on this one, Major,” screamed Lieutenant Crick into the radio.  “We’ve got a small battalion here.”

Bullets snapped and whistled around Green as he took a final look through the binoculars.  The enemy had taken casualties, but they had an overwhelming force.  Crick was right, a small battalion. 

“Sergeant,” Green yelled at his driver.  “Take a squad and clear those houses behind us.”  He looked up at Bassett.  “How’s it looking, Corporal?”

“We can hold them off for a while.  They’re very unorganized and their shots are chaotic, sir.”

“AT4,” ordered Green to the men on his right.

A private reached inside the Humvee as bullets bounced off the truck.  Out came the deadly weapon.  He pulled the pin before flipping up the iron sights and applying pressure to the trigger. 

Green watched the rocket-propelled grenade slice through the air at almost three hundred meters a second.

It struck the enemies barricade dead-on.  The explosion threw men up in the air killing them before they hit the ground.  The remaining Tangos scurried away from the car as it exploded in a fireball. 

Green’s men let out with a hearty cheer.  But their exuberance was short-lived as the enemy found new positions and threatened to overwhelm them with their superior numbers.  

At some point, Green figured these guys would come at them all at once, and they would then be in a fight for their lives.  




Chapter 63

 

The Shadow Patriots approached Detroit Lakes from the west side of town and stopped their trucks to decide how they should enter the city.  As soon as they exited the SUV, they heard a familiar crackling noise in the distance.

“Is that gunfire?” asked Winters rhetorically.

“Damn terrorists must already be shooting up the place,” said Meeks.

They moved to the front of the SUV and listened.  Burns and Murphy joined them.

“Sounds more like a gun battle,” said Scar.

“Think the townspeople are defending themselves?” asked Winters.

Meeks added.  “Damn well ain’t the cops.”

“It’s a heated exchange, whoever it is,” said Burns.

“Got some .50 cal in there too,” said Scar to Burns.

“Yeah…that’s M2 for sure,” stated Burns.

“We need to recon this right away.  Scar, what do you think?” asked Winters.

Scar pulled out a map and placed it on the hood of the SUV.  “Meeks and I can go to the east side, and let’s have Burns and Murphy go west.  There’s a school here.”

“Elliott and I can check that out,” interrupted Winters.  

Leaving the rest of the vehicles and men there to guard the north end.  Elliott coasted their SUV down Roosevelt Ave toward the school while the others took off to recon their flanks.  

Winters rolled his window down and scanned the houses.  He didn’t notice any townspeople, not that he expected any.  Everyone was either hiding or took off while they could.  As they got closer, Winters held up binoculars.  He found the source of the gunfire right away. 

“Elliott, stop.  They’re at the end of the street,” said Winters.

He handed him the binoculars.

“Yes, they are,” said Elliott.

Winters keyed up the radio.  “We’ve got Jiji’s here.  They’re down by the lake.”

“Nothing over here yet,” said Burns.

“Scar.”

“We’ve spotted them.  We’re moving in closer to see who they’re fighting with,” said Scar.

Elliott put the truck in reverse and parked on the side of the street. They both got out and hurried across lawns to get a closer look.  

Moments later, Scar radioed in.  “Captain, you’re not going to believe who’s in this firefight.  It’s that same major we took prisoner.”

Winters and Elliott exchanged glances.

“Major Green?  I thought they were all on the same side,” said Winters into the radio.

“It doesn’t look like they’re on the same side today, cuz the Jijis got 'em pinned down.  They’ve got nowhere to go.” 

The Shadow Patriots regrouped and huddled around a map of Detroit Lakes.

Scar pointed at the map.  “Captain, they may have the major boxed in, but the dumb-asses left themselves wide open to get themselves surrounded.  We should bring our people in the same way we just did our recon.”

Burns added. “With their attention on the soldiers, we’ll be able to sneak right up behind them, Captain.”

Scar looked at Burns.  “How about we come in on their flanks first?  This will squeeze them into the center.  They’ll try to escape back up this way. Then we can ambush them.”  

Winters liked what he was hearing and with their new equipment and radios, he had little doubt they could save Major Green.  He shook his head at the thought of having to save a man who was trying to catch him.  At their last meeting he had told Green he had no doubt he'd have the pleasure of tying him up again.  Winters was only joking but here they were.  

Winters shrugged his shoulders.  Life's full of ironies and coincidences.

The Shadow Patriots split into the three groups.  Scar and Meeks took twenty men and headed east.  Burns and Murphy took another twenty and headed to the west side.  The rest stayed with Winters.

The gunfire echoed non-stop as Winters moved his men into position.  They ran behind the houses and when they got near the school, everyone found a shooting position. Some inside houses, others behind bushes and fences.  They positioned themselves all up and down the street and across the high school’s parking lot.

“In position, Captain,” said Scar over the radio.

“Give us another minute here,” stated Burns.

When Burns was ready Winters gave them the okay to engage.  Winters lay on the ground between two houses with Elliott and Nate.  Their set-up was right across from a big wide-open parking lot.  It was the perfect ambush site.

Winters' pulse increased as he tightened his grip around the Colt M4 the Canadians had given him.  He was thankful for weapons and the training his men received in Canada.  For the first time since they started, he felt like his men were ready for anything that came their way.  The orderly way they moved into position showed their confidence had grown with the new skills they'd learned.  Winters also noticed, for the first time, that his leg didn’t start shaking in fear.  He thought about what General Standish said to him about being thrown into a dire circumstance and finding out who he really was.  He would find out today what that really meant. 

Winters turned to Elliott when they heard their friends start firing.  They nodded to each other.




Chapter 64

 

Green ordered another AT4 hoping to put the fear of God in his enemy.  He rolled his eyes knowing that these terrorists wished to die in battle.  How else would they get their seventy-two virgins?  

Regardless, he needed to thin their numbers as much as he could before they came in for a final assault.  He only had twenty-five men against four to five hundred Tangos.  Unfortunately, he just had a couple more grenades.  He hadn't expected anywhere near these kinds of numbers and wasn't adequately prepared.  A mistake that would haunt him.  Though the bigger mistake was someone in the chain-of-command screwed up royally on the number of terrorists.  He put that aside for now but would deal with it later. 

Lieutenant Crick was on the other side of their perimeter firing down North Shore Drive towards Madison Avenue.  The Tangos had spread multiple vehicles across the road blocking off any chance of escape.  His sergeant fired their last remaining AT4's.  The explosions reverberated through the air putting the barricade on fire.  It stopped the firing down at that end for a few minutes but it picked back up again.  

“Major, they've got an RPG,” yelled Bassett from the turret as he spun the big .50 caliber around toward the threat.  He let loose with a barrage of fire.  Lead tore through the gunner, causing him to drop the launcher on the ground.

The young Corporal Bassett aimed at the launcher hoping someone else would try to pick it up.  He didn't have to wait long before another Tango tried his luck.

A slight smile formed on Bassett's lips as he laid down a curtain of bullets.  The Tango didn't even get to put his hand on it before a round blew his arm off.  The man screamed in pain for help but none dared to expose themselves.

“C'mon, ya little bastards,” dared Bassett.

“You got that handled, Corporal?” snapped Green.

“It ain't going anywhere, though I doubt it's operable now.”

“Don't take any chances.”

Bassett nodded and fired at the RPG.  Bullets slammed into it, hurling it into the air. The launcher was torn apart and would no longer be a threat. 

Green headed toward Crick and yelled up to the gunners.  “Be on the lookout for RPG's.”

“That's a game changer,” acknowledged Crick.

“Yes, it is.  But, they may have had only the one launcher.  Why else would they have  waited to use it?”

Crick nodded.

Green was satisfied with the assumption.  They had fired their own at the enemy and it took a while for them to respond in kind, but still, they'd need to be ready.  He hustled back over to Bassett.

“Got a large group of Tangos sneaking in through those trees,” yelled Bassett as he turned the M2 toward them and sent a hail of lead at them.  Hot shell casings tinkled the metal turret as tree branches snapped off and dirt kicked high in the air.  A few Tangos screamed out as bullets ripped through them.  

Their returned fire exposed the weak points in the soldiers' fortified position.  Green fell to the ground as bullets hissed above him.  His heart began pounding knowing he was inches from death.  

A lull in the gunfire gave him the chance to tighten his position.  He jumped up and ran to the lead Humvee.  He threw it in drive and pulled it around the corner.  This would force the enemy to fan out and make them work harder.

Picking up the binoculars he watched them fire at him.  Rounds bounced off the armored vehicle.  Their faces turned to frustration as they realized they were wasting ammo.  

Green continued to watch them and estimated at least a hundred of them had gathered in the trees.  They had the numbers to flank them.  It wouldn't take them to long to realize that the houses by the lake would be an ideal position.

He keyed up the radio. “Lieutenant.  Get a squad back into those houses.”

“Roger that.”

The soldier in the turret above him continued to engage, but the enemy was using the trees to their advantage.  Green gritted his teeth watching them move in closer.  His frustrations grew ten-fold when the gunner above him ran out of ammo.

“I'm empty, Major.”

Green fought to control his temper.  He took a deep breath and willed himself to relax. Slowly, he got his heart rate under control.  Think. Think. He tilted his head thinking, if push came to shove, he'd get everyone back in the Humvees and try and plow through the barricades. 

The radio squawked.  It was Crick. “We've been overrun. We're peeling back. I repeat, we're peeling back.”

Green grabbed the radio.  “Bassett cover them.”

“I'm on it.”

Green turned and saw Crick and another soldier coming up the driveway.  Each carried a man on his shoulders.  They were just about back when Crick fell forward and dropped his man.  

Green's eyes grew wide when he realized Crick had been hit.  He threw open the door as bullets hit the Humvee.  He squatted down and ran to Crick.  He grabbed him by the back of his chest rig and dragged him back to the center of their Humvees while lead buzzed over his head. 

“Get a kit over here,” ordered Green.

Their medic rushed over and started to go to work on Crick.  He was in bad shape and the color was draining from his face. 

Green stared at his friend who was struggling to breathe.  “Stay with us, David. Stay with us.”

“Major!” yelled Bassett.  “Major!”

“What?” howled Green.

“You hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Listen.  The gunfire.  It's changed.” 

Green stood up and had to will himself to focus.  It took him a couple of seconds to realize that Bassett was right.  Something had just changed.  “What is it?”

“There's new gunfire coming in behind them.  Look, the bad guys are running away, sir.”

Green raised his binoculars and scanned the area.  The enemy was retreating.  But why?




Chapter 65

 

Winters' eyes narrowed as the Jijis began running toward his position.  They were in a hurry as their flanks were caving in on them thanks to Scar and Burns' group.  Their numbers started small but snowballed, just as he had expected.  This was why he spread everyone out along both sides of the street.  He wanted as many in their trap as possible before they opened fire.

More terrorists spilled into the street.  Winters got as low as he could.  His senses were on high alert and his heart pounded in his chest.  The enemy was close enough he could see the lines on their hardened faces.  He turned his attention back toward the parking lot across the street where a vast number of Jijis were running his way.  Just another moment and they would open fire. 

At least seventy-five rapidly retreating Jijis now filled the parking lot.  The unexpected assault on their flanks had definitely thrown them off their game.

Winters looked at Elliott and Nate and mouthed NOW.  He tightened his grip, leaned against the stock of his M4, took aim and squeezed the trigger.

For a split second, only Winters’ shots rang through the air.  A precursor of what was to come.  A Jiji jerked his attention to Winters, saw the muzzle flashes and as if in slow motion, resignation registered on his face.  He knew he was going to die.  Bullets ripped into his chest as he dropped to his knees and fell forward.

Gunfire reverberated from all the Shadow Patriots weapons, and Jijis began dropping onto the street as the bullets rained down on them.  The wounded screamed as they tried to crawl away.  One pulled himself up in a sitting position, grabbed his gun and depressed the trigger.  He instantly became a favorite target as bullets riddled his body, which jerked with multiple impacts and was kept upright longer than it should have.  

The Jijis were confused and chaotically ran in different directions.  Some started to return fire, shooting wildly at anything: trees, shrubs, or houses.  Others formed a group at the school and piled into a car.  It took off, leaving the rest of them behind.  The car sped toward the gauntlet of Shadow Patriots with desperate men leaning out of the windows, rifles at bay, firing at anything and everything.

The car tore by Winters and he watched holes appear on the doors at a rapid pace as bullets penetrated the metal.  He could barely see the driver, who was hunkered down low in the seat.  A Jiji in the back window kept firing despite blood running down the side of his face.  The tires blew out and the car crashed into a large oak tree.  The delirious driver, bleeding, and shouting opened the door and stumbled out.  He raised his AK-47 in a vain attempt to prolong his life.  Several of Winters' men rushed the car, firing as they charged it.  The driver fell back into the car as his blood spilled on the grass.  The rushing Patriots stopped beside the vehicle and poured bullets into open windows at the mangled bodies inside. 

The remaining group at the school took advantage of the distraction caused by the car.  Thirty Jijis came storming up the street charging at the Shadow Patriots. 

Winters saw them.  “Guys!” he yelled pointing at them.

Bullets flew over their Shadow Patriots' heads keeping them pinned down in prone positions.  The bad guys were heading straight toward them.  Nate flicked the switch on his M4 from semi-automatic to full.  He drew down on them and fired until he had emptied the magazine.  Four of them fell dead.  The Jijis spread out, as they got closer.  Elliott and Winters were expending ammunition at a fearsome rate.  Two more fell.  The wounded didn’t stop coming.  Their faces were determined as they screamed “Allah Akbar.”  Nate grabbed another mag and slammed it in.  Keeping the weapon on auto, he emptied it in seconds, taking down several more.  

As the Jijis got closer, their bullets kicked up grass in front of Winters and Elliott.  Their position was becoming vulnerable, but at the same time, the onrushing Jijis were becoming easier targets.

Winters yelled for Elliott to take the right side while he concentrated on the left.  The bullets zipping over his head were unnerving.  He forced himself to slow down and take better aim.

They methodically dropped the enemy one by one.  There was less than half remaining when some of the other Shadow Patriots noticed what was going on and concentrated their fire at the charging terrorists. 

Seconds later, it was all over. 

Winters got up with his M4 locked against his shoulder while he inspected the enemy.  Moans came from the dying Jijis.  Bloodied bodies were strewn throughout the ambush site.  He looked at his men and couldn’t help but be proud of them.  They came here to meet an enemy, not knowing what to expect and performed magnificently.  His men moved confidently around the dying, removing their weapons and taking charge.

Some sporadic fire still came from Scar’s position but soon stopped.  Winters got on the radio to check on the outlying teams. 

Scar reported in first.  “We’re all good here, a few got away, but we killed most of them.”

“Same here,” said Burns.

Winters and Elliott then hurried down the street to confront Major Green.




Chapter 66

 

As Winters moved down the street toward the soldiers, he passed the dead terrorists with a look of satisfaction on his face.  He hated them for what they were and what they did to innocent people.  Moving by a young one riddled with bloody bullet holes, he wondered what he might have become had he not been born in an environment where his only choice in life was to be terrorist.

Winters was anxious to hear why Major Green was in Minnesota.  As he neared the soldiers, he could see Green had lost a couple of his men.  He came to a group working on one who had taken a bullet in the chest.  Blood spurted from the wound and cascaded onto the grassy ground.  The men worked frantically trying to stop the bleeding.  One of them screamed in vain for the dying man to hang on as he bled out and struggled to take his last breath. 

Green took a deep breath and glanced at Winters, as he approached.

Winters spoke softly.  “Major, I’m sorry for your losses.”

Green acknowledged him with a nod.

“What’s his name?”

“David Crick.  He was my Lieutenant and my friend.”

Winters looked sympathetic.  “I am truly sorry, Major.”

“Well, had you not shown up, it would have been all of us lying here on the ground, so I owe you a big thanks.”

Winters didn’t respond.

“How did you know we were here?”

Winters shook his head.  “We didn’t.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Cuz we knew these guys were here.”

Green gave him a confused look.  “How did you know that?”

“I don’t want to give away my sources, but some new friends of ours told us.”

Green interrupted.  “The Brits?”

“Yes, the Brits,” said Winters impressed with his guess.  “We were chased into Canada and that’s where we learned of the terrorists’ location.  Question is, why are you here?”

“My commanding officer got intel that some terrorists were running around up here, and we came to engage them.”

“You mean Colonel Nunn.”

“That’s right, Colonel Nunn.”

“You didn’t come here very well prepared.  Didn’t you know how many there were?”

“Our intel said around fifty lightly armed men.”

Winters shifted his body.  “Major, we knew how many there were when we fought them in Brainerd.  We killed a bunch of them.  We even lost ten of our guys in the process.  As we were pulling out, the National Police came after us.  They were in the area for a reason, which makes me wonder why you didn’t know because the cops had to have known.”

Green broke eye contact and shook his head.  His thoughts were in overload trying to put the pieces together.  He looked back at Winters.  “You sure it was the National Police?”

Winters nodded.

“I don’t know what to say.  I can only assume someone in the chain-of-command got the intel wrong,” rationalized Green.

Winters adjusted his hat.  “Major, I find that hard to believe, especially when there is something else that you obviously don’t know.  My new friends up gave me the low down on some of the nasty things the National Government are doing.  They even knew what the Patriot Centers were being used for.  They’ve obviously been keeping things from you.”

Green’s facial expression transformed from uncertainty to anger when he started to realize the ugly truth.

“He set you up, didn’t he?” asked Winters.  “Colonel Nunn, he sent you up here knowing you’d be outgunned.”

Green paused for a moment staring into the distance.  “It would appear so.  We got into an intense argument and I confronted him about what you’d told me.  I went to the train station and saw those dead men in the pit.  He didn’t even try to deny it.”

“He must have thought you’d do something about it.”

“This whole thing is because of Boxer and his damn Patriot program.”

“It was his idea?”

“Yes, the Patriot Centers were his idea.” 

“So, he is the one responsible for our friends getting killed?”

“He’s also the one that chased you up into Canada.”

“He’s still here, then?” Winters asked with a heightened level of interest.

“Yes. Washington sent him here to catch you and knowing what I know now about these terrorists, he’s probably here to keep an eye on them as well.”

“Where’s he at?”

“St. Paul.”

“Really,” said Winters turning to Elliott.  “St. Paul.”

“Are you thinking about paying him a little visit?”

Winters eyed Green to get a read on him before answering. “Would you have a problem with that, Major?”

Green shook his head slowly.  “No, I can’t say that I would.”

“What about you, what are you going to do?”

“Don’t know yet, but whatever it is, it’ll involve Colonel Nunn.”

“Well, Major, I think we’ll be on our way unless there’s something else you need from us.”

“Just one thing.”

Winters waited for the question.

“What’s your name?”

Winters cracked a half smile knowing he had just made a new friend.  “It’s Cole, Cole Winters,” he said putting out his hand.




Chapter 67

St Paul Minnesota

 

The Shadow Patriots scavenged the dead for weapons and ammo and left them where they lay.  There were too many to deal with, and they didn't have the time, so if anyone was still in town, they would have to bury them.  After they got everyone loaded up, the Shadow Patriots headed south toward St. Paul.

Their spirits were running high from their overwhelming victory over the terrorists.  What once would have seemed impossible was now a major coup for them.  Winters dared to smile in light of what they had accomplished.  For the first time, they had been a cohesive team.  Each man performed well and no one had died.  Their new equipment supplied by the Canadians had been an essential factor in their success.  He wondered how they’d gotten as far as they previously had without radios. 

Winters sat in the front seat, looking out the window, and thought through what had happened to Major Green.  The poor guy did his duty and followed orders like a good soldier, trusting his superior’s orders to be in good standing.  Never having to worry that, if put in harm's way, it was not for someone’s personal gain or some kind of vendetta.

Winters could relate.  The government had betrayed them as well by appealing to their patriotic duty to serve.  Never in a million years would he have thought something like the Patriot Centers could have happened, but then the worst betrayals are probably like that…simply unexpected. 

Scar and Meeks bantering in the back got Winters' attention.  He listened in, as they were always entertaining.

“I can’t believe this Colonel Nunn would set up his own man,” said Meeks. “Talk about a dog eat dog world.”

Scar laughed.  “Man, that’s what you call a demotion.”

“Yes, I’m afraid we no longer need your services,” Meeks started laughing.  “So, if you could just step over to that trap door.”

“Like some James Bond villain,” said Scar.

“Yeah, yeah, like Blofeld,” said Meeks.

“I loved Scaramanga,” said Scar.

“Oh, of course, you do Scar…ah...manga,” said Meeks dragging the last bit out.

Elliott looked in the rear view mirror to get in on the levity.  “What about Jaws, best henchman ever.”

“I liked Vesper Lynd,” Winters offered.

Meeks pulled himself to the front seat.  “She wasn’t a henchman.”

Winters raised his finger.  “Well, no…but…she was very hot.”

They all burst out laughing and started to compare and debate the hot Bond girls. They enjoyed the lightheartedness of the moment after the intense firefight they had so recently gone through.

They arrived on the outskirts of St. Paul and parked their vehicles off the road.  Despite its size, Minneapolis/St. Paul had not suffered the devastation of a dirty bomb as other large Midwestern cities had.  However, with food and fuel shortages, its population had been moving south along with most everyone else.  Approximately one-fourth of the citizens remained.  The National Police had a significant presence here, and they supported enough commerce to provide a livelihood for those who stayed. 

Winters sent Bill Taylor, who was from St. Paul, with Scar and Meeks to recon the city. They would need to locate where the National Police Headquarters and, if possible, where Boxer spent his nights. 

The next morning, after making some inquiries of the locals, they located the place Boxer had appropriated for his residence.  He had taken over a large house owned by a wealthy lawyer.  It stood on a sizeable lot in an older neighborhood which boasted many thick, lush evergreens and oak trees.  The three of them spent the night across the street watching the house to determine what kind of security he had.  Scar noted he had four men on the inside and two patrolled the property.

Later in the morning, they showed up at the Shadow Patriots' makeshift camp outside the city to report to Winters.  That afternoon, Winters, Scar and Meeks left for St. Paul.  They drove as far as they thought safe and then parked the car in the garage of an abandoned house.  They walked the rest of the way to Boxer’s house.  Scar took them across the street to the old Victorian house he and Meeks had stayed in last night.  Looters had ransacked it, leaving busted up furniture strewn around, broken windows, and rotting garbage.

Four hours later, while Winters and Meeks were resting, Scar kept watching for Boxer to show up.  Finally, a car pulled into the driveway.  He looked through his binoculars and observed Boxer.  Scar snapped his fingers to awaken Winters and Meeks.

“He’s here?” asked Winters stretching his arms.

He and Meeks padded across the room to the broken window and watched as four men entered the house.  Two remained outside patrolling the grounds. 

An hour later, Winters led them through the back door to hide behind the bushes of the grand old home.  As soon as the guard was out of sight, they bolted across the street. Scar positioned himself at the far end of the house, and the other two moved into the shadows of the tall oak trees.  

The neighborhood was quiet enough you could hear the soft footsteps of the guard as he came back around.  Scar grabbed his six-inch knife and waited for the guard to walk past him.

Like a leopard pouncing on its prey, Scar leaped out and threw his big arm around the man's throat cutting off his windpipe.  He swung the knife around and shoved it into his stomach.  He yanked it out and struck him again.  The man went limp and Scar dragged the dead body into the hedgerow that lined the house.  Moments later, the second guard rounded the corner and Scar repeated the move.

They then moved to the back door and found it unlocked.  The door opened into a laundry room, which led to the kitchen.  They tiptoed through the house and into the dining room.  

They froze when they heard voices coming from the living room.  Scar motioned the other two to get on the other side of the doorway.  The voices became more audible as they headed toward the kitchen.  

A light flipped on and two men headed for the refrigerator.  Winters’ breathing all but stopped.  He inched his knife out of its sheath.  Scar did the same, while Meeks gripped the Sig Sauer 9mm.  The gun would be a last resort, as they didn’t want to alert the others in the house.

Scar peeked around the entrance-way to see where the men were.  They stood at the counter by the sink, making sandwiches.  A breakfast bar with four stools stood in the way of a direct assault.  

Scar squatted down on his hands and knees. Winters followed.  They both crawled across the floor to get in a better position.  Meeks remained, standing guard.  The two men were blissfully unaware as they continued to make sandwiches. 

Winters' eyes began blinking rapidly and sweat beaded on his forehead as they inched closer to their prey.  As soon as they reached the breakfast bar, Scar turned and signaled to Winters—go on three.  He counted down with his fingers.  Three…two…one.  In a quick motion, he leaped to his feet and rushed them.  

Winters followed, but as he came around the corner, one guard reached for his gun.




Chapter 68

Detroit Lakes Minnesota

 

Major Green stayed in Detroit Lakes to help clean up the bloody mess, get the wounded patched up, and contemplate his next move.  Green’s state of mind didn’t allow for much sleep that night.  Besides mourning the loss of his friend Lieutenant Crick, he was incensed at Colonel Nunn.  Everything Cole Winters had told him made sense. The whole idea of sending him up here was to make sure he was killed. He now knew the reason why, for the first time ever, Nunn had been respectful to him.  He was planning his demise.  Green slammed his fist on a table.  The bastard.

He went back and forth, trying to decide what to do with Nunn.  On the one hand, he wanted to march into Nunn’s office, pull out his sidearm and assassinate him.  On the other, justice would be the better option.  However, what kind of justice could there be?  The government would more than likely protect him.  He had little time to plan what to do because Nunn would soon be aware that he still lived.

After lunch, Green stepped onto the porch of the abandoned house he had stayed in last night.  He saw some of the remaining townspeople milling around outside and talking to each other about what had happened the day before.  A few children played together.  These were innocent people doing no one any harm.  They had survived a hard winter with limited power and very little food.  Now they had been the targets of a dishonorable action perpetrated upon them for, God only knew, whatever selfish reasons.  How did we come to this?  How did the world become so helter-skelter that powerful people would murder the innocent in the United States? This kind of thing only happened in third world countries.  This wasn’t supposed to happen here. 

Green’s late father, a career soldier, taught him that the strong are supposed to help the weak.  No matter what happened, you were supposed to choose the right and honorable thing.  This was one of the reasons he had joined the Army.  It offered him a way to live by a code of conduct that reflected his upbringing. 

Green continued standing on the porch.  He wished he could talk to his late father now because the man had always given him good counsel.  His advice had gotten him through a rough period at West Point.  When he was a Plebe,  Green stumbled upon some fellow cadets cheating.  He didn’t know what to do.  Should he not report the incident and carry the guilt of dishonoring the code, or risk the moniker of being a snitch forever.  His father told him that sometimes doing the right thing, is the most difficult, but in the end, he had to be able to accept the Code of Honor.

So, he informed on them, and because of the deterioration of the caliber of cadets, he endured the stares and whispers for his remaining three years at the Point.  He became an outsider and had few friends.  It had been a painful experience, but he still had his honor intact, and that was all that matter. 

Green walked off the porch toward his Humvee parked on the street.  He hopped in and drove to where some of his men were still removing the dead.  He rolled down the window.  “Corporal Bassett, keep the men here till I get back.”

Bassett gave him a knowing nod.  “Stay alert, sir,”

The long drive back to the post gave Green enough time to reflect on Crick's death.  He’d have to write to his parents about the incident.  Still close to them, he would also have to take a trip to visit them the next time he was in Virginia.

Hours later, he reached the post, parked off to the side of the building that housed all the offices, got out, took a deep breath and walked inside.  Nunn’s personnel clerk was not there.  Green looked at his watch.  1800 hours.  He walked into Nunn’s office and found him still at his desk, with a half emptied bottle of Scotch sitting in front of him.  Nunn raised his head up and stared in obvious astonishment.

“Major, where have you been?”

“Colonel Nunn, you seem a bit surprised.”

“We haven’t heard from you since yesterday. We’ve been worried sick that something bad happened.”

“I don’t recall getting any calls from you.  Why would that be?”

Nunn finished his drink and set the glass down. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“You just said you’ve been worried something happened. Why didn’t you try to contact me?”

Nunn didn’t respond and looked down at the empty glass.  He grabbed the bottle and poured himself another drink.  He put the bottle down on the corner of the desk and nonchalantly reached for the desk drawer.  

Green reacted quickly and with one quick motion, grabbed his Army-issued Beretta M9, and pointed it at Nunn.

“Don’t even try and go for your gun, Colonel.  I’d have no problem dropping the hammer on you right now.”

Nunn moved his hand back on the desk.  “So, how did you figure this all out?”

“Let’s say a little birdie told me.  Still, I held out some hope it wasn’t true.  That is, until just now.”

Nunn snorted. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you?  You never were very bright.  Actually, I’ve always thought of you as more of a dumb-ass.”

Green shook his head in disbelief.  “Even now, with a gun pointed at you, you’re still an arrogant prick.”

“That’s because I think so little of you, it just comes naturally to me.  You're nothing but a pencil pushing ass kisser,” taunted Nunn.

“Yeah, well how’s it feel to have a pencil pushing ass kisser get the drop on you? Must be an age thing, affecting your mind and reflexes.  You’re an old man who’s still a Colonel.  It must frustrate the hell out you being passed over for promotion all these years.  Oh, and let’s not forget your criminal background.  How was that prison you were in, anyway?”

Nunn locked eyes with Green.  “You’re not half the man I am, Major.”

Green fired back.  “Thank God for that.”

“So, what you got in mind, Major?  You going to try and send me back to prison.  Good luck with that one.  It’ll never happen.  In fact, you’ll be the one who’ll end up in prison for pulling a gun on me,” sneered Nunn.

“I’m not going to take you to the authorities.  Hell, I wouldn’t even know who to trust.”

“That’s right, you don’t.  So, what’s your move, Major?  You won’t kill me.  You don’t have the balls for that.”

“Killing you would let you off the hook.  No, I’ve got something else in mind for you.”

“And what would that be?”

“I’m taking you to Canada. I’m pretty sure British Intelligence would love to interrogate someone like you.”

Nunn nervously moved back in his chair.

This bit of news had him rattled.  The Canadians and the Brits would be interested in what Nunn could tell them. Not only were they worried about this war spilling over their border, but they also wanted to stay informed of the Government’s overall plans.  Green figured Nunn had plenty of information to share and he felt confident the Brits could get it out of him.

Nunn reached for his glass, his hand shook as he raised it to his lips and gulped the whole pour down.

“Now get up, Colonel,” said Green still pointing his sidearm at him.

Nunn pushed his chair back, stood up and moved around the desk.  Green backed up and bumped into the umbrella stand.  When he turned to see where he was going, Nunn suddenly rushed him.  The speed at which a man in his mid-sixties could move surprised Green when he felt a punch to the side of his gut.  

Nunn grabbed for the gun with his right hand.  The quick movement and Nunn's strength threw Green off balance as they fought for control of the weapon.  The stench of Scotch vapors rose from the old man’s breath stinging Green's nose.  He collected himself and head-butted Nunn in the nose.  Blood spattered and poured out of his nostrils, but it didn’t slow the Colonel down.  

Nunn pushed Green into the hallway.  He stumbled and they fell backward with Nunn on top of him.  The fall loosened Nunn’s grip on the gun and Green took advantage of it.  He called up all the strength he could muster to roll to the left. 

Keeping a strict regimen of lifting weights had paid off for Green and he was able to push Nunn into the roll while taking control of the pistol.  

He was now on top of Nunn. 

With his arm now free, he swung the gun like a club across Nunn’s temple.  The first contact echoed as it crushed bone matter.  

Green kept swinging.  

All the frustration and pent-up anger he had suppressed came raging out of him.  Again, and again, he hit Nunn until the old man stopped moving.  

Green leaned back breathing in quick spurts of air.  He looked down at the bloodied man and checked his pulse.  

Nothing.  

Colonel Nunn was dead.




Chapter 69

St Paul Minnesota

 

Scar and Winters, with knives drawn, made a rush for the two guards who were making sandwiches.  They were alerted by the noise of feet pounding across the floor.  One instinctively reached for his gun.  He was fast enough to have his piece drawn, but not fast enough to get off a shot before Winters plunged the knife into his stomach.  The man dropped the gun and reached for his gut, he tried to scream, but couldn’t get enough air.  He fell to the floor next to the one Scar had taken out. 

The two men turned when they heard another guard coming from upstairs, and they moved to the entrance of the kitchen to wait.  Seconds later, a cop staggered through the doorway holding his neck.  Meeks who had come up behind him had just sliced his jugular.  The man fell, dead, onto the tiled floor.

They gave each other a firm nod before they hustled up the carpeted staircase.  Upstairs was a long hallway, where at the end was an open door with light shining out.  Winters led them down the hall and stopped at the entrance.  

Inside were two men on the far side of a large room.  They sat in beige theater recliners, facing a flat screen TV watching a movie.

Winters raised two fingers.  He motioned for Meeks and Scar to check the other rooms.  He placed his knife back in his sheath, drew out his Colt 1911, and walked into the room.  He cocked the hammer back on the pistol.  The clicking alerted Boxer and the other man.  

Both turned their heads to see the gun pointed at them.

As Boxer’s man reached inside his jacket, Winters squeezed the trigger and blew a hole in his head, splattering blood and skull fragments onto the chair.

“I’ve got six men guarding this place,” cried Boxer.

“You did have six men, and he was your last hope,” said Winters pointing toward the man slumped dead in the chair.

“What do you want?”

“I want you, Mr. Boxer.”

“So, you know who I am.  Who the hell are you?”

“I’m the man you’ve been chasing.”

The answer took Boxer a moment to grasp.  His eyes then got big as he realized who stood before him.

The shocked expression on Boxer's face stirred immense pleasure in Winters. His glare reflected his contempt for the man responsible for the killing of his friends back at the train station.

That night had been a turning point in his life.  Would he flee or fight?  

He did both.  

He was scared, so he ran.  His friends were dead, and he had counted on them to lean on.  He came back because he owed it to them.  Killing the killers had given him a small degree of satisfaction, but now he faced the man who was responsible for it all.

“So, you’re him.” 

Winters nodded.

“Back from Canada, I see.”

“Yes, indeed.  Learned a thing or two while I was up there.”

“And what exactly did you learn?”

Scar and Meeks came into the room.

“We’re good, Captain,” said Scar.

Meeks looked at Boxer.  “This is him?  He doesn’t look like much.  Bit of a geek if you ask me.”

Scar quipped.  “Bet he got his ass kicked in high school.”

Meeks smirked.  “Oh, you know he did.”

“Tie him up,” ordered Winters.

Meeks and Scar grabbed the man, checked his pockets for weapons and sat him in a chair.  Meeks left to find something to restrain him with and came back with a roll of duct tape.

“Duct tape, can use it for anything,” chuckled Meeks.

Boxer wrinkled his eyebrows.  “What are you going to do with me?” He asked in a high pitched voice. 

Winters didn’t answer right away and then spoke with an icy voice.  “Seeing as you’re responsible for the killing of what, hundreds, thousands, of innocent people, we’re going to kill you.”

“It wasn’t me,” Boxer whined.

“Yes, it was,” retorted Winters.

“I was just following orders,” he pleaded.

Winters pointed his gun at Boxer.  “Isn’t that what all of Hitler’s men said.”

“I’ll tell you everything you want to know, just please don’t kill me.”

“How about you start with the Patriot Centers, they were your idea weren’t they?”

“Sort of…mine and others.”

“Why?”

“The Government wants to be in complete control of the country, but to do that, the Midwest had to be subdued.  The East Coast had been easy to organize, but the Midwest has been a lot more difficult.  It’s bigger, more spread out, and the people are more stubborn and independent than we thought.  The way they continued to protest, we were surprised to learn how leery everyone was of the new government.  After the gun reclamation program failed, they realized they’d never be able to get everybody’s guns, so we came up with the idea of, instead of getting rid of the guns, we’d get rid of the gun owners.  So, we used the war, as an excuse to have you guys come in voluntarily.”

Winters' mouth dropped open as the devastating truth burned through his mind.  He turned to Scar and Meeks, both of whom were staring daggers at Boxer.  “What better way than to tug at our heartstrings.”

Scar gestured with his hands.  “Yeah, come on, serve your country, we need you.” 

Meeks chimed in.  “You know what they say, never let a good crisis go to waste.”

“So, with fewer gun owners around,” snorted Winters, “it’d be a hell of a lot easier to round up the rest of the citizenry.”

“Bingo,” said Boxer.

The three of them shook their heads in disgust. 

Winters sat down in a chair trying to digest what he'd just heard.  He didn’t want to believe Boxer, but even though it made no sense, it actually did.

He remembered how, just last year, when the new government formed, it shocked everyone, when the President threw out the Constitution.  Across the country, citizens started more protests to get their rights back.  It was a sickening feeling that one day you could speak your mind and the next day, censorship was the rule.  The gun reclamation program was the final straw for many.  Knowing you would not be able to defend yourself against crime or what now looked like a tyrannical government was soul crushing.

However, all the hatred toward the government had changed the day China invaded California.  Overnight, patriotism came back in style, sweeping the country, and everyone wanted to help drive out the foreign invaders. 

Little did they know, the government was fighting two wars, one against the Chinese and the other against its own citizens.

What kind of people actually believe that the means justifies any action?  He would never understand it, but then like the old man at the gas station had said, it doesn’t matter the reason why, just that they’re doing it.

Winters turned back to Boxer.  “What about the terrorists?”

“They were brought here as a backup plan, in case something went wrong.”

“Went wrong?”

Boxer spoke defiantly.  “Yes…they’re here because of you.”

Winters looked confounded.  “Me!  What do you mean?”

“You and your rebels.  These Patriot Centers were working perfectly, so well, in fact, we were going to expand them to include the entire country, but then you came along.  Once you started putting us out of business, we needed to put our back up plan into action.  So, with you making all this trouble, we had to go with Operation Sweep.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.  “Operation Sweep?”

“Total destruction, like Sherman’s march to the sea.  You didn’t actually think we’d stop what we were doing, did you?  You forced us to go and hire some very nasty people.  People who really hate Americans, to do our dirty work.  Not only are they expendable, but they'll also drive more citizens out.  The citizens will then beg us to come in and protect them.  That's where the National Police come in, to finish mopping up.”

The three didn’t respond.  

“No, had it not been for you, our initial plan would have worked quite brilliantly. Taking advantage of one’s patriotic duty to fight in the war had been easy.”

Scar moved in and backhanded Boxer across the face, knocking his glasses off.  “You piece of shit.”

Boxer cried out.

Scar stepped back.

Boxer struggled to compose himself.  “Think what you like, but we live in a different world now.  It’s every man for himself.”

“Who orchestrated all of this?  Who’s your boss?” asked Winters.

“Lawrence Reed is my direct boss, but he takes his orders from Perozzi.”

“George Perozzi, the billionaire?” quizzed Winters

“Yes.”

“He works for the government?” Winters asked confused.

“No, but he has a definite influence.”

“What kind of influence?”

“He spreads money around, it buys him favors.”

“What kind of favors?”

“I don’t know what his overall goal is, all I know is everyone kisses his ass, even the President.”

“But what about the war effort?”

“It’s a lost cause.  In case you haven’t figured it out, we’re losing the war and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Scar pulled his gun out of his waistband.  “We ought to shoot this son-of-a-bitch right now.”

Winters lifted his hand.  “No, I’ve got a better idea.”

 

Epilogue

Two Weeks Later

 

The information Commandant Boxer possessed made him too valuable for an act of vengeance.  Instead, Winters took him to Canada and handed him over to Colonel Brocket, who was more than happy to interrogate him. 

Within a few days, Brocket felt confident they had gotten everything possible out of Boxer, allowing them to piece more of the puzzle together.

Major Green reported about the accident that had befallen Colonel Nunn.  The colonel had gotten drunk in his office, and apparently stumbled hitting his head on his desk, killing him.  They held a small ceremony at the post, cremated the body and flew the ashes to Washington for burial.

Based on information provided by Boxer and relayed to Green, he was able to round up the remaining terrorists.  They had escaped to a nearby safe house.  Once they were all in custody, Green immediately had them executed.  It was a small act of retribution to help alleviate the loss of his men, especially his friend Lieutenant Crick.

While in Canada, Winters used the downtime to reflect.  Throughout the whole ordeal, he had wanted nothing more than to be done with it, and then go search for his daughter.  He had struggled with being the one everyone had relied upon and he doubted everything he did and the wisdom of those who had put him in charge.  Winters had never seen himself as a leader.  He had never been in such a position.  In fact, he mostly avoided it, always feeling more comfortable being told what to do, and just being responsible for his own work.

He sat alone in his room and wrestled with these thoughts sitting alone in his room.  One day, General Standish visited him and noticed his despair.  After a few prodding questions, Winters confided in him.  Standish understood and reminded him of their conversation about his destiny. 

“Think about your actions at the train station.  Your sense of duty to your fallen friends was stronger than the concern for your own life.  These types of actions speak volumes about men, but even more for someone as humble as yourself.  Your humility in what you did, was what the men saw and respected in you.  Had you been a braggart, things would have been much different.  You were the right man at the right time.  This is why I say you are a man of destiny.”

Winters came to realize he had sold himself short on what he was capable of doing.  It bothered him knowing all these years, he could have done something more with his life.  Been more of a leader in his career, the community and more importantly been a better father to his daughter.  This disturbed him the most.  Looking back, he realized he could have also handled things better with her.  He now felt responsible for pushing her away and ultimately driving her off.  He also felt sorry for her, that she had felt so alienated that she wasn’t there for her mom when she passed away. 

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Winters drove a pickup truck to an abandoned store outside of Rockford, Illinois and pulled into the parking lot.  He stepped out and extended his hand to Major Green.

“Major, it’s good to see you.”

“Likewise, Captain.”

Winters leaned on the side of the truck. “I understand you've rounded up the rest of the terrorists.”

“We did, thanks to you and Mr. Scarborough for getting that info to us.”

“Well, you can thank British Intelligence for getting it out of Boxer.”

“I’m just glad to be rid of them, and him.”

“And your superiors, they bought the story of Colonel Nunn?  And what do they say about Boxer?”

“Nunn was known for his heavy drinking, so it wasn’t too much of a stretch.  They figured it was you, who took Boxer.  They still want me to do all I can to find you.”

Winters smiled. “Yes, well good luck with that.”

“This is why I wanted to meet with you.  You’ve got some folks in Washington extremely pissed at you.  They’ve started a massive propaganda campaign blaming your Shadow Patriots for the murder of Commandant Boxer, and the killing of defenseless men, women and children.”

Winters shook his head.

“They’re afraid of you and what you’ll do next.  They’ll send more men and possibly more terrorists to eliminate you as a threat.”

“It seems they’ll stop at nothing.”

“They’ll do all they can to learn your identity. I’ll keep throwing up roadblocks and feeding you whatever information I can, but at some point, they’ll figure out it’s me.”

“I understand, but we'll worry about that when the time comes,” said Winters firmly gripping the hand of the man who was once his enemy, but was now his friend.
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Chapter 1

Decatur Michigan

 

A strong wind howled across the road blowing Meeks’ unruly blonde hair in his face.  He and Scar stood observing the plumes of smoke rising in the direction of Decatur, Michigan.  They headed there to check out the last Patriot Center.  Meeks tucked his hair back under his “Hawkeye” hat and got back in the black Mustang they’d picked up the day before.  They found it at the Ohio Center, it had a full tank of gas, and it was a Mustang.  Meeks had always wanted one, but with a wife and three kids, he could never justify it.

The two looked at each other and without saying a word, Meeks pushed down on the pedal and picked up speed as they drove on Highway 51 outside of Dowagiac.  The faster he went the more adrenaline he could feel surging through his body.

The billows of smoke grew wider the closer they got to Decatur.  They entered the town and saw a haze hovering in the air emitting a putrid smell.  Houses up and down the main road were all burned down, some with small flames still shooting out.  They both had seen this type of destruction before back in Victor, Iowa and Brainerd, Minnesota, but they hadn’t seen it anywhere else.

They slowly reached the bend in the road on Delaware Street and turned into the dirt parking lot of two smoldering buildings.

Scar turned to his friend.  “We can assume the Patriot Center is gone as well.”

“Why in the hell would somebody do this?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe the workers at the Center were pissed they were being put out of business.”

“Seems like a lot of work to set every house on fire. Heck, it had to have taken all damn day to do it,” said Meeks.

“Whoever did it must have been pretty pissed off about something.”

“What do you want to do?” asked Meeks.

“I don’t know.  See if anyone’s around.”

“Doubt we’ll find anybody.”

Meeks put the car in drive and spun it around in the dirt.  He took a right on Edgar Bergen Boulevard.  He drove slowly as they observed the destroyed houses while looking to see if they could spot anyone.  The road went through a cemetery, where headstones sat on either side of them.  As they came to an intersection, Meeks was the first to notice a group of vehicles in the parking lot of a closed-down school.  There were people standing around them.

“Check it out.  We got some guys over there,” he said pointing to the school.

“Yes, we do.  That’s weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“It’s the only building not burned down.”

Meeks kept his foot on the brake and watched the men turn their attention towards them.

“You think they’re friendly?” asked Meeks.

“I’m not sure, but I’m…” Scar stopped mid-sentence when some of the men scrambled to their vehicles and a couple of others raised their weapons and fired at them.

“Oh boy,” said Meeks.

“Back it up! Back it up!” yelled Scar.

Meeks threw the car in reverse and jammed the accelerator down, spinning the tires. White smoke from the tires blew past them as the Mustang rocketed backward.

“Brace yourself,” Meeks ordered.

Meeks pushed his left foot to the floorboard to steady himself, found a clear spot in the rearview mirror, whipped the wheel hard letting it go, and then grabbing back ahold.  The car spun around in a 180, as Meeks slammed the gearshift in drive, and the Mustang shot forward like a cannonball.

Scar turned in his seat. “Here they come.”

Meeks took a stiff turn to the right screeching the tires as the nimble car attacked the corner. The tight turn pushed Scar into Meeks forcing him to hang on. The street was straight and he smashed the pedal down unleashing the four hundred horses under the hood.

“Up ahead.”

“I see 'em,” said Meeks as he took another right and then a left.  He threaded the car through the neighborhood trying to lose their pursuers, who were coming hard on their tail.  Meeks needed to find his way out of the small town so he could call on the big V-8 once again.  His knuckles turned white from gripping the steering wheel and a bead of sweat dropped from his eyebrow.

Scar pulled his Kimber .45 out, chambered a round, and clicked the safety off all in one motion.  He pushed the window button and lowered the glass.  A strong blast of air threatened to blow his Marine emblem hat off his head.  He removed it before sticking his head out the window.  He pointed the pistol at the SUV that was following them and fired off a couple of shots.  The SUV slowed down, but then Scar saw a gun pointing at them and then the powder flash from the barrel.  He emptied his magazine as he returned fire and moved back inside just in time to see a car coming straight at them.

Meeks slammed on the brakes with both feet and steered into a gravel lot of a grain elevator.  He once again floored the pedal and had to wrestle for control as the car kicked up gravel and dust.  The pursuing SUV followed them into the lot.  Meeks went into a 360-degree turn, steering with it to maintain the controlled skid. The spinning tires created a dust cloud giving them cover.

Meeks swerved the car back onto the pavement, and the wheels bit instantly.  He had to tangle with the wheel again for control.  The low-built, heavy Mustang held the road like a magnet and they shot down St George Street, which led them out of town.

“Finally.  Now, aren’t you glad we picked up this bad boy yesterday?” asked Meeks with a slight grin.

“Nice to see you’re enjoying yourself,” said Scar shaking his head.

The car hugged a curve without as much as a tire squeal.  They came to a turn off to the left.  Meeks slowed down and took it.  Trees canopied the road as he eased ahead.  He looked to the left at a small path leading into the woods.  He stopped the car.

“What are you doing?” asked Scar.

“Hiding.  Better than trying to lose them.  No telling if there’s anyone ahead of us.”

He turned the car and drove it onto a small trail running through more trees.  It was bumpy as he guided the car further up the path, which wound to the left out of sight of the road.

They both got out and stuck close to the trees as they ran back down the path.  After reaching the end, they hid in the trees and waited.

They heard vehicles in the distance.

Both stood silently.

Moments later, a truck and a car sped by them.

“Suckers,” smiled Meeks.

“We better wait a bit.”

Within minutes another truck passed.

Thirty minutes passed before they felt safe to move out.  They both double timed it back to the Mustang and slid into the supple, black leather seats.  Meeks turned the key and revved the engine.  He put the car in reverse and began backing it up.  As he got to the end of the path, a car passed by and came to an abrupt halt.




Chapter 2

St. Paul Minnesota

 

In St. Paul, Minnesota, Harry Olson slumped on a bar stool sipping a vodka tonic with no ice. He kept his ball cap tilted back on his gray head.  The place had the usual neon beer signs hanging on the walls, but to save on power, the owner kept them all off.  The late afternoon light poured through the big windows by the entrance.

Olson had been the first one there when the bar opened at noon.  A few others filtered in over the next couple of hours.  He hadn’t had a drink in many weeks, having only recently gotten back from Canada with the Shadow Patriots.  He had been hesitant in getting involved, but his old friend, Bill Taylor, insisted it was his duty.  After being chased up into Canada and fighting in Detroit Lakes, he was worn out and needed to come home to St. Paul to see what remained of his family.

A stranger came up next to him and offered to buy him a drink.

“You say you were with the Shadow Patriots?” asked the man with an east coast accent.

“Yeah, I was with them.  Traveled with them all the way to Canada and back.”

“So where are they now?”

“I don’t know.  I left them over a week ago.”

“Well, how can I meet up with them?”

“Hell if I know,” he said, annoyed with the stranger.

“You must have some idea where their camp is?”

“I just told you, I’ve no idea. Hell, for all I know they’ve disbanded.”

“Disbanded?  You can’t be serious.”

“A lot of us left.  Why do you want to know all this anyhow?” asked Olson.

“I want to join up with them,” responded the man.

“You do, huh?” Olson eyed him cautiously.

“Yep, want to join in on all the fun.”

“Fun, eh?”  It was a rhetorical question.  “You think it’d be all fun and games.”

The stranger didn’t respond.  He wondered if the man might not be as drunk as he thought.  He didn’t want to arouse any suspicions and decided to back off a little bit.  He gave Olson a rousing patriotic line.

“Hey, anytime I can kill off some government pukes, then yeah, I’d say that’s some fun,” he said, trying to sound sincere.

“You ain’t from around here, are ya?”

“From Chicago.”

“That’s a funny accent you got for being from Chicago.  Sounds like you’re from the East Coast.”

The stranger hadn’t thought about what he sounded like.  “Yeah, I get that a lot.  I spent quite a bit of time working back east.  I pick up accents easily.”

Olson didn’t respond.  He signaled the bartender for another round.

“I got this round.  Make it two shots.  Jack, if you’ve got it.”

The bartender came back setting the shot glasses down.

They picked up their drinks.

“To better times in the good ole USA.”

Olson nodded, tilted his head back and swallowed the whiskey.

“So, if I find these guys who should I ask for? Who’s in charge?”

“Cole Winters, a good man.”

“Cole Winters, huh?  Where’s he from?”

“Somewhere in Iowa, I think.  I didn’t really get to know him all that well.”

The stranger finished his drink, slapped him on the back, and turned around to leave the bar.




Chapter 3

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters walked up to Elliott asking if Scar and Meeks were back yet.  The two of them had gone to check the last of the Patriot Centers.  Since the death of Colonel Nunn, the capture of Commandant Boxer, and the elimination of the terrorists, the Shadow Patriots had very little to do.  In fact, in the past couple of weeks, more than half of their members had left the group for various reasons.  Some were bored with the lack of action.  Others wanted to see their families to safety and some were just plain afraid of being caught.

Elliott had also gone back to Iowa to check on his wife, Amy, and their two daughters.  Knowing what was really happening, he wanted to move his family south before he continued with the Shadow Patriots.  Like most folks from small towns, he had extended family living in the area.  After relaying the news about what was going on, most everyone, including his mother who was in her seventies, decided to pack up and move to Oklahoma where they had relatives.

For Elliott it had been a good trip home, knowing his family would be safe, but at the same time, sad.  His daughters didn’t want him to leave and tried to convince him to stay.  It had been a tearful farewell for him and he was still in the process of getting over it, having been back for only a few days.

With most everyone else going their own way, Winters had reservations for the future of their group.  He would have liked to go south and looked for his nineteen-year-old daughter, Cara, who had run off with her boyfriend.  He had a cousin in Florida and thought that perhaps she had sought out his assistance.  For now, though, he would put that on hold until he knew all the Centers were closed down.

Winters and Nate had led a small group down to Illinois and into Indiana, while Scar and Meeks went to investigate one in Ohio and another in Michigan.

Their operators had abandoned both the Illinois and Indiana Centers.  They probably heard what happened with the others and decided to skip town.

They were all to meet back in South Bend, Indiana, at the closed down Catholic University.  The once majestic campus with its golden dome was overgrown with grass and looked like an abandoned movie lot.  Like all the schools in the Midwest, it had closed once the power grid failed and winter set in.  The student population had already thinned with most joining the war effort, and the rest going back to their families.

Winters looked down at the sitting Elliott.  “They’re running late.”

“Oh, they probably ran into some good ole boys and are goofing off with them.”

“I’ll feel a lot better when I see them back here.”

“You think them centers are closed down?” asked Elliott.

“If they aren’t, I’m sure they’ll take it upon themselves to shut em down.”

Elliott chuckled.  “Yeah, no doubt about that.  Question is, what are we going to do next?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t know what else we can do.  Most everyone is gone anyway.”

“Yeah, but we still have more than we started out with.  Remember that day, when you came out of the train station shooting at those drivers.  Heck, we all thought you were a crazy man.”

“For a while, I wondered about that myself.  I kept wondering if I was a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde type of guy. You know a little on the bi-polar side.”

“Did you really?”

“Oh, yeah.  I had done things I couldn’t have imagined in my wildest dreams. I was really worried about myself.”

“I had no idea, Cole.”

“I was the Captain.  Who was I supposed to confide in?  I mean I had to keep up the appearance of strength.”

“Well, you had me fooled.”

“Don’t mean to freak you out or anything.  It’s just kind of nice to get this off my chest.  I’m much more confident about things now, but boy, at the beginning I was pretty scared and really unsure of myself.”

“We all were, Cole.  I gotta tell ya though, you put on a good front, cause we all looked up to you, for having done what you did at the train station.”

“I’ll tell you a secret, just as long as you don’t tell the others.”

Elliott nodded.

“I puked my guts out after I killed those men.  Before that, in the woods, when they came looking for me, my legs were like rubber and I was literally crawling on my hands and knees.”

Elliott started laughing.

“Some tough guy, huh,” said Winters chuckling.

“Well, I about peed my pants when we went back to the first Patriot Center.”

“I remember you shaking like a leaf.  Oh, how jaded we’ve become.”

“I suppose we can get back to a little normalcy if there’s nothing left for us to do.  What will you do?”

Winters didn’t hesitate for a minute.  “I’m going to go look for my kid.”

“Where?”

“Start in Florida.  We’ve got some distant family there.  I’m thinking she might have reached out to them.”

“How old is she again?”

“She’s nineteen now and headstrong. We didn’t always see eye-to-eye on everything.  Actually, we almost never agreed on anything. She rebelled big time in high school. It was all I could do to get her to even graduate. Once she did, off she went with her boy friend.  Haven’t seen or heard from her since.”

“Must have been hard on your wife,” said Elliott in a concerned tone.

“Worried Ellie to no end.  It consumed her, especially when everything went to Hell.  It didn’t help when she got diagnosed with cancer.  The one thing she wanted before she died was to see her daughter again.  I think she died more of a broken heart than cancer.  I’m certain, it sped up the process.”

“So, she doesn’t even know her mom is dead?”

Winters shook his head.

“What are you going to say to her?”

“Ask her to forgive me. I was probably a little too hard on her.  With everything that’s gone on, the things we’ve done here have given me a different perspective.”

“Yeah, I know just whatcha mean.”

“I was really angry at her for not being there for her mom.  I was very resentful, but now, not so much.  I feel sorry for her, knowing she missed out on saying her goodbyes.”

“Yeah, that is sad.”

“Well, chances are, I might never see her again.”

“You’ll find her Cole, don’t ever give up.  Family is all that matters.”

Winters nodded in agreement.

“Hey, if you want some company, I’ll be more than happy to go with you.”

“You’d do that?”

“You betcha.”

“What about your family?”

“They’re mostly in Oklahoma now.  I’ve got some cousins who decided to stay put, but other than them, everyone’s safe.”

“Couldn’t have been easy to leave them again?”

“No, it wasn’t. My two girls, bless their hearts, didn’t want me to go.  I sat them down and reminded them how important it was for us to be fighting.”

“How’d they take it?”

“They understood, but you know, it’s hard knowing your daddy is putting himself in harm’s way.”

“What about your wife?”

“Amy puts up a good front, but she’d rather have me here, with you, than out West.”

“I take it you didn’t tell her everything we’ve gone through.”

Elliott looked at Winters with a slight smile.  “Oh, hell no, you know I didn’t.”

“Who’d believe it.”

“Yeah, no kidding.”

Winters was glad to have Elliott as his friend.  He missed his old friends a lot but was comforted to know he had gained the friendships of Elliott and the others.  They had all gone through a lot and their experiences bonded them together like nothing else could.




Chapter 4

Decatur Michigan

 

Meeks backed the car down the pathway but stopped when he spotted a compact car blocking the exit. The two occupants were pointing at them.

He turned to Scar.  “Hang on brother.”

Meeks punched the gas. The car zoomed backward, bounced up onto the road, and plowed into the compact.  Scar jumped out first, followed by Meeks, each grabbing their pistols and firing as they stormed the car.

Bullets ripped through the open windows.  The two men inside tried desperately to escape.  Scar stopped firing and pulled open the passenger door to see a dead Middle Eastern man.

“Looks like we got ourselves a Jiji here.”

Jiji was a nickname Scar had come up with for Jihadis.

Meeks looked inside and saw the driver slumped in his seat. He was a white man in his late twenties.

Scar started digging around, looking for anything that might tell them who these two were.  He found a map and unfolded it.

“Whatcha got?” asked Meeks.

“A map.”

Meeks came around to the passenger side.

They both looked down at the map of Michigan, which had several towns circled.  Some of them, including Decatur, had an “X” through the circle.

“What do you think those markings mean?” asked Meeks.

“Not sure, but it doesn’t look good.”

“It’s got a lot of towns circled.”

“We need to get out of here, don’t want any of their friends showing up.  You think this dream car of yours will make it?”

Meeks walked around it.  “It doesn’t look too bad.  I think ole Betsey is good.”

“Betsey huh?”

“Every hot car needs a name.”

Meeks cranked the engine on.  He pulled the damaged car forward and turned onto the pavement.  He got out, walked around to the rear and inspected it.

“I think we’re good.  Such a shame, ruining this beauty.”

Scar grabbed the two dead men’s weapons and hustled back over to the Mustang.

Meeks stepped on the gas.  Despite a scraping noise coming from the back, it was running fine.  He forced a couple of turns of the steering wheel just to make sure.

Scar pulled out the map. “We should go check out some of these towns that are crossed off.”

“Whatcha thinking?”

“I have a bad feeling about this, but if they’re anything like this last town.”

“We got ourselves more bad guys.”

“Yep.”

“Where to?”

“Paw Paw is not too far north of here,” said Scar as he looked down at the map.

Scott Scarborough studied the map with the mindset of a Marine.  He had spent four years in the Corps and had seen action in Grenada.  It wasn’t a long engagement, but the experience of combat had changed him.  He came away with a different perspective on life.  No longer did he view the world through a boy’s eyes, but with the eyes of a mature man.

He had joined right out of high school, not knowing what to do in life.  He enjoyed the experience and made lifelong friends.  Once he received his honorable discharge, he went back home and married his high school sweetheart, Tera, who was two years younger than him.  He got a job in construction and learned how to build houses.  This skill prepared him to start his own company and with his wife’s business savvy, they were able to prosper and grow into a successful firm.  He took pride in building their first and only home, and he built it big enough for a large family.  Unfortunately, after several miscarriages, they were only able to have one child, whom they named Scott, after him.

The boy took after his father, growing into a tall broad-shouldered man with the same sense of humor.  Scar was proud when his son joined the Corps three years ago and qualified for fixed wing flight training.  He was worried about him though because he was flying EA-6B Prowlers in the war.  This aircraft pinpointed and neutralized the enemy’s fire control radar, which meant, he was in the thick of it.  He hadn’t heard from him in some time.  When he did, Scott insisted he was safe.  As a former Marine, he knew this was a lie fabricated to not worry the parents.  He had done the same thing for his parents.

Scar’s parents were both still alive and once Scar made the decision to join the war effort, they had taken Tera and her parents to Texas to his parent’s summer home on the Gulf.  This comforted him, knowing this was probably the safest place in the country.




Chapter 5

Paw Paw Michigan

 

Before Meeks and Scar reached the town of Paw Paw, they could smell the burnt embers. They passed farmhouses, which hadn’t been touched, but as soon as they rounded the curve into the town, they could see every structure had been set on fire.

It looked like it had been a couple of days ago.  Some of the homes were still smoldering, but most were not.  It had the same weird feeling as Decatur had when they passed through there.  Dead silence, no one around, not even a corpse.

“Where in the hell could everyone be?” asked Meeks.

Scar shook his head.  “This is the strangest thing, it’s just like the last town.”

“At least we know what the X’s mean.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.  Look at how many there are.”

Meeks slowed to a stop and took another look at the map.

Scar pointed at it.  “From Cheboygan, all the way down the west side of the state is crossed off.”

“Notice Detroit isn’t circled,” said Meeks.

“Well, it’s right next to Canada.”

“Hell, probably nothing left there anyway.”

Scar gave Meeks a serious look.  “We need to get back and tell the Captain.”

Meeks gave the steering wheel a hard turn, but before he stepped on the gas, he noticed a figure staring at them from around the corner of a hedgerow.

“Look over there.”

“Where?” asked Scar turning his head.

“Behind those hedges, someone is staring at us.”

“I don’t see 'em.”

“Cover me,” said Meeks getting out of the car.

As Meeks walked over to the hedges, Scar grabbed his sidearm and got out of the car.  Meeks called out, but no one answered.  He walked around the corner of the hedgerow but didn’t see anyone.

He called out again.  “Is there anyone there?”

A figure ran behind some evergreen trees.  Meeks took off and ran around the back of a destroyed home.  He caught a glimpse of the figure running through the doorway of a metal shed.  Meeks turned to wave Scar over and waited for him.

“He ran into that shed.”

They approached the shed slowly with guns drawn.  Meeks reached for the handle and gave it a quick yank.

A little girl with blond hair stared at them with big blue blank eyes.  She had a button nose on her frightened face with black soot hiding her fair complexion. At four-foot-four, and weighing no more than sixty-five pounds, she looked to be ten or eleven years old.  Her movements were slow and weak like she hadn’t eaten in days.  She wore a pink and white windbreaker that needed washing along with her blue jeans and gym shoes.

“Well, hello there,” said Meeks putting his sidearm away.  “We’re not going to hurt ya.  What’s your name?”

Meeks knelt down. “My name is Meeks and this big goofball is Mr. Scarborough.  You can call him Scar for short.”

Scar tucked his gun behind his waistband and gave her a wave.  “How are you doing, hon?  Where’s your mom and dad?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Well, come on out of there.  Maybe we can help you out,” said Meeks getting up.

She walked out of the shed and they headed back toward the Mustang.  Scar looked at Meeks, who gave him a half smile.

“Are you hungry?” asked Scar reaching into his backpack.  He pulled out a sleeve of peanut butter crackers and handed them to her.  He also found a bottle of water and set it on the hood.

She eagerly grabbed the crackers and started to gobble them down. 

Scar gave her a smile.  “Those are almost my favorite, but I prefer the cheese ones.”

She looked up at the tall man and returned the smile.

After she ate all the crackers, Meeks tried, once again, to get her to tell them her name.

“Now that you’ve devoured those crackers, you ready to tell us your name.”

She nodded.  “I’m Sadie Allen.”

“Well, that’s a great name, Sadie.  How old are you?”

“Eleven.”

“Where are your parents.”

“My daddy’s fighting in the war.”

“What about your mom?”

“I don’t know.  She was taken by those men.”

Meeks looked over at Scar, then back at Sadie.  “What men?”

“The men who came here.  The ones who burned all our houses down.”

Scar knelt his big frame down and looked Sadie in the eye.  “You saw these men then?”

She nodded.

“Do you know who they were?”

She shook her head.

“Did they have uniforms on?”

Sadie looked at the ground and then back up at Scar.  “Some did.”

“What color were the uniforms?”

“Black.”

Scar looked over to Meeks.  “Sounds like the National Police.”

“Some of them talked funny.”

“Talked funny how?”

“Some of them only talked to each other and I didn’t know what they were saying.”

Scar looked up at Meeks.  “Jijis.”

Meeks gave him a nod.

“So, you said your mom was taken.  Was everyone else taken too?”

“Yes.  They had lots of big trucks here and everyone had to get in them.”

“How did you get away?” asked Scar.

“My mom told me to run away and hide.”

“Do you know why she told you that?”

“At first the men were friendly, but then they got angry with us when my friend Emma’s, grandpa said he wasn’t going.  So, they pushed him to the ground and said we had to go.”

“I’ll bet you were pretty scared.”

Sadie nodded.

“It’s going to be okay,” said Scar.

“When did they set fire to the houses?”

“After everyone left.”  She pointed to the burned down structure across from them. “I was watching from my house.  They went up and down the street with this thing that shot flames out of a long stick like thing.”

“A flamethrower?  These guys had flamethrowers?  Unbelievable,” said Meeks.

She nodded.  “I was upstairs in my room.  I was really scared when the smoke started coming into my room.  So, I ran downstairs and ran through the backyard to our shed.”

Meeks turned to Scar.  “Well, doesn’t that sound familiar?”

Sadie looked puzzled.

“Meeks and I had a similar thing happen to us.”

“How long ago did this happen?” asked Meeks.

“Two days.”

“You’ve been here all by yourself for two days?

She nodded.

“Do you know if there’s been anyone else through here?”

She shook her head.

“Well, Sadie, you’re a brave little girl.  Do you think you’d like to come with us till we find your mom?” asked Scar.

She smiled. “You’ll find her?”

“Of course we will,” said Meeks as he raised one eyebrow to Scar.

“Well, let’s get out of here,” said Scar.

Scar opened the passenger door and pulled the seat forward.  Sadie hopped in the back.  Meeks started the car and turned to Sadie.  “You like going fast?”

Her face lit up.

Meeks returned the smile. “Good, cause I love going fast, so buckle yourself in little lady.  There’s nothing like not having to worry about getting a speeding ticket.”

He put the car in low drive, kept his left foot on the brake and stomped on the gas pedal.  The back wheels started spinning, enveloping them in white smoke. When he let off the brakes, the car shot forward. Sadie screamed in delight.  Meeks turned to Scar and flickered his eyebrows.  Scar rolled his eyes and let out a hardy laugh at his friend Meeks, whom he had known since grade school.

Meeks loved sports, especially football, which is why he coached the local youth football program, in addition to coaching the high school team.  It was a big commitment, but he enjoyed every minute of it.  He never wanted to be too far away from the game.  After setting a couple of school records as a running back at Iowa, he came home and got hired as an assistant coach for his hometown high school, where he eventually became the head coach.

Once the economy started to slip, budgets became tight and the school district discontinued all the sports programs, which effectively put him out of a job.  He then worked with Scar for a little while before the construction business took a nosedive and Scar’s business went under.  He and Scar had both decided to join the war effort together.  Meeks moved his wife and three teenaged boys to Florida with her parents.

Meeks was grateful when Winters had discovered the murders at the Patriot Centers. Figuring he should already be dead, he was thus very loyal to him and wanted to see an end to what they were doing.  Meeks loved history and realized what they were doing would someday be written down for generations to come—provided they were successful.




Chapter 6

Washington D.C.

 

Major John Green pulled out onto Eisenhower Drive and headed toward Washington Boulevard leaving Arlington National Cemetery behind.  He pointed his car west toward his mother’s home.

It had been just over a month since his friend Lieutenant David Crick was killed in action by terrorists in Detroit Lakes.  He wasn’t able to make the funeral and had needed to visit with Crick’s parents.  He had spent most of the day with them relaying the details of their son’s death and talking about old times.

Green had known the Cricks since he was a child.  His parents were old friends.  The two fathers had met in basic training and served together, both making a career of the Army.

The visit had been both sad and joyous at the same time.  They went through old photos, laughing and crying together.  As much as he wanted to, he didn’t give them the full details of the death.  He didn’t think it to be in their best interest, at least not right now.  If they knew Colonel Nunn had set them up to be killed by the terrorists and did so with the blessing of the government, then no telling what might happen to them, if they should mention it to the wrong person.

Green drove in the bustling city with wonderment as to how it appeared as normal as before the war.  It was in stark contrast to the Midwest where he had been stationed for the past nine months.  People there struggled for food and keeping themselves warm through the long winter.  Here in the District, it didn’t look at all like the country was at war with China, and that it was being waged on the West Coast.  Cars crowded the interstate as folks left work to head home or went to restaurants for social meetings with colleagues and lobbyists.  He wondered if these people had an inkling of how bad, it really was outside the nation’s capital.

It had been a long and exhausting day.  He looked forward to getting back home with his mom who would spoil him, and yet knew when to leave him alone.  He needed a good night’s sleep before his morning meeting with Lawrence Reed.

Reed was in charge of the Patriot Center Program and had requested a meeting with him while he was in Washington.  Green was apprehensive and wondered what was on the agenda.  No doubt, he wanted to question him down to every little detail on the Shadow Patriots and on Colonel Nunn’s unfortunate “accidental” death.  Green would have to again go through the whole set of lies in his mind before he felt comfortable enough to repeat them to Reed’s face.  He figured the man would question him in various ways trying to expose any lies.  Since his own commanding officer, Colonel Nunn, had set him up to be killed in Detroit Lakes at the hands of Al Qaeda, after which he discovered the truth about what was going on, he had no problem lying to Reed.  Green would have to act as if he cared about the death of Colonel Nunn.  This was his greatest lie because Nunn’s death had been at his own hands when Nunn had tried to kill him in his office.  This duel between Nunn and himself played out like a low budget kung fu movie.  The arrogant old man, was too cocksure when trying to best his protégé, all the while thinking he had a move not shown to his young student.  The elder had been quick, but not quick enough for Green who was enraged by Nunn’s actions.  He let out all his anger on the old man and violently took him out with powerful swings to the head.

Traffic thinned out as he entered Alexandria, where his mom lived.  He’d be back home in just a few more minutes.  He was confident dinner would be waiting for him when he got there.

He turned onto her street.  Dogwoods lined the streets, with their pink and white flowers in full bloom, sprinkling petals on the well-manicured lawns.  The walkways had pink and red azaleas.  It was a late spring, just as it had been in the Midwest.  The difference here was the pall of doom didn’t spoil the beauty.

Green pulled into the driveway and noticed his mom out in the front yard wearing gardening gloves. A tray of seedlings was beside her as she worked the soil.  Soon she would get them into the ground.

As the car pulled in, Sarah Green turned her head and smiled.  She was fifty-eight years old and in as good a shape as she had always been.  She was originally from the D.C. area.  Being the daughter of a former diplomat, she had spent a good portion of her childhood in Europe.  She had attended the University of Virginia where she met her husband at a football game.  After graduating, she married him at twenty-one and had her only child at twenty-three.  She had let her hair go gray rather than fight the never ending battle of coloring it.  It was easier, and as a widow of an Army Colonel, she was too busy with charity work to bother with it.

She raised her small frame up and took her gloves off as she walked over to greet her son.

“How did it go, John?”

Green closed the door.  “As well as could be expected.”

“I’ve got a roast in the oven.  Should be about ready.”

“Sounds good.  I’m starving.”

“Come in then.”

They both walked into the white two-story colonial, which had high ceilings and white trim.  The walls were a deep yellow in the living room and were off set by an Oriental pattern rug that lay centered on the hardwood floor, which ran throughout the home.  In the living room, a fireplace stood between windows that had long white curtains hanging to the floor.

Green breathed in the aroma of roast beef, and it instantly made his mouth water, making him even hungrier.  He took his shoes off and followed his mother into the kitchen.

Despite America being at war and food shortages all around the country, these problems had not come to roost in Washington, especially if your family had money.

She put on oven mitts, opened the oven door, and pulled out their meal.  The thermometer read 160 degrees.  It was ready and they sat down at the dinner table.  Both were entertaining their own thoughts, so there wasn’t much conversation, but they enjoyed each other’s company.  After dinner, Green went into the living room and sat down to read the newspaper, while his mother did the dishes.

The front-page lead heading said it all.

SHADOW PATRIOTS STILL 

ON KILLING RAMPAGE.

Green put the paper down after reading about the Shadow Patriots.  The media had dutifully reported the misrepresentation of the facts, which had been had been spoon-fed to them by the National Government.  The Shadow Patriots were a bunch of sadistic thugs, guilty of raping women and killing innocent children.

Mrs. Green walked in and sat down.  “Is it true what they say about that gang?”

Green hesitated before he answered her.  He wasn’t sure if he should tell her, but at the same time, he wanted to defend the Shadow Patriots.  After all, they had rescued him and his men from an ambush in Detroit Lakes.  It was there that he had lost his friend, David, in a gunfight with the terrorists.  Had it not been for the Shadow Patriots showing up, he himself would not be alive today.

He shook his head. “No.  There’s not a grain of truth in that article.”

“Do you know these men?” she asked.

“I do.”  He paused before going on.  “Had it not been for these men, I would not be here.”

Mrs. Green looked surprised.

“Those men, those Shadow Patriots, saved my life and the lives of my men.  They weren’t the ones who killed David.  I don’t know how much to tell you because it may be better if you don’t know.  The ones responsible are still a threat and they’re unaware that I know their identities.”

“You’re talking about the new government, aren’t you?”

Green gave her a surprised look.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised.  I’ve been around D.C. long enough to know what goes on in here.  I know there are things going on behind the scenes.  So much has happened in this country in the past year that nothing would shock me.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

“That bad is it?”

“I’m having to meet with the one in charge tomorrow.  He’s going to question me every which way to try to determine if I know more than I’m letting on.”

“How much do you know?”

“Enough to know that I’m a danger to them.”

“I see.  Are you prepared?”

“I think so.  I’ve been going over it in my head for the past week.  My biggest concern is that my body language might give me away.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that. You’ll do fine.”




Chapter 7

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters and Elliott sat at a long table discussing the future of the Shadow Patriots and what their intentions actually were.  Nate came walking up to them interrupting their conversation.

“Scar and Meeks are back, and you’re not going to believe what they’ve got with them.”

Winters looked at Nate with a confused curiosity.  “Ok, I’ll bite, what?”

“No, no, you’ll need to come and see.”

The three of them walked out of the room and into their makeshift cafeteria where Scar and Meeks were sitting down with a child.

Scar gave Winters a nod of his head.  “Captain.”

Winters reached the table.  “Hey, guys.  So, who do we have here?”

“Captain, this here is our new friend, Sadie,” said Scar.  “Sadie, this is the man I’ve been telling you about.”

Sadie put down her sandwich, stood up, and extended her hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you too, Sadie.”  Winters was immediately taken with the girl’s politeness.  “You look really hungry, so don’t let me interrupt you.”

“Yeah, if you’re not careful, Meeks might snag some food right off your plate,” said Scar.

“Guilty as charged,” said Meeks, giving Sadie a friendly bump.

“Got some things to tell you, Captain,” said Scar.

“Why don’t you finish eating and meet me outside,” said Winters tilting his head toward the girl.  Since Winters didn’t know Sadie’s background, he didn’t want to talk about things in front of her.  Coming here as an orphan, her story couldn’t be good.

Elliott and Nate accompanied Winters outside where they found the black Mustang with a mangled rear end.

“Wonder what they did to this bad boy,” said Nate as he walked over to inspect the damage.

Nate was a car buff and could fix anything.  He had restored several cars over the years as a hobby and it had turned out to be a great way to make extra money.  He opened the hood of the Mustang and admired the big engine.  He had owned several Mustangs in the past preferring them to any other sports car.  He liked them because they were easy to work on and they looked good, which helped him pick up girls when he was younger.  A good-looking car always impressed the girls, at least the ones that were attracted to him.  Rock and Roll and hot cars were what Nate was all about in his youth, and to this day, not much had changed.

“Something tells me they’ve got quite a story to tell,” said Nate.

Ten minutes later, Scar came outside and the three of them stood in apt silence as Scar filled them in on everything that had happened to them including the circumstances where they found Sadie.

Scar unfolded the map he found on the dead Jiji.  “We only checked out two of them, but all the crossed out ones look to be destroyed.”

“So, this is their next move,” said Winters thoughtfully.

They all nodded to each other.

The moment made him think of the old man, they had met at a closed down gas station in Minnesota.  He remembered him saying not to worry about the why, instead, concentrate on stopping it.

“What are ya gonna do with that kid?” asked Nate.

“We should get her up to Canada,” replied Winters.

“Don’t think she’d like that,” Scar quickly answered.  “Meeks and I kind of promised her we’d find her mother.”

Winters was about to respond harshly to him, but then remembered his own daughter.  He had been tough on her and didn’t want to make the same mistake with a frightened little girl.

“Then we’ll just have to find her.”

Scar’s face lit up.  Sadie had already endeared herself to him and Meeks and didn’t want her to leave.

“First thing we need to do is put the word out as to where we are.  We need everyone back here.”

“We going to go kick some ass, Captain?” asked Nate.

He put his hand on his shoulder.  “As much as we can.”

Later that evening, Winters sat alone in the dorm’s common study room.  It had a couple of couches, an easy chair, and several long tables.  He was looking at the map with Arabic writing on the side, wondering what it said.  When he heard a light tap at the entrance, he looked up and saw Sadie standing there. 

“May I come in?”

He waved her in.  “How polite,” thought Winters.

“I see you got yourself all cleaned up. You’re looking much better.”

“Glad to get that smoke off of me.”

“Did they find you a place to sleep?” Winters asked her.

“Yes, I’m in room 220.”

“Well, then we’re neighbors, cause I’m right next door.  Did you get enough to eat?”

She nodded her head.

“What’s your mom’s name?”

“Elizabeth.”

“That’s a pretty name.”

“My daddy calls her Lizzy.”

“And what’s his name?”

“Sam Allen.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“He left in the fall.”

“I’m sure you miss him.”

She nodded solemnly.  “Do you have kids?”

“Yes, I do.  I have a daughter, her name is Cara.”

“I like that name.  How old is she?”

“She’s nineteen.”

“Where is she?”

Winters decided to be honest with her.  

“Well, I don’t exactly know.”

“How come?”

“She ran off with her boyfriend.”

“You miss her lots, don’t ya?”

“Yes, I do.”

“What about her mom?”

Winters paused for a moment.  “She died a little while ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need to be.”

There was an awkward silence.

She looked up from the floor and into Winters' eyes.  “We both have something to be sad about.” 

Winters met her gaze.

“We’ve both lost our families.”

Winters smiled at her.

Sadie got up, moving next to Winters on the couch and pulled out a string. “You want to play Cat’s Cradle?”

Winters gave her a smile.  “Absolutely.”

Her face lit up.

They began to tug on the string.  Winters was getting a kick out of it.  He had played the game with Cara when she was younger.  It had always been a fun bonding experience.  Sadie was quite good making The Soldier’s Bed, Candles and The Manger.




Chapter 8

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green woke early and went for a morning run.  He got back to the house to find his mother up and making breakfast.  He decided to shower and get dressed before sitting down to eat.

He came down the stairs in full Class A uniform, which made his mother look twice.  She met him in the kitchen and immediately went to work straightening his jacket and medals.  She had done the same for her husband over the years and was as good as any in knowing what needed to be fixed.

“You look so much like your father,” she said smiling proudly.

“I wish he was here.  I could use his advice.”

“He taught you everything you need to know.  You just need to trust yourself.  Come and sit down.  You’ve got a big day ahead, and that requires a big breakfast.”

Thirty minutes later, he was out the door and headed to his meeting with Director Lawrence Reed.

Major Green walked into the plush Lafayette Office Building.  Reed’s secretary greeted him and asked him to wait.

He sat down and mentally prepared himself.  He had never met Reed and didn’t know what to expect.  He figured he was crafty, which was the only way to survive and thrive in politics, especially in the District.

After a few minutes, the secretary led Green into Reed’s office.  It was as lavish as the reception area.  Oil paintings hung on the walls, a Remington statue of a cowboy on a horse sat on his desk.  A large salt-water tank filled with exotic fish stood by the wall near his desk.

He noticed another man sitting on a couch in the far corner of the large office.  The man was busy looking at some papers he held in his hands.  He didn’t get up and made no attempt to acknowledge Green’s presence. 

A short heavyset man came over to greet him.  “Major Green, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too, sir,” said Green, putting out his hand.

Green noticed a weak grip.  It was more like a handshake you’d expect from a child.  He wondered if that was a way to throw people off his real character.  He kept his composure as Reed offered him a seat.  He was curious why Reed didn’t introduce him to the other man.

“I understand you’re a family friend of the Cricks.  I’m assuming you visited with them?” he asked.

“Yes, I am and yes I visited them yesterday.”

“I hope all went well for you.”

“It did sir, thank you.”

Reed sat at his desk.  “Major Green I hope we can be of assistance to each other.  I’m sure you want to find these men who call themselves the Shadow Patriots, these murdering rebels and bring them to justice.”

“I would, sir.  I can think of nothing more satisfying than that.”

“Well good, good.”

The two sat in awkward silence for a few moments.

“I’ve read all your reports on the matter, your capture by the rebels and subsequent engagement with them.  I’ve no doubt that you’ve left nothing out, Major.”

Reed stared at Green before continuing.

Green wondered if he was testing him.  Reed wasn’t going to question him like he thought he would.  Rather, he would gauge his responses to seemingly innocent questions and statements.  He had to put in his mind that he was angry at Winters and wanted revenge.  He didn’t want to sound defensive to any innocent remarks made by Reed.

“Thank you, sir. I spent considerable time on the final report, to make sure I didn’t leave anything out.”

“Excellent, Major.  It’s been quite a journey for you and your men.”  He paused for a few moments.  “You’d probably like to know the name of this man?”

“Yes sir, I would.”

Reed took his time.

Green shifted in his seat.

“We have the name of the rebel leader.”

Green stiffened his body.

“His name is Cole Winters.”

Green was shocked that Reed knew Winters’ name.  He wondered how they were able to discover this and what they were going to do now.  He knew it was only a matter of time before they would be able to ascertain where he came from and what he looked like.

“Cole Winters, huh,” said Green trying to sound surprised.

“That’s our man.”

“How did you get this information?”

“We sent a man to St. Paul to snoop around.  He ran into a former member and after some drinks gave him up.”

“And are you sure of this?” asked Green.

“Nothing is certain until we have a visual confirmation, but it has pointed us in a right direction.  We think we know where he’s from and where he worked.  It’s just a matter of time before we come up with some pictures.”  He paused for a moment, studying Green’s demeanor.  “This where you can help us, Major.”

Green leaned forward in his chair.

“We want you to confirm his identity, Major.”

So, this is where all of this was leading. This is what they wanted from him.  They wanted him to betray his friend.

“Won’t be a problem, sir.”

“Good, good.  It’s why we’re having you reassigned here.”

This took Green by surprise.  He had always wanted an assignment in D.C., but after what had happened, and knowing the kind of people he’d be dealing with, he no longer felt the same way.  He wanted to be back with his men.

“What about my men, sir?”

“They’ll all be sent out to the war.”

“I would rather be with them, sir.”

“I understand that, but you’re too valuable to us.”

“What will my responsibilities entail?”

“I’ll need you to help coordinate the capture of this Winters fellow.”

Green knew there was no way he was going to change Reed’s mind.  He did some quick thinking and decided he wanted at least one of his men with him.  Someone he could trust and would understand his situation.

“If I could have one request.”

“Yes, of course, Major.”

“I’d like one of my men here with me.”

“I’m sure we could arrange that,” said Reed as he stood, signaling the meeting was over.

Green stood up and Reed escorted him to the door. He glanced over at the strange man in the corner as he walked out of the office.  Reed told him his secretary would handle all the particulars.  The door closed and he stood alone in the reception area.




Chapter 9

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters got up before sunrise and went outside for an early morning walk, as was his new habit since arriving at the Catholic campus.  He appreciated the fact that no one felt the need to join him and enjoyed the solitude the empty grounds offered.  He couldn’t get enough of staring at the majestic buildings and wondering what it must have been like to attend such an amazing institution.  He imagined the thousands of students walking the halls, cramming for exams, making friends, and partying, all while getting an education and preparing for life.  It was sad to see the university no longer fulfilling its mission.

It was a strange and unexpected twist of fate for the school, and for him, this past year.  A year ago, he was still employed at the plant in the small town where he had worked and lived for the last twenty-five years.  Then everything he had taken for granted and counted on changed in mere months.  The economy tanked, bombs exploded, the government fell and war broke out.  Everybody’s life changed overnight.  Misery was all around as people panicked not knowing what to do or whom to turn to for help.  Many of his friends and neighbors, including his own daughter, pulled up roots and moved to where ever they thought it would be safer for them.  He and his wife Ellie decided to stay and tough out a harsh Midwestern winter.  They held out hope that Cara would come back and they needed to be home when she did.  That hope faded over the many months. 

Thankfully, they had adequate food storage to survive the winter but some of their neighbors did not.  They helped several, but there wasn’t enough for everyone and many died of starvation or from a lack of needed medication.

Now, here he was standing in the tall dew covered grass of a neglected quad admiring a once great school.  Now just a cluster of buildings where he and his men had taken up residence.  They came here because of its close proximity to the neighboring states they had not yet investigated.  He wanted to make sure the rest of the Patriot Centers were closed down.  However, after learning about the burned towns in Michigan, he sensed fate had dealt him another ugly hand.  There was more to do and he accepted the fact he was right where he was supposed to be.  He had a new foreign enemy to fight. The symbolism of this Catholic school, versus his new Islamic enemy, was not lost on him.

He thought about the coming days.  He didn’t know what they were up against or where to engage them.  He wasn’t sure if he could rally up enough men or how many they would need.  The only thing he knew for sure was death would follow him wherever he went.  After watching his friends die beside him, he assumed death was a certainty.

His thoughts turned to how killing had almost become second nature for him.  He had taken many lives and it had changed him into a hardened man.  He was a man no longer afraid.  It was a new side that he started to embrace.  However, he wanted to be careful and not allow his Mr. Hyde personality to take over completely.  Meeting Sadie last night, had actually mitigated that fear.  She opened a window releasing memories of his softer side.  He had not been around children in a long time and had forgotten the joy they brought.  Sadie reminded him so much of his own daughter when she was that age—innocent and full of hope.  It was unfortunate to meet under such circumstances, but she seemed to be handling the situation very well.  That was the magic of being an age, where you thought everything would always work out.

He wondered if the Spirit prompted Sadie’s mom to have her daughter run away.  She must have sensed an impending danger.  It was definitely not a normal reaction to tell your child to run away.  Normally, you’d want your children close to you, so you could protect them.

Winters tried to wrap his mind around it.  Surely, the National Police were forcing people to move south into the camps for their own safety.  He only hoped that they would be able to find her.  However, in the back of his mind, he knew he was fooling himself.  Perhaps Sadie had already rubbed off on him by thinking there was still a chance of hope for a bright future.




Chapter 10

 

Winters came back inside to the cafeteria where he found Scar and Elliott eating breakfast.  He grabbed a chair and sat down with them.

“So what’s the game plan, Captain?” asked Elliott.

“Figure out what we’re up against.”

“Where’s the map?” asked Scar.

Winters pulled it out.  “Notice the circles are in three different colors.”

“They probably got three different groups running around.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Winters.

“Might explain why all the circles aren’t crossed out.  They might not be communicating with each other.  At least not frequently anyway,” said Scar.

Winters nodded in agreement.

“These red circles are around smaller towns than the blue ones.”

Winters looked up at Scar.  “What do ya think it means?”

“Smaller forces, I’d say.”

“If that’s the case, then we should try and find the red group first.”

“That would be my recommendation.”

“It looks like they started at the top of the state and have been moving south, so they shouldn’t be too far from where we are.”

“Eau Claire might be a place to start,” said Scar pointing on the map.

“It’s as good of a place as any,” said Winters.

Elliott looked over to Scar.  “How many guys ya think they got?”

“Altogether, I’d say at a minimum, several hundred and if they got flamethrowers like Sadie said she saw, then they’re well-funded too.”

“Okay, let’s go and scope it out,” said Winters as he stood up.

Winters went outside and waited for the rest of his inner circle.  They would take two SUV’s, with him, Elliott, Scar and Meeks in one and Nate, Burns and Murphy in the other.

As he waited, he heard someone calling out to him.  “Captain.”

Winters turned to see Sadie skipping his way.

“Good morning, Sadie.  Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, I did.”

“You know, instead of calling me Captain, why don’t you call me Cole.”

“Doesn’t everyone call you Captain?”

“They do, but you don’t need to.  I’d like it better if you called me by my first name.”

“Okay Cole,” she replied with a smile.

“Listen, we’re going to go and see if we can find those bad guys that took your mom, okay.”

“Can I come?”

“No, I don’t think that’d be a good idea. You stay here and see if they can put you to work somewhere.  We’ll be back later tonight.”

“What if something happens to you?” she asked in a somber tone.

“Nothing’s going to happen to us.  We’re just going to go and take a look, okay?”

They both watched as Meeks and Scar walked outside carrying rifles.

“Just going to go look, huh?” she stated.

“Always need to be prepared, hon.”

“Check you out,” said Meeks.  You look a whole lot better cleaned up and fed.”

“I do?”

“You looked like a drowned rat yesterday and now you look more like a little princess.”

Sadie put her hands on her hips and gave Meeks a half smile.

“No?  Don’t like the princess look?  How about a ballerina?”

She gave Meeks a love pat on his arm.

“Well, maybe a sporty girl.”

Ten minutes later, everybody was loaded up in the SUV’s and had said their goodbyes to Sadie. Meeks, sitting in the back, turned his head to see Sadie still watching them and then run inside.

“I sure do hope we can find her mom,” said Meeks.

“What if we don’t?” asked Scar.

“I don’t know,” answered Winters.

Elliott drove the lead vehicle and headed toward Eau Claire on Highway 31.

Scar looked up from the map.  “Captain, we should go through Berrien Springs and check things out before we go over to Eau Claire.”

Winters turned around to Scar.  “Where’s it at?”

Scar extended the map to him. “Right here.  It’s on the way.”

“Go east on Snow Road,” said Winters to Elliott.

Winters grabbed the handheld radio. “Nate, we’re going to stop in Berrien Springs, over.”

“Ten-four,” came the reply.

They arrive in Berrien Springs and drove through town before hitting the business center.  A few people were milling around, staring at them as they drove in.  The two SUV’s took a left on Main Street and parked.  They all got out and walked over to a coffee shop.  The seven of them entered the shop and just like in a movie, everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the strangers.

It was a small shop and there was a group of four old men sitting at a table to the left with another two at the lunch counter.  A middle-aged woman was behind the counter.  She wore an off white apron around her shirt and jeans.

Scar walked up to the counter. “Are you still serving?”

“We are,” she looked at him cautiously.  “We don’t have much though.”

“Well, we don’t need much,” he responded to her smiling.

Another man came out from the kitchen.  He also wore a dirty white apron over a t-shirt.  He appeared to be the boss as the lady behind the counter showed him deference.

“Where you guys from?”

“Most of us are from Iowa.”

“Why are you here?”

“We’re just passing through is all.”

“You here to cause trouble?”

“Not at all.  Why do you ask?”

“Whenever strangers come into town, it’s usually to cause trouble and you guys are not from around here.  So, we’d all be happy if you left.”

Nate had heard enough and started to move forward.  Elliott grabbed his arm and held him back.

“Sir, we’re not here to cause any trouble, in fact, we think there’s trouble coming here soon,” said Winters.

All the patrons kept still with their eyes on Winters.

“Why do you say that?” asked the man wearing the apron.

“We’ve been through some towns where all the houses were burned down and we believe this might be the next one.”

“Really.  How do we know you’re not the ones doing it?”

“Well…we’d certainly not announce it.”

“Hmm maybe.  What’s your name?”

Winters extended his hand out. “I’m Cole Winters.”

The man leaned back.  His eyes opened wider.

Winters drew back his hand.  “What’s the matter?”

The man twisted around and opened a draw.  He pulled out a .38 revolver, turned back and pointed the snub-nosed gun at Winters.

“Hey, what are doing?” shouted Winters putting his hands up.

“Get the hell out of here.”

“What are you doing that for?”

“You said your name is Cole Winters.  You’re the ones that have been on a murdering rampage. We know all about you.”

“Sir, I can assure you what you’ve heard was all lies.”

“Really, so you didn’t murder your wife huh?”

“What?”  Winters' voice started to quiver.  This news hit him fast and hard.  “No, no, that’s not true.  My wife died of cancer.”

“I just heard it on my satellite radio this morning.”

“Sir, if you’d please put the gun down. We can explain everything.  We don’t want any trouble here.  We came through to warn people is all.”

Winters could see the man was unconvinced but didn’t know what to do next.  He decided to get his men out of the coffee shop.

“Listen, we’re going to leave okay.  Like I said we don’t want any trouble.” Winters turned his head.  “Guys, let’s just back up and get out of here.”

All the Shadow Patriots started to back up.  Burns and Murphy hit the door first, followed by Elliott and Nate.  Scar kept a smile on his face as he grabbed Winters by the shoulder and guided him backward.  They made their way to the entrance, where Meeks held the door.  Before shutting the door, Meeks looked at the people in the coffee shop and said, “Don’t say we didn’t warn ya.”

Outside, Nate was extremely angry.  He wanted nothing more than to go in there and beat the hell out of the man with the apron.  “I just want to knock some sense into that dumb-ass.”

Elliott put his hand on his shoulder.  “Let it go, Nate.  They can’t know, what they don’t know.  It’s not their fault.”

Winters silently walked away to the SUV.  The rest of the men followed him.  They knew hearing about his wife that way was a punch in the gut.  He reached the passenger side of the vehicle and before he got in, he heard a man come out of the coffee shop.

“Excuse me.”

Everyone turned around and waited as the man came jogging up to them.

“I’m really sorry about what happened.  My name is Jim.”

He walked up to Winters and shook his hand.  Jim was in late sixties.  He wore a ball cap over his white hair.  His blue jean overalls covered his long sleeved multi-colored flannel shirt.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Winters.  “You don’t know who to trust these days.”

“Well, it’s just that Henry in there tends to believe everything he hears on the radio.

“Like I said, I don’t blame him.”

“So, it’s not true what the news said about you guys, huh?

Winters shook his head.

“I knew it all to be lies anyways.  It’s just so hard to know what’s what anymore.”

“I can assure you, we’ve been doing nothing but saving people.”

“Your wife, you said she died of cancer?  I’m real sorry to hear about that.  It’s sickening that they’d say that about you.”

Winters looked at his men and noticed they were all giving him a sympathetic look.  This was the last thing he wanted from anyone.  Winters needed to change the subject and spent the next five minutes giving Jim a brief synopsis of their story.

The news shocked him and he promised to share the story with everyone in town.  He then told them all of the news concerning the Shadow Patriots, and what the media was saying about them.  He shook everyone’s hand and scooted back into the coffee shop.

The Shadow Patriots loaded back up into the two SUV’s and took off for Eau Claire.  Winters noticed right away that no one was saying anything, which was unusual for this bunch.  He turned in his seat to face Scar and Meeks.  “Something tells me we need better PR.”

This broke the tension.

“Maybe we can hire a D.C. firm, maybe one of those K Street ones,” quipped Meeks.

“I’m sure they’d love the challenge,” added Scar.

“Might have to pay a premium,” said Meeks.

Scar grabbed Meeks’ arm.  “Yeah, and all of it up front.”




Chapter 11

Eau Claire Michigan

 

The two SUV’s were on Hochberger Road when they saw a car coming toward them from the North.  Elliott looked at Winters.  It was unusual for a car to be on the road, so they knew something wasn’t right.

“See if they’ll stop,” ordered Winters.

Elliott put his foot on the brake and flashed his lights off and on.  The approaching vehicle didn’t appear it was going to stop, but then it slowed down so as to get a look at the two SUV’s.  Scar rolled down the window and stuck his head out.  He smiled and waved for them to stop.  The minivan stopped just past them and then backed up. 

The driver of the van was an older man who had what looked like his wife next to him and his grandchildren in the back.  The driver rolled down his window.

“Don’t mean to rude, but I wasn’t sure if you were government folks.”

“We’re not.  I’m Scarborough and this is Elliott.”

Elliott nodded his head and said hello.

Scar continued.  “You look like you’re in a hurry, is there anything wrong?”

“Oh, you could say that, alright.  The damn National Police pulled into town about two hours ago and started ordering people around.  They told us there’s a gang of terrorists coming this way and they needed to get us all to safety.”

Elliott turned to Winters.  “So that’s how they’re doing it.”

Winters got out of the vehicle and walked over to the mini van.

“What did everyone do?” asked Winters.

“Hell, they weren’t giving us much choice.  A buddy of mine came to our house and told us.  They’ve got all the roads blocked off.  Nobody can get in or out of town.”

Winters shot Scar a concerned glance.

Scar look back at the driver.  “How did you get out?”

“Oh please, you can block off all the roads you want, but this here is farm country.  I took off through the fields.”

“How many men you think they have?” asked Winters.

“My buddy said at least a hundred, maybe more.”

“Did they say where they were taking you?”

“No, only that it was somewhere safe.”

“Where are you headed to?”

“Berrien Springs.  Say, who are you guys?  I don’t recognize any of you.”

Winters didn’t want to introduce himself in case the man also heard about him on the radio. “We’re not from around here.  Listen, when you get to Berrien Springs, warn everyone there what you saw and tell them to get out town right away.  These men, these National Police, are not our friends.  They’re not here to help anyone but themselves.  They’re rounding people up and taking them somewhere, and they’ve been burning down all the houses.  We’ve seen them do this in other places.”

“Damn friggin government!” the driver replied hitting the steering wheel with both hands.

“How can we get into town without being seen?”

“Why?  What the hell are you going to do?”

“Try and stop them.”

“Well…alrighty then.  Best thing I could tell you is to get out into the fields right now.  Go over there,” the driver said pointing west.  “You’ll run into some woods, get out and start walking.  It’ll take you right up to Main Street, which is where they’ve got all their trucks parked.”

“Thanks.”

“Good luck and God bless you.”

The minivan pulled away from the Shadow Patriots.  Winters walked back to Nate who had been behind them.  He told him to follow him to the tree line, and then he hurried back to his SUV and got in.  Elliott slowly pulled down into the ditch and up on the field, where he picked up the pace.  He had been a farmer and was used to driving through fields.

Winters turned to Scar and Meeks.  “What do you guys think?”

“Not sure what we can do Captain, but recon it and plan as we go,” said Scar.

“We need to see how they operate before we do anything,” said Meeks.

“Yeah, kind of what I was thinking,” said Winters.

“Sly little bastards, coming in pretending to be saviors and helping everyone,” said Meeks.

“No kidding,” said Scar.

“Question is, where are they taking them?” asked Winters, as he leaned back in his seat.  He wondered if they would be able to do anything to help the people of Eau Claire.  They didn’t have enough men or firepower to be able to do much, but find out where the cops were taking them.  This would be a big help in figuring out what they were up to and perhaps allow him to find Sadie’s mom.

After crossing through a baseball field, the two SUV’s came to the tree line that had been described to them.  Elliott pulled in as far as he could and parked it.  Nate came in next to him.  Everyone got out, grabbed their rifles and without saying anything, the seven of them started through the woods.  Ten minutes later, they found themselves on Staley Road, which led to Main Street.  They crossed the street to another small set of trees and hustled behind houses to get further into town.  As they got closer, they saw transport trucks parked on the road all up and down Main Street.  They also saw the National Police ordering the townspeople around.  The citizens didn’t look happy with what was happening.  The scene was chaotic, with children crying, and everyone scrambling to avoid having their families separated.  The cops were barking out orders and police dogs pulled on their leashes.

They sat silently watching the scene unfold.  They were anxious because there was little they could do.  The National Police had a much larger force and were scattered everywhere.

“Captain, when they pull out, what do you want to do?” asked Scar.

Winters debated the question in his mind.  Should they stay and take out the smaller force that would stay behind or follow the transports and see where they’re taking everyone?

“To hell with the town.  We need to see where they’re going.”

They started back, keeping out of sight and soon came up on Hochberger Road.  Winters and Elliott came out of a patch of trees and started to hustle across the open backyard of a house.  As soon as they reached the intersection, they heard a bullhorn crack.

“Stop, right where you are,” came the voice.

The two were startled as a black car came racing toward them.  Winters and Elliott stopped dead in their tracks.  The rest of the team returned to the cover of the trees.

The car stopped in front of them, and two cops got out keeping themselves behind the doors. They ordered them to drop their weapons.

“Don’t shoot us,” yelled Elliott.

“Drop your weapons old man,” shouted a cop with sergeant stripes on his sleeve.

Winters and Elliott slowly removed the rifle slings from their shoulders, dropped the weapons to the ground and raised their hands.

Another police car came racing to the scene.  Two more cops got out and the four of them came rushing in on Winters and Elliott, knocking them to the ground.

“Where in hell you two going?” asked the sergeant as he placed handcuffs on them.

“We don’t want any trouble,” said Winters.

“Trouble is what you got, old man.”

The cops kept them on the ground as the sergeant radioed his commander.  “Got a couple of loose ones here, over.”

“You got it under control, over,” came the response.

“Ten-four.  We’ll bring 'em down.”

“Where are you taking us?” asked Winters.

“Somewhere safe, old man.”

“Why?”

“For your own protection.”

The sergeant looked at his men with a slight smile on his face and gave them a nod.  The four cops then went for their batons, pulled them out and started to give their captives a beating.

Winters looked up to see a baton swinging down at him.  The cop wound up for another blow when Winters heard the crackle of gunfire.  Blood spurted out of the man’s head as he fell backward.  Two more dropped beside him, while the sergeant looked up and then down as a bullet knocked him over.  His bullet proof vest prevented the bullet from penetrating, but it knocked the air out of him.

Nate came running up to him and held his rifle to the sergeant’s head.  He looked down at the frightened cop.  “Here’s for screwing with a bunch of old men.”  He pulled the trigger.

Scar helped Winters up.  “You guys alright?”

Burns reached into the cop’s pockets, grabbed the handcuff key and took off the cuffs.

Winters rubbed his arm.  The baton hit him right at the place where Johnny-Boy, back at the train station, had shot him.  His arm throbbed with pain.

“Sorry that took so long,” said Scar.

“Yeah, we sure as hell weren’t expecting them to give you guys a beating,” said Meeks.

“Nor was I,” said Winters.

“What about these guys?” asked Meeks.

“Let’s move 'em over to the trees and get their cars out of here, no sense in making them too easy to find.”

After moving the bodies, they hopped in the cop cars and took them up Staley Road. They drove down a long driveway and parked it behind a house.  They jumped out and trampled back through the trees to their SUV’s.

“What now?” asked Elliott.

Winters turned to Nate.  “Let’s split up.  As soon as we figure out the direction they’re headed, we’ll hook back up.”

Elliott pulled out and headed back through the field.  As he crossed Hochberger Road, he spotted a farmhouse with multiple outbuildings and headed toward it.  He pulled up to a large red barn.

“Think we can get on the roof?” asked Winters.

“Meeks can,” said Scar with a slight grin on his face.

Meeks gave him a dubious look.

“I know how much you like heights, buddy.”

They walked into the barn and found a ladder.  Scar and Meeks grabbed it, carried it outside, and leaned it against the barn.  Meeks scurried up the ladder and was quickly out of sight.  Moments later he called down. “Got a good line of sight here guys, come on up.”

Winters ascended the ladder.  “This is perfect.”

Scar held the binoculars up.  “They look like they’re about done.”

Winters got on the handheld radio.  “Nate.”

“What’s up?”

“We’re up on a barn roof.  Got a good view here.”

“Yeah, us too, we’re on top of some warehouse.”

Twenty minutes later, they heard the roar of engines.  Winters and company all waited in anticipation for them to leave.  They didn’t have to wait too long before the trucks started heading east.  The convoy consisted of twenty military transports.  Two police cars led the convoy with two bringing up the rear.

“Let’s give them a minute, guys,” said Winters.  He got on the radio and repeated the order to Nate.

As the convoy pulled out of town, Winters could see a large majority of the cops staying behind.  He knew that they would be the ones to torch the town.  The thought of this angered him so much, that he was tempted to take them on, but knew it was more important to find out where they were taking everyone.

Scar stood and pressed the binoculars to his eyes.  “Captain, they’re headed north.”

Winters grabbed his radio.  “Nate, you seeing this.”

“We see him alright.”

“Meeks, get your map out.”

Meeks reached into his jacket and pulled out the map.  “They’re turning onto 140, which will take them to Interstate 94.”

“Okay, then let’s go,” said Winters who repeated the order to Nate.

They made their way down from the rooftop and piled into the SUV.  Excitement filled the cab as they all thought about what was to come.  They desperately wanted to know what was happening to their fellow Americans.

Elliott kicked dirt up as he pulled out and across the field.  As he got onto 140, Nate came up behind them.

Not wanting to alert the cops, they kept their distance from the convoy.  The road was a straight shot with no turns and had weed filled fields on either side.

After a few minutes, Elliott noticed the convoy slowing down.

“Are they stopping?” asked a puzzled Elliott.

“Is that the interstate up there?” asked Winters.

Meeks looked at the map. “It should be.”

They came to a complete stop.

Winters grabbed the binoculars “Doesn’t look like they’re going anywhere.”

He couldn’t believe they had already reached their destination.  “Is there a town up ahead?”

Meeks looked back at the map.  “Yeah, Watervliet but it’s one that’s already been crossed off.”

“This can’t be their destination,” said Scar.

“I don’t like this,” said Winters.  “Something’s not right.”

Nate walked up to Elliott’s window.  “Whatcha guys thinking?”

“Not sure, thinking maybe they got engine problems,” said Elliott.

Scar put his hand forth.  “Hand me those binoculars, Captain.”

Scar got out of the vehicle and climbed on the roof of the SUV for a better view.  He scanned up ahead noticed the transports were moving.  “They’re turning left.”

Winters stepped out and looked up at Scar.  “What’s over there?”

“I don’t know.  I can’t see over the trees.”

Scar was just about to climb back down when he noticed one transport take a right and head towards the interstate.  “Captain, one’s headed east onto the interstate.”

Scar jumped down. “What do you want to do?”

Winters thought for a moment.  “Let’s go see what’s up to the left.”

Everyone scrambled back in.  Elliott put the SUV in gear and took off.  They came to where the transports had taken a left.

“This is a sandpit,” said Elliott with a concerned tone.

“Pull it in Elliott, everyone get ready, I don’t like the looks of this.”

Elliott swung the truck onto the dirt road.  He came to a fork in the road with tire tracks veering to the left.  Once around the bend, the road became wider, and the tracks went around a big sand dune.  He came to an abrupt halt.

Winters thought about what to do next then a sickening feeling overwhelmed him.

“Everyone out!” ordered Winters.




Chapter 12

Washington D.C.

 

Green drove away from the Lafayette building with his mind racing faster than he could comprehend.  He needed time to think about what all this meant and how to access his options.  He could hand in his resignation but wasn’t sure if it might not raise suspicion.  They might question him more and maybe even interrogate his mother.  If he stayed, he’d have to continue to promote the lie about his loyalties to the National Government.

On the other hand, this position would allow him to see firsthand what they were up to.  He might even be able to get messages to Winters.  This is why he wanted one of his men with him.  He would choose Josh Bassett, his young corporal.  He was someone he knew he could count on.  Bassett had already met with Scott Scarborough, on several occasions passing messages back and forth.  He was devoted to Green and loved his country.

The more he thought about it, the more certain he became, knowing he might be able to discover their end game and maybe even be able to stop it or at the very least expose it.

He turned off H St, merged onto I-395 and headed home.  He looked forward to another meal with his mother.  She would be interested in how things went with Reed, and though she wouldn’t ask, he knew she’d want to know all the details.  Pulling into the driveway, he got out and found her in the kitchen making lunch.

Sarah Green smiled at her son. “How’d did it go?”

“Well…on one hand it went easier than I thought.”

“And on the other?”

“They’re reassigning me here in D.C.”

She looked surprised.  “To the Pentagon?”

“No, not the Pentagon.  The Lafayette building, it’s where Reed has his offices and he’s the one I’ll be working for.”

“Isn’t that where they do international banking?”

Green nodded.

“Strange place to have an office for someone like him.  What’s your assignment?”

“They want me to coordinate the capture of the Shadow Patriots.”

“Sounds like they want to keep an eye on you.”

“I don’t think so.  They’re still hot on catching them and I’m the only one who has met Winters in person and knows what he looks like.”

She didn’t respond.

“They know who he is now.”

“How?”

“They sent someone out there snooping around asking questions.”

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

“Help my friends any way I can.”

“You’ll be putting yourself in danger, John.”

He paused.  “I know, but I have to help them.”

“If the situation escalates, John, at some point you’re going to have to make a decision, which will expose you.  You need to be ready for that.”

“If that happens, there’s a good possibility they’ll come after you.”

“There are other options we can consider.”

Green stood there impressed with his mother.




Chapter 13

Eau Claire Michigan

 

As soon as the Shadow Patriots bolted out of the SUV’s, they heard machine gun fire echoing throughout the sand pit.  They stopped and looked at each other.

Scar pointed to a small hill.  “Up there,” he yelled.

They all ran toward it and started to climb up the sand.  It was slow going up the hill.  Gunfire kept crackling.  As they got closer to the top, they could hear screaming echoing through the sandpit.

Winters mind flashed back to the train station where he had heard that same type of rapid firing.

They all reached the top of the hill and stopped in horror.

The National Police and what looked to be Jijis had lined up close to two hundred women, children and old folks.  Executioners stood behind them.  Spent cartridges flew out of their automatic weapons as they swung them back and forth firing at their victims.

Winters was the first to bolt down the hill.  He swung his M4 off his shoulder and threw the bolt back.  He raised the rifle and started firing.

The others fell in behind him.  All were firing now in mid-stride.

The executioners didn’t expect anyone to interrupt them and were surprised at the sudden attack from the rear.  Their reaction was slow at first, and a couple of them fell dead on the sandy ground.  Then they quickly scattered.  Some ran toward the transports, others retreated in the opposite direction, all while trying to return fire.  Their aim was rushed and not accurate.

Nate ran up and stopped.  He held his M4 to his side, pushed the switch to full auto and emptied the magazine in seconds.  The barrage of rounds knocked over two bad guys and in one swift motion, he ejected the spent mag, slammed in another and pulled back the slide taking aim at two more with the same results.

“Over to the left guys,” yelled Winters to Scar.

Scar and Meeks swung left to outflank a group trying to escape.  They both fell to a kneeling position to take better aim at six fleeing killers.  Meeks held his MP5, 9mm and flicked the switch to a three shot burst.  He took aim, pulled the trigger once and dropped one and then another.  Scar the better shooter fired his M4 one at a time.  He shot at one who fell against his friend tripping him.

“Meeks, go for the right side,” ordered Scar.

“I got 'em.”

Meeks shot another three shot burst and then another.  Both hit their marks.

Scar aimed at the one who tripped by his fallen friend.  The cop was on all fours struggling to get up.  Scar fired into his backside.  The cop screamed in pain.  Meeks ran up to him and finished him off.

Burns and Murphy swung towards the transports trying to cut off an escape route.

Two Jijis knelt down and took aim at them.

Bullets flew by them.

“Get down Murphy,” screamed Burns.

Both of the Army vets fell to the ground.

“Damn bastards,” said Murphy.

“Go auto,” ordered Burns.

They both pushed the switch on their M4's.

“Now!” said Burns.

They lifted up and sprayed the ground in front of the two Jijis.  Sand flew up around them as the lead found their marks.  Burns stood up and emptied his mag.

“Over there,” said Burns pointing to the right.

Three Jijis made it to their vehicles.  One got into a squad car and two others into one of the transports.

Burns looked at Murphy.  “I got the car, you go for the truck.”

Murphy jumped up and sprinted towards the truck.

Burns threw in a full mag as the car peeled out.  He raised his carbine and emptied it into the driver’s side as it spun around.  Projectiles struck the whole side taking out the glass.  The dead Jiji lost control and his foot jammed into the accelerator.  The car crashed into a sand dune where its engine raced.  Tires dug into the sand, but it went nowhere.

Murphy sprinted up behind the transport as it backed up.  He swung to the driver’s side, dropped his rifle and pulled out his Glock 30.  He flicked the safety off as he rushed up to the driver’s side, jumped on the running board and grabbed the mirror bracket for support.  He raised the pistol and fired into the cab, killing the driver.  Murphy looked up and could see the passenger trying to get control of the transport.  He kicked back up, swinging from his arm on the bracket, and fired point-blank at the Jiji.

 

Winters turned to Elliott.  “I’ve got the right.”

Elliott was just behind Winters as they approached the five cops using the dead as cover.  Bullets whizzed by him and he fell to the ground to take cover.  He dropped his rifle and pulled out his Taurus 1911.  He aimed at an exposed cop and fired three shots.  The third hit the cop in the chest.  The impact threw the man backward.

Winters kept pushing forward with a crazed look on his face.  Rounds flew by him as he fired his M4.  He emptied the mag, taking out two who were hiding behind their victims.  A panicked cop jumped up and threw his rifle as he tried to make a run for it.  Winters took out his Colt and dropped the fleeing cop.  He then swung right and aimed at the last Jiji.  The Jiji put his hands up as if to surrender, but Winters didn’t feel merciful.  He exploded a round into the man’s head.  The Jiji jerked backward.

Then it was over.

Scar and Meeks came up and checked to see if anyone was still alive.  Meeks went to one side and Scar the other.  They looked at each other and shook their heads.

Winters, breathing heavily, stood in silence looking at all the carnage.  The enormity of the scene overtook his senses.  Children lay dead in the embrace of their fallen mother’s arms.  Old ladies with their husbands lay holding hands.  Some bodies lay sporadically in different angles.  The scene reminded Winters of his friends being slaughtered back at the train station.  Memories poured through his mind of the screams as he had helplessly watched them die.

Winters’ legs felt like rubber.  Elliott came up to him and grabbed him by the shoulders.  In an attempt to bring him back to reality, said, “Captain, we need to find that other transport.”

Winters looked at him with a blank stare.

Elliott said in a reassuring tone. “Cole, there’s nothing else we can do here.  We need to go.”

Winters nodded.




Chapter 14

 

The Shadow Patriots tore out of the sandpit and got on Interstate 94 heading east.  Chasing a slow moving transport, Winters didn’t think they would have much of a problem catching up to it and held out hope they’d be able to find them.  He needed this.  He needed some redemption for letting those innocent people die, while they stood around being cautious.  He knew that decision would haunt him forever.

The atmosphere in the truck was in stark contrast to their usual friendly banter.  Each was dealing with what had just happened.  Instead, they focused on finding the transport as if it was the most important thing they had left to do in life.

As they passed the Hartford exit, Elliott slowed down and everyone leaned toward the windows to see if perhaps the transport had turned off.  They spotted nothing.  Elliott sped up, with Nate right behind him.  They blew through another exit but still hadn’t caught up to them.

“We’re coming up on Paw Paw,” stated Scar matter-of-factly.  “This is where we found Sadie.”

“Doubt they’ll stop there,” said Meeks stoically.

“Captain, I see them,” shouted Elliott.

Winters grabbed the binoculars from the dash.  “It’s them.”

There was a noticeable change of attitude among them.  They began to speak in a more excited but still reserved tone.

“How do you want to handle it?” asked Scar.

“We could try and flag 'em down.”

“It worked before,” said Scar, referencing the time they flagged a convoy down in Wisconsin.

Winters picked up the radio and told Nate to back off while they attempted to stop the truck.

Elliott soon caught up to the transport, pulled along side, while Winters rolled his window down and leaned out.  He looked up to see the driver glaring down on him. Winters smiled and signaled him to pull over.  The driver turned away and then looked back brandishing a gun.

Winters yelled to Elliott to stop.

Elliott jammed on the brakes as gunfire erupted.

“Not too friendly is he,” Scar said moving forward in his seat.

“I don’t want them to wreck,” said Winters.

“Let’s see if Nate can slow them down,” said Scar.

Winters radioed Nate forward.

Nate passed them and charged ahead of the transport, just as the driver began firing at him.  He kept firing but Nate zigzagged all over the road.  The transport sped up trying to ram him.  Elliott got up alongside the truck, which then swerved into their lane, forcing Elliott to the shoulder of the interstate.

Burns and Murphy rolled down their windows in Nate’s truck, leaned out and started firing at the transport.  Meeks joined in as Elliott pulled back up to the side of the big truck.  The driver fired wildly at them.  Meeks returned the fire.

“I think I got him,” said Meeks.

“He’s slowing down,” said Winters.  “Back off, Elliott.”

The military transport swerved over into the medium and bounced a few times before coming to a stop.  The passenger door flew open and out jumped a Jiji, shooting at them as he ran away.

Nate slammed on his brakes and swung his truck around, speeding the wrong way on the interstate toward the Jiji.  Nate stopped short on the pavement.  Burns and Murphy hopped out, and using the doors as cover and fired at the lone gunman.  The man went down and didn’t move.  Burns cautiously made his way over to him, checked him and signaled he was dead.

Elliott pulled up behind the transport.  Scar and Meeks jumped out and ran to the driver’s door.  Meeks waited a moment before climbing up onto the running board.  With his arm extended, holding his Sig Sauer 9mm, he looked into the side mirror for any movement.  Then, taking a chance, he moved quickly to the window and found the driver slumped over dead.

“He’s a goner.”

The two of them joined Winters and Elliott at the back of the transport.  Winters, throwing caution to the wind, jumped up on the bumper and moved the canopy.  Inside were six young girls looking petrified.

“I’m not here to hurt you, my name is Cole.  Are you ladies alright?”

They all nodded their heads.

“Okay, well, why don’t you guys come on out of there?”

Winters climbed down.  Scar and Meeks undid the latches and dropped the tailgate. They each put their hand up and helped the girls down.

“Easy now,” said Scar to a young blond.

Meeks offered them water, which they readily accepted and hastily drank from the bottles.  The girls stared at the Shadow Patriots suspiciously, not knowing what to expect.  Winters sensed their mistrust, so he introduced everyone to them, and then explained what happened to the others.

Upon hearing the news of their families, the girls broke down in tears.

Winters stood off to the side with Elliott and Scar.  “You notice anything unusual about these girls?”

Scar looked at them.  “Yeah.  All six of them are drop dead gorgeous.”

“And young,” added Elliott.

“You guys thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Scar.

Winters took off his hat and rubbed his forehead.  “They were going to rape them.”

Scar turned to Winters.  “We might even have some kind of sex trade happening.”

“Spoils of war,” said Elliott.

“What do you want to do, Captain?” asked Scar.

“Let’s get them out of here and then figure out what they want to do.”

One of the girls came walking toward them.  She was the oldest of them, late twenties, with long brown hair and brown eyes.  Her dark gray windbreaker couldn’t hide her figure.  Even though she was considerably older than the others, it was easy to see why they selected her along with the younger girls.

“Thank you for rescuing us.  My name is Amber.”

Winters acknowledged her, but despite him being years older than her, and what they had done to save her, he was nervous talking to such a beautiful women.  He had never been comfortable talking to girls in high school and still felt the same way.

“You’re welcome, I’m just sorry we weren’t able to save the others.”

She nodded.

“May I ask you how all this happened?”

“It was awful.  The police came into town and went house to house ordering us to come out onto Main Street for an important announcement.”  Amber paused for a moment.  “Once we were all gathered together they told us we had to go with them.  That it was for our own protection.”

Winters shook his head.

“Some protection,” said Scar.

“There wasn’t anything we could do.  All our men are out fighting in the war.  We’re just women, children and old people, so there was no one to stand up to them.  What can we do now?”

“We can get you to safety,” answered Winters.

“Where?  Where is it safe anymore?” she asked haltingly.

“We have contacts in Canada,” Winters offered.

“Canada?  No, I’m not going to Canada, maybe they’ll want to go,” she said pointing to the other girls.  “But not me.  I want to hold whoever killed my mom and grandma responsible.  Is it true what your friend Meeks said?”

Winters tilted his head.

“That you guys are fighting them?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

She extended her hand to Winters.  “Well, consider me a new recruit.”

Winters thought for a second about whether this was a good idea or not but then thought, who was he to keep someone else from taking revenge.  No one stopped him.  

He grabbed her hand tightly and looked deep into her eyes.  Winters could see the pain and hatred in them.  “Welcome to the Shadow Patriots.”




Chapter 15

 

The two SUV’s easily had room for the additional passengers.  Amber sat between Scar and Meeks, while another two girls sat in the back.  Amber had attended Northwestern on a softball scholarship, which had allowed her to travel to California, Arizona and Florida, playing in tournaments.  Coming from a small town, the experience was one she didn’t want to leave.  This is why, after graduating, she took a job in Chicago as a Pharmaceutical Representative.  After seven years of making good money and five years of a bad marriage, she had decided to come home when the country took a turn for the worse. It was a decision that had saved her life, as the area where she worked was one of the many locations hit by a dirty bomb.

The two in the back were sisters.  Neither said anything and only held each other’s hands after Winters refused to take them to the sand pit.  Winters told them the bad guys, were still in Eau Claire, and would no doubt want to find out what happened and go to investigate.

Winters knew it was cruel and harsh to turn them down.  Not only was he concerned for their safety, but also, it was a horrific scene.  If they’d witnessed it, they would never forget it.  The dad in him was trying to shield them from such memories.

Winters wondered what these girls would want to do and where they’d want to go.  He wouldn’t push the subject.  They would need some time to grieve the loss of their family and friends.  Based on his own experience, watching his friends get murdered, he knew it’d take more than a few days.

Winters thoughts turned to the matter at hand.  Just where were these girls being taken and for what purpose.  The obvious purpose was to use them for the pleasure of the tyrants and terrorists, but a far deeper concern was the possibility of a sex trade.

Elliott drove the SUV south on Highway 131.  They wanted to put as much distance as they could between them and the cops, who they figured would be somewhere on the interstate.  They got back to the campus late in the evening.  The only lights on, thanks to Nate hooking up a generator, were in the building they were using.  The sisters in the back needed to be awakened when they pulled into the parking lot.  Winters stepped out onto the pavement but needed to stretch his legs before he could get them to move. 

Nate pulled up beside the first vehicle and all of his passengers got out.  There was just some small talk among the girls as they huddled together.  The eldest, Amber, felt responsible for them.  She had known all of them since they were little girls and walked them inside.

Winters stayed behind as the group went in where they’d be able to get some food.  He wanted to take a few moments before having to deal with the situation at hand.  It had been a difficult day.  He would second-guess himself for the rest of his life if he could have done more to save those poor people.

He turned when he heard light footsteps coming quickly toward him.  He couldn’t tell who it was until Sadie grabbed onto him.

“Cole, I was scared you weren’t coming back,” said Sadie.

“You needn’t worry, Sadie.”  He patted her back a few times.

“Is it true what they’re saying in there?” she asked still holding on to him.

“Well, if it’s Meeks going on, then I’m sure the truth is being stretched a bit.”

She let go of him.  “But you saved those girls though, right?”

They walked over to a bench and sat down.  He looked at her in the glow of the indoor lights flowing out onto her face.  Sadie wasn’t as innocent as she should have been.  She’d been through a lot and now, here she was, worrying about him.  He had told himself he’d be honest with her.  She deserved the truth, though, perhaps, not all the details.

“Yes, we saved those girls, but we weren’t able to save their families.”

“I’m sorry you’re sad.”

Sadie’s perception took Winters off guard.

“But you’re still a hero for saving those girls,” she said smiling up at him.

He shrugged his shoulders.  He didn’t feel like a hero, but she was being sincere.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

She jumped up and took his hand.  Winters stood up and followed her lead into the building.  Everyone turned their heads as they entered the makeshift cafeteria.  Sadie led Winters to where Amber and the other girls sat.

Winters introduced Sadie to them.  She let go of his hand and politely went to each of them to ask their names.  Amber looked up at Winters and smiled.  He then made his way over to the table where his lieutenants were sitting.

“Sadie is really taken with you, Captain,” smiled Elliott.

Winters sat down.  “Yeah, she is.”

“Sorry if she heard us blabbering on about what happened.”

“It’ll be nice that there’s some other girls here for her,” said Winters looking over at them.  Sadie had all of their attention and talked a mile a minute.  It gave him a little comfort.  “She wasn’t shy, that was for sure,” he thought.  He was glad the girls had taken a liking to her.  Perhaps, she could relieve the newcomers of some of their sadness.

He turned his attention back to the men.  They didn’t look dejected but he knew they all felt bad about failing to save those poor souls back at the sandpit.  Saving the girls from the transport was certainly a win for them, and they could hang their hat on that accomplishment.  As a group, they didn’t dwell too much on what went wrong, but rather looked into what needed to be done next.  Focusing on the future was more productive than wallowing in self-pity.  He knew each would use today’s event as another weapon in their determination to stand tall and fight with even more bravado.

“So, gentlemen,” Winters began, “now that we know what the cops are doing, we need to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

They all nodded their heads.

“Something tells me our answers are in Detroit,” said Elliott.

“Or Dearborn, Captain,” suggested Meeks.  “Besides those cops, we killed ourselves some Jijis.”

“It’s a likely area, big Muslim population there,” added Elliott.

“It’d certainly make sense,” said Winters.  “When the Brits interrogated Boxer, he told them it took months to train and import those terrorists into the country.  And since we killed them all, they must have wanted a closer supply.”

“Plenty of angry young minds to be hired there,” said Elliott.

“It seems weird.  Cops working side-by-side with terrorists,” said Meeks.

“No kidding.  Especially when there’s girls involved, I wonder how they divide them up,” said Scar.

“If they’re dividing them.  Maybe they’re sharing them,” said Meeks.

“I don’t give a rat’s ass how they're doing it,” fumed Nate.  “All I know is, that it’s up to us to stop them and kill the sons-of-bitches.”

Everyone nodded.

“Okay, first things first,” said Winters.  “We need to find out where they were taking these girls and then try to determine their next move.”

“Got to be Detroit or Dearborn,” said Elliott.

Burns spoke up.  “I’m pretty familiar with Detroit, Captain.  Murphy and I can go do a recon, and see if anything comes up.”

“Okay, then we’ll concentrate on their next move,” said Winters.

“Don’t forget, Captain. We’ve got their map,” said Scar. “It should give us a pretty good idea of any pattern they’re following.”

“Then it’s settled.”




Chapter 16

Washington D.C.

 

Reed sat in his seat at the Four Season’s restaurant with his “boss” the billionaire Gerald Perozzi.  Reed looked forward to ordering some appetizers to go along with his drinks.  It was their favorite hangout for happy hour.  The food was excellent as well as the service.  One of the better benefits was that everyone knew who they were and there was always a table waiting for them.

Perozzi especially liked the young waitresses that worked there.  He’d had modest success in picking up some of the ladies, despite the fact he was in his seventies.  He did maintain a strict workout regimen, which helped him appear younger.  In reality, his money is what attracted the ladies.

“So, Major Green seemed a bit vague.”

“It went about as expected.  He wasn’t going to give up any more than what was in his report, so I didn’t bother pressing him.”

“Do you think he knows more than he’s letting on?”

“I’m sure he does.”

“Still, we should keep an eye on him.”

“Oh, of course.  I’ll initiate the usual bugging of his computer and phones.”

“You can never be too careful with the help.”

“Find out anymore on this Winters fella?”

“Indeed we have.”  He pulled out a file from his briefcase and handed it to Perozzi.  “I just got this in today.”

Perozzi began to read the report.  “Says his wife just died and he’s got a kid somewhere.  Call our media friends.  Tell them who Cole Winters is and that besides being the leader of the rebels, he is wanted for murdering his wife.”

Reeds snickered.  “Already did that, it’s today’s headline.”

Perozzi gave him an approving nod.  “I need for you to go to New York tomorrow.”

Reed didn’t respond.

“I want you to meet with Mordulfah.  I know you’re not fond of this guy, but we need to kiss his ass for the time being.  At least till we get what we want, after that, who knows.”




Chapter 17

 

Green arrived at his new office.  It was a nice plush one, wood trim, with wall-to-wall deep pile burgundy carpet.  A large walnut desk sat between two windows overlooking the city.

He didn’t think this was permanent and wondered how long he’d be welcomed here.  He had a secretary, named Grace, who greeted him and showed him around the building.  After getting the grand tour, he went to his office and sat down, not knowing exactly what he was supposed to be doing.

After an hour, Grace rang him and informed him Lawrence Reed wanted a meeting.  Green thanked her and quickly recapped his situation.  He would have to make sure he had their trust and not say, or do, anything that might give him away.  He got up and walked to the elevator in the hall.  He stood and waited for it to arrive.

He was ushered into Reed’s domain.  “Come in.  Come in, Major.  I hope you like your new office and it suits your taste.”

“Yes, it’s fine, thank you.”

“I wanted a quick meeting with you.”

Green sat down.

“We got a new report in today and I want you to handle this while I’m gone.”

“What kind of report?”

“Well, it’s right up your alley.  We think those rebels attacked some National Police out in Michigan.”

Green tried to contain himself.  “Oh, really?”

“Yes, our forces were in Eau Claire on routine patrol and were attacked.  These rebels killed all the police officers.”

“How can I help?”

“Scour the report, look at the photos, and see if this appears to be the gang’s usual handiwork.  Try to figure out where they might attack next, and where they might be hiding.  Something tells me this won’t be the last time we hear from them.”

“Yes sir, I’ll get on this right away.”

“They burned down that town, Major.”

“Any other towns?” asked Green.

“We think so. I’ve got a report coming in from the National Police later today, my office will forward you a copy.”

Reed got up and Green recognized the cue, their meeting was over.  He shook Reed’s hand and left.  He felt anxious as he went back to his office. His mind raced, knowing what he had just been told was completely fabricated propaganda.  The only correct information was that Winters and his men likely killed those cops.

Question was, “Why did they do it?”

Why was Winters even in Michigan?  Green knew the rest of the Patriots Centers were closed down.  So, why was he there?  Winters had to have a good reason for going because he wouldn’t have risked his men’s lives for nothing.

He sat down, flipped the folder open, and started reading the report.  It stated the Shadow Patriots were in Eau Claire and shot up the place.  The National Police were on a routine check of the town and the rebels ambushed them.  The cops lost eleven men during the shoot-out.

Green went through the pictures.  Knowing the truth about the government, allowed him to have a different perspective as he looked through the photos.  He concluded that someone moved and staged the dead.  They simply didn’t look right to him and only contained a smidgeon of the truth.

Green sat back in his chair thinking about what really happened.  He thought it more than likely the National Police were the aggressors and Winters had stumbled upon them and gotten into a firefight.

Green read the report again and noticed there was no mention of the population, even though their town was burned to the ground.  So, how many were killed and how many had survived.  Were there any survivors and if so, where were they?  He would have to fill in the factual details.

Corporal Bassett arrived in D.C. tomorrow.  He’d have to send him to Michigan to get to the truth.




Chapter 18

Saline Michigan

 

Burns and Murphy headed to Detroit, driving across the deserted Highway 12 in the early morning.  It was a drizzly day with the wind whipping through the trees.  Burns was at the wheel of an old Ford Taurus, comfortable and not bad on gas.  Finding fuel was always an issue and they needed to conserve that special commodity whenever possible.  Thankfully, they could always count on siphoning enough gas out of an abandoned car to go another hundred miles.

They left before sunrise so they would have enough time to look around the Detroit area.  They had no illusions about the dangers of traveling in that area and knew they would stick out like a sore thumb.

Burns, a ten-year Army vet, didn’t wear a ball cap and his salt and pepper hair was in need of some serious grooming as it had started to grow over his ears, and his beard had grown along with it.  His job as a Pneumatic Parts sales representative had taken him to Detroit on several occasions.  He had to come into the city every so often to meet with various plant managers.

Burns had met Murphy when he came to work for Exacta Pneumatics, which was located outside of Chicago in Oak Park.  Murphy was a design engineer and worked closely with Burns on customer specs.  The two formed a bond when they discovered each served in Desert Storm.  They shared a same love of country and a desire to see it get back to basic values.

Murphy, like most of the others in the Shadow Patriots, liked wearing a ball cap.  His cap boasted of his service in Desert Storm.  He had a sergeant’s pin attached to the side along with an American flag pin. Although Murphy had tired looking bags under his blue eyes, he had an energetic personality, which Burns loved.  They often got in trouble in company meetings.  Neither could keep quiet about the stupid ideas, their bosses would implement.  Their time in the military instilled common sense in them, something the corporate world seemed to lack.

Murphy had inherited a large sum of money and they had plans to open their own manufacturing company.  They had started to put the plans together when the economy collapsed.

Both were divorced and their families were already in the south.  This made it easy for them to pull up stakes as soon as the first dirty bomb blew up in downtown Chicago.  With everything that was going on, they figured more would go off in the city.  Once China invaded California, both knew they would have to volunteer their services once more for their country.

Burns motioned to his left.  “Check out the sandpits.  I wonder if any bodies are buried there?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” replied Murphy.

Thirty minutes later, the two passed through Saline, a small community south of Ann Arbor and an hour west of Detroit.

“Hmm, none of the houses are burned down here,” said Murphy.

“Doesn’t look like anyone is here.”

“Let’s take a look around,” said Murphy.

“Yeah, why not.”

Burns took a left on North Maple Road.  Murphy kept looking for any signs of life, trampled grass, a stray pet, a light on in a home, or any smoke.  Neither of them saw anything.

“Nice little town here,” said Murphy.

“Wonder if everyone left on their own or were forced out.”

After passing a middle school, they took a left on Woodland Drive and then headed back through town on Ann Arbor Street.  They continued zigzagging the neighborhoods and found only a trash bag caught up in a tree, trapped from the flight.

They came down Ann Arbor where tall shrubs and evergreen trees bordered the road to their right, hiding any buildings.  As they passed a break in the shrubs, something caught Murphy’s attention.

“Stop…stop.”

Burns hit the brakes and came to a full stop.

“Back it up just to that paved pathway.

Burns put the car in reverse and crept backward.

“Over there…see the cars?”

“I see em.”

The two waited for a few moments looking at cars and the buildings trying to figure out what the purpose of the buildings was.

“What do you think this is?” asked Murphy.

“Offices maybe.”

Burns pulled the gearshift into drive and let off the brake.  The car idled slowly down the road until they came to the entrance.

“It’s a retirement home,” Murphy spoke up.

“Let’s check it out,” said Burns.”

Burns passed a couple of houses before pulling into one where the driveway wound around to the back.  He pulled in and made sure they were out of sight of the road.

They both grabbed their side arms and hid them under their jackets.  They got out and Burns trotted up to the front door to make sure no one was home.  He knocked a couple times before he was satisfied there was no one around.  He jogged back to the car and found Murphy across the back yard close up to the tree line.  They moved slowly through the small area of trees to the back of one of the buildings.

“Let’s go to that white house over there and get to a second story window,” whispered Burns.

They retreated to the car and retrieved their binoculars and rifles.  Better prepared for surveillance, they used the shrubbery as cover to work their way to the front of the white two-story house.  Burns again knocked on the door before breaking a window and going in.  They climbed the stairs and found a bedroom overlooking the backyard.  They could see some more cars in a cul-de-sac but still didn’t see anybody.

“Something tells me we’re going to be here awhile.”

Murphy nodded.

Burns looked around the small bedroom.  The bed had a white bedspread on but had a layer of dust, giving it a grayish appearance.  He walked out of the room and found a couple of folding chairs.

Burns sat on the folding chair staring out the window and thought about yesterday’s events.  As an Army veteran, he never had a problem with killing his enemy, it was something he had trained for and had used in the Gulf War.  In all the action he had been involved in, either in the Middle East or even in the past few weeks, he had never witnessed the mass killing of innocent lives.  He had seen death up close before, but never women and children.  The experience was unsettling and shook him to his core. He couldn’t get it out of his mind and had nightmares about it last night.  The only thing that saved his sanity was rescuing the girls in the other transport.  The looks on their faces once they realized they had been saved, had a lasting impact on him.  It was a shame it was short-lived after they found out their families got murdered.  Still, he took satisfaction in knowing they would be able to live their lives.

Burns thoughts turned to Winters and all the men.  He couldn’t have asked to be serving with better men.  Each one of them was committed, loyal to each other and honorable.  With everyone having a stake in the outcome, it made for a cooperation that was unusual, even by Army standards.  There were no hidden agendas, no one shirked their duty, and there was an unwritten understanding on their goals.  No money in the world could buy something like that.

“Got a couple,” said Murphy looking through the binoculars.

“National Cops?” asked Burns

“Yep.”

Murphy handed the glasses to Burns.  He took them and observed the two standing outside.  Two more cops, smoking cigarettes had also come on the scene.  

“We’re gonna have to find out what’s in those buildings before we take off, but we’ll have to wait till it gets dark.”




Chapter 19

Manhattan NY

 

Reed, carrying a briefcase full of money, exited the Gulfstream G650 twin-engine jet at Teterboro airport in New Jersey.  He ambled over to an awaiting limousine, where a chauffeur opened the door for him.  Sliding into the car, he immediately grabbed a bottle of single malt scotch from the small, but fully stocked, bar and poured a drink.  He swirled the caramel colored liquid for a moment allowing it to breathe. He inhaled the contents deeply before taking a sip.  He eased back in his seat thinking about his meeting with Mordulfah, a Saudi Prince in the royal family, and a true believer in Jihad.  Perozzi asked Reed to meet with him in New York before the man headed back to Michigan.

Reed didn’t necessarily like meeting with such men, but he knew the government required their services. Each side wanted something only the other could offer.

After a quick trip through the Lincoln Tunnel, the limo pulled up to The Plaza Hotel.  Reed didn’t wait for the chauffeur and let himself out.  The doorman recognized him from his many trips there and acknowledged him as Reed waddled toward the entrance.  The hotel manager approached Reed and handed him the key to his room.  Reed was accustomed to this service.  He was too important to have to worry about trivial things, like checking in.  The manager then escorted Reed to his meeting in the Royal Plaza Suite.

The private elevator door of the penthouse opened and a young man greeted Reed and led him to the living room.  The man relieved Reed of the briefcase full of cash and offered him a drink.  Another man came in and introduced himself as Wali.  He wore a business suit and had the appearance of an educated man.  He told Reed it would be a few minutes before the prince arrived.

“Typical of royalty, making someone wait,” thought Reed.  “Who the hell did this guy think he was, keeping him waiting?  He may be a prince in his country, but he was in America, or what was left of it,” snickered Reed to himself.

A minute later, Mordulfah, the Saudi Prince, entered the room. He was not a tall man, five foot eight, slight build, typical beard, but well maintained, it looked striking against his dark skin.  His robes flowed around him as he entered the room.  He walked up to Reed and shook his hand.  Reed noticed the firm shake but saw that his eyes spoke volumes.  They were dark, and probed you like an MRI, missing nothing.  Reed felt like the man was looking into his soul.  The man had not smiled or changed his facial expression.  Reed let go of his hand and moved a step back.

“Sit down, Mr. Reed,” said Mordulfah.  “Do you need your drink refreshed?”

Mordulfah’s servant, the man who showed him in, came and grabbed Reed’s glass before he had a chance to refuse him.

Mordulfah waited until Reed had his drink back in his hand before he continued.  Reed noticed the prince didn’t have a drink in front of him.

“Mr. Reed, I hope you had a comfortable flight.  I sent you my best jet.”

“Yes. It was quite nice.”

“Good, good.  Well, let us get down to business then.”

Reed didn’t respond.

“I trust you’ll give me all the updates to the operation in the Midwest.”

“Of course.  We’ll give them to you as they come in.”

“I was looking through the file before you arrived. It seems to be lacking some crucial information.”

Reed got annoyed.  “Lacking?”

“Yes, it doesn’t say anything about the ambush our forces suffered yesterday.”

Our forces? thought Reed.  More like my men and some of yours.  Reed set his glass down.  “We’ve not done a full investigation of the matter, but as soon as we do, it’ll be forwarded to you.”

“That’s very kind of you Mr. Reed, however, I already know what happened.”

Reed was starting to lose his tolerance of this guy’s demeanor.  Pompous jackass came to mind.  If Perozzi didn’t need his services so badly, he’d tell him to go to hell.

Mordulfah continued.  “It would appear your band of rebels are the responsible ones.  What do they call themselves?”

Wali took a document out of a file and handed it to Mordulfah.

“Ah yes, the Shadow Patriots.  Why have you not dealt with them?”

Reed decided he needed to put things in perspective for the prince.

“They are nothing but a small band of old men.  Can your forces not deal with such a nuisance?  Surely, with what you’re getting out of this deal, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

Mordulfah stared at Reed and didn’t respond.

Reed didn’t want to be the first to break eye contact or to say anything.  However, the longer it went on the more nervous he felt.  After a few more moments, he reached for his drink and picked it up, he noticed his hand shaking a little.  He quickly took a drink and set the drink back down.  “We’ll give you an update in the next day or two.”

Mordulfah didn’t respond.

“Will you be here still?”

“No.  I’m leaving to go back to Michigan in the morning. I have much to do before then, as I’m sure you do as well,” said Mordulfah as his servant came in.

The servant nodded to Mordulfah.

Reed knew they finished counting the funds he had brought with him.  He got up, “I see you’ve found everything in order.  You’ll find all the supplies and armor you requested will be waiting for you in Detroit.”

Mordulfah didn’t get up as Reed left the room.  He turned to Wali, “Such arrogance for a fat little man.  He needs to be careful how he treats people.  One day he may find he cannot hide behind Perozzi.”

Wali nodded his head in agreement.

Reed was glad to be done with the meeting.  Though it hadn’t been much of a meeting, hand him some cash, pretend you respected him, and act like you liked him.  He hadn’t felt so nervous around anyone since he was a kid getting beat up by bullies.  Reed now understood why Perozzi had partnered with the man.  Beneath Mordulfah’s slight stature was a man who was as evil as they came.  No doubt, he would fulfill his side of the bargain.  The man had a commanding personality.  He would be able to gather more forces in the Detroit area and make a Jihadist army out of them.

Reed headed to the lobby and then to his limousine for his next meeting with various diplomats from the UN.  He needed to assure them everything was going as planned, and everybody would get what was coming to them.




Chapter 20

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters noticed more men filtering in, some he knew, and others he did not. He wondered if they knew who he was.  Since the battle at Detroit Lakes, their numbers had started to dwindle.  Everyone thinking they had accomplished their mission.  No one had any idea the Patriot Centers was just the beginning.

Winters certainly hadn’t expected trouble like this.  Even his friends in Canada, Colonel Brocket and General Standish, had no knowledge of anything like this.  He needed to send word about what was happening so they could look into it further.

Winters thought about his wife and the lies the media was reporting about him.  No doubt, Cara had heard it on the news.  He held out hope she wouldn’t believe what they were saying.  However, it wouldn’t surprise him if she did.  She was a stubborn teenager and at an age where you naturally rebelled against your parents.  However, some of the things she had learned in school were what seemed to push the rebellion further than normal.  The country had been going through changes in the last decade and attitudes had been shifting as to what America stood for.  There had always been a “Blame America” element in the school system, but recently it seemed to be more radicalized than ever.

Cara had always been vocal about her beliefs and was quite stubborn.  She believed everything her teachers taught her, despite the counter arguments he and his wife Ellie had presented.  Ellie had been more forgiving of her and said it was just a phase.  Winters wasn’t so sure, and never stopped trying to convince her that not everything she learned was correct.  This only led to intense arguments and hurt feelings on both sides.  Winters had become frustrated, not so much at her, but being powerless in making her recognize the truth.  If she believed the news reports, it would be devastating to him.  However, with no way of defending himself and the fact she left on less than ideal terms, he had to wonder.

Winters walked to the storage room where they kept their supplies.  He checked their current supply of ammo and found they had more than enough.  The Brits and Canadians had been such a blessing in that regard.  Because of them, he didn’t need to worry so much about supplies, although fuel was still a concern.  Winters couldn’t be thankful enough and wanted to pay them back for all their help.  The only thing they requested was to help get America back as their number one ally.  The world, they had said, needed her to be stronger than ever.  Winters wasn’t so sure it could come back from the grip of evil.

Winters walked into the commons area where Sadie was talking with some of the new arrivals from yesterday.  She moved among the rescued girls, trying to comfort them.  Sadie looked over at Winters, smiled and waved.  He returned the wave and headed over to Nate and Elliott.

Winters sat down at the long table and turned to Nate.  “How’s our transport situation?”

“Good and bad.  We got plenty of vehicles, but we don’t have enough fuel for all of them.”

“How many can go?”

“I’d say only four SUV’s or five cars.”

Winters jerked his head back.  They needed more than that, much more than that.

“I’ve got guys out right now, siphoning gas wherever they can, so maybe in a day or so we could have more ready to go,” Nate finished.

“Okay, well there it is then.”

Elliott jumped in.  “We should go pay Mr. Peterson a visit.”

Winters thoughts went back to the time when he first met Mr. Peterson.  The Shadow Patriots had been on the run from the National Police and they had ended up on his farm.  He was twenty years older than Winters, but despite losing some weight over the past couple of months, the older man was still in much better shape.  He had been more than gracious in helping them, and after the cops discovered them, Winters had paid him back by losing the man’s farm and everything he owned.  They had all made their escape into Canada, where Mr. Peterson had stayed behind.

“Think those girls will want to go to Canada?” asked Nate.

“Haven’t asked them yet, figured I’d wait a bit. I know Amber wants to stay and help us.”

“Can she cook?” asked Nate.

“That’s not what she was thinking.  She wants to pick up a gun.”

Nate raised an eyebrow.  “I’m impressed.”

“She used to target shoot with her Dad.”

“Okay, okay.  Nothing more exciting than seeing a girl with a gun.”

Winters rolled his eyes.  He got up from the table and started to walk outside when Sadie ran up and grabbed his hand.

“Where are you going?”

“Get some air.”

“Can I come?”

Winters looked down at her.  “Of course you can.”

The two headed for the exit and stepped outside.  The warmth of the morning sun felt good as they walked out onto the grass.

“How are your new friends doing?”

“They’re still pretty sad.  They want to go and bury their families.”

Winters took in a deep breath.

“Don’t you want to help them?” she asked earnestly.

“I do, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

Winters stopped and sat down on the grass.  Sadie dropped down beside him.  He looked into her blue eyes.  She had been through a lot, losing her mom and her home, but she didn’t seem jaded.  He envied what innocence remained.  He didn’t want to tell her it was too dangerous to go on a funeral detail.  The enemy might be watching, but how could he turn her down.  She was making the request for them wanting to help in any way she could.

“Let me think about it.”

Her face beamed.  “That will help them not be so sad anymore.”

“What about you, Sadie?  How are you holding up?”

She glanced out into the distance and then back to Winters.  “I’m sad too, but I pray every night that I’ll find my mom.”

“We won’t stop looking, I promise.”

She held up her pinkie.

Winters held his up and grabbed on.




Chapter 21

Saline Michigan

 

Burns and Murphy had left early in the morning to scout Detroit.  Keeping off the Interstate, they traveled on Highway 12, which went right through the small town of Saline.  While checking out the town, they discovered some cops holed up in a retirement home, which was a curious thing.  They needed to find out what was going on in there before they went on.

They had waited the rest of the day in the two-story white house, taking advantage of the beds.  One stood by while the other caught some shut eye.  The house had no power or running water, but it was better than waiting in their car.

Darkness couldn’t have come slower as they both were growing restless.  They were anxious to find out what the attraction inside was.  As the evening came, more and more people started filtering in.

Finally, as it got dark, they stepped outside and crept across the backyard.  A cool breeze wafted through the trees and the rising moon beamed through the cloudless sky.

They moved behind the first building and saw no lights on inside.  They then went toward the parking lot.

“Hear that?” Murphy asked Burns.

In the distance, they could hear the whirl of an engine.

Burns strained to hear it before shrugging his shoulders.

They padded across the lawn to the trees that bordered the whole complex.  Keeping to the cover of the woods, they kept going until they rounded another building where the parking lot was full of vehicles.  The sound of the whirling engine got louder as they moved closer.

“It’s got to be a generator, how else do they have any lights on,” said Murphy.

Burns nodded.

They waited there for a while, watching a couple of cars pull in.

“Seems like a party,” quipped Murphy.

Two men got out of one car and three from another.  They were joking and laughing with each other as they made their way to the entrance.  A few people came outside and engaged with them before the new arrivals went inside.

“What do ya want to do?” asked Murphy.

“Let’s see if we can see inside.”

They ran across the road to the building nearest them. They snuck up to the first window only to find the curtains closed.  They found the same thing on the next set.  They scooted down the long row of windows to find all of them closed off.

Burns came to a patio where lights sliced through the darkness.  He heard voices and raised his fist.  Murphy stopped dead in his tracks.  Burns turned to Murphy and motioned him to back up.  They slipped through the darkness, the way they had come and ran to the safety of the woods.

Burns gave Murphy a serious look.  “Whatever is happening in there can’t be good.”

Murphy didn’t respond.

“We can do one of two things.  Neither one is going to be pleasant.”

Murphy waited for Burns to continue.

“We can either walk in like we own the place or wait for one of them to come outside and knock him over.”

“Then what?”

“Force him to talk.”

“What if he doesn’t?”

“Like I said, neither of these options are real appealing.”

“I’d go with the first option if we had Scar here.  He’s good at improvising, me, not so much.”

“Yeah, good point. We’ll wait for one to come out alone.”

“A small one if we can,” laughed Murphy.

“Oh, gosh yes.”

“So, should we water board the bastard?” asked Murphy slyly.

“We’ll twist his arm and see what happens.”

Murphy thought for a second.  “I suppose we could give him a wedgie.”

Burns rolled his eyes.

They sat, waiting for the next couple of hours and watched all the people move in and out of the party.  They could see some were drunk inside and decided they wanted one who had been drinking.  More than once they thought they had a chance only to have it spoiled by someone else coming into the parking lot.  It was getting late and they were starting to lose patience when they finally spotted one coming out alone.  He looked all around for his car, going in different directions before settling on a destination.

Burns and Murphy bolted out of the woods and across the parking lot.  They split up and ran to either side of their unsuspecting victim.  The man stopped at a car and reached for the door handle.  Burns sprang up from behind.  The cop thought he heard something and turned his head to see a fist come at him.  The punch knocked him unconscious.  His body collapsed to the ground.

Murphy came up behind Burns and looked to see if anyone might have noticed them.  He gave the okay and opened the back door to the car.  They picked him up and threw him in the backseat.  Murphy climbed in with him and closed the door.  Burns slid into the driver’s seat and found the keys in the ignition.  He thought it odd at first, but then thought who would have taken it.

Burns started the car, drove cautiously out of the parking lot, and turned north on Ann Arbor.  He was nervous, but forced himself to keep cool, and took the first right on Harper Dr.  Apartment buildings were to his left and he swung into the big parking lot.  It was a large apartment complex and had windows busted out on several of the units as if they had been ransacked.

Burns turned to Murphy.  “Is he still out?”

“Yep.  Did ya have to hit him so hard?”

“I barely touched him, he must be pretty hammered.”

Burns drove to a secluded corner of the lot and shut the car off.  He grabbed the canteen he had in his jacket, unscrewed the cap and handed it to Murphy.

Murphy poured water all over the man’s face.

The cop woke up shaking his head back and forth. He was barely cognizant of his situation.  He opened his eyes and stared at Murphy with a confused look.

“Hey, you all right?” asked Murphy.

“Who…what, what…where am I? Who are you?”

“Who am I?  Dude you don’t remember me?” asked a bemused Murphy.

“I… I know you?” he slurred.

“Yeah, I saved your butt that one time.”

The man’s eyes wandered around the backseat.  “Yeah, yeah, you’re huh.”

“Carl, I’m Carl.”

“Oh yeah…Carl.”

“So tell me, what’s going on back at that party?”

“You don’t know?”

“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you.”

“Oh yeah…that makes sense…my head hurts what happened?”

“You tripped over yourself and fell backward.”

The cop rubbed the back of his head.

“So you were going to tell me what kind of party is going on.”

“I was?”

Murphy nodded.

“Why don’t you just go and find out yourself?”

“You know how bashful I am…always got to know before I go in.  So you’d be helping me out.”

“Oh, yeah.  Well, you know it’s the usual party…got plenty of booze and girls.”

Murphy gave Burns a sideways glance.  “Who are the girls?”

“You know.”

“No, I don’t know.”

“The ones from the towns.”

Murphy knew exactly what that meant.  This is where they were bringing the girls.  They were forcing the girls into slavery.  He suddenly felt rage rifling through his body, he wanted to beat the hell out of this cop but thought better of it.  Better not to tip their hands.

“Hey, Carl…I need another drink…you want to come to the party?”

“Depends on how many girls are there?”

The man’s eyes fluttered up and down trying to think.  “I don’t know for sure, there’s a bunch though.”

“Yeah…alright. Hey, how young are they?”

The cop smiled and snickered at Murphy.  “They’re not as young as what Mordulfah has.”

Burns looked at Murphy.  “Who’s he?”

The man looked at Burns as if he was stupid.

“Mordulfah, come on you know he’s that Saudi Prince.  He’s the one in charge.”

“Where’s he got his stash?”

“I don’t know.  Wherever he lives, I suppose.”

Murphy had heard enough.  He turned to Burns, tilted his head to the door, and they climbed out.  Without saying a word, they took off back to their car, leaving their drunken friend to fend for himself.




Chapter 22

South Bend Indiana

 

Burns and Murphy pulled in early the next morning.  Although exhausted, they walked into the commons area and found Winters, Scar and Meeks sitting down eating breakfast.  They walked directly over to them and sat down.

“You guys back already?” asked Meeks.

“Oh yeah, and we discovered something really bad,” said Burns.

He related what they had discovered.

After hearing their story, Winters leaned back to contemplate this revelation.  The news didn’t really surprise him too much.  The existence of the “party house” was a logical conclusion to what they figured was happening to the girls.  However, having it confirmed somehow made it different.

Hearing about this Mordulfah character was the bigger surprise.  He would need to find out who this person was, and how he fits into the government’s grand scheme.  Perhaps, Colonel Brocket would be able to find out.

“What do you want to do, Captain?” asked Scar.

“Rescue those girls as fast as we can.”

“Yes, and at the same time, we need to stop these animals from kidnapping any more of them,” said Scar.

Winters thought about that for a few moments.  Scar was right, but they would have to prioritize their mission.  The sooner they rescued the girls, the better.  He couldn’t allow anyone to remain a sex slave for even one day.

He looked at Scar.  “We’ll go to Saline today.”

Scar nodded.

Winters turned to Burns and Murphy.  “You guys go get some rest, we’ll take care of this.”

They both looked at each other.  “We’ll sleep in the car, Captain.”

With that, they all got up and went to prepare for their day.  Winters found Elliott and Nate and briefed them.

According to Burns, the “party house” only had a few people taking care of the place during the day, and since they would get there early, he didn’t think they needed a large contingent to rescue the girls.

What he didn’t know was how many girls there were and if they had enough vehicles to transport them.  Nate was only able to fill five vehicles with fuel, which included a transport.  With the exception of Burns and Murphy, who insisted on coming, he decided to just take just enough men to drive the vehicles.

Within an hour, they were ready to go.  Everyone grabbed their gear and headed for the vehicles.

Amber approached Winters.  “Captain, I think I should go with you.”

Winters gave her a puzzled look.

“It would be comforting to those girls if you had a female with you.”

“It’s going to be real dangerous.”

“I should have been one of those girls, Captain.  I’m not worried.”

Winters shrugged his shoulders.  “You can ride with Nate.”

Winters had reached the door of his vehicle when Sadie came running up.

“Weren’t you going to say goodbye?”

“Hey, you’re up.  I came by but you were still asleep.”

“Is it true what they’re saying, you found where they have more girls?”

“Yes, we have.”

“Can I come?  My mom might be one of them.”

“No, you stay here.  If I find your mom I’ll tell her where you’re at.”

“You don’t know what she looks like.”

“I’ll look for the prettiest one, the one who looks like you.”

Sadie smiled and gave Winters a big hug.

Winters pulled away and stared at her.  After witnessing the slaughter in Eau Claire, he figured the cops were doing that in every town.  He didn’t have the heart to tell her, that her mom was probably dead.  He would put that off for now.  There was no sense in getting her upset.

Meeks turned and saw Amber walking over to the transport.  “Amber’s coming with?”

“She thought she could be helpful with the girls.”

“She’s going with Nate?” chuckled Meeks.

“Nate’s going to love that, Captain,” said Scar.

“Wonder if he’ll ask her to cook him lunch,” laughed Meeks.

“I’d like to see him ask her that,” snickered Scar.

Winters turned to Elliott.  “Nate’s got more sense than that, right?”

Elliott gave Winters a grimaced look and shrugged his shoulders

They all walked over to their separate vehicles.

Winters got in and saw Sadie still standing there.  He rolled down the window. “We shouldn’t be too long, so don’t worry.”

“You know I will.”

Winters grabbed onto the gearshift and threw it in drive.  He pushed on the gas and led the small convoy out of the campus.




Chapter 23

Alexandria Virginia

 

Corporal Josh Bassett had gotten into Washington late last night and called Green at home.  Green instructed him to come to his house in the morning.  Bassett was a no nonsense soldier, and loyal to Green and to America.  He was not afraid of much and took everything in stride.  He stood six feet and had a muscular build he liked to keep in shape.  He was a God-fearing man and believed the man up stairs had his back.

Bassett pulled into Mrs. Green’s driveway, got out of his rental and headed to the door, where he gave it a hardy knock.

Green came to the door. “Corporal Bassett.”

“Reporting for duty, sir.”

“Come in, Corporal.”

They walked into the kitchen, where Mrs. Green had left some breakfast for them.  She had gone shopping to give them their privacy.

“Coffee?”

“Yes, sir.”

Green poured the coffee and instructed Bassett to help himself to the food.  Bassett, with no hesitation, piled bacon and scrambled eggs onto a plate.  He hadn’t had bacon in quite a while and figured he wouldn’t have another chance anytime soon.

“How did the men take the news of their deployment to the war?” Green asked.

“Most were pretty happy.  They wanted to get into the fight.  Others, not so much, especially knowing what they know about what’s going on in the Midwest.”

“Yes, I can’t blame them for that.”

“They don’t trust anyone in power anymore.”

“They can trust their new field commander. I know him, he’s a good man.”

“They’re disappointed you’re not with them.”

“As am I, Bassett.”

“They’re worried about you, we all think it’s strange you’re here.”

“Yes, well, that’s why you’re here now.  I need someone I can trust.  You’re going to be doing many things I can’t ask anyone else to do.”

“Are we going to be helping the Shadow Patriots?”

“As much as we can.”

Bassett was pleased.  “You can count on me, sir.”

“Good, cause something tells me they’re going to need our help.  Have you heard, the government knows who Winters is now?”

“No sir, I didn’t.  How did they find out?”

“They sent a spy to St. Paul and he ran into someone with a big mouth.  Once they got a name, the rest was easy.  The media is blaming Winters for everything that Colonel Nunn was responsible for and more.”

“What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to spy on the government, find out everything we can about what they’re up to, and relay this info to Winters.  The government still wants to find him, so we’re going to feed them false info to throw them off track.”

“How are we going to do that?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?  They put me in charge of finding the Shadow Patriots.”

Bassett stopped eating, nodded his head, and gave Green a satisfying grin.

Green handed Bassett the report Reed had given him.  “First thing I want you to do is to go to Michigan.  There’s a report of the Shadow Patriots having a firefight with the cops in Eau Claire.  I need you to find out what really happened.  Also, look around see what else you can dig up.  I’ll get you official status by issuing you a Homeland Security badge.”

“You can do that?”

“They’re dead set on catching our friends and have given me a blank check.  Hell, I’m even going to fly you out there on a military charter.”

“A badge huh, I could use badge.”

“This stays between you and me. You answer only to me.”  He handed him a slip of paper with an address on it.  “They’ll take your picture and get your credentials in order.  You’ll catch a plane out of Andrews to Detroit.  Once you get there, check in with Captain Cox.  He runs the National Police station there.  Find out what you can, but don’t push any subject too far.  Remember, you’re there to help catch the Shadow Patriots.”

“You got it, Major,” said Bassett, taking another strip of bacon.




Chapter 24

Saline Michigan

 

The Shadow Patriots pulled into the town of Saline from the south.  They pulled into a parking lot on the corner of Ann Arbor and Henry St.  The sun shone brightly and took the chill off the morning.  Winters got out of his car and stretched his legs while he looked around the empty town.  It looked like any normal town in America except there was no one around.  No cars were parked on the streets and there was an eerie silence that wasn’t normal.  He lifted his head and noticed a water tower, wondering if it still held water.

Burns walked over to him holding a map.  “Captain, that place is over there.”  He checked out the street sign and put his finger on the map.  “And we’re right here.”

“Let’s leave the transport here,” announced Winters.

He walked over to Amber and handed her a Glock 17.  She took the 9mm and checked the magazine.

“What’s our play, Captain?” asked Scar.

Winters turned to Burns.  “Let’s get to where you were watching them, so we can see what’s up.”

Five minutes later, Burns and Murphy, had them set up where they had been last night.

“This parking lot was full of cars last night, Captain,” said Murphy.

“Hell, there’s only three cars here, there can’t be that many people inside,” said Scar.

“Everyone must be working,” said Murphy.

“Well duh, they’re out looking for us,” quipped Meeks.

Scar bumped Meeks’ shoulder.  “They’re not very good are they?”

“Nooo they’re not,” snickered Meeks.

“I don’t see any reason, we don’t just walk right in there,” said Scar.  “Meeks and I will just go on in like we usually do.”

“I like the sound of that, Captain,” said Meeks.

Winters shrugged his shoulders.  “We’ll get to the rear entrance and wait for you.”

Meeks thumped Scar on the shoulder smiling.  “You ready partner?  You got some wild story in your back pocket?”

“You know I don’t, it’s all spur of the moment for me, you just be ready.”

Scar asked Elliott for the keys to the SUV and the two of them ran back to where they had hidden the vehicles.  The rest would wait for them to enter the parking lot before they left the safety of the woods.

A couple of minutes later, Scar drove the SUV into the lot.  He gave them a thumbs up.  He parked and they stuffed pistols into the small of their backs.

As soon as they walked into the building, the rest of the Shadow Patriots ran out of the woods and headed to the back of the former retirement home.

A uniformed National Policeman looked up from his desk when he heard the door open.  He immediately got up, grabbed his sidearm and pointed it at Scar and Meeks.

“Hey, hold the fort there, buddy,” said Scar raising his hands.

“Stop where you are,” ordered the cop.

“I’m here on business.  So put that thing away.”

The cop didn’t move.  “Who are you?”

“We’re here on the orders of Mordulfah.  Now, do you want me to report just how rude you were to us?”

The cop lowered his weapon.  “No, it’s just that I wasn’t notified of any visitors.”

“That makes two of us.  We weren’t told to come here until the last minute, so don’t worry about it.”

The cop holstered his .45 and asked what they needed.

“You know Mordulfah, he’s got an unquenchable thirst.  So, you can imagine what he wants,” said Scar, astonished that this line of malarkey was working.  “Where’s everyone else?”

“Oh, they’re bobbing around here somewhere.”

“How many are you?”

“We’re just three during the day.  We’ll have more later when the party starts.”

Scar gave Meeks a disgusted glance.  “Why don’t cha call them all up here so they don’t think we’re intruding.”

The uniformed cop picked the phone up and hit a button to the intercom system.  A few minutes later, the remaining two walked into the lobby.  They all stared at Scar and Meeks who didn’t bother introducing themselves.  The uniformed cop stood up from his desk and told the others who sent them.

“Where’s the bathroom?” asked Meeks.

“Down the hall,” answered one of the cops, who sported a goatee.

Meeks gave Scar a raised eyebrow then strolled down the hallway.  He made it to the restroom and turned to see if anyone had followed him.  Scar was still holding their attention, so he hurried on down the hall.  Reaching the back door, he unlocked it and found his brethren waiting.  “There’s just three of them, Scar’s holding court with them right now.”

Winters shook his head.  “But of course he is.”

“Man’s got a way about him,” laughed Meeks.

They all snuck back up the hallway with weapons raised, they moved to the unsuspecting cops and yelled at them to get their hands up.

Winters approached them.  He looked at the three cops who did not look like the kind of cops he remembered as a kid.  They were unkempt and looked more like third shift security guards.  A year ago, before the war, there was no way they could have even passed the entrance exam.

“Now gentlemen, and I use that term loosely, where are all the girls?”

The cops looked at each other not knowing what to do.  The goateed cop volunteered to show them.  He led them through a door and down another hallway.  As they came to the first door, the cop took out a master key and opened it.  Nate grabbed the cop by the collar and yanked the man backward.  Winters peered in and found a girl chained to a bed covered with a dirty white sheet.

The girl’s brown eyes opened.  She jerked her head up. Strands of oily hair covered her face.  Winters turned his head and whispered for them to stay back.  He then entered the room and approached the frightened girl.

“My name is Cole and we’re here to rescue you.”

The girl didn’t answer.

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

The girl stared at Winters. “That’s what you all say.”

Winters yelled out.  “Bring that cop in here.”

Nate grabbed the cop and pushed him through the crowd standing at the door.  Nate held a gun to the cop’s head as they came into the room.

Winters turned to the girl.  “Do we look like the others?”

She shook her head.

Winters looked at the goateed cop.  “Where’s the key?”

The cop handed his key to Winters.

“Does this key work on all the locks?”

He nodded.

Winters reached for the lock, put the key in, and released their first captive.  The girl rubbed her wrist, leaned towards the cop and spit in his face.

Nate chuckled, twisted the cop’s arm, and escorted him out the door.

“What’s your name?” asked Winters.

“Reese.”

“Where are you from?”

“Ithaca. It’s a small town…well, it was a small town before they came in and burned it down.  Everybody’s dead, they killed everyone except me and another girl.  She’s here, I think, at least she was.  I don’t even know where I am.”

“You’re in Saline.”

She gave Winters a confused gesture.

“We’re just south of Ann Arbor.”

Reese nodded her head in recognition. 

“How many girls are here?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been allowed to leave this room.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Ten days.”  She looked right into Winters’ eyes.  “Ten days of hell.”

Winters didn’t respond.  He turned to Elliott, who was standing in the doorway.  “There has to be some kind of assembly room in this place.  Let’s bring everyone there.”

He turned back to Reese.  “What do ya say we get out of here?”

Reese moved out from under the covers and dangled her legs to the floor.  When she got up, the dirty sheet fell back to the bed, exposing her naked body.  She was twenty years old and had been a cheerleader in high school.  She was blond haired, brown-eyed and stood at five-foot-five.  She didn’t bother covering herself and casually walked to the bathroom.  Winters wondered what kind of hell she’d been through not to worry about her appearance.  She came out of the bathroom wearing the clothes she’d come with. Dark blue jeans with a light blue tank top under a dark blue running jacket.  Winters gestured with his hand the door and escorted her down the hall.

For the next thirty minutes, the Shadow Patriots released girl after girl and led them to the main assembly room.  All the girls were in their late teens to early twenties and extremely pretty.  They had dazed looks plastered on their faces.  Some still without clothes wrapped themselves in blankets.  Some were in poor health and needed medical attention.  After talking to several of them, Winters discovered none of them had been there longer than a few weeks and all were there for the pleasure of the National Cops and various others, including a Middle Eastern variety.

Elliott walked up to Winters.  “We’ve got seventy-five girls here, Captain.”

Winters gave Elliott an astonished look.  “Seventy-five!  Is that all of them?”

“We’ve been in every room in this god forsaken place.  Look at these poor things.  Hell, my daughters are older than these girls.”

Winters nodded, remembering his daughter, Cara.  She was nineteen and could easily have qualified to be in one of these rooms.  He stared at all the faces.  Some had a look of relief, while others were noticeably anxious.  A few were crying as they held each other for support.  There wasn’t much chatter among the girls, which made Winters wonder if any of them even knew each other.  A couple of the girls looked like they were sick or possibly even drugged up.  He wondered if they’d ever be able to recover from their days here.  He was glad he had brought Amber with them.  She was going around and checking on them, giving them words of encouragement.

Winters walked up to her as she was talking to two girls who were holding each other.

“How are we doing?”

“Some better than others.  They’re afraid and want to get out of here.”

Amber turned to the two girls standing next to her.  “This is Paige and her little sister Phoebe.”

Paige was twenty and was two years older than Phoebe.  Each girl had disheveled blond hair that didn’t look like it had been washed in several days.  The hair stuck together in strands as if it was wet.  Their blue eyes had a vacant gaze as if they weren’t paying attention.  Neither one smiled as they said hello to Winters.

Winters, unsure what to say, asked where they were from.

“Harbor Springs,” replied Paige in a soft voice.

“Where’s that at?” asked Winters.

“Top of the state.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Two weeks.”

“They killed my mom,” said Phoebe as tears welled up in her eyes.  “They did it right in front of us.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Winters wanting to reach out to her.  He didn’t know if he should touch her after having a bunch of men raping her.

Thankfully, Amber knew what he was thinking and put her arm around Phoebe.

Paige looked at Winters.  “We were just sitting at home when they came to our door.  They ordered us outside and my mom refused.  So, they just shot her right there.  They dragged us outside and took us here.”

Winters' heart sank as he listened to their story.  He had heard some of the same stories from Amber and the others they had rescued the other day.  No matter how many times he heard them, he could never get used to it.  Each had a story to tell and each had a tragic ending.

“We’re going to get you guys to safety, okay.”

They both nodded.

He gave Amber a reassuring look as Elliott approached him.

“Captain, a word.”

They both turned and headed to the exit of the assembly room.

“How are we going to get them out of here, Captain?” asked Elliott.  “We don’t have enough room.”

“We’ll have to find some more vehicles or just cram everyone in.  We need to hurry. We’ve been here too long as it is.  Where’s Nate?”

“He’s out in the hall guarding the cops.”

“Okay, get these girls organized.”

Winters walked out into the hallway.  He noticed Reese following him, so he turned to her and asked if she needed anything.  She told him she just wanted some fresh air.

They both walked toward the entrance where Nate had the cops handcuffed with their backs to the wall.

“Nate, we need more transportation,” said Winters.

Nate turned to the goateed cop.  “Where?”

The cop didn’t answer, so he belted him in the stomach and asked him again.

He gasped for breath before answering.  “Out back in the garage, couple of SUV’s.”

Nate grabbed the man’s hair and yanked his head up.  “Keys?”

“In the ignition.”

“That wasn’t so hard now was it,” said Nate.  He set his Mark 23 pistol down on the desk and swung his backpack off his shoulder.

He looked at Winters.  “You want to go get someone to watch these raping bastards while I go check out our new wheels?”

Winters nodded and turned back to the assembly room.

While Nate busied himself opening his backpack, Reese floated over to the table and grabbed Nate’s gun.  She pointed it first at the goateed cop and started firing.

The cops screamed in agony as each fell to the ground dead.

Nate’s reaction was quick, but once he saw what she was doing, he didn’t care and let her finish.  Winters was back to the assembly room when the gunshots echoed throughout the building.  He sprang back down the hall to Reese and grabbed the gun from her.  Her big brown eyes had a fleeting moment of satisfaction.  It reminded him of his own struggle with Mr. Hyde and wondered if she’d have to battle the same urges.  He was about to say something to her but decided to let it go.  He wouldn’t judge her.

“Takes care of that problem,” said Nate with a slight smile on his face as he turned and walked out the door.

Scar and Meeks, with their guns readied, sprinted down the hallway. 

“Who shot 'em?” asked Scar.

Winters nodded his head toward Reese as she shuffled by them in a daze.  Scar sensed what happened and turned to watch her leave the room.

“Guess she thought they deserved it,” said Scar.

“Can’t say I blame her,” said Meeks as he knelt down to check the cops.  “What do you want to do with them, Captain?”

“Just leave them.  We need to get the hell out of here.  Why don’t you and Scar go get the transport?”

With seventy-five girls and eight Shadow Patriots, they had to commandeer the three cars from the parking lot besides the two SUV’s from the garage.  They didn’t have enough drivers and had to draft two of the older girls.  This made Winters uneasy as he drove the lead car out of the parking lot.  It would be a long trip and he wasn’t sure if the two girls, having gone through such a traumatic experience would be able to handle it.  Having Reese sitting beside him was a reminder on how any one of them could snap in an instant.

Winters took a left onto Highway 12 and watched his rear view mirror to ensure all the vehicles made the turn.  With such a large, slow moving, convoy they were easy to spot.  His mind was on high alert, causing his arm to pulse where he had gotten his wound from back at the train station.  It hadn’t bothered him in awhile until he received a baton blow yesterday.  He looked ahead at the desolate highway and prayed for safe passage.

He’d been driving in silence for what seemed an eternity and looked down at mileage.  They’d only traveled thirty miles.  The radio sitting on the dash came alive interrupting his concentration.

“Captain,” said Scar who brought up the rear of the convoy.

Winters reached for the radio and answered.

“We’ve got company,” said Scar.




Chapter 25

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Mordulfah entered the sprawling estate, which suited his needs well, and just happened to be the historical home of Edsel & Eleanor Ford.  He, of course, was used to such surroundings, having grown up as a Saudi Prince.  They were the chosen ones, the ones who led their followers and gave them instruction on how to live by Sharia law.

He had just gotten back from New York where he had met with Reed, the sniveling little fat man.  Despite receiving another payment, he still fumed, wanting nothing more than to show the pompous Americans who was really in charge.  He would have to bide his time before he would be able to accomplish his goals, but he was a long term planner and his patience would pay off in the end.  Once he established himself here, he would ingrain himself further into Washington politics, he could then concentrate his power.  All his effort had been ten years in the making, paying people off, meeting important people and putting together deals with the infidels.  He was still far from his ultimate goal of ruling this country and establishing Sharia law throughout the land for his people.  He cared little for whoever survived.  Either they converted to Islam or they’d killed them.  It didn’t matter to him, which they chose.

Before doing any of this, he would have to muscle out that arrogant billionaire Perozzi and separate him from his money.  Perhaps an assassin’s bullet would be the better way to go.  No, he’d take greater pleasure in seeing the old man grovel at his feet, knowing he had outwitted him.  Because Mordulfah pretended to be the puppet, Perozzi thought he could outsmart him.  Perozzi, however, played a poor game of chess.

Mordulfah walked into his huge bedroom, turned to Wali, his faithful servant, and ordered him to bring a couple of girls.  He needed to let off some steam.  Not only was he out of sorts over his meeting with Reed, he was angry about the deaths of his men.  These were men he knew personally, men who had come with him from their homeland.  He took personal offense to their deaths and vowed to extract revenge from these so-called Shadow Patriots.  They had also spoiled the arrival of fresh girls to his bed.  He had looked forward to defiling fresh virgins, but now he’d have to suffice with the girls who had been here a couple of weeks.  These girls gave into their fate and were not nearly as pleasurable to bed.

Wali came back with two young blonde girls.  Both were dressed in white and light blue silk garments.  He gazed at them, trying to remember when he had them last.  He liked blondes the best, as they were unattainable back home.  Both were underage, which was one of two requirements, the other was that they had to be virgins.  It was pointless to be in charge and not have the freshest girls.

He instructed the girls to go into the bathroom, telling them he needed a bath.  They meekly slipped toward the tub and began to run the water.  He admonished them not to make it too hot.  Mordulfah ordered Wali to bring some food and drink.  Wali walked out and Mordulfah moved into the bathroom where the girls proceeded to undress him.  He smiled at them and thought to himself that it was good to be a Prince.




Chapter 26

Saline Michigan

 

The Shadow Patriots had been traveling just under an hour and were about thirty miles west of Saline.  Winters and his men had just rescued seventy-five girls from the hell they had endured for the last ten days.  The cops had taken the girls from their homes and used them as sex slaves.

They were heading back to South Bend when Scar, who brought up the rear of the convoy, radioed Winters.

“What do we got, Scar?”

“We’ve got trouble, Captain.  We got four, maybe five, cops trailing us.”

Winters’ face went flush as blood rushed to his head.  His mind started racing as he contemplated what to do.  He knew they would not be able to outrun them.

“What do you want to do, Captain?” asked Scar.

Winters raised the mic up to his mouth.  He took a moment before speaking.  He realized they were out in the open and had few options.  “Any suggestions?”

“A good offense is a good defense,” responded Scar the former Marine.

“What about that sandpit?” Meeks asked.  “It can’t be too far away.”

Winters remembered they had passed a large sandpit on their way to Saline. The pit reminded him of the shootout they had a couple of days ago, where the cops had murdered the citizens of Eau Claire.  It was the first sandpit he had seen since, and when they had passed by, he couldn’t stop wondering if any bodies were buried there.  He also remembered a couple of buildings at the front entrance and another across the street.  Considering their slow moving convoy, this place was as good as any to make a stand.  He didn’t like the odds, but they would be better than trying to outrun a bunch of motivated cops who were in good position to knock them off one by one.

He spoke into the radio.  “Meeks, I need you and Elliott to speed up.  We need to get way ahead of them and make it to the sandpit.  Scar, you think you, Burns and Murphy can block any attempt they try to make on Nate before we are in place?”

“Not a problem, Captain.”

Both Burns and Murphy confirmed.

“Nate, when you get into the pit, find a good place to set up a defense.  When those cops follow you in, we’ll come in from behind them.”

“What about the others?” Meeks asked.

Winters thought about Amber and the two girls who were driving. They had been through a lot already and he wanted them as far away as possible from the action.  He would have Amber lead them back to South Bend while they handled the cops.

“Get them all up here with us.”

Winters stepped on the gas and sped up. He looked in the rearview mirror at the five cars coming up fast behind him.

“I need you girls, to be ready to get out of the car.”

Reese turned to Winters.  “I’m not leaving.  You give me a gun and I’ll shoot the bastards.”

“This is not up for debate,” said Winters trying not to shout at her.

“I don’t care what you say, I’m not leaving.  I think I’ve shown you what I can do, so I’m staying,” she said defiantly.

Winters could not believe what he was hearing.  He glanced at her.  She had the same expression when she killed the cops back at the retirement home.  Revenge coursed through her blood and she wanted to release it.

“Have it your way,” responded Winters, knowing he had another new recruit.

Winters turned his head to the three wide-eyed girls in the back.  “It’s going to be alright,” he said trying to sound convincing.

Once Winters reached the sandpit, he stopped the car in the middle of the road and got out.  The other cars came up behind him.

Meeks and Elliott raced up to him.  “Whatcha thinking, Captain?” asked Elliott.

Winters scanned the buildings adjacent to the entrance and the one across the street.  The latter had a thick set of trees blocking the view from the east.  That position offered a better vantage point should one of the cops happen to see through his plan and blow past them.

“I want the girls to keep going, we’ll move my car behind this house here,” Winters said pointing across the street.  He then hurried the girls to the other cars and instructed Amber to head to South Bend.  He slapped the top of her car and watched as she sped away.

Meeks turned to Winters and motioned at Reese.

“She wants to stay.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

They all jumped into the car, with Elliott taking the driver role.  He guided the car around the one-story yellow house and out of sight.  Meeks, sitting in the back with Reese, took out his Sig 9mm and chambered a round.  After some quick instructions, he handed her the hot gun and two extra magazines.

Winters got on the radio and called out to Scar.

“How’s it looking, Scar?”

He didn’t respond.

“He’s a little busy, Captain,” responded Burns who was ahead of Scar.

“What’s happening, Burns?”

“One of them is trying to run him off the road.”

“Nate, how far away are you guys?”

“Not far, another minute I think.”

“We’re set up right across the street.”

Winters checked the shotgun he had laying in his lap.  It was a pump action 12-gauge Mossberg 500 and was loaded with double aught buck.

Another agonizing minute later, the radio came back to life.  “We’re coming in now.  We’re here,” shouted Nate

Winters spoke into the radio. “We hear you.  Let me know where you go, Nate.”

“I’m turning into the pit now.”

Elliott put the car in drive and kept his foot on the brake.

“Not too far behind you, Nate,” said Scar.  “It’s getting saucy back here guys. I’ve got five cars behind me.”

“I’m taking the first right inside the pit,” said Nate.

Winters held the radio to his mouth.  “Let me know when you’re in, Scar.”

Moments later, “I’m in,” yelled Scar.

Winters noticed his leg shaking a little bit in anticipation.  He had been in many shootouts over the past couple of months and the experience had given him more confidence, but his anxiety mounted as he considered what they were about to do.  They were going up against five carloads of cops who would have no problem killing their precious cargo.  The only thing they had going for them was the element of surprise.  He wasn’t sure this was enough.

Elliott took his foot off the brake and stepped on the gas.  He pulled around the yellow house and saw the cops up ahead in the sandpit.  He floored the accelerator.  Coming out of the tall grassy lawn, he passed a row of trees that kept them hidden.  He hadn’t noticed the last SUV lagging behind the others.  As he pulled out to cross the highway, it slammed into the side of their vehicle.  The violent crash shook all the passengers to the core.

Winters pushed himself off Elliott and grabbed the door handle, but the SUV blocked his exit.

“Get out Elliott.”

Elliott opened the door, stepped out carrying his weapon and started firing into the SUV windshield.

Winters crawled out the driver’s side.  He kept low and reached the back door to pull Reese out followed by Meeks. The three of them ducked behind the car to take cover, as two cops emerged from their passenger side firing at them.  Winters peered over the trunk of the car, raised his shotgun, and pulled the trigger.  The weapon exploded with a booming roar splattering the paint off the driver’s door.  His second shot tore a hole through the side window taking out the driver who slumped in his seat.

Meeks advanced steadily to the driver’s side of the SUV firing his M4 into the vehicle.  Both cops in the front were dead.  He squatted down to see another lying dead on the ground, and one more still on his feet.  Meeks snuck around the back of the SUV and finished him off.

Winters grabbed Reese’s arm and asked if she was all right.  She shook her head in the affirmative.  Just then, the radio came to life.

“Where are you guys?” yelled Scar.

Winters reached into the car and grabbed the radio.  “We’re coming.”

Elliott looked at Winters.  “This car ain’t going anywhere.”

“Meeks, what about the SUV?”

Meeks opened the driver’s door and yanked the dead cop out.  He got in, started it up, and threw it in reverse.  The SUV creaked as he backed it up but was drivable.

Elliott pulled the other dead cop out and they all got in.  Meeks floored the gas pedal, peeled into the sandpit, and took the first right.  Their enemy stood behind their vehicles firing at the Shadow Patriots, who were using their vehicles as cover, but was parked in front of a large hill and had no place to go.  Winters told Meeks to stop.  He got on the radio.  “Guys, we’re coming in right now.  We’re in their SUV.”  He grabbed Meeks shoulder.  “Pull up as close as you can behind them.”

As Meeks moved in, Winters remembered that there were five cop cars, minus the one they were in, he only saw three of them.  He began to panic.  “Where was the other one?”

Meeks pulled in forty yards from the cops and parked broadside to their enemy.  Everyone got out the driver’s side, took positions and opened fire.

The cops turned around and reacted immediately.  One jumped into a squad car and angled it around to block the hail of bullets they were receiving.

Winters quickly realized the mistake the cops made.  When they moved their car, they left their flank exposed.  He got on the radio.  “Scar, Scar.  Backup one of the vehicles and flank them.”

“Roger that, Captain.”

Winters grabbed Elliott’s arm.  “Let’s you and me get on top of that dune.”

Elliott nodded.

“Meeks, you and Reese stay here, we’re going up there,” he said pointing to the dune.

Meeks acknowledged the command.

Winters put his hand on Reese’s shoulder.  “You okay?”

She looked at him wide eyed.  He noticed her measured breathing and the determination she had when venting her anger.  She held the gun with both hands and took careful aim as she pulled the trigger.  The gun jerked back in her hands, but she held on and fired again.

Winters and Elliott backed away and made a dash to the dune to their right.  The twenty-yard run seemed further as several bullets whizzed by them.  They were just about there when Winters heard Elliott scream out in pain.  He fell to the ground.  Winters grabbed him by the arm and pulled him along until they reached the safety of the dune.

“Where’d you get hit?”

“In the friggin leg.  Damn bastards,” he responded as blood poured out both sides of his left leg.  Winters started swearing to himself but remained calm as he took off his jacket.  Buttons flew from his shirt as he tore it off leaving him in a white tee shirt.  He tightly wrapped the makeshift tourniquet tightly around Elliott’s leg.

“Can you move?”

Elliott nodded.  Winters helped him up and they crawled to the top of the sand dune.  Winters looked over the top and down at the cops below.  He raised his Model 1911 Colt and took aim.  He was about to fire when he noticed the cops, who were originally unaccounted for, on the top of the hill looking down on Burns and the others.  The cops stood up with their weapons pointed toward the bottom of the hill.

A cold shiver shot up his spine as he realized his friends were exposed and had nowhere to go.  They had only seconds to react.  Winters grabbed his radio.  “Burns, Murphy, behind you.  They’re up top…they’re up top!”

Just then, the four cops opened fire with automatic rifles.  Winters heard the echo of girls screaming mixed in with the booming gunfire, as it rained down on them.  Winters aimed his Colt and fired, but they were too far away for it to be effective.  Elliott turned over onto his stomach, raised his Winchester 30-30 and quickly fired off a couple of rounds.  One of the cops fell and rolled down the hill.  The other three ducked down and took cover.

Winters then took aim at the cops below and emptied his magazine on them.  He threw in another magazine and pulled the trigger, while Elliott kept firing at the cops up on the hill, dropping another one.

All the cops below lay wounded on the sandy ground.  Winters looked over to Elliott who kept searching the hilltop for the remaining two cops.  Winters grabbed onto the radio.  “Burns we still got a couple behind you.  How’s it going over there?”

“Murphy’s hit.  Got a bunch of girls dead here, even more, wounded.”

Winters dropped the radio.  He took a couple of deep breaths to slow his rapid breathing.  He knew at that moment, after all they had done to rescue the girls, he had failed them.

He yelled down at Meeks to come up and help Elliott.  He started taking long strides down the hill.  He strode carefully to the cops lying on the ground.  Holding his Colt, he walked up to them and found one still alive.  He was young and looked up at Winters as if to plead for his life.  For a moment, Winters thought about what to do.  He had been in this position before and had made the decision long ago not to kill prisoners.  However, knowing the wounded cop was responsible for the deaths of an untold number of girls, conflicted with Winters’ morals.  The cop made a move.  It was all Winters needed.  He tightened his grip on the big .45 and fired three shots into the hapless cop.

He was staring down at the dead man when he heard the roar of an engine.  He turned his head just in time to see the fifth police car tearing out of the sand pit.

Winters sprinted over to where Burns, Murphy and Nate were.  When he came around the transport, the scene sent shock waves through his body.

During the past couple of months, he had been involved in many battles and watched friends and innocent people die in front of him.  Over time, he had gotten used to seeing the dead and bloodied bodies, but nothing had prepared him for the carnage that lay before him.  Dead girls lay everywhere, some with their faces planted in the sand.  Others were stacked on top of one and another in an obvious attempt to act as a shield.  Blood was splattered everywhere.  The moaning and crying overloaded his senses.  Winters stared at them, not sure what to do first.  Burns and Nate were already tending to some of the wounded when Scar approached.

“Captain, let’s find some first aid kits.

Winters kept staring, unable to move.

“Captain,” hollered Scar.

Scar’s shout snapped him back to his senses.

With little time to spare before the cops came back with reinforcements, the Shadow Patriots quickly tended to the girls and wrapped bandages around bullet wounds.  With their military experience, Burns and Scar had the advantage of knowing what to do and willingly took charge of the care.  Murphy was out of commission after taking a bullet to the shoulder.  Elliott, past the adrenaline rush, was now in a good deal of pain, but he still managed to be of use.  For the seriously wounded, they would have to wait until they got back to South Bend.

In total, eighteen of the girls lay dead, three more were dying and ten others had wounds of varying degrees.  The dead include the two sisters, Paige and Phoebe.  Having met them, Winters felt an extra burden with their deaths.

After loading everyone up and a quick burial, they headed back to South Bend.  Winters drove, while Elliott, in a lot of pain, sat beside him.  With the exception of a couple of girls in the back crying, they drove in silence.  He gripped the steering wheel hard making his knuckles turn white as guilt crept through him.  He could not stop thinking about the dead girls and whether he had made the right decision by pulling off into the sand pit.

Darkness enveloped them as they pulled onto the campus.  Sadie ran outside excited to greet Winters and ran over to open his door.  His ashen face startled her, and she took a couple of steps backward to get out of his way.

Winters walked around to help Elliott.  He got under Elliott’s arm with his shoulder and escorted him inside.  People poured out of the building and ran over to get everybody inside.

It was organized chaos as those who had medical experience hustled about making sure everyone got adequate attention.  Winters stood and watched in earnest.  He admired those who knew what they were doing.  Sadie walked up to him and grabbed him around the waist.  Winters looked down and put his arm around her.  He felt comforted as she squeezed him. Neither spoke as they watched the others work.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

A black squad car pulled out of South Bend and headed back east to Detroit.  The two cops inside had seen enough.  Having followed the convoy from the sand pit, they needed to get back to Detroit and report the whereabouts of the Shadow Patriots.




Chapter 27

Detroit Michigan

 

Landing in Detroit early in the morning, a cop met Corporal Bassett and drove him to the National Police Station. He introduced himself to Captain Cox, the station commander, an arrogant doughy man in his early thirties who didn’t like someone from D.C. poking around in his territory.  He wore his hair in a crew cut and had scruffy facial hair that needed shaving.  The black tactical uniform had an extraordinary number of ribbons obviously revealing Cox’s braggadocios character.  Bassett sized him up immediately and recognized him to be insecure and a distrustful little weasel.

Cox didn’t give him a warm reception and had only short and evasive answers to his questions.  Bassett knew the man was trying to conceal info from him.  Consequently, he ended the conversation and requested a vehicle so he could be on his way.  Cox took his time, and reluctantly threw him a set of keys to a late model Ford Crown Vic.

Bassett laughed to himself after locating the car in the back parking lot of the station.  With more than one dent, the car had seen its better days.  He got in and was surprised it even started.  The fuel gauge indicated a full tank.  He wondered if it even worked as he pulled out of the parking lot and headed west toward Eau Claire.

Bassett was a farm boy, having been born and raised in the small town of Yoder, Indiana, just south of Fort Wayne.  He liked the Midwest and felt fortunate to have served under Major Green there.  It had been a nice break from fighting in Afghanistan, where he had done two tours.  He knew that eventually, he would end up fighting out West.  For now, he relished his duty in the Midwest.  Racing through the barren landscape on an empty road, he felt back at home.  He liked the loneliness the open road offered.  His two days of crowded roads back in D.C. had been a shock.  He had gotten the sense that the people there, weren’t even aware the country was at war.

After speeding across the state on Interstate 94, he came to Highway 140 and noticed burned down buildings on his right.  He decided to pull into the town of Watervliet.  He drove along Main Street with his windows down.  Thick rancid air assaulted his nostrils.  He was amazed to find the whole town burned to the ground.  It looked like old WWII pictures of Berlin after being bombed by Allied forces.  The streets had an eeriness that was unsettling.  He thought about what it took to do such a thing.  It had to have taken a lot of men and time to wreak this kind of havoc.  He shook his head in disgust wondering who had done this, and why.  More importantly, he wondered where all the people were.

He stopped, pulled out a map and noticed that Eau Claire wasn’t too far away.  He took a pen out and circled Watervliet.  After turning the car around, he continued south on Highway 140.  Ten minutes later, he reached the small town of Eau Claire and found the same senseless destruction.  He didn’t waste any time there but went on to the next town of Berrien Springs.  Upon arrival, he witnessed the same.  Pulling the map out, he circled both towns.  He had a desire to go home to see if this happened to Yoder.  However, since his family had all moved to Florida, and he needed to report to Major Green, he resisted the impulse.

He headed back to Detroit to question Captain Cox, though he didn’t expect to get any straight answers from him.  He thought about befriending some of the other cops in order to pry information from them.

A few hours later, he pulled into the parking lot of the National Police Station.  He got out of the car and walked inside.  He noticed the cops chatted in excited tones as he found his way to Cox’s office.

He knocked on the door.  “What’s all the excitement?”

“Got ourselves a bead on the Shadow Patriots,” bragged Cox.

“Really?  Where are they at?”

“They’re on the campus in South Bend.”

The news disheartened him.  He hadn’t been too far from them.  “How’d you find that out?”

“Some of our men had a shootout with them.  They killed a bunch of my men, but two survived and were able to follow them to the campus.”

Bassett tried to play it cool.  “That’s great news, so what are we going to do?”

“We?”

“Yes, we.  I’m with Homeland Security and that’s precisely why I’m here.”

“Well, Mr. Homeland Security, you can stay here while we go round them up.”

Bassett didn’t respond.  He, in fact, didn’t want to go with them.  He needed to get out of there ASAP and warn Winters.

“When are you leaving?”

“First thing in the morning.”

Bassett left Cox’s office and walked down the hall where a couple of cops sat at their desks.  He approached them and asked for a telephone he could use.  They pointed to a desk in the corner.

Bassett sat down and looked around before picking up the receiver.  He had hoped for more privacy.  He dialed Green’s office.  Grace, his secretary, answered and put him on hold.

“Major Green here.”

“Sir, it’s me.”

“Corporal, how goes it?”

“Got great news, sir.”  He tried to sound as enthusiastic as possible since one of the cops was watching him.  “The locals here found where the Shadow Patriots are holed up.”

Green got up from his chair and moved to shut his office door.  “That is great news, where are they?”

“South Bend, on the campus.  Apparently, they were involved in a shootout with the cops.”

“When are they going to go and get them?”

“First thing in the morning.”

“Are you joining them?”

“No.  The captain in charge here doesn’t want my help.”

“What are you going to do?”

Bassett paused a moment before answering.  “I’ll make myself useful to them.”

Green knew what that meant.  “You report in as soon as you get more good news.”

“I will, sir.”

“You be careful out there, Corporal.  We’ve got a lot riding on this.”




Chapter 28

South Bend Indiana

 

The next morning Winters awoke feeling more aches and pains than usual throughout his weary body.  The action yesterday was taking its toll.  He reached for a bottle of aspirin and swallowed three to ease the discomfort.  With everything he had done in the last couple of months, the running, and fighting, he was losing his beer gut and was actually in the best shape he’d been in since he was a young man.

He had been restless all night and hadn’t slept much, if at all.  The only thing he could think about was the dead girls they had tried to save but had let down.  Over the course of the Shadow Patriot’s short journey, he had seen a lot of death and had become more hardened.  However, he was not jaded enough to insulate what he felt when he saw those young girls dying, with blood everywhere and screaming helplessly.  He would never forget their faces.

Winters made his way to the kitchen where Amber sat at a table eating a sandwich.  Winters poured himself a cup of coffee and joined her.  She was wearing her dark gray windbreaker over a black tank top that had blood smeared on it.  She had her long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.  She wore no makeup, not that it mattered thought Winters.

“Have you been up all night?” he asked.

She nodded.

“How is everyone?”

She paused a moment before answering.  “We lost one last night.”

Winters put his coffee down and stared at the table.

“She had a lot of internal bleeding and there wasn’t anything we could do.”

The news stung Winters but he didn’t want to show it.  “What was her name?”

“Savannah.”

Savannah, he said to himself.  “How are the rest?”

“A couple more are serious but if we can get them some proper care, they should be alright.  Everyone else just needs the rest.”

“That’s good to hear.”

She looked at Winters in earnest. “You know, despite what happened, we still did a good thing.”

“I know.  I just can’t help wondering if there was something different we could have done.”

She reached out and took his hand.  “Don’t think that way.  It wasn’t your fault, there’s nothing more you could have done.”

Winters couldn’t help but feel some comfort in her words and her touch.  He hadn’t felt a woman's touch in quite a while and felt a little guilty for enjoying it.  In all his twenty-five years of marriage, he’d never paid attention to other women, and here he was holding hands with one who was much younger than he was.

Scar approached them and Winters leaned back, pulling away from her grip.

“Morning, Captain, Amber.”

“Scar.”

He grabbed some coffee and sat down.  “Well, we took one on the chin yesterday, but all in all, we were pretty lucky it wasn’t all of us dead in that sand pit.”

Winters looked at Amber.  “Yes, it definitely could have been worse.”

She gave him a slight smile.

“What are we going to do next?” asked Scar.

“Make arrangements to get the girls to Canada.”

“We should get going on that today.  Some of them need better doctoring than we can give them.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. Elliott and Murphy definitely need to go. Who should we send?”

“Why don’t we all go?” asked Scar.

“There wouldn’t be enough room for everyone, besides we need to keep looking for more of these rape houses.”

Scar nodded in agreement.

“You should go,” Winters said to Amber.

She shook her head.  “No, I can be of use here. I wouldn’t feel right about leaving.”

Scar cocked his head.  “You might want to think carefully about that, we’re a bunch of old men that seem to get ourselves into a lot of trouble.”

“All the more reason to have a wise woman around,” she said smiling.

Scar let out a laugh.  “Well, I’ll give you that.  We are lacking in that department.”

Winters waited for Scar to finish.  “Let’s have Nate, Burns and a few of the others drive them.”

“What about Sadie?” asked Scar.

“Yes, her too.”

“She’s really attached to you, so I’ll leave that one to you,” said Scar.

Winters liked having her around.  She was a great kid, unafraid and wise for her age.  She reminded him of his own daughter, Cara.  That is before she became a teenager.  He had many regrets of how he had dealt with her.  He blamed himself for pushing her away.  Their arguments left them barely speaking and ultimately losing contact when she took off with her boyfriend.  He felt guilty that Cara was not there when her mom became ill and died.  He could see the pain in his wife’s eyes knowing that her daughter wasn’t around when she needed her the most.  It was Ellie’s dying wish, that he find her and make amends.  One way or another he would fulfill this last request.

By midmorning, the Shadow Patriots had everyone loaded up and were ready for the long drive to Canada.  The convoy would travel through Minnesota and cross the same way they had reentered the US en-route to Detroit Lakes a few weeks ago.  Fuel would be a problem, as always, and they would need to make at least one stop to scavenge more.  For now, this was a minor inconvenience, as there were enough abandoned vehicles to siphon fuel.  Winters had faith in Nate to get them to safety.

Winters walked over to Sadie to give her the news he had been dreading for so long. He asked her to come inside so they could have a little privacy.  They sat down at a table, sitting next to each other.

Winters took a hold of her hands.  “Sadie, you’re going to need to go with them.”

She immediately shook her head.  “No…No, I want to stay here with you.”

Winters wasn’t too surprised by her reaction.  “That’s not a good idea, hon.”

She pulled away.  “I don’t care, I’m not leaving.  I’m not going to leave without my mom.”

“We’ll keep looking for her, I promise,” said Winters not wanting to tell her that he suspected she was dead.

Tears filled her blue eyes.  “Scar and Meeks promised me.”

Winters cringed at this.  He wasn’t very good at dealing with a girl when she started to cry.  It always made him turned into jelly.  He remembered how Cara had done it on many occasions.

Winters put his hand on her shoulder.  “It’s dangerous for you to stay here.”

“But you’ll keep me safe, I know you will,” she said between sobs.

Winters fell for the flattery for a moment.

“And you pinkie promised me.  You can’t break a pinkie promise.”

Winters leaned back.  This wasn’t going as planned.  Then he thought about how he’d had never forced anyone to stay or go.  He always thought that as Americans, they should be able to make up their own mind.  He was now debating that philosophy.  She was an American, but she was a child who wanted nothing more than to find her mother.  It was a desire that resonated with him.  He wished his own daughter had the same commitment.  Against his better judgment, he decided to let her stay.

Upon hearing the news, she sprang toward him burying her head into his chest promising not to be in the way and be a big help.  She kept crying, not out of sadness, but an overwhelming sense of joy.  Winters held her, praying he had made the right decision.




Chapter 29

Washington D.C.

 

Green hung up the phone and sat back in his chair thinking about what Bassett told him.  He worried that Bassett might be caught helping the Shadow Patriots.  He knew what he was getting into when he decided to help Cole Winters.  He owed him for saving his life back in Detroit Lakes, Minnesota.  He also owed his country, a country that had lost its way and was now in free fall.  This, he couldn’t let happen and would do everything in his power to stop it.

He had decided to update his mother, and get her prepared to leave her home. It wasn’t something he looked forward to doing.  He got up from his desk and walked out of the office, telling his secretary he was leaving for the day.  He got in his car and headed home.

On the drive, he contemplated what he was doing and whether it was the right way to accomplish his mission.  He didn’t see a problem but hadn’t seen things escalating so quickly.  He thought that perhaps he’d be able to throw Reed off track by giving him false information.  Winters getting spotted threw a monkey wrench into the plan.  Now Bassett would be in a precarious position and put his own life in danger.

He thought about what would happen if the cops caught Bassett and the possible consequences to him and his mother.  He’d need a disclaimer for Bassett actions.  He’d have to claim he went rogue.  It would kill his soul, but if it worked, he could keep working behind the scenes.  That is if Winters escaped. 

Green walked into his mother’s home and found her in the kitchen.  He smelled another fine meal she prepared.  How lucky he was to still have her with him.  He only wished his father, an Army Colonel, was still with them.  He wanted and needed his counsel.  The man had finished his career in the intelligence field and would have been able to give him sound advice.

His mother turned around.  “You’re home early.  Wasn’t expecting you for a couple of more hours.”

“Well, I couldn’t stay away,” he said, smiling.

She stopped what she was doing. “John, when are you going to tell me what’s really happening?”

Green was taken aback for a moment but then realized her question wasn’t too surprising.  She had always known when something was wrong.  He sat down at the kitchen table and she joined him.

“Remember when I said I was going to help Winters anyway I could.”

She nodded.

“Well, I sent Corporal Bassett out to Michigan to snoop around, and he called me a little bit ago.”

She sat silently waiting for him to continue.

“The local cops have located them.”

“When will they go to take them down?”

“In the morning.”

“And what about Corporal Bassett?”

“He’ll go and warn them.”

“And you’re worried he might get caught.”

Green nodded.

She didn’t say anything and stared off into the distance.  Then she came back around focusing on him.  “So, you want me to be prepared to go?”

Green could never get used to his mother’s intuition.  He grabbed her hand and nodded in silence.  He felt bad for putting her in this position but knew she understood the gravity of the situation.  As the wife of a career Army man, she had sacrificed a lot of stability in her life and here he was, doing the same to her as his father had done.

“You’ll need to have a bug out bag packed and be ready to go at a moment’s notice.  Make sure you’ve got plenty of money in it and anything else you might be able to barter with.  Keep the gas tank full and stash enough food and water for at least three days in the trunk.”

She nodded.  “I’ve already done all that.”

Green slanted his head back.  “Oh?”

“My dear, if there was anything your father taught me, it was to always be prepared.”

Green smiled.  “Yes, I guess I should have known better.  I’m glad to hear you’re prepared, and you should consider this conversation to be your heads up.”

“Everything will work out, John.  Have more faith in your young corporal.”

“Yes, it’s just that I have a bad feeling.”




Chapter 30

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Mordulfah sat in a large room enjoying the sight of his new harem of young girls.  He would not have had such a large selection back home in his native Saudi Arabia.  There, he was a merely a minor prince and would never have been afforded such a luxury.  Here, in Detroit, he had everything he could ever want, and soon he’d be Master of the whole region.

Wali entered the room and interrupted his thoughts.

“Your Excellency, you have a call.”

He looked up at Wali, expecting to be informed who was calling.

“It is Captain Cox.”

Wali handed him the phone.

“Captain Cox, to what do I owe the pleasure of your phone call?” asked Mordulfah, not meaning a word of what he said.

“Prince Mordulfah, I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”

“Nothing so important that I can’t speak to you, Captain.”

“I have good news for you.”

Mordulfah didn’t respond and waited for the man to get on with it.

Cox felt nervous talking to the prince.  He didn’t like having to deal with him, but Mordulfah’s man, Wali, had suggested they would reward him if he kept them informed.  Cox knew it was a way for them to be one step ahead of Washington, a government he no longer trusted.  In these times, it was every man for himself.

“I’ve found out where the Shadow Patriots are.”

Mordulfah instantly changed his mind about the phone call.  “Where are they?”

“They’re in Indiana,” he responded not wanting to give up all the info.

Mordulfah didn’t respond.

“We’re going to round them up in the morning.”

“Excellent news, Captain.  Have you informed your superiors yet?”

“No, not yet, and I won’t till I have them either killed or captured.”

“Captain Cox, I want you to do me a great favor.”

“What would that be?”

“I want you to bring me their leader, you can kill everyone else if you like, but I want their leader brought to me.”

“I might be able to do that,” responded Cox wanting something out of this.

Mordulfah sensed what the man wanted.  “You do this service for me and I shall reward you greatly.”

Cox smiled.  “It won’t be a problem, sir.”

Mordulfah pressed the end key and handed the phone to Wali.  He was pleased with the call. He wanted this rebel leader’s head for taking the lives of his men, some of which were close to him.  Before taking his head though, he’d make him suffer until the man begged for death.  He would make an example out of him.  This is what happens when you defy the will of Prince Mordulfah.

Mordulfah decided he needed to celebrate.  He scanned the room from his chair, surveying all the girls and pointed to one.  “The little blond one over there in the corner, bring her to my bed chamber.”

Wali nodded.




Chapter 31

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters sat in the cafeteria, eating lunch with Scar and Meeks.  A few hours earlier, they had seen their friends off to Canada.  Since then, all three had been taking it easy and getting some much-needed rest.  After yesterday’s rescue, they needed some downtime to regain their strength.  Winters would not stop worrying until those trucks came back.  He hoped that both Elliott and Murphy would be in them, but it wouldn’t surprise him if both stayed behind until they recovered from their wounds.  Murphy was in much worse shape than Elliott was, and the body heals slower when you’re up in age.  His arm still throbbed on occasion from the wound he had received at the train station.

With Nate, Elliott, Burns and Murphy gone, he felt strangely uneasy.  He always hated splitting his force, even though he knew it was necessary.  He needed something to do to keep his mind off it.  Perhaps a little time playing cat’s cradle with Sadie would do the trick.  He was both happy and anxious at having her here.  He felt like a sucker for giving in to her.  Then again, he was old enough to be more like a grandfather to her and that’s what grandparents do, they spoil them.

“So, what’s up next, Captain,” asked Meeks.

“We should go back to Michigan, see if we can spot any more of these party houses.”

Scar nodded.  “Yeah, except this time we should take more men.”

“Here, here,” quipped Meeks.

Winters repositioned his hat.  “Yeah, that would be a good idea.”

“Even with the ones that came in today,” said Scar.  We’ve only got like sixty total.”

“More should filter in the next few days,” said Meeks.  “Our buddy, Bill Taylor, said more were coming in from Minnesota.  Should be here either today or tomorrow.”

“Definitely need the band back together,” chuckled Scar.

“We’ll leave in the morning then, which means we need to scrounge up more supplies and fuel today,” said Winters.

“I can get Bill on that. Some of them are a little restless anyway,” said Meeks.

“So, what about Sadie?” asked Scar.

Winters responded a little defensively.  “What about her?”

“Couldn’t get her to go, huh?”

“She turned the waterworks on.”

Scar laughed.  “Yeah, I know how that works.”

“Plus, you and Meeks made her a promise, if you remember.”

Scar turned to Meeks.  “Oh yeah, we did, didn’t we?”

“Well, she looked at us with her sad puppy dog eyes.  How could we say no?” said Meeks.

“Exactly, now you know why I gave in.”

“She does have a way with us old guys,” said Scar.  “I got to say, I kind of like having her around.  Reminds me why we're here.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Which is why it’s nice to have Amber here as well,” said Meeks.

“And, don’t forget Reese,” said Scar.

Winters raised a finger up.  “Yeah, she surprised me a little, after what happened yesterday.  I didn’t think she’d want to stick around.”

“She held her own, Captain,” said Meeks.  “She stood right there with me, shooting pretty well at those cops.  Give her a few lessons and I think she’ll be alright.”

“Well, I’ll leave that up to you then.”

“No problem, it’ll give me something to do today.”

“Don’t want to scrounge with the boys?” asked Winters.

“Come on, Captain, you know Scar and I aren’t all that good at that.”

Winters looked at both of them with a smirk on his face.

Scar held up his hands in mock defense.

Later in the day, Winters bumped into Amber who was outside getting some fresh air.  He strolled up to her and asked if she would like some company.  They walked along the quad enjoying the beautiful sunshiny day.  Stopping at the Memorial Fountain, they leaned against it.

Winters stared across the quad.  “I was a little surprised you wanted to stay.”

“I think I can be of use here.”

Winters turned to her.  Her beauty was making him tongue-tied and he struggled with what to say next.  “Well, you’ve been an asset already.”  He cringed at his words, which he thought made him sound like a bookkeeper.

“I really believe in what you’re doing, Cole.”

He was surprised to hear her call him by his first name.

“I’ve talked to some of the guys about what you did at the Patriot Centers.  The things you’ve done, all the people you’ve saved is so amazing.  I can’t even describe it well enough and give it justice.  You’re the bravest man I’ve ever met and I’m honored to be here with you.”

Winters was shocked by her words.  He’d never thought of himself as brave.  If anything, he was someone who allowed his Mr. Hyde to take over at times.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear, Amber.”

“You’re just trying to be modest.”

Winters shook his head.  “No, no I’m not.  If you only knew how scared I’ve been, you’d think otherwise.”

“Which says even more about you.  Even soldiers get scared, Cole.  It’s not how you feel when you’re fighting, but it’s what you accomplish while doing it.  I’d be more worried if you weren’t afraid.  You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

Winters thought about it.  “Perhaps you're right.  I’ve never been one to brag, but truly, I couldn’t have done any of this without the guys.  They’re all really incredible and they deserve much of the credit, cause without them, we wouldn’t be here today.”

“They all speak highly of you, Cole.”

Winters was a little embarrassed and needed to change the subject.  “What about you?  How are you doing?”

“Tired of course, and sad about losing my mom and Nana, but I’m angry too.  I’m just so pissed that there are people out there who think they can do whatever the hell they want.  I just don’t understand it.  None of the girls can either.  Doesn’t anyone know what’s going on out here?”

Winters shook his head.  “Not from what I can tell.  They’ve been very good about keeping everything under the radar.  Even with the Patriot Centers, and everyone they killed.  They’ll just say they died in the war.  Who’s going to question it?  It’s not as if we have any way of getting the word out.  There’s no postal service and very limited telephone service.  Not that it matters much, who are we going to call, the media?”

“Yeah, right, the media,” she said in a sneering tone.

“At some point, word will leak out.  I know one of the guys, told a ham-radio operator friend of his, so there’s some chatter out there.  The problem is there’s so much gossip, misinformation, and disinformation, it’s difficult to make anyone believe it, let alone the masses.  I mean who would believe the government is purposely killing its own citizens.”

Amber shook her head in disgust.  “It’s a hard one to swallow.”

“Exactly, and every region of the country has its own problems to deal with.”

“What about your British and Canadian friends?”

“With all the international politics and diplomacy involved, there’s only so much they can do.  Officially, they’re not in this fight.  Unofficially, they’ve been keeping tabs on what is going on.  Everything they’ve done for us is under the table.  Thank God for it though, cause I don’t know where we’d be right now without them.  They have an intel network, which is second to none and have been monitoring all communications trying to piece it together.  Once they hear about this Mordulfah character, they’ll be all over that as well.”

“It’s nice to know someone knows what’s going on here.”

Winters looked at her seriously.  “Yes it is, and it’s nice to have Canada as a friendly retreat, but we’re mostly on our own.”




Chapter 32

Detroit Michigan

 

Bassett set the phone down in the cradle and looked at the two cops sitting at their desks.  He leaned back to figure out his next move.  He needed to get out of there fast and travel to South Bend to warn Winters of the ensuing raid.  He remembered that when he had pulled into the station the fuel gauge in his car read empty.  He would have to ask where he could fill up.  He got up and walked over to one of the officers.

“Hey, how’s it going?  I’m Josh Bassett,” he said putting out his hand.

The officer tilted his head up and grabbed his hand.  “I’m Don Hadley.”

Bassett sat down across from the man who was younger than him and had a southern accent.  His crew cut made him look like he had just come out of high school.  “Don, I’m with Homeland Security and am here to help get those Shadow Patriots.”

“Yes, we all know who you are.  Looks as though you’re gonna be a happy camper after today.”

“Right, very exciting to be finally getting these sons-of-bitches.”

“Yeah, I can’t wait to see the look on that guy’s face.  You know, he killed some of our guys.”

“Sorry to hear.”

“I’ll bet Mordulfah will be happy as well.”

Bassett raised an eyebrow.  “Who’s Mordulfah?”

Hadley answered in a low voice.  “He’s the guy who runs the Muslims here.  They say he’s some kind of Saudi Prince.  Scary guy if you ask me.  I’ve only seen him once and that was enough.  I prefer to stay away from him.”

“What’s he doing here?”

Hadley didn’t answer.

“Come on, man.  This guy sounds interesting.”

Hadley hesitated for a moment.  “He’s the one who’s been helping us.”

“Helping?”

Hadley seemed nervous and looked around again.

“Yeah, you know, help us move the population down south.  We don’t have enough people to do it by ourselves, so we’ve been relying on him.”

Bassett’s curiosity was peaked with anger.  It was bad enough the government was forcing people out of their homes and relocating them.  The reason for this baffled him in the first place, but to be using Muslims to help was beyond his comprehension.  He tried to control his voice.  “Oh, like contract workers?”

“Well, yeah, I guess that’s one way of putting it.”

“It sounds kind of strange though when you think about it.”

Hadley shrugged his shoulders.  “I’m surprised you don’t know about this.  I mean you’re from Washington, I would have thought you’d know.”

Bassett rolled his eyes.  “You know how the government is, one hand doesn’t know what the other is doing.”

“I hear ya.  I can’t say I know everything that goes on here either.  I’m kind of on the low end of the totem pole.  I hear stories though.”

Bassett tried to play it cool and chuckled.  “Man, I’m right with you.  Hell, they told me to come out here and see if everyone’s doing their job, and damned if I even know what anyone’s supposed to be doing.”

Hadley laughed.

Bassett leaned forward toward the desk. “So, what kind of stories.”

“I don’t know if I should be telling you this, but I hear that when they go to a town to help everyone move, sometimes they separate some of the girls.”

Bassett clenched his fist and cocked his head back.

“Exactly,” said Hadley.  “Young girls too, and pretty.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Hadley nodded.  “Disgusting isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I’d say so.”

“I can’t confirm any of this, but I hear some of the guys talking.”

“Where do they take them?”

Hadley shook his head. “Hell if I know. If it’s true, and I think it is, I don’t want any part of it. I mean, come on, I’ve got sisters that age.  Thank God, they’re in Texas.  Wish I was with them.”

“Yes, thank God for that.”

“I wouldn’t be telling you this if I didn’t think you could maybe do something about it.”

“Sounds like the spoils of war have hit our shores. I’ve seen this before in the Middle East.”

“You were in the Army?”

Bassett nodded. 

“Why aren’t you out West fighting?”

“Got assigned to Washington by my former Commander.”

“Better than being out West.  Those damn Chinese are going to win this war and then what?  Are they going to keep marching east?  Hard to believe this is happening to our country.  I mean, this isn’t supposed to happen to us.”

“I hear ya brother. I’ve got a lot of friends fighting out there. I haven’t heard from any of them in a long time.  I’m sure a lot of them are dead.”

“Must be tough not knowing?”

Bassett sat back in his chair taking in everything the kid was telling him.  It was a lot of information to process.  He knew something bigger than just moving the population was going on here.  It was obvious this Mordulfah character was at the center of it.  Why would a Saudi Prince be here in Detroit, and why was the government asking for his help.  If he is a prince, then he must have some deep connections in the government.  The man must be getting something big in return for his services.

“Where is this Mordulfah guy at?”

“He took over the Ford Mansion in Grosse Point, I mean, can you believe it?”

“What’s so special about it?”

“It is or was, a historical site.  The place is huge.”

“Where’s it at?”

“Right on the water of Lake St. Clair.”

“How long has he been there?”

“Not long at all, a couple of weeks, I think.”

“So he’s been here?”

“Oh yeah.  Cox is all up this guy’s ass.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, even lets him sit at his desk and use his office.  The man comes in with an entourage.  He practically kicked Cox out of his own office, kind of funny to see Cox act like a little squirrel.”

Bassett smirked. “Nothing like seeing the boss get his, right?”

Hadley returned the gesture.

“Hey, listen I need to get some more fuel for my car.  Where can I do that?”

“You’re going to have to ask Captain Cox.  With the limited supply we get, he controls all of it.”

Bassett didn’t like what he heard.  Cox didn’t like him and he knew he’d have to come up with a good excuse.  He got up from the desk and thanked Hadley for the information.  He wanted to call Major Green again but thought it might raise suspicions, plus he wasn’t sure if it was a secure line.  He’d have to wait to inform him about Mordulfah.




Chapter 33

South Bend Indiana

 

Winters wandered into the cafeteria where Sadie was talking to Reese.  She swung her head around and waved at him.  He returned the wave and sat down after getting some coffee.  She bounded over and sat next to him.

“How are you, Cole.”

“Well, I’m doing much better now that you’re here.”

She beamed at the comment.

“I see that you’ve made a new friend.”

“Reese, she’s awesome and so pretty.”

“How’s she doing?”

“She’s sad. She misses her mom.”

“Well, we all miss our families, now don’t we?”

She nodded.  “She told me all about yesterday.”

“Did she now?”

“Yep.”  She paused for a moment.  “Weren’t you scared?”

He looked at her and nodded.

“But you killed all those bad guys.”

Winters hated having this conversation with a girl so young.  How sad it was that she had to be a witness to all of this and not allowed to simply be a kid.  To make matters worse, she didn’t know where her mom was or if she’d ever see her again.

“Are you going to go and find more bad guys?”

“Yes, we’re going back tomorrow.”

“I hope you don’t find any more girls.”

Winters gave her a puzzled look.

“If you don’t find any more then there aren’t anymore.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right about that.”  He didn’t want to tell her that, in all likelihood, there were many more.

“If anyone can find them, it’s you.”

“Well, I appreciate your confidence in me.”

“You’ll find my mom too, I just know it.”

He smiled at her.  “Yes, we’ll find your mom and when we do, we’ll get you both to Canada so you can be safe with her.”

She smiled again.

Winters took a sip of his coffee. He wanted nothing more than to find this girl’s mom, but he wasn’t holding out much hope.

“Tell me more about Cara.”

Winters liked the change of conversation.  “What do you want to know?”

“What was she like when she was my age?”

“Well, let me see if I can remember that far back.”

She gave him a bump on the arm.  “It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Seems like a lifetime ago.”

“What did she like to do?”

“She liked sports.  She played soccer and was quite good at it.”

“I like soccer too, haven’t been able to play for a while though.  My team came in first place last year.”

“Well, there you go, nothing like winning the championship.”

“I even scored a goal.”

“Sounds like you were pretty good.”

“I got lucky.”

He nudged her.  “Oh, don’t be modest now.”

She laughed.

Winters cracked a smile.  “She liked to dance.  She took dance lessons for a long time.”

“Oh, I took dance lessons too.  Was she a ballerina?”

“No, it was hip-hop jazz kind of stuff.”

“That’s what I did too. I loved it.  I love the dance recitals, being on stage in front of everyone.”

“Oh yes, dance recitals are fun.  They’re even more fun for the parents.”

“You’re not just saying that, are you?”

“Not at all.  Nothing like seeing your kid doing something special.”

Winters noticed Meeks walking in.  He was carrying a Winchester Model 94 lever action rifle.  He approached the two of them.

“Hey, guys.”

Sadie greeted him.

“Whatcha guys up to?”

“We’re just chatting,” answered Winters.  “What about you?”

“I thought I’d take Reese out and give her some shooting lessons.”

Sadie perked up.  “Can I come?”

Meeks looked at Winters.

“I don’t see why not,” replied Winters.

“Oh goodie, I’ve been wanting to learn.”

“Well, you’re in the right place for that, little lady,” said Meeks.

“You up for it, Captain?”

“No, you go ahead.  I’ve got some things I need to do.”

Sadie got up and followed Meeks over to Reese who was sitting and reading a book.  Winters watched her nod and put the book down.  The three of them walked outside.  Winters stayed and refreshed his coffee.  He let out a sigh as he sat back down.

He pulled out the map Scar and Meeks had taken off the dead Jiji.  He unfolded it and tried to figure out where more sex houses might be located.  He took out a pen and put an x on the town of Saline where they found the first place.  He looked at Eau Claire and the route that the transport was taking Amber and the others.  That route would have easily taken them to Saline and then maybe Detroit.  He leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling.  All roads lead to Detroit.  That is where we’ll find our answers.




Chapter 34

Detroit Michigan

 

Bassett walked to Cox’s office and saw him sitting at his desk.  He gently knocked on the door and asked for a moment of his time.  Cox waved him in and put down his pen.

“Captain, I need to get some fuel and I hear you’re the man I need to ask.”

“What do you need fuel for?”

“I need to go out and do some more inspections.”

“Inspections?  For what?  From what I understood, you’re here to see to it that we’re doing our jobs.  Well, Mister Washington, as you can see, we’re doing our jobs.  As I told you earlier, we’ll have those Shadow Patriots rounded up by morning and you can go back to Washington with a fine report.”

Bassett was afraid he’d say something like this.  “Still, I need to make sure everything else is up to snuff.”

“Snuff, what the hell is that suppose to mean?”

“That everything is in order.”

Cox’s demeanor turned even nastier.  “I don’t have a whole lot of fuel just to give it out willy-nilly.  I gave you a car that was full of fuel and you used it all up.  That was your allotment.”

Bassett interrupted.  “I understand, but…”

Cox cut him off in mid-sentence.  “You apparently don’t understand.  I’ve got a whole parade of vehicles that have to run across the state in the morning so I’m going to need every drop I can muster up.”

“No, you don’t understand.  I work for some powerful people, people who won’t be happy with the way you’re neglecting to co-operate with me.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No, it’s just that…”

Cox stood up, cutting him off again.  “You listen to me you son-of-a-bitch, I don’t give a damn who you work for.  I have full authority here and what I say goes.”

Bassett wanted to get away from the man.  “Okay, well if you’re dead against it, then I’ll leave it at that.”

“Leave it at that?  Really?  And just what are you going to do for the rest of the day?”

“Well, I don’t have much of a choice, so I’ll keep myself busy till morning.”

“You going to run and tell your mommy now?  You going to call Washington and cry to them?”

“No, that’s not my style.”

Bassett could see that Cox was not satisfied with his answer. The yelling had attracted some attention.  He turned to see a couple of cops at the door and didn’t like the looks they were giving him.

Cox waved them in.  “I want this man arrested.”

Bassett’s mouth dropped.  He turned as one of the cops put a hand on his shoulder.  Bassett grabbed it and twisted until the man dropped to the floor.  He then threw his knee into the man’s face.  Blood spurted on the floor as the man yelled out in agony.  The other cop pulled out his nightstick and whipped it across the back of Bassett’s neck.  He stumbled into Cox’s desk.  More blows fell across his back.  He then dropped backwards onto the floor.  More cops rushed in and fell on him.  They slapped handcuffs on him and pulled him up on his feet.  He staggered between the two cops who held him.  The blows hurt but he managed to put the pain out of his mind.

“That’s how we do things around here, Mister Washington,” said Cox.

They took him downstairs, threw him into a cell and slammed the door shut.  They then bounded back up the stairs and locked that door as well.

He sat down on the bench and wondered if that was his bed as well.  There was no mattress, but at least he had a toilet.  He rubbed the back of his neck trying to work out the pain, which was now spreading.  He considered himself lucky to have received only one blow on the neck.  It could have been much worse.  The blows to his muscular back were nothing and he soon forgot about them.

Bassett was pissed at himself for letting the conversation escalate the way it had.  Words were never his forte. “Guess I’ll never be a politician,” he snickered aloud.  Knowing he didn’t have any options, he began wondering what the hell he was going to do.

He moved to the sink and turned on the water.  A brown liquid came flowing out.  Bassett gave it a minute and watched it turn clear.  He cupped his hands and splashed some on his face.  He did that a couple of times trying to clear his thoughts.  After a few more, he sat back down.  As he sat there, he went through the conversation with Cox.  The way it escalated so quickly led him to think that Cox did indeed have to answer to others.  He thought back on what Hadley had told him regarding this Mordulfah character.  With what he had witnessed in those burned out towns, he figured Cox and Mordulfah had to be behind it.  Because of the news about Winters, he had forgotten to tell Green about the burning of the towns.  It was definitely more important for him to know about Winters, but, learning about Mordulfah, and now Cox, he wished he’d told Green more.




Chapter 35

South Bend Indiana

 

Dusk had settled on the campus.  Winters saw Reese and Sadie come walking back inside with smiles on their faces after Meeks had finished with their shooting lessons.  He also noticed Sadie had a holster hanging from her waist.  He let out a deep breath at the sight.  She came running up, excited to tell him all about their afternoon. 

“That was so much fun,” she said.

“Was it now?”

“Oh, yes, it was.”

“I’m glad to see you enjoyed yourself.”

“Meeks gave me my own gun,” she said as she pulled it out, releasing the magazine, pulling back the slide, and emptying the chamber like an expert.

“It’s a Ruger 22, an…SR22,” she turned to Meeks for help.

Meeks nodded. “That’s right, an SR22.”

Winters looked up at Meeks.

“Don’t give me that look, Captain.  She got the hang of it real quick.  Besides, you never know when she might need it.”

Winters shook his head.  He turned to Sadie pretending to be happy about it.

“I know it’s not a toy, and I promise to be responsible,” she said as she put up a pinkie.

Winters took a moment before grabbing onto the gun.  It was a black two tone with silver on top.  “Just remember, you don’t pull that thing out unless you intend to use it.”

“I’ll remember, I promise.”

He handed the gun back to her and she ran off to show Amber.

Meeks sat down with a slight smile on his face.  “Hey, I had my own gun when I was her age.”

“Can she handle it well enough?”

“Yeah, she can.  It’s a good gun for her, got a nice small handle on it, and fires real easy.  I even taught her how to strip it down.  You should have seen how she took to it.”

“Well, I now wish I had joined you.”

“Hmm, kind of glad you didn’t, something tells me she wouldn’t have it now.”

Winters scoffed and gave him a slight smile.

“Reese did a fine job as well.  I think the lessons helped take her mind off of things for a while.”

“I am glad for that.  I’m a little surprised how she and Amber are handling things after losing their loved ones, especially, Reese.”

Meeks nodded.  “Yeah, no doubt.  It’s a hard reality for all of us for sure, but for them, I don’t know how they’re doing it.”

Winters thought about it.  “Given everything that’s been happening, I guess it’s not too much of a surprise.  You just have to accept the reality of the situation and move on as best you can.  I can see why they wanted to stay, gives them a sense of purpose.”

“Mix in a little revenge with that.”

Winters let out a breath.  He knew all about that.  Revenge did have its appeal, one he himself had enjoyed.  However, the joy, if you could call it that, didn’t last long.  It was a dangerous thing, especially if you let it consume you.  He had let that happen in the beginning, allowing his Mr. Hyde to surface at times.  Teetering on that line was something he still had to remind himself.  He hoped these girls wouldn’t follow the wrong path.  He would keep a close eye on them and would warn them if he noticed any changes in their attitude.

“Where’s Scar at?” Winters asked.

“Seen him outside with Bill Taylor.  Looks like Bill and his boys had a good day scavenging.”

“Let’s go see.”

The two of them got up and walked outside.  They walked over to the parking lot where Scar was chatting with Taylor.  The two men were standing by a pickup full of boxes and fuel cans.  Winters could see they really did have a good day scavenging.

“Captain, I think we did alright today,” said Taylor.  Bill Taylor was the man who had led the Shadow Patriots to Mr. Peterson’s farm when they were on the run from the National Police in the Chippewa National Forest. He was also a bit on the crotchety side.  He was the one who had given Major Green sass when he had attacked their camp killing many members of the Shadow Patriots.

Winters looked in the back of the truck and saw the boxes were full of dry goods, cans of meat and vegetables.  “Very impressive, Bill, as always.”

“After hearing about them girls, well let’s just say me and the boys were extra motivated.”

Winters nodded approvingly.

“We’ll all be ready to go hunting for them pedophiles in the morning.”

“As are we, Bill,” said Winters, looking at Scar and the others standing around nodding their heads.

They stood there conversing as the sun was setting, Winters enjoyed the camaraderie of the men and was glad so many of them were back with the group.  Some he knew, but there were also a lot of new faces he got to know over the next hour as they shared stories of what had happened in their own home towns.  Even though the many names and places were different, the stories of hardship were the same.

After the group broke up, they moved the supplies inside and got something to eat.  Following dinner, Winters had Taylor set up a guard rotation for the night.




Chapter 36

Detroit Michigan

 

Bassett opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling.  He was surprised to see his watch read midnight.  He got up and moved to the sink to splash water on his face.  Cupping his hands together, he drank some of the water and then sat down rubbing his neck.  The pain from the blow had mostly subsided, but the beating had taken more out of him than he’d expected.  He wondered if anyone had come downstairs to check on him.  Being a light sleeper, he thought he would have heard if someone had.  He then began to wonder if they’d simply forgotten about him.

He heard a lot of movement upstairs and figured they were getting ready to leave for South Bend.  He began to get frustrated as the movement increased over the next hour.  He saw the failure to warn Winters as his fault, and his anxiety started to get the best of him. Why hadn’t he just stolen some fuel and taken off rather than confront Cox the way he had?

As time went by, he heard less and less movement overhead, but vehicles were starting up and leaving the parking lot.  He read his watch: 0100.  The cops should be there around 0500.  It would be an early morning raid.

Just as he had resigned himself to failure he heard the door at the top of the stairs unlock.  Then a man came stomping down the stairs.  He stood up to see that it was Hadley, who was approaching the cell as if he was on a mission.

“What’s going on?” asked Bassett.

“Where were you really going today?”

Bassett stared into the young man’s eyes and thought about what to tell him.  He sensed that Hadley was not sympathetic to his unit’s mission, and decided to go for broke and tell him the truth.

“I was going to go and warn the Shadow Patriots.”

“You know them?”

“Yes, I do, and they’re good men, they’ve been fighting the actual bad guys.”

“What about all that stuff they’ve been saying about them?”

“It’s all lies.”

“Then they’ll stop the raping?”

“I have a feeling they’ve already been doing that.”

Hadley seemed relieved at Bassett’s answers.  He grabbed a key from his pocket and unlocked the door.

Bassett was both surprised and grateful.  He held out his hand. 

Hadley grabbed it, giving him a firm handshake.  “If we hurry we can still warn them.”

“We?”

“I’m going with you, I’ve got my own car out front, fueled up and ready to go.”

Bassett gave him a nod and ran up the stairs.  The two hustled outside and jumped into the car.  Bassett took hold of the wheel, shoved the gearshift in drive, and floored the pedal.  The car tore out of the parking lot.

“That convoy will be taking I-94.  We can take Route 12 and should be able to get ahead of them.”

“How many men do they have?”

“A couple of hundred, counting this unit and another that will be coming in from Minnesota.”

“Did you pack us some weapons?”

Hadley reached into the back and grabbed a Colt M4 Carbine.  “I’ve got two of these and a couple of nines.”

Bassett nodded approvingly.  “Ammo?” he asked.

“Got plenty.”  He reached back again for a paper bag.  “I thought you might be hungry, so I grabbed some sandwiches.”

“You’re the man,” said Bassett taking a hold of the bag and reached in for a ham and cheese.

They drove in silence as Bassett devoured the contents of the bag.  Hadley handed him a jug of water.  Bassett looked up and silently thanked God for the intervention.  He only hoped that they would get there in time.  Not only would they have to beat the cops, but they would also have to locate where the Patriots were staying.  It was a big campus and he had no idea of their location.  He thought about what their initial moves should be upon their arrival.  He would have to be careful and be on the lookout for any cops that might already be keeping an eye on the situation.  His other concern was how to best approach the Shadow Patriots to let them know who he was.  If no one recognized him, it might present a problem.




Chapter 37

 

Cox sat in the passenger seat of the lead vehicle.  He was in a good mood.  Not only was he going to capture the Shadow Patriots, which would give him some notoriety in the force, but Mordulfah would also pay him.  He fantasized on just how much it would be.  Besides a nice financial reward, perhaps he’d let him have his pick of the harem.  He had been enjoying his time at the party houses, but he knew that Mordulfah was keeping the best girls for himself.

He turned to his driver, Alan Millsap, a man with whom he had grown up, and gotten into trouble with most of his life. Neither of them liked sports in high school and had the same contempt for the jocks.  They had also shared the same hobby, drinking and getting stoned.  Barely graduating, they had both relied on Cox’s uncle to get them on the force.  Without his help, they would have ended up working crap jobs.  He loved being a cop because the badge allowed him to continue his loose morals while affording protection from scrutiny.  It also enabled him to get even with those he thought had wronged him.  The list was quite long and continued to grow as time passed.

Once the war started, young men by the thousands signed up to fight, quite a few of them came from the National Police.  This left gaps in the force, and Cox, with no desire to put himself in harm’s way, was more than happy to stay behind and take advantage of the situation.  With the help of his uncle, he was promoted to be the commander of a station.  Cox couldn’t be happier than right now.  He was about to increase his stature in the force, which would allow him to continue getting away with most anything he wanted to do.

“How much further?” he asked Millsap.

“We’re an hour away, should be there by five.”

“Good, should be close enough to radio those guys from Minnesota.  What was that guy’s name again?”

“Which guy?” asked Millsap.

“The douche bag that’s bringing in the other forces.”

“Oh, that guy.  It’s Stiver, Lieutenant Stiver.  If I remember right his men call him Junior.”

“Junior, really?  Yeah, he’s a douche bag all right.  Junior, who the hell would let themselves be called Junior?”

“Probably a faggot.”

Cox laughed in agreement then keyed up the radio.  “Lieutenant Stiver, Stiver come in, over.”

After a moment, the radio crackled.  “Stiver here, over.”

“Stiver this is Captain Cox, where are you at, over.”

“Not too far out, maybe thirty minutes, over.”

“Don’t be going in there without us,”

“We won’t, we’ll wait for you guys up on I-90.  How far out are you?  Over.”

“About an hour, over.”

“We’ll see ya in a bit then, over and out.”

Cox put the mic back in the cradle.  Those bastards had better wait for us he thought to himself.  No one was going to steal his thunder, and if anyone did, he’d take them out personally.

 

Stiver turned to his friend, Durbin, who sat in the passenger seat.  “Who the hell does that guy think he is?”

“Someone who wants all the glory, that’s for sure,” said Durbin.

“With what we went through, we deserve it.  Hell, we chased these guys all the way up into Canada.”

“Hell yeah, we did.”

“Those bastards belong to us.”

“Man, they killed our buddies.”

“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“You mean go in there and grab the glory ourselves?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” said Stiver slapping the steering wheel.

“What if some of them escape.”

“That’s why I brought Jake and Elwood with us.”

Stiver was referring to their two canines.  The dogs were the ones who found the trail of the Shadow Patriots in the Chippewa forest and tracked them until a downpour washed away the scent.  They lost the scent but got the cops close enough for them to give them an idea the direction the Patriots were headed.  Stiver regretted not bringing the dogs with them when they raided the Peterson farm.  Had he done so, they would never have escaped.  When he received word from Cox, he knew he wasn’t going to make that mistake twice.




Chapter 38

 

Bassett and Hadley had been racing across the state of Michigan on Route 12, which was a more direct route to South Bend.  Parts of the road were in dire need of repairs, but because Michigan ran out of money, they stopped maintaining them.  Even so, Bassett liked not having to worry about construction zones or traffic as he flew down the road at over a hundred miles per hour.  His passenger was nervous at the speed, but he didn’t care at the moment.  He was glad he had jumped in the driver’s seat of Hadley’s car.  He didn’t want to be disappointed by having a slow driver and have to tell him to pull over and switch.

During the drive, Bassett learned that Hadley was twenty years old.  This was only three years younger than he was, but lacking his combat experience, the kid seemed much younger.  Hadley was a transplant from Waco, Texas, and had the accent and manners to prove it.  Three months after he joined the force, they transferred him to Michigan.  He didn’t like having to move but didn’t have much choice in the matter.  They told him the National Police needed a larger presence in Michigan.  He hadn’t made any friends and his colleagues made fun of his accent and called him a hick.  They had given him desk duty and made him do all the paper work.

Having played soccer in high school, he suffered a severe knee injury, which required a replacement.  The surgery had left him with a slight limp. This injury kept him from joining the military, despite their desperate need for men.  Still, wanting to be of service to his country, he decided to join the National Police.  They overlooked his injury because they also needed considerable personnel.

By making the decision to help him escape, Bassett knew Hadley’s parents raised him to do the right thing, no matter the personal consequences.  He admired the kid’s courage.

Basset turned onto Route 23.  They passed through Granger, Indiana, and then turned onto 331.  Once they reached the campus, they began zigzagging through the streets looking for any signs of life.  It was a daunting task because of the enormity of the place. They concentrated on looking for vehicles in empty parking lots but it was dark, which forced them to go slowly.  Bassett was getting nervous.  He knew locating them would be a challenge.  He just didn’t realize how much of a challenge until now.

Hadley yelled out. “Look over there to the left. I see some lights.”

“I see 'em,” he said as he made a left and inched forward.

“Look at all the cars,” said Hadley.

“This is it,” said a relieved Bassett.

He stopped the car and they got out.  Bassett did a quick scan of the area but didn’t notice anyone.  He whispered to Hadley.  “Come on.”

They started to the double doors when they heard the cocking of a rifle.  They both froze.




Chapter 39

South Bend Indiana

 

Stiver got on the radio and announced to his men that they would be going in without the help of Michigan’s finest.  The radio came alive with excited yelps from the Stiver’s men.  He put the mic back in its cradle and glanced over at Durbin who nodded with a smile on his face.  They took a turn onto Business 31 and headed south.  He looked at his watch and saw that he had an easy thirty minutes if not more before Cox would arrive.  Stiver had a hundred men with him, which he thought was more than enough for a surprise attack.  Thankfully, Cox had revealed the Shadow Patriots’ location.  What an idiot he thought to himself.  After being briefed on Cox’s plan of attack, he realized that his unit was to be utilized for support only.  They would not be included in the actual assault.  Little did Cox know how much capturing these men meant to him.  The rebels had eluded him twice, once in the Chippewa and then the Peterson farm.  He needed this more than that idiot from Michigan did.  No longer would they remember him as the guy who allowed the Shadow Patriots to escape when they were right in his grasp.  The rebels had been lucky.  This is what he had been telling anyone who confronted him about it.  Well, their luck was about to run out.

“Where do I turn?” asked Stiver.

Durbin extended the map and pointed to their location. “We’re right here.”

“Damn if you ain’t taking us the long way around.”  Stiver studied the map of the campus for a few more moments.  “To hell with that, we’ll just take the damn bike path.  Besides, then we can use these buildings as cover.”

“We should send some of the others to flank their position so we can surround them,” said Durbin.

Stiver gave that some thought before getting on the radio to order one squad to go to the left and a second one right to get behind the rebels in order to cut off any escape.

Stiver slammed the gearshift into drive and proceeded down the narrow path. It took them past the main building with its glorious golden dome.  He grinned to himself at his genius as he turned to the right and followed the path.  When Stiver saw a set of trees, he stopped and grabbed the map.  “It’s just up ahead.  Get out and see if you see any one.”

Durbin took off with a flashlight and came back after a few moments.

“Well?” asked Stiver.

“Lights are on and I see movement.”

Stiver got on the radio to find out if the others were in place.  After receiving confirmation, he told them what he wanted everyone to do.




Chapter 40

 

Bassett turned to the sound of the rifle and yelled out.  “We’re here to help.”

“Who are you?” said a man emerging from around the corner.

“I’m Bassett, and this here is Hadley,” he answered as he tried to make out who held him at gunpoint.

“Bassett?  As in Corporal Bassett?”

Bassett was relieved. “Yes, yes, I’m Major Green’s, man.  Who are you?”

The man walked up to him. “Well, well, young Corporal Bassett, it’s me, Bill Taylor.”

“Oh, Mr. Taylor, I’m so glad it’s you,” he said, shaking the man’s hand.

“What are you doing here?”

“To warn you guys.  You have a whole army of cops coming here any minute.  Where’s Captain Winters?”

Taylor took a moment to digest what Bassett was saying.  “He’s upstairs, come on I’ll take you.”

The three of them rushed inside.

“Get up, get up everybody.”  Taylor looked like a madman as he ran into the dining hall yelling out what was happening.  Everyone immediately got up and scrambled to warn the others.  Bassett and Hadley followed Taylor as the older man bounded up the stairs like a gazelle.  He ran down the hall still yelling the warning.  They reached Winters’ door and Taylor pounded on it as he swung the door open.

“Captain, Captain, get up!  We’ve got trouble.”

Winters sprang up.  “What’s going on?” he asked in the darkness.

“Corporal Bassett is here.”

“Bassett?”

“Yes sir, it’s me.  Your location has been compromised.  You’ve got a couple of hundred cops coming any minute.”

“Damn it,” said Winters, as he jumped out of bed.  “Taylor, go get Scar and Meeks and get everyone down to the dining hall.  Corporal, I can’t thank you enough.”

“You can thank this guy.  This is Don Hadley.  He’s a cop, and believe me, if it hadn’t been for him, we wouldn’t be here.”

Winters looked at the young man as Sadie came running into the room.  “What’s happening?” she squeezed between Bassett and Hadley to reach Winters.

Winters felt her arms latch around him.  He told Bassett he’d meet them downstairs.  Bassett gave her a glance and then an affirmative nod to Winters as he and Hadley exited the room.

Winters squatted down.  “We need to leave this place, and we need to leave right now, so let’s get your stuff.”

Sadie ran into her room and grabbed her jacket, gun holster and her string.  She threw on her shoes and rushed back into the hallway.  She grabbed Winters hand and followed him down the stairs.

They entered the dining hall and saw the men scurrying around with their weapons and backpacks.  There was hardly any chatter among the men as they got themselves ready.  Winters sensed their nervousness.  Scar and Meeks came in and approached Winters.

“Captain, they’re already here, we could hear trucks moving around.”

Winters let out an anxious breath, thinking about what to do next.  “Okay, we need to tell everyone.”  He jumped up on a table.  “Guys, the cops are just now getting here.  So we need to move fast before they can set up a perimeter.”

Scar spoke up and suggested a rallying point.

Winters nodded in agreement.  “Let’s say we rally in Paw Paw.  The place is already burned down.  They’d never think to go there.  Good luck and Godspeed.”

Winters hopped down.  “Meeks, get Amber and Reese with us.”  He grabbed Sadie’s hand tightly and headed toward the exit.  As he got to the door, he bumped into Bassett and Hadley.  “Corporal, once again, I can’t thank you enough.”

“Wish we could have gotten here sooner.”

“Where are you going to go?”

Bassett looked at Hadley.  “For now, we’re with you.”

Winters patted his shoulder.

They scrambled out the door into the darkness and ran across the parking lot.  As Winters reached his SUV, gunfire rang out.




Chapter 41

 

As soon as Winters heard the first shots, he pushed Sadie down to the ground.  He looked up and saw muzzle flashes coming from the corner of a building across the street.  A second later, the Shadow Patriots returned fire.  Ten men at first, then more poured out the dining hall and joined them laying down a barrage, taking out windows and small tree branches.  They kept firing for close to a minute giving cover for everyone to get to their vehicles.

Winters ran with Sadie in tow and hopped into the SUV from the passenger side. Scar and Meeks arrived with Amber and Reese.  Winters climbed over the console into the driver’s seat, started the truck and threw it in drive.  He bounced over the parking lot curb, floored the pedal, and shot up the street.

Winters kept his lights off and followed the two cars ahead of him.  His left leg started to shake a little as he thought about what would happen if the cops were to catch them. He didn’t care about himself as much as he cared about the three girls.  The cops had used Reese once before and Winters had a feeling she’d go down shooting rather than go back to that hell.  He didn’t have any idea what Amber would do.  She was certainly athletic and angry enough to put up a good fight.  He was most concerned about Sadie.  Her age and good looks made her an ideal target for the unscrupulous.

As he approached the intersection, he saw the lead car taking fire.  Lights from a transport came on and Winters saw the cops had the exit blocked.  He hit the brakes and swerved to the right entering a parking lot.  The dark campus forced him to turn on his lights.  It left them exposed and easy to spot.

“Take that bike path,” yelled Scar who sat beside him.

Winters yanked the steering wheel to the left, jumped another curb, and headed down the bike path.  He drove through the overgrown grass and steered the SUV between two stone buildings, which led them to a drive.  Up ahead was another parking lot and he decided to make a dash for it.  He maneuvered across the drive and two more bike paths before reaching the parking lot.

Meeks looked behind them.  “Got one on our tail.”  He rolled down the window and moved his rifle to take aim.  He fired a couple of shots.

Winters noticed another cop car ahead, coming in fast, trying to cut him off.  He turned to the right heading south through another parking lot.  Bullets pelted their vehicle.  Sadie screamed as the back window exploded in a shower of glass.  Amber was in the back with her, and they both got on the floor as they were now taking heavy fire.

Scar and Meeks both returned fire.  Meeks turned to Reese and ordered her to open fire.  She rolled her window down and took out the Glock 34 that Meeks had instructed her on and pulled the trigger.

Gunfire continued to erupt from inside the SUV as Winters tried to out run the two cars.  He could hardly hear himself yell through the deafening reports of the gunfire.

Winters felt the SUV jerk right and sink low to the ground.  The back tire had taken a bullet.  Steering became impossible as the air bled rapidly out of the big tire.  The two pursuing cars were right behind them.

“Take us over there,” ordered Scar.  “We need some kind of cover.”

Winters drove the crippled SUV between two buildings and drove around back.  He came to a stop.  Meeks and Scar hopped out, ran around the side, and opened fire on the two approaching vehicles.

Winters pulled the girls out and took cover behind the SUV.  He looked across the way to the football stadium, which gave him a general idea of where they were.  He could hear more vehicles and gunfire in the distance.

Winters looked at the girls.  “You guys stay right here.”

Sadie grabbed his jacket.  “Where’re you going?”

“I just need to tell Scar that we’re going to go around this building.”

“Don’t leave me.”

Amber looked at her and volunteered to be the messenger.

Winters agreed and waited for her to get out of sight before ushering Reese and Sadie away from the firefight.  Sadie grabbed Winters and Reese’s hands tightly as they hurried to the other side of the building.  They ran across a bike path to a set of trees and he told them to lie down on the ground.

They could hear the gunfire continue from where they had abandoned the SUV.  Winters could hear bullets hit the building and ricochet.  A window shattered. The sound echoed between the tall structures.  He grew worried not knowing how long he should wait before getting the girls out of there.  Why hadn’t Amber come back yet?  He wished he had grabbed the radio, but remembered they had only one with them.  There was no way he could contact Scar or Meeks.  He wanted to join them but didn’t dare leave Sadie and Reese.

The gunfire began to slow down and then stopped.  A horrible thought crossed his mind.  Did the cops overtake them?  He grew anxious waiting.  It was all he could do to not go check on them.

“Why did it stop?” whispered Sadie.

“I’m sure they scared them off,” he said lying.

“Shouldn’t we go find them then?”

“We’ll give it a few more minutes.”

The wait was agonizing for Winters as he lay in the tall grass trying to comfort the two girls.  He felt helpless not being able to help his friends.  Off in the distance, he heard whispers and muffled footsteps in the tall grass.  The swishing of the grass became louder as the whispering came closer to them.

Was it his friends?  Winters didn’t know.  He tightened his grip around his Colt as he waited for the figures to appear.  A few more moments went by and then he saw them.  Three figures, cloaked in the darkness, appeared.  Sadie saw them too and stood up.  Her movement caught the attention of the three figures.  Then a flashlight turned on.  It was then that Winters remembered, none of them had flashlights.




Chapter 42

 

The three figures moved in, pointing their weapons at Sadie as she got up to greet who she thought were her friends.  The cops yelled out not to move and ordered them to put down their weapons.  One of the cops grabbed Sadie, who immediately tried to pull away.  She bit the man’s hand and slid out from his grip.  Winters made a move to help her but stopped when another cop took ahold of her again and put a gun to her head.  Winters didn’t have any choice but to drop his pistol.  He motioned to Reese to do the same.  The other two cops grabbed their guns and handcuffed Winters.  The cop holding Sadie holstered his gun and dragged her because she had started to squirm away again.  The cop wrestled her to the ground, breaking her gun loose, which bounced away in the darkness.

“Look here, little girl, don’t be trying that again, or I’ll give you a good smacking.”

“You like hitting little girls,” she responded.

“Got yourself a smart mouth I see.”

“Don’t push it, Sadie,” said Winters.

As the cops marched them to their car, Winters’ mind began to race on what happened to Scar, Meeks and Amber.  Did they kill them or capture them?  His optimism of seeing them sitting in the squad car disappeared when they got there and found nobody in the backseat.  He could only pray they were able to get away.

He heard more gunfire of various calibers coming from the north end of the campus.  This gave him hope his men were still fighting.  Some surely died tonight but not everyone.

Winters got in the back seat between the two girls and couldn’t help but feel bad about their capture.  The girls darted their heads from side to side with scared looks in their eyes as they tried to comprehend what was going on around them.  

The cops took them back to the dormitory the Shadow Patriots had been using.  He saw a cop standing at the entrance with two dogs sitting on either side of him.  The dogs barked at Winters as he emerged from the squad car.

“Well, who do we have here?” asked Stiver.

“Don’t know yet,” said the one who had grabbed Sadie.

Stiver sauntered up closely to Winters.  “Well, I’ll be damned.  Look at this.  We’ve got him.  We got ourselves the man himself.”

Winters didn’t respond.

“Mr. Cole Winters.  I’ve been waiting for a long time for this moment.”

Winters glared at the bald headed man in the black tactical uniform.  In the darkness, his shiny head appeared to be floating in the air.

“We got him?” asked another.

“Oh yes, yes indeed.  Ever since you escaped into Canada, I’ve been hungry for your head.”

Winters let out a laugh.  “Canada huh?  You must be the dumb ass that let us slip through your fingers.  That was a hell of a day for us.  Thank you.  We really couldn’t have done it without you.”

Stiver’s face grew red with anger.  He wound up and belted Winters in the stomach.

Winters doubled over in pain trying to catch his breath.  Having received a blow like this in high school, he knew the pain would subside in a bit.  He raised his head up at Stiver and grinned.  “Bet our escape didn’t sit too well in the office.”

“No, it didn’t, but look who gets the last laugh.”

“We’ll see,” said Winters who didn’t want to show any weakness in front of the two girls.  He wanted to give them some hope.

“So, who else do we have here?” asked Stiver staring at Reese and Sadie.

“I heard him call her Sadie, and she’s got a smart mouth on her, Lieutenant.”

“Does she, now?”  Stiver looked at Sadie.  “You’re a little young to be running with these murderers.”

“They’re not murderers,” she retorted back.

“Oh, I can assure you they are.”

“You’re the ones, killing innocent people.”

“I’ve done nothing of the sort.”

Winters stood back up.  “Yeah, but you stood by and watched it happen.  Or have you forgotten about Brainerd?” asked Winters, referring to the town of Brainerd, Minnesota, where the Jiji’s had come in and shot the place up.

Stiver glared at Winters.  “I had my orders.”

“Yes, everyone has their orders, not the best of excuses, but hey, if that’s what lets you sleep at night.  By the way, how do you sleep at night?”

Stiver ignored him and began to focus on Reese.  “And who is this beautiful little thing?”

Reese didn’t answer.

“What’s you name, girl,” he asked, as he moved up close to her.

She hesitated a moment, then spit in his face.

Stiver wiped off the spittle, wound up and slapped her across the face.  “You bitch.”

She recovered from the blow and glared at him with a smirk on her face.

Durbin walked up to them.  “Junior.  Got a bunch rounded up.”

“Good, we need to get out of here before Cox shows up.”

Just as he said that the sound of trucks rumbling toward them drew their attention to the street.  A couple of SUV’s turned into the parking lot while the rest parked in the street.

“Damn it,” said Stiver.

Cox and seven of his men got out of their vehicles and approached Stiver.  “What the hell were you thinking?  I ran into a couple of your men up the street, and they told me what happened.”

“And you are?” asked Stiver, knowing who he was.

“I’m Captain Cox.  I’m assuming you’re Stiver.”

“That would be me.”

“This was my operation.  I invited you solely as a courtesy because of your troubles in Minnesota.  You were here as backup.  Why did you attack?”

“Well, we saw a couple of their vehicles leave the area in a hurry.  Figured they knew we were coming, so I attacked.  And, it’s a good thing I did, cause they were all leaving.  So, you must have a leak in your organization.”

This put Cox on the defensive.  “I have no such leak.”

“Well, they knew we were coming,” said Stiver in a condescending tone.

“They probably had lookouts and saw your dumb asses.”

“Nice try, buddy.”

“Who the hell do you think you are, Junior?  Do you know who I am?”

Stiver raised an eyebrow and he glared at Cox.  No one but Stiver’s friends called him by his nickname.  “I don’t give a rat’s ass who you are.  All I know is that we busted up these rebels and I’ve got the prisoners to prove it.”

Cox’s face grimaced.  “You think you’re going to take the credit for this?”

“We are the ones who took him.”

Winters listened, amused by the pissing contest, and wondered who was going to win out.  He saw the anger grow in Cox’s face and thought the man was about to explode.

Cox turned his attention to Winters.  His eyes got wider as he walked toward him.  He pulled a picture from his jacket, held it up to Winters’ face, and smiled.

Winters looked deep into the man’s eyes and saw a determination in them.  He could tell the man wanted him badly and he knew, at that moment, he would be going with Cox.  He saw him reach down for his sidearm and pull it out as he turned around.

“This man will be going with us,” yelled Cox pointing his gun at Stiver.

All seven of Cox’s men raised their weapons and pointed them at Stiver's men, who responded in kind.  More of Cox’s men then raced across the parking lot with their weapons ready.  This action alerted Stiver’s men who rushed in to help him.  Jake and Elwood came to life barking at Cox.  They began pulling hard against their leashes, which caused their handler considerable trouble keeping them under control.

“He’s my prisoner,” Stiver screamed.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you take him,” returned Cox.

“The hell you say.  You just want to take the credit for what we did.”

“No, actually, now that I know we have Winters as a prisoner, you can take all the damned credit for all I care.”

This puzzled Stiver. “I don’t believe you.”

“Listen to me Stiver, we can either have an old fashioned Mexican standoff or you can let me take this man to Mordulfah.”

That name had an immediate effect on Stiver.  “Mordulfah?”  He signaled his dogs to quit barking.

“You heard me.  Mordulfah wants this man.”

Stiver lowered his weapon.  “Why didn’t you just say so to begin with?”

“I didn’t think it would be necessary.”

Winters was surprised the mere mention of Mordulfah’s name would cause such a change.  Stiver’s men glanced at each other with looks of resignation.  He was obviously someone who instilled fear in these cops.

Stiver ordered his men to lower their weapons.  “What about the two girls and the other prisoners we have.”

Cox looked at them.  “He’ll be wanting the girls as well, especially the little one.”

Stiver jerked his head back by that comment and grimaced.  He’d heard about Mordulfah’s fetish for young girls.  It was something that didn’t sit well with him.

“You can have the other prisoners.  That should be enough to put you back in the good graces of your superiors.”

Stiver glared at him for a moment and then ordered his men back.  A couple of them slid over to their car where Winters was standing, got in and pulled out of the parking lot.

Stiver and the rest of his men backed up cautiously.

Cox turned to Winters and snickered at having won the battle.  He walked up to the only three prisoners he was interested in, and then moved closer to Sadie and smiled at her.  “You, my dear, are an added bonus.”




Chapter 43

 

Bassett and Scar kept in the shadow of the trees near where the prisoner negotiations had taken place.  They watched Cox’s men escort Winters and the two girls to their vehicle.  Once the car left, the two of them got up and sprinted back to the statue of Moses, where Hadley waited with Amber and a wounded Meeks.

The five of them stole across the overgrown grass and got in Hadley’s car.  Scar grabbed the radio he had gone back for, after the firefight they had with the cops.  After killing the cops, the three of them had gone to look for Winters but found only the gun, Meeks had given to Sadie lying in the grass next to the sidewalk.  After getting no response when they called out to them, they assumed Winters and the girls ended up prisoners.  Scar, Amber, and the wounded Meeks, then headed toward the dormitory they would no longer call home.  They figured that’s where the cops would have taken Winters.

On the way, they ran into Bassett and Hadley who were not able to get off the campus either.  The two of them had decided to hide and wait for everyone to leave.

“Who’s got them?” asked Meeks, as they reached Hadley’s car.

“Captain Cox. He’s the station commander in Detroit,” answered Bassett.

Meeks winced in pain as he put pressure on his right leg, where a bullet had grazed him.  “Where are they going to take them?”

“I heard Cox yell out Mordulfah,” said Scar.

“I keep hearing this Mordulfah’s name and I’m about sick of it,” replied Meeks.

Bassett turned to Hadley.  “You said you know where this guy is?”

“Yes, over in Grosse Pointe, on the lake,” answered Hadley.

“You think you can find it?” asked Scar.

“Won’t be hard to find, it’s the Ford mansion.”

“What about this Stiver guy?  Where’s he from?”

“He’s from St. Paul,” said Hadley.

“Must be the guy who chased us up into Canada,” said Scar to Meeks.

Meeks nodded.

“Will he take our guys there?” he asked Hadley.

“More than likely.  St. Paul is his area headquarters.  Kind of like Detroit is for us.”

Bassett turned to Scar.  “These are your guys, what do you want to do first?”

Scar thought about that for a moment.  “Let’s go get our other guys first, then we’ll go pay this Mordulfah character a visit.”  He turned to Meeks.  “You going to make it buddy?”

“I’ll manage, though this one’s worse than the one I got a month ago.”

“Your cat-like-reflexes are definitely slowing down.”

“Yeah, no kidding.”

Scar pressed the radio button.  “This is Scar, anyone out there?”

He waited a moment before trying again.

Just as he was about to try it again, the radio came to life.  “Taylor here.”

Hearing Bill’s voice gave Scar some relief.  “Bill, where are you at?”

“I’m up by the interstate.”

“How many men do you got with you?”

“There’s six of us.”

“Keep your eyes peeled for a couple of different convoys.  Winters is in one of them and the rest of our guys are in the other.”

“Which one is which?”

“I don’t know yet, see which direction they go, we’re on our way up there.”

“Got it.”

Bassett backed the car up, drove through the quad, and headed toward the Interstate.

A few minutes later, Taylor came back on the radio.  “We got ‘em, one’s headed east, and the other west.”

Scar responded.  “Follow the one headed west.  We’re almost to the interstate.  We’ll catch up to you.”

“You got it.  So, who’s in the one we’re following?”

“The bulk of our guys.  They’ll be headed to St. Paul.”

Scar put the handheld radio down and turned to Bassett.  “Any suggestions?”

“No, not really, there’s not enough of us to stop a convoy of a hundred men, and we’re running low on fuel.”

“How much we got left?”

“We’re under a quarter tank.”

Scar sat silent thinking about the situation trying to come up with a game plan.  They would have to act quickly before they ran out of gas.  The question was how can three cars pull over such a large number of cops and get away without being killed in the process.  Scar was at a loss for what to do.  A moment later, he grabbed the radio. “Taylor.”

“I’m here.”

“Where are you?”

“Passing Mile Marker 65.”

“Okay, we’re right behind you.  How’s your fuel?”

“Full tank.  Why how much do you have?”

“We’re under a quarter.”

“Who’s we?”

“I’m with Bassett and Hadley.  We’re in their car, and they came from Detroit, so we’re not going to be able to keep following these guys for very long.”

“Well, if you’re running low, then so are they.”

Scar hadn’t considered that and thought perhaps it might present a chance to get their men back. “We’ll follow them till they pull over.”

“Got it.”

Scar hoped it would be soon, and not in the Chicago area.  He, like most everyone else, didn’t want to get anywhere near Chicago, because the city had been hit with several dirty bombs.  These bombs had destroyed large areas of the city, killing tens of thousands of people.  The radiation forced everyone else out of the area, though he had heard of people going back in, ransacking and looting.  He knew that those people would, sooner than later, pay for their stupidity and become ill with radiation poisoning.




Chapter 44

 

Winters sat between Reese and Sadie and tried to comfort them as much as possible.  The handcuffs dug into his wrist and made it difficult to get comfortable.  They had been traveling for about an hour and during that time, Cox, who sat up front, hadn’t said a word, and Winters wanted some answers.

“So, tell me, Mr. Cox, how much longer?”

Cox turned his head.  “It’s Captain Cox for starters, and we’ll get there when we get there.”

“Well, Captain Cox, tell me about this Mordulfah fellow, seems Stiver started to shake at the sound of his name.”

“For good reason, I can assure you.”

“Oh, some kind of a boogie man?”

“He’s more than a boogie man.  You’ll see soon enough.”

“Paying good money for me is he?”

Cox didn’t answer.

“Well, I’ll take that as a yes.  So, I wonder what I’m worth?  I’m assuming I’m worth more alive than dead?”

Again, Cox didn’t answer.

Winters looked over at Sadie and gave her a reassuring wink.  She smiled slightly, not knowing what else to do.  Winters decided to go for broke and try to irritate Cox as much as he could.

“So, Captain Cox, have you always been a rapist or is this something new for you?”

Cox turned in his seat.  His eyes were as big as saucers.

“Were you just never good with the ladies?”

Cox continued to stare Winters down.

“Or, is that the only way you can get it up?”

Reese let out a small laugh.

Winters could see the blood rushing into Cox’s face.  He didn’t think it would be this easy to get his goat.  He wondered if he had hit too close to home.  Winters was enjoying this and decided to go on.

“So, just how young do you like them?”

Cox pulled out his sidearm and pointed it at Winters’ face.  “Shut up or I’ll shoot you right now.”

“I’m just curious how this all works. I’ve never raped a girl before.  So, like I said, I’m just curious is all.  Is it the power trip that helps you get it up?”

“Shut the hell up.”

“You’re not going to shoot me, you wouldn’t get your prize money.”

Cox pointed the gun at Sadie.  “Then I’ll do her.”

Sadie jerked back into her seat. Her eyes grew bluer as they widened.

“Well then, when I meet Mordulfah, I’ll be sure to tell him what a sweet young thing he missed out on,” said Winters with a determined look.

Cox turned to his driver.  “Pull over.”

The car came to a stop and Cox got out, opened the back door, and yanked Sadie out to the ground.  She got up screaming at him, and he pushed her back to the ground.  He then grabbed Winters’ arm, pulled him out, and shoved him to the back of the vehicle.  He then leaned back and swung a haymaker, hitting Winters in the face.  The force of the punch made Winters fall to the ground.  Cox grabbed his arm pulling him to his feet.  Winters’ head hurt like hell, but seeing his chance, he head-butted Cox in the nose.  The nose splattered, throwing blood in all directions.  Cox screamed in agony as he fell back.

“You broke my nose. I’m gonna kill you,” he said pulling his sidearm out.

Millsap came up and got in front of Winters.  “Captain, don’t do it.  He’s not worth what Mordulfah will do to you when he finds out.”

Cox breathed heavily trying to calm himself down.  He ordered his man to take Winters to another vehicle.  Sadie cried out, wanting to go with him.

Moments later, Reese and Sadie were brought to the back of the transport Winters was in.

Winters was pleased to see them both back with him and asked how that happened.

“I just started screaming like the little girl that I am,” Sadie said laughing.

“Then we started calling him a molester,” added Reese.

Winters let out a laugh.

Reese shook her head.  “Yeah, Chester the Molester.  He didn’t take to that too well.”

Winters looked at them.  “I’m surprised he didn’t gag you.”

“I think his nose hurts too much to think straight,” said Reese.

Winters leaned back proud of his two girls, especially Reese.  He really liked the way she handled herself with Stiver and now Cox.  He knew she was a fireball when she had killed the guards back in Saline, and then after participating in a firefight, sticking around, rather than go to Canada.  He hoped that she’d be able to handle herself when Cox turned her over to Mordulfah.

The convoy started moving again.  Sitting in the back of the transport reminded Winters of his initial trip to the train station with his friends back in Iowa.  It was there a strong wind had blown the hat off his head, and he jumped out to chase it down.  That action had saved his life and set him on his current path.  There would be no jumping out the back of this transport, as there were three cops guarding them.




Chapter 45

Gary Indiana

 

Bassett continued to drive Hadley’s car down Interstate 90, following Taylor and another car.  They had eleven people in the three vehicles, one of which was the wounded Meeks.  His wound wasn’t too serious, just painful.  Pain medication would be helpful, and some rest.  That would have to come later.

They followed the convoy of thirty vehicles, which were of various sizes.  Three of them were transports, which held their friends, prisoners.

As they approached Gary, Indiana, Taylor got on the radio.  “Looks like this is where they’re looking to get more fuel.”

Scar grabbed the radio.  “Are they exiting?”

“Yeah, let’s give it a minute and see where they’re going?”

Taylor pulled over and Bassett came up behind him.  Everyone got out and watched the National Police convoy heading to the Gary airport.

“They must have a stash of fuel at the airport,” said Taylor.

“I don’t see us taking them on here,” said Scar.

“There’s no real advantage we can take,” agreed Bassett.

Scar thought about what to do, remembering how they had stopped Major Green’s convoy with just seven men.  This area was too open with no real place to hide.  Plus, there were a lot more vehicles and cops to deal with.  He decided they would follow them to St. Paul and make the rescue there.  That would give them a chance to gather whatever they could find of their scattered forces.  He didn’t like the idea of traveling so far to rescue the men.  It meant killing precious time, time that left Winters with Mordulfah.

“Taylor, I want you and your men to follow the convoy to St. Paul.  You’re from there, so it should be easy for you to figure out where they’ll be held.”

“What about you?” asked Taylor.

“As soon, as this convoy leaves, we’re going to go down there and get us some fuel, then we’ll go to Paw Paw, see who shows up, and meet up with you in St. Paul.”

Taylor nodded and signaled his men to go.

“Can you find someone in St. Paul to patch Meeks up?”

The news surprised Taylor and he walked over to Meeks, who still sat in the back of the car.  “How bad is it, Meeks?”

“Just winged me, but man, it hurts like hell.”

Taylor turned to Scar.  “Yeah, I know someone, in fact, we’ll just go there right now.  No sense in following this convoy, we know where it’s going.”

With that decided, Scar and Bassett helped Meeks out of the car.  They moved him to Taylor’s and put him in the backseat.  One of the guys got him some water, which Meeks eagerly drank.

Scar turned to Amber.  “You should go with them.”

She agreed and crawled in the back with Meeks where she could help him get comfortable.

Bassett, Scar and Hadley watched as the two vehicles pulled away.  They got back in Hadley’s car and drove across the other lanes and up on an overpass, which would give them a bird’s eye view.  They all got out of the car, walked to the side of the bridge, and waited.

While they waited, Bassett gave Scar a heads up on Major Green and what he was in charge of in Washington.  Scar had let out a laugh after hearing but then thought that perhaps Green could be in trouble if word got out Bassett was here with them.  Basset had the same concerns but figured Green would more than likely have a ready excuse.  They also realized that now Hadley was with them, they would need to be careful who saw them together.  It still wasn’t too late for Hadley to feign ignorance and insert himself back in with the cops.

An hour later, they heard the trucks in the distance and watched as all the vehicles headed back to the interstate.  They gave them a few minutes before they got back into the car and drove to the Gary Airport.  They drove to the building Stiver’s trucks had just vacated.

“Don’t see anyone around,” said Scar.

“Must be a secret storage place for them,” said Bassett.

Bassett pulled up to the oversized garage door and parked the car.  Hadley stayed in the car while the other two got out and walked up to the door.  Scar twisted the doorknob and found it unlocked, which surprised him.  He thought perhaps that they forgot to lock up.  Scar peeked into the darkness but didn’t see or hear anyone.  He turned back, shook his shoulders, and walked in.  He found the garage door and gave it a push.  It started to slide open spilling sunlight into the building.  Bassett came up and helped give it a final shove.

Inside the building sat four gas tanker trailers.  Scar looked at Bassett with a big smile on his face.  The Shadow Patriots were always in need of fuel, and this would be a great place for them to fill up at will.  His smile disappeared when he heard the bolt slide back on a rifle.  The sound was familiar to both of them.  Scar now knew why the door was unlocked.  Knowing someone had the drop on them, they both stopped dead in their tracks and raised their arms in surrender.

A voice spoke out and told them to drop their guns, which they both slowly did.  The light from outside blinded them and they couldn’t see how many they had to contend with.  Scar put his hand up to his face to block the sun and saw just one man.  He wondered if Hadley knew what was happening.

“Who are you?” asked the man.

“Who are we, who the hell are you?” answered Scar.

“I’m the one with the rifle, so again, I ask, who are you?”

“We’re just a couple of guys wanting some fuel is all, saw some of your buddies getting some over here and didn’t think you’d mind if we filled our car up.”

“Just a couple of guys, huh?”

“You got it, man.”

“You’re not part of the Shadow Patriots?  You know, like the ones in the back of those three transports you just happened to follow in here.”

“Shadow who?”

“You think I’m stupid or something?”

Scar was about to reply when he saw Hadley sneaking up on the man and decided to wait another second before he answered.  Hadley approached carrying his bad ass Colt M4 Carbine.  He shuffled in a little closer and his foot scraped a small rock that lay on the ground.  The man turned to Hadley and squeezed the trigger before he had it pointed.  The loud crackle of the gun threw Hadley off for a second before he fired a three shot burst.  The deadly projectiles ripped through the man’s chest, splattering blood into the air.

Bassett and Scar had both fallen to the floor as soon as the man had started to turn toward Hadley.  They jumped up, grabbed their weapons and pointed them at the downed man.  Scar could see it wasn’t necessary.  He was dead. A pool of blood seeped out in an ever-widening pattern.  Scar looked over at Hadley who couldn’t take his eyes off the dead man.

Scar walked over to him.  “Don, it’s okay.  He’s dead.”

Hadley didn’t respond.

“Is this your first time, Don?”

Hadley jerked his head up and down.

Scar took the M4 from Hadley and escorted him to the entrance, where he proceeded to throw up.  Scar stayed with him while Bassett checked out the rest of the building for any more guards.  A few minutes later, he came back and gave Scar a nod.  He then drove the car inside and filled it up. 

Scar left Hadley and came inside.  “First time’s always the toughest.”

“Especially when it’s up close, wouldn’t have liked mine that close.”

“Me either.”

Bassett looked down at the dead man.  “What about him?”

Scar gave it some thought and decided to go follow the old way of cleaning up the mess.  Scar wanted to be able to come back for more fuel in the future and didn’t want to give the bad guys a heads up that their place had been compromised.

Bassett agreed and told Scar how it had fooled Major Green for the longest time.  Scar chuckled, remembering how much work it had been, but took satisfaction in knowing how well it had worked.




Chapter 46

Detroit Michigan

 

Cox’s nose was throbbing in pain by the time they made it back to Detroit late in the afternoon.  He ordered the prisoners taken downstairs to the cells then went to the doctor to get his nose fixed.

After the doc treated him, he looked into a mirror and thought the bandage made him look like an idiot.  Mordulfah had better pay a pretty penny for the pain he was enduring.  He would wait until morning to call him after he had rested up.

When he got back to the station, his men informed him that Bassett was gone.  Cox told them to find out who released him.  He wondered if Bassett had flown back to Washington.  He’d have to make an inquiry in the morning and find out if there had been any flights to D.C. yesterday.  If not, perhaps he was still snooping around here.  Then a thought occurred to him, something that Stiver said about a leak.  Could Bassett actually be helping the rebels?  Why else would he not insist on coming with them?  Bassett only asked once and then dropped the subject.  Getting more fuel was the issue he kept pushing.  If Bassett was involved then perhaps his boss, Major Green, was a traitor as well.  Cox’s thoughts turned to yet another reward for such a discovery.  He smiled to himself satisfied with how things were working.  He decided to pay his prisoners a visit.

Winters was, at least, glad to be in a cell next to Reese and Sadie, where he’d be able to keep an eye on them.  Their journey was rough with the transport bouncing along the non-maintained road.  Winters kept wondering about Scar and Meeks, and if they were still alive.  He knew many of his men were now prisoners and some dead.  What he didn’t know, was if any of them would attempt a rescue.  Winters wasn’t sure if anyone even knew where they were.

Everything had happened so fast that his men hadn’t had much time to do anything but save themselves.  He was grateful Bassett had come to warn them.  Had he not done so, then they’d all be either dead or taken prisoner.  He wondered how Cox had found out where they were staying.  Then it dawned on him.  It must have been the last cop car from the sandpits.  They must have followed them back to South Bend.  Winters began to get angry for letting himself be followed, but he stopped second-guessing when he remembered the crisis at the time. They had people with serious wounds in need of immediate medical attention.

He looked over at Reese and Sadie with sadness.  He knew what was going to happen to him.  They would kill him.  He wouldn’t have to experience what these two girls, would be going through. It was bad enough that Reese had already suffered such a terrible thing, but Sadie, she was just a child.  He shivered at the thought. 

At the top of the stairs, he heard the door open and heard footsteps coming down the steps.  He hoped they would be bringing food.  None of them had eaten all day.

He stood up as Captain Cox approached.  He noticed the bandage on his nose. Winters held back a laugh because he wanted food from the man and didn’t want to give him any more excuses to say no.

“Well, Mr. Winters, glad to see you locked up.”

Winters didn’t respond.

He turned to the girls.  “And my two bonuses, how are you?”

Sadie looked up at him.  “We’re hungry.”

“Yes, I’ll bet you are.  We might be able to rustle you up something in the morning,” he said with a wicked smile on his face.

“I can’t wait till morning, I’ve not eaten all day.”

“Yes, well, we all have our problems now don’t we.”

Sadie got up and stared at Cox for a moment.  “You can’t get us something now?”

“I’m afraid the kitchen is closed.”

Winters moved over closer to the door.  “You know, just because you’re pissed off at me, doesn’t mean you should take it out on them.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Sadie interrupted him.  “I wonder how Mr. Mordulfah is going to feel when he finds out we were not given anything to eat.”

The comment made Cox’s smile disappear.  He looked down at her.  It seemed he didn’t know how to respond.

Winters couldn’t help but crack a smirk.  She really did have a smart mouth on her, but more importantly, she knew how to use it.  Cox was obviously afraid of Mordulfah and didn’t want to take any chance on upsetting him.  If Sadie were indeed a bonus, then she would be something Mordulfah would cherish and treat well, if only for his own deviant purposes.

Cox stormed back up the stairs and slammed the door.  Winters didn’t think it would be too long before they had their dinner.  He moved over to Sadie’s cell and put his hand in to give her a high five.

“Nice one, kiddo.”

“Thanks, I just hope it works, cause I’m starving.”

“Oh, I’ve no doubt that we’ll get something, might not be much, but it’ll be something.”

Reese, who had been quiet, looked up at Winters.  “Will they come rescue us?”

Winters didn’t want to lie but he didn’t want to give up hope either.  “They’ll come for us, don’t worry.  Believe me I’ve been in tighter spots than this.”

“You have?” asked Reese.

“Tell her how you escaped into Canada,” said Sadie excitedly.

For the next thirty minutes, Winters regaled Reese and Sadie with stories about what he and the Shadow Patriots had gone through.  The more he told them, the better their morale became, which seemed to lift Winters’ spirits as well.  “Perhaps not all was lost,” Winters thought.  He finished up just as a cop came down stairs with a bag full of sandwiches.




Chapter 47

Paw Paw Michigan

 

Bassett, Scar and Hadley arrived in Paw Paw, Michigan, and found nineteen men waiting.  Scar was happy to see them but had hoped more would have made it out.  With his group, these nineteen, Taylor’s six, and counting himself, Meeks, and Amber, it was only thirty.  Scar figured there were roughly ten in each of the transports.  Unless they weren’t able to make it here, it would mean the cops killed thirty of their men.  That was a devastating death toll.

Scar was considering what to do.  He knew he needed to get word to Winters to let him know they were coming for him.  He looked at Hadley.  “Don, I wonder if you’d do us a big favor.  We need to get word to Winters and you’re the only one who can do that.  Do you think you’d be able to go right now and do that?”

Hadley was still a little shaken up over his first kill, but he thought for a moment, and then nodded.

Scar went over to him and put his hand on his shoulder.  “If you think it’s too dangerous then don’t do it.  Don’t be putting yourself at risk.”

“No, it’ll be alright.  I can say I was sick today and couldn’t make it in.  Not that it’ll matter much, they don’t pay much attention to me anyway.”

“What about Bassett missing?”

“I’ll just act surprised and play stupid.  They think I’m stupid anyway so it’ll be okay.”

“Whatever you do,” said Bassett.  “Don’t offer any more info than you have to, otherwise, you’ll look guilty.”

Hadley nodded.

Scar and Bassett escorted Hadley to his car.

Bassett leaned on the door.  “You did good here Don, you did real good.”

Hadley smiled.

Scar crouched down.  “If you see Winters, tell him we’re coming for him.  See what else you can find out.”

Hadley gave them his home address so they’d know where to find him, and took off for Detroit.

“Think he’ll be okay?” asked Scar.

“Kid’s got courage, besides, he’s a Texan.”

“Okay then, let’s get to St. Paul.”

They all got in their vehicles and returned to Gary, Indiana to refuel before making the four-hundred-mile trip.  They would be running on fumes by the time they got to their destination.

As the hours passed, Scar started to understand the stress Winters was under, constantly having to worry about the men.  It was a burden, but one he could carry.  Serving in the Marine Corps, he was taught how to think under pressure and how to survive.  He was grateful for the skills that, albeit a bit rusty, never left you.  He began formulating a game plan and was confident it was the right course.

First on his agenda was to get more men.  He figured he would need at least twenty more shooters, depending on the intel Taylor would put together.  He was sure Taylor would have the location where the cops were holding their men and would be able to recruit some additional men.

St. Paul had one of the largest police forces in the Midwest and his thirty guys weren’t going to be enough.  So, he decided they would have to make a trip into Canada.  He needed Nate and Burns back, hopefully, Elliott too.  He didn’t hold out much hope for Murphy.  Mr. Peterson should also have more men ready to return with them, plus the Canadians needed to know what was going on.

Scar had an idea what this Mordulfah character was going to do with Winters.  He didn’t think he’d kill him right away.  However, he’d torture him and take his time doing it.  So, time was still of the essence.  He figured he had at least a day or two, maybe three.  What bothered him the most were Sadie and Reese.  How long would Mordulfah wait with them?  Reese had already experienced a sex house once before and would have to go through that hell all over again.  Sadie, on the other hand, had no idea of what could be in store.  The question was how long she had before this monster would consume her soul with his perversions.

The more he thought about it, the more anxious he became.  As soon as they hit St. Paul, he’d find Taylor, drop these guys off, and head for Canada.  He’d find out if Meeks had gotten proper care and if not, he’d take him across the border too.  He needed his right-hand man in tip top shape when they paid a visit to Mordulfah.

As dusk came, they rolled into St. Paul and found Taylor who informed him they had made it back ahead of the police.

Scar stood with Taylor and Bassett.  “So those transports made it here then, right?”

“Oh yeah, pulled in a couple of hours ago,” said Taylor.

“Where at?”

“Downtown at the county jail.”

“Can you round up some more guys?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Corporal, you up to going to Canada tonight?”

Bassett’s left eyebrow lifted at the question.  “What’s on your mind?”

“Some of our guys are up there and we need them back.”

“Yeah, why not.”

“Taylor, you got a car fueled up for us?”

“Come on Scar, this is my town, of course, I got what you need.”

“If it’s your town, then I’ll rely on you for a rescue plan.”

“They’ve got them locked up pretty tight, but I’ll figure something out by the time you get back here.”

Scar nodded his approval.

“You can take that beast over there, looks like hell but it’ll get you there and it’s good on gas.”

“Where’s Meeks at?”

“Inside doped up on painkillers. Why?”

“Think he needs to see a doctor?”

“No, not at all, my man did a bang up job on him.”

Scar thanked Taylor.  They walked over to the smaller car and Scar jumped in the passenger seat.  “You don’t mind do ya?”

“Gonna take a nap?” joked Bassett.

Scar let out a big laugh.  “Oh, heck yeah, I am.”




Chapter 48

Winnipeg Canada

 

Bassett drove the whole way to Canada while the older man took a much-needed nap.  The day had taken a heavy toll on his body. From being woken up early in the morning to escaping for their lives, chasing down the National Police and all the mileage he’d put on.  He was more than happy to let the younger man drive.  He had gotten to know Bassett, having made his acquaintance over the past two months through messages going back and forth between Winters and Major Green.  The corporal was smart and confident and Scar felt safe having him at the wheel.

Their primary route was up Highway 59 but they would take a detour before reaching the border.  This detour would take them through barren fields and right into Canada without anyone being able to spot them.  After crossing, it was simply a matter of getting back onto 59, which would take them right into Winnipeg.  Their destination was the James Armstrong Richardson International Airport.  It was an expanded base, housing both British and Canadian air and ground forces.

Bassett reached the front gate.  “We’re here to see Colonel Brocket.  He’s not expecting us but it’s urgent that we see him.  I’m Bassett and this here is Scarborough.  We’re with the Shadow Patriots.

They waited a few minutes until the gate opened.  “The Colonel will meet you in the mess hall.  He’s there now.”

Scar looked at his watch.  “Four in the morning, he must just be getting up.”

They wound their way around the base and parked the car.  Getting out of the car proved to be more of a challenge for Scar than it was for Bassett, who jumped right out.  Scar’s body had cramped up over the long drive and it took a moment to work out of the kinks.  Bassett shot him a glance and started to laugh.

“You just wait buddy, someday you’ll know how this feels,” chided Scar.

“I hope not, I want to get old, but without the pains.”

“Good luck on that.”

The two of them entered the mess hall.  The place was alive with men and women getting breakfast.  Bassett felt comfortable in the setting, army mess halls were army mess halls, no matter the nationality.  They found Colonel Brocket sitting with General Standish, the base commander.

“Colonel Brocket, it’s good to see you, sir,” said Scar as he extended his hand.

Both Brocket and Standish rose from their seats and shook hands.  “It is indeed good to see you, Mr. Scarborough, but I have a feeling this isn’t a social call,” said Standish in his deep baritone voice.

“No, it’s not.  This here is Corporal Bassett, he works for Major Green, who is now in Washington.”

“Yes, we’re aware of that arrangement,” said Brocket.

Scar gave him a slight smile.  “Of course you are.”

British intelligence had their spies all over Washington.  It was essential for them to know what was going on with their American cousins.  U.S. relations with Britain and Canada had deteriorated over the last decade to the point where the U.S. didn’t even request any assistance for the war with China.  This was unheard of and led them to believe something else was going on within the U.S. government.  Having a long common border with America, it was imperative that Canada be in the loop.  Many American refugees from the West Coast had fled to Canada.  This was not a problem and they gladly took in all who came.

“Well, here’s something you don’t know.  Captain Winters was captured yesterday morning.”

The news startled Brocket and Standish.

Scar and Bassett gave them an account of yesterday’s events.  They sat entrenched by the story and nodded to each other.

“So, what are your plans?” asked Brocket.

“We mostly came here to get our guys back.”

“Yes, I would imagine you’d want them now.  They should be along here shortly.  All but Mr. Murphy.  He’s in no shape to travel.”

“Elliott?”

“He’s still in some pain, but I’ve no doubt he’ll be wanting to rejoin you.”

“How are the girls we rescued?”

“Health wise, they’re all going to be fine.”  Brocket paused for a moment.  “Emotionally, well, that’ll take longer to evaluate.”

“We’ll have to stop by and visit them before we go,” said Scar.

Bassett nodded in agreement.

“Colonel, what can you tell us about this Mordulfah guy?”

“Yes, after Nate gave us the heads up, we’ve been looking into him.  He’s a Saudi Prince, but one of minor standing, which is probably why he’s been trying to make a name for himself.  He’s into international banking and real estate and has holdings all over the world.  The affairs of these businesses are where he’s been making important connections, including Mr. Perozzi, the man behind the curtain in your government.  We don’t know the extent of their relationship, but it obviously concerns money and possibly real estate.”

Scar didn’t know what to say.

“As to why they’re torching all those towns, it would seem it’s a continuation of their mission to drive the current citizens out.  Only they’ve moved their operations from Minnesota to Michigan.”

Scar thought about that.  “Well, we did eliminate all their guys up in Minnesota, so it would make sense for them to start over in Michigan.  There’s a ready supply of Jijis around Detroit.

“Jijis?” asked Brocket.

Scar smiled.  “It’s our nickname for them.  It’s short for Jihadis.”

Brocket nodded.  “I like it.”

“There’s something else,” said Standish. “Mordulfah also has some banking connections with the Chinese.  We don’t know with whom or how deep these connections are.”

“It’s just one big party in America,” said Bassett.

“Yeah, including raping little girls,” said Scar.

“Yes, that is a dreadful business,” said Brocket.

“Mr. Scarborough, let us know whatever it is you need from us,” said Standish.

“I could use a phone, I need to call Major Green,” said Bassett.

“Come by my office, you can use mine,” said Standish.

“I’ll get your vehicles loaded, and will add a few more supplies than what Nate had requested,” said Brocket.

Scar and Bassett took advantage of the buffet and devoured a pile of warm food.  As they finished, a surprised Nate approached them with Burns following.  They retold all that had happened.  Afterward, Bassett left to call Major Green, while the other three found Elliott in his room.  Emotions ran high during the conversations and no one wanted to waste another minute in Canada.  They did find time to look in on the girls and Murphy, who was frustrated he couldn’t join them.  On the way out of the medical wing, they ran into Mr. Peterson, the man who had given them rest at his farm in Minnesota.

“Mr. Peterson,” smiled Scar, giving the older man a bear hug.

“Scar, how the heck are you?  What are you doing here?”

“Came to get these guys back, they’ve had enough R & R up here,” said Scar, and then proceeded to tell him about Winters.

Shock and then anger came across Mr. Peterson’s face.  “I’m coming back with you.”

“You sure about that?”

“As sure as I’ve ever been.  I’ve been getting antsy up here anyway.  I’ve never felt more alive than when I was with you guys.”

“You mean on the run with us,” said Nate.

“That was a helluva a day,” said Mr. Peterson reminiscing about their escape from his farm to Canada.

“Luckiest day of my life,” said Nate.

“Let’s see if we can have another one of those,” smiled Mr. Peterson.




Chapter 49

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green got off the phone with Bassett and started pacing the kitchen floor of his mother’s home while trying to figure out what to do next.  He could easily lie about Bassett’s whereabouts and say he flew back to Washington.  The first thing he wanted to do was find out more about Mordulfah, a person Green had never heard of before.  He wondered if he should ask Reed directly.  He had no doubt that Reed would lie to his face about his connections, but he could at least gauge his response.  Mordulfah must matter to the government, otherwise, why would he be in Detroit and be able to get his hands on Winters.  He wondered if Reed knew about it.  He also wondered if Reed was aware of Cox going behind his back and not keeping him informed on their mission to capture Winters.  Surely, it would be a better news story to have Winters brought to D.C. and put on trial.  Of course, they would plaster his face all over the media, creating a spectacle for a show trial.  The public would eat it up as well since they believed Winters was a murderer of innocent women and children.  The government almost needed Winters to be the boogieman, so they could keep blaming him for what they were doing.  On the other hand, maybe the government wouldn’t even bring him to trial.  They might just pretend the man was still on the loose.  Maybe this is why they allowed Mordulfah to retain him.

It was all speculation at this point.  Until Green could get into his office and start investigating who Mordulfah was and his connection to the government, he’d just have to be satisfied that Bassett and Scar were going after Winters. 

After filling his mother in on the latest events, Green left for the office.  He arrived earlier than usually and was there before his secretary.  He had always liked being the first one in.  This would give him peace and quiet before the start of what was shaping up to be a very hectic day.

He sat down at his desk, booted up the computer, and entered Mordulfah’s name in the government’s system.  Nothing came up but a few newspaper articles on a couple of charities he was involved in, one of which was a children’s hospital.  “Like to be close to children, do ya?” he thought to himself.

He needed to inform Reed of what was happening, but before he did, he would call Cox and express interest in the capture.  He would also have to convey his displeasure in the way Cox had treated Bassett.

He pulled up the number on his computer and clicked the auto dialer.




Chapter 50

Detroit Michigan

 

Captain Cox got up early, excited with anticipation as if it was Christmas morning. He couldn’t wait to get on the phone to Mordulfah and give him the good news.  He looked in the mirror at his bandaged nose, which reminded him of his stupidity for letting Winters get close enough for the sucker punch.  Had he not lost control of his temper, none of this would have happened.

He arrived at the station, and asked Millsap, the watchman for the night, for any updates.

“Everything was pretty quiet last night,” said Millsap, who relished having tattoos inked on his body.  He would have more if he could find someone capable of quality work, but with the war, finding a talented artist had become impossible.

“Any problem with the prisoners?”

“No.  No problems at all, I checked on them regularly.”

“And that’s all you did, right?”

“I didn’t touch them if that’s what you mean.”

“You know that’s exactly what I mean.  Those girls are not for us.  I’ll kill anyone who goes near them.”

“I know, I know,” said Millsap.  “I don’t know what the big deal is with the older blonde.  I heard some of the guys say she was at our Saline house.”

“I don’t care if she was the house mother.  I don’t want to upset the little one any more than she is right now.  The last thing I need is for her to be hysterical when I bring her to Mordulfah.  We’ll let him decide what to do with the other one.”

“Fine, whatever.”

“What about Bassett? Did we find out who let him go?”

“No, not yet?  I still need to ask Hadley.”

“Hadley?  Where is our little Texas hick?”

“He didn’t come in yesterday?”

“He didn’t?  Well did it cross your little pea brain that he might have been the one to let Bassett go?”

Millsap shrugged his shoulders.

“Did you call the airport like I asked?”

“Yeah, they don’t know anything about it.”

Cox started toward his office.  “There’s something about Bassett that makes me think, he’s not on our side.”

Millsap whispered to himself.  “Whatever, nose boy.”

Cox sorted through some papers before going downstairs to check on his prisoners. He made a big production of descending the stairs to make a grand entrance as if he was going to be formally announced to an audience.  He looked at each one of them.  The older blonde had fire in her brown eyes as she stared Cox down, to the point where he was the first to turn away.

He stopped at Winters cell.  “Well, how did our rebel killer sleep last night?”

Winters stretched himself out.  “I haven’t slept this good in quite some time.  How’d you sleep?  Oh, I do hope you don’t have sleep apnea.  That mask would have been a bitch to wear.”

Sadie let out a chuckle.

Cox caught himself before he lost his temper again.  “So, you slept well, on just a piece of plywood?”

“I usually sleep outside on the ground, so this was a real treat.”

“Even knowing that we captured and killed some of your men?”

“Can’t let that worry me,” said Winters, who in fact worried all night.

“We even killed your friend Bassett,” said Cox trying to trick Winters.

“I’ve got no man named Bassett, must be one of yours.”

“No, I’m certain he’s one of yours.”

“Afraid not.  Sounds like you’re not a very good administrator.”

“I’m very good at my job.”

“And yet you ask me if one of your guys belongs to me,” said Winters in a condescending tone.

Cox didn’t like his tone.  “And yet I have you behind bars.”

“For now you do.”

“Oh, you think you’re going to escape?”

“I said nothing of the sort, you’re the one who brought it up.”

“But you said for now.”

“If I’m not mistaken, we’re getting transferred out of here,” said Winters who was enjoying his bantering with the weak minded Cox.

Cox’s eye twitched.  He then composed himself.  “You’ll be the guest of Prince Mordulfah.”  He turned to the two girls.  “Don’t worry, you two will be going with him.”

Winters didn’t respond.

Cox strutted back upstairs.  Just as he made it to his office, the phone on his desk rang.  He sat down and picked up the receiver.

“Captain Cox here.”

“Captain Cox, this is Major Green with Homeland Security.”

Cox straightened up.  He hadn’t expected this call and was caught off guard.

“What can I do you for, Major?”

“I understand you’re to be congratulated.”

Cox didn’t know if Green knew about Winters.  “Oh?”

“You’ve captured state enemy number one.”

“Yes.  Yes, I did.”

“That’s great news.  I’ll be sure you’re given an accommodation.  This is a very big deal.”

“Well thank you, Major.  It was quite an undertaking, and sadly, I lost some men in the process.  Regrettable for sure, but to be expected under such circumstances,” he said not caring for his dead or regretting a thing.

“So, where are you holding him, and when can we have him?” asked Green, knowing this would throw the little bastard off.

Cox wasn’t sure how to answer this. “We have him here, and until arrangements can be made, we’ll keep him here.”

“We’ll arrange for it today.  In fact, I’ll have an escort fly in this afternoon.”

Cox started to get nervous.  “That won’t be necessary.  I need to check with my boss, he’ll need to check with his, and so on up the line before I can let him go.  You understand I’m sure.”

“I understand completely, I know all about bureaucracy and something tells me everyone is going to want a piece of this action.”

“Yeah, you know how it goes.”

“Regardless, I’ll have our PR department put together a press release and have it ready to go.  This is going to be big, Captain.  You’ll be famous before the day is out.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” said Cox who was starting to worry that his prisoner might be too popular to hand over to Mordulfah.

“Don’t you worry about anything,” said Green, wanting to make Cox nervous.  He needed to find out how much juice this guy had and how long it would take before someone contacted him.  “You’re a hero, and you know how the public loves heroes.”

“Like I said, I need to talk to my boss and get everything squared away.”

“Hey Captain, this has put me in such a good mood I’m even going to let that other thing go?”

“What other thing?”

“You know, that little stunt you pulled with my man, Bassett.  He was pretty pissed off about it.”

“Things got out of control is all.  Didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it.  I’ll calm him down as much as I can.  His PTSD sometimes has a way of getting the best of him though.”

“His PTSD?” asked Cox who was regretting picking up the phone.

“The man saw some crazy stuff when he was in the Middle East.  He told me about this one time when his squad came busting in on a harem of young girls.  He said he just lost it and they killed everyone involved, including their family members.”  It was all Green could do to not laugh aloud.  “Yeah, he said that really messed with his mind, still has nightmares about it.”

Cox’s hand started to shake.  “That’s uh, really too bad, like I said I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Well, Captain, I’ll be in touch later today, I’ve got a lot to do here to get ready for Cole Winters’ delivery.  Have a great day.”

Cox hung up the phone.  His mind was spinning a mile a minute.  Not only did he not want to lose his prize possession but he also forgot to ask where Bassett was.  If Millsap was correct, that no flights left last night, then Bassett might still be in Detroit.

He needed to stop this Major Green before he let the cat out of the bag by telling the world about Winters.  He picked up the phone, took a couple of deep breaths and dialed Mordulfah’s number.




Chapter 51

St Paul Minnesota

 

Scar was glad to be back in Minnesota and couldn’t wait to talk to Bill Taylor.  He was anxious to discuss the details of Taylor’s plan to free the captured Patriots.  He just hoped they had enough manpower to do the job.  He felt more confident knowing he had Nate, Burns and Elliott back with him.  Mr. Peterson had brought along six new men, two of whom were former military.  People with military experience were hard to come by these days.  They were either already fighting in the war, too old, or murdered by their own government, thanks to the Patriot Centers.  Just thinking about the Patriot Centers made Scar’s skin crawl.  It was such a surreal thing that it didn’t even seem conceivable.  To take advantage of someone’s patriotism was so underhanded and evil that he had difficulty understanding it.  Did power and control mean so much that it justified the killing of innocent people to get what you want?  It all boiled down to good versus evil.

Scar’s thoughts turned to Colonel Brocket who had supplied them with more weapons and supplies, which was a blessing.  He didn’t know what they would be doing without their generosity and understanding.  It re-instilled his faith in humanity to know there were still good people in the world who wanted to do the right thing.

They pulled into the outskirts of St. Paul and made their way to Taylor’s place.

“Peterson, you old coot,” greeted Taylor giving him a bear hug.  “Couldn’t keep away from all the fun, eh?”

“You know it, Bill. How the hell are you?” he asked his old friend.

“Ain’t getting any younger and feeling it every day, especially doing what we’re doing.”

“I hear ya.  So you got a bead on the men.”

Taylor looked at Mr. Peterson and the rest of them.  “Told ya I’d come up with something before you came back.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” said Scar.

“Found out that I’ve got a couple of old buddies of mine working at the jail, cleaning up after their messes.  I’m meeting them later tonight.  They say it’s not going to be easy, but that it’s doable.”

“That’s it?” asked Nate, annoyed with what he heard.

“Hey, I’m still working on it,” said Taylor defensively.

“We ain’t got a whole lot time to be waiting on a couple of garbage men to come and tell us it’s doable.  We need to storm the place, kill the bastards and get the hell out of here.”

“Hey, it’s a fortified jail house.”

Nate pointed his finger at Taylor.  “I don’t give a crap if it’s Fort Knox, we can’t wait till tonight to make plans.  Time is running out.  In case you’ve forgotten those pedophiles have Sadie and Reese.”

Taylor didn’t respond.

Scar looked at him. “Why don’t you take us there and let us check it out.”

“Fine, let’s go,” replied Taylor fuming.  He glared at Nate as he walked away.

Scar, Bassett, Burns and Nate got in Taylor’s car and headed downtown. They drove around the large building where their men were prisoners.  It had no weak points and looked impossible to storm.

“Like I said, the place is fortified real good,” said Taylor.

“It’d take more than a frontal assault,” said Bassett.

“Well, if you got a couple of guys inside, maybe they could sneak a few of us in,” suggested Burns.

“Definitely give us an advantage, and if we do it late at night, won’t be as many cops around,” said Bassett.

Nate tried to contain himself as he listened to their ideas.  He finally had enough and interjected.  “Let’s just go find the bastard in charge and make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

They all looked at each other and began to see the simplicity in his comment.

“Might not be a bad idea,” said Scar.  “Who’s in charge?” he asked Taylor.

“Lieutenant Stiver.”

“Where’s the son-of-bitch live?” asked Nate

“Don’t know but I can find out.”

“Well, chop, chop, let’s go,” said Nate.

Scar put a hand on Nate’s arm and gestured for him to settle down.

“Look, I’m just anxious, and don’t like what might be happening to those girls.”

“We’re right with ya, Nate,” said Scar.  “Bill, get us out of here and let’s find out about Stiver.”

An hour later, Taylor came back with the information they needed.  Stiver lived over in the same area they had found Commandant Boxer.  An area that he normally wouldn’t have been able to afford, but these days the tables were reversed.  He who held government power dictated the rules, and Stiver, now a recipient of the times, obviously liked living in a well to do neighborhood.

Taylor drove them to Stiver’s place and parked the car on the street.  Bassett, who was the most clean-cut of the group walked up onto the wraparound porch and rang the bell.

A minute later a woman came to the door.

“May I help you?” she asked through the screen door.

Bassett smiled.  “Hi, is this where the Lieutenant lives?”

The woman hesitated, but Bassett kept smiling.  “Yes, it is.”

“He isn’t here, right?” he asked in a lowered voice.

“No, no he’s not.  What is this all about?”

“Well, the guys at the station want to give him a surprise party tonight for capturing the Shadow Patriots.  We don’t want to have it at the station so we got something set up at the Plaza.  We want you to be there, of course, and I’m hoping you’ll help us with our little subterfuge.”

“Oh my, well, I don’t know, I mean, I guess so, it sounds very exciting.  Who did you say you were?”

“I’m Josh,” he answered.

“I’m Carrie, his wife.”

“Well, of course you are, I was told he had a pretty wife.  I’m one of his newer guys and we’re all just so excited by what he did.”

She blushed at the compliment and instantly let her guard down.  “Well, what do you want me to do?”

“Can I come in?”

She opened the screen door and they walked into the kitchen.  “All we really need is for you to get him home early.  Then some of us can also leave and set everything up.  Plus, you should dress him in his best threads and get yourself all dolled up too.”

Carrie was short and frumpy and had brown hair cut in a bob.  She wore a headband, and it appeared she was trying to grow her hair longer.  She was excited, and gushed about how much she loved parties, but hadn’t been to one in such a long time.  “I’ll just tell him, I’ve got a special surprise at home, and he’ll know what that means,” she giggled.  “Afterwards, I’ll tell him I want to get dressed up and go out for dinner.”

“Carrie, you are a devilish little thing,” said Bassett, pouring on the flattery to a rather pathetic little woman who was really a sucker for the attention.

She smiled and picked up the phone.  “What time should he come home?”

“I’d say right away.  It’ll give us more time.”

She nodded her head and dialed his number.  “Hey honey, I was wondering if you could come home early.”  She looked up at Bassett and gave him a wink.  “Well, it’s just that I’m real lonely today and thought that, you know, we could spend some time together.”  She moved her head up and down.  “How about right now, I’m just sitting in the bath tub, been reading some of my romance books.  Okay, sweetie, I’ll see you in just a bit.”

She hung up the phone and jumped up and down.  “This is so much fun.  What time do you want him there?”

“Bring him over at six.  That should be plenty of time.”

“I’m so excited,” she squealed.

“Well, you should be, he’s a big hero.  You just make sure you don’t wear him out before he gets there.”

She giggled and walked him to the door.




Chapter 52

Detroit Michigan

 

The conversation with Major Green had made Cox anxious and it was not helping that he couldn’t get in touch with Mordulfah.  He needed him to call off Major Green.  It was lunchtime before Mordulfah called him back.  Cox picked up the phone on the first ring.

“This is Captain Cox.”

“Captain.” said the voice on the other end.

“Your Excellency, I have good news for you.”

There was silence on the line.

“I’ve got Winters locked up downstairs.”

“This is good news, Captain.  You’re to be congratulated.

“Yes, well thank you,” said Cox, thinking only about the payment.

“And, of course, you’ll be rewarded greatly.”

“Yes, well, thank you again, but the thing is, I have a problem.”

“I’m listening.”

“I received a phone call from Major Green.  He’s with Homeland Security and wants to transfer Winters to Washington today.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him that I’d have to see what my boss wanted me to do.”

“Which is the truth.”

“He also said he was going to issue a press release today and assured me everyone would know who I was and what I did.”

“This is not a problem. I’ll take care of it.”

“That’s what I was hoping to hear.  When do you want me to bring him to you?”

“I am not in town today, how about tomorrow?”

Cox thought about asking to bring him today but didn’t want to leave and have to come back begging for his reward.  “I can do that.”

“How about first thing in the morning?”

“First thing it is.” 




Chapter 53

Washington D.C.

 

Green returned to his desk after investigating Mordulfah through a friend at the state department.  His friend confirmed the stature of the Saudi prince.  He had also discovered that not only was the prince in banking and real estate, he also had diplomatic credentials.  This seemed rather odd.  If he was a banker, what was he doing with credentials? 

Green sat pondering the situation when his assistant buzzed him.  “Yes, Grace.”

“Secretary Reed is here.”

He had about given up on Reed ever calling him because of Cox.

He got up and greeted Reed.  “Come in, sir.  Have a seat.”

Reed sat down and got right to the point.  “Were you going to call me? Or were you just waiting for me to approve of this stunt?”

“Sir?”

“Let’s not play games, Major.”

Green was surprised by his attitude.

“You’re not to worry about Winters, or his whereabouts, and you’re not to make any press releases.”

“Sir, I’m a little confused.  I was under the impression it was my job to find him and bring him to Washington.”

“Yes, well we found him, and you’re not to worry about what we do with him.  There are bigger things going on here, Major.  Things that are way above your pay grade.”

Green didn’t like being talked down to this way.  He put up with it from Colonel Nunn and now here he was taking it from this fat little man.  “I’m sorry, sir but I wasn’t made aware of these things.”

“Well, now you are.”

Green decided to go ahead and push him.  “Does this have anything to do with Prince Mordulfah?”

Reed glared at Green.  “What do you know of him?”

“Only that he’s in Detroit, and has an interest in Winters.”

“How do you know this?”

“Corporal Bassett told me.  Captain Cox informed him.”

“Where is Bassett now?”

“He flew in last night.  He’s taken a couple of days off, because of an altercation with Cox, who whacked him over the head and put him in jail.”

Reed seemed surprised.  “I wasn’t aware that you even sent him there.”

“I wanted him to check into the killings.”

Reed didn’t respond.

“So, what does Mordulfah want with Winters?”

Reed evaded the question.  “Like I said, Major, these things are above your pay grade.”

“So, if Winters is caught, what is it I'm supposed to be doing?” asked Green.  He sensed Reed was losing his patience.

“Keep doing your job,” said Reed, as he got up and started for the door.  “I’m sure we don’t have all the rebels rounded up yet, Major.  We need them all.”

Green stood up and watched Reed leave his office.  He suspected Reed had just told him things he didn’t want to be known and was now trying to cover himself.  It was certainly an absolute priority for Reed to come here personally.  He was glad he had brought up Mordulfah’s name and had gotten to see the effect it had on him.

The conversation with Reed left Green with even more questions.  There was an obvious connection between Mordulfah and Reed and by proxy, Perozzi.  The testy manner in which Reed addressed him was confirmation of their association.  So, this Saudi prince was important enough to keep him happy.  The question wasn’t necessarily why he was in Michigan, as there was definitely an overabundance of radical Muslims in the area.  After losing the terrorist in Detroit Lakes, it seemed obvious they needed a closer supply of dedicated men.  Though there was still a population of Muslim Somalis in Minneapolis, Green wondered if they were not to Mordulfah’s liking.  There was not as many as there had been before America’s troubles began.  Like a lot of the population, they too had pulled up roots and moved south.  Regardless, all it would take to get the radicals riled up was a leader of substance, someone who could throw money around, and supply their Jihad with materiel and ordinance.

The bigger question was why was it so important to Perozzi and Reed, to hire someone to drive out the local population.  What did they get out of this?  That had been the central question for Green ever since he learned what they were up to.  Yes, they wanted to control the country, but outsourcing to a bunch of Jihadist only created a bigger problem that they would have to deal with later.  Once you struck a hornet’s nest, it wasn’t always easy to get away from it.

For now, Perozzi and Reed almost needed Winters to continue to be on the loose, in a manner of speaking.  It made sense to blame Winters for the killings in Brainerd, Minnesota, and all the other places, because Reed wouldn’t be able to keep a lid on the destruction there and in Michigan, much longer.  At some point, word would get out and what could be better than to have a boogieman on a killing rampage.  It was actually quite brilliant, and an easy thing to do with the media in your back pocket.  Of course, not everyone will believe it, there would always be a few seeds of doubt.

Green was dealing with some evil men.  Men who would use any means at their disposal to get what they wanted, and they wouldn’t hesitate a second to kill him.  He would have to be more careful and watch his back.  The first thing he needed to do was find out exactly what he was up against and see if they had any weaknesses.  He would have to gather all the information he could on Perozzi, Reed and Mordulfah.  He knew he could rely on his friend, Sam, at the State Department.




Chapter 54

 

Reed met Perozzi at the Four Seasons for a late lunch.  He plopped down in their usual booth and ordered a Scotch, neat.  He waited for the waitress to get out of hearing range before he started in on Perozzi.

“We’ve got a problem.”

“Oh, what might that be?”

“Well, besides that pig Mordulfah, which I’ll get to in just a second, I think Green suspects something else is going on.  He’s not the dumb ass we thought he was.  The little bastard played that other dumb ass, Captain Cox like a fiddle.  How do I know Cox is a dumb ass?  Cause I had to call him and he talked on and on about what happened.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, Major Green called Cox and got him so worked up about being made out to be a hero in the press that he called Mordulfah, who in turn, ordered me to call Green off.  Now, I don’t know what Mordulfah promised Cox for Winters’ head and I don’t really give a crap, but I don’t like being told what to do by that slimy pig of a pedophile, Mordulfah.  I don’t like being around him and I sure as hell don’t like having to take his orders.”

Perozzi chuckled at his friend as he watched him vent.  The waitress arrived with their drinks.  He picked his up and motioned for a toast.  Their glasses met with a clink.  Reed drank half of his in one swig.

“Here’s to capturing Winters,” said Perozzi.

“Yes, that is something to celebrate.”

“Of course, no one is to know anything about that,” said Perozzi taking another sip.

“Well, except Major Green.  He’s a little confused about that.”

“How did he even find out?” asked Perozzi.

“He sent his man, Corporal Bassett, to Detroit to do some snooping around.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know anything about it.”

“It seems our Major is more capable than we suspected.”

“Exactly.  And Bassett just happened to be there when they got word on Winters’ whereabouts.”

“Well, we can’t control coincidences.”

“Cox told me another funny thing too.  He said he locked Bassett up after getting into a scuffle with him over fuel for what Cox thought was to be used for another snooping trip.  He told me when he got back with Winters, someone had let Bassett out, and coincidentally the rebels knew they were coming.  He thought it might have been Bassett and is now worried that he will be coming after him.”

“Maybe he will.”

“Green just told me that Bassett flew back to Washington.”

“So then he won’t.”

“Yeah, but Cox insisted that no flights heading this way left Detroit.”

Perozzi gave Reed a serious look before taking another sip of his Scotch.  “You need to have Green followed.  There are too many coincidences.”

Reed nodded.  “I was thinking the same thing.  I’ll use my regular man, he’s quite good and won’t pester me till he has something solid.”




Chapter 55

St. Paul Minnesota

 

Bassett sauntered down the walkway of the big Victorian home and took a left down the street.  He burst out laughing when he got back to the car and began to explain what he had done.

Scar put his big hand on his shoulder.  “I don’t think I could have come up with anything better.  You’ve done me proud.”

“He’ll be here in no time, something tells me he doesn’t get an offer like that every day.”

“How do you want to handle this?” Burns asked Scar.

“Besides putting a gun to his head,” smirked Nate.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Scar, who took the next few minutes to lay out his plan.  When he finished they all sat back, impressed with what he’d come up with.  It had an element of risk, like all operations of this nature, but nothing that couldn’t be overcome by a little luck.

“The concept sounds solid to me,” said Bassett.

“If we can pull this off right, Stiver won’t even come after us,” said Burns.

“That’s the beauty of it,” said Scar.

“Taylor, do you think you can get everything we need in a couple of hours?”

“Won’t be a problem.”

“Okay then, as soon as Stiver pulls in, you and Burns go and start scrounging the stuff up.”

They didn’t have to wait long for the Lieutenant to pull into his driveway.  They watched from up the street as Stiver got out his car and hustle his out of shape body onto the porch.  He was wearing his black assault uniform so his shiny bald head was the only thing they could see as he disappeared into the shade of the porch.

“Should we give him a few minutes with his wife?” asked Bassett.

“Screw his wife, no pun intended, but let’s go,” said Nate.

Scar held his hand out.  “Give him a few minutes.  The more compromising position we catch him in, the easier he’ll be to control. ”

They got out of the car and watched as Taylor and Burns left the old Victorian neighborhood.  The three of them traipsed up the drive and onto the porch, where they found the door unlocked.  They pulled out their weapons and walked inside.  They heard laughter coming from upstairs.  “That didn’t take long,” said Scar.  He led the way up the oversized wooden staircase and down the red-carpeted hall to the master bedroom.  The voices came from the adjoining bathroom. Scar was the first to enter and see the two lovebirds splashing around in a big antique claw-foot bathtub.  When he walked in with his gun pointed at them, it took a second before Stiver came to his senses.

He yelled out as his wife screamed and covered herself.  “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing here?”

“Don’t even get up, you’re not something I want to see.”

Bassett and Nate walked in the room.

“That man,” screamed Carrie.  “I know him.”

Stiver looked at his wife.  “How do you know him?”

“He was just here.  He works for you.”

“He what?” asked Stiver, as he turned back to Scar.  “What are you doing in my house?”

“Is it your house, Stiver?  Or are you squatting?”

Stiver didn’t respond.

Scar grabbed a couple of towels, threw them over to Stiver, and motioned him to get up.  Stiver covered himself as he got out of the tub.  His wife followed suit.  Scar led them into the bedroom.  Nate checked Stiver’s clothes for any weapons and then gave them to him to put on.  Carrie put on a bathrobe.

“Now, do you mind telling me who you are, and what you want?”

“We want our men back, you know, the ones you took yesterday.”

Stiver finally recognized the gravity of the situation.  He had prisoners that would have put him back in the good graces of the National Police, but he was about to lose them. He would continue to be the laughing stock of the force.

“I can’t let you have them,” he tried to say bravely.

Nate lost his patience and wasn’t in the mood to mess around.  He walked up to Carrie, raised his gun to her head and glared at Stiver with his dark eyes.  “I don’t think you understand just how pissed off I am right now.”

Carrie let out a sob.  She looked at her husband who started to move toward her.  Scar grabbed him.  “I wouldn’t be trying any heroics, Lieutenant.  You see my friend here, is a cold hearted son-of-a-bitch and he won’t think twice about pulling that trigger.”

Stiver stopped moving.  “Don’t cry honey, I’ll get us out of this.”

“That’s better,” said Scar.  “Now, you’re going to help us get our men out of jail.”

Stiver looked at Scar as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “You think you can just walk in there and expect me to turn the key.”

“That’s exactly what you’re going to do, and if you behave yourself, we’ll let you come back here tonight and finish your rendezvous with your wife.  We’ll even fix it so they still think you’re the hero.”

Stiver gave Scar a puzzled look.

A couple of hours later, Taylor and Burns returned.  They carried a bag of clothes into Stiver’s house and dropped them on the floor.

“Everything else ready?” Scar asked Burns.

Burns nodded.  “Everyone’s in place and ready to go.”

The plan was a simple one.  They would pose as government officials from Washington.  Taylor had gathered a couple of business suits, and some fake ID’s they hoped wouldn’t be scrutinized too closely since they would be accompanied by Stiver.  The rest would be in National Police uniforms that Taylor had gotten from a friend who was in the laundry business.

Basset would play himself, an agent of Homeland Security and would use if needed, the documents Green had issued him.  Everything depended on Stiver’s demeanor, and he had a great motivator.  They told him Nate would be guarding his wife.  They made sure Stiver believed this, but in reality, they would bind and gag Carrie, and leave her by herself.

Scar had Stiver drive his own car downtown.  He noticed beads of sweat running down Stivers temples.  He didn’t want him freaking out so he reached over and turned on the air conditioner.  He still looked nervous so Scar decided to give him a pep talk.

“Listen, Stiver, you play nice with us and you’ll get home safe and sound. We have no desire to hurt your wife, but know this for sure, if we don’t make it out of there, Nate will kill her.”

Stiver nodded.  “I know.  Believe me, I know.”

“Just be cool.”

“I’m going to look like a jack ass.”

“No, you won’t.  You’re not looking at the big picture here. You’re handing over the prisoners as directed by Homeland Security.  No one will know you were forced into it.”  Scar didn’t really care what happened to Stiver, but he could see saving face was important to him, so he played that card strongly.

“Yeah, but what happens when they do come for them?”

“You lie.  Just say you executed them.  No one is going to give a crap anyway.  Winters is the one everyone wants.”

As they arrived downtown, their transports pulled in and parked near the rear door of the jail where they would bring the prisoners out.  The four of them got out of Stiver’s SUV and headed to the entrance.

Stiver approached Corporal Gottlieb, the night desk clerk.  “How’s it going?”

“Hey Lieutenant, not too bad considering all the excitement from last night,” said Gottlieb who looked like he was barely out of his teens and spoke with a heavy Minnesota accent. “Who have you got there?”

“These men are from Washington.  Homeland Security and all.”

“Oh really, from Washington, huh?  You guys here because of our prisoners?”

“That’s right son,” said Scar, who at six four towered over the smaller corporal who still sat behind the desk.

“Gottlieb, these men are here to transfer the prisoners back to Washington.”

“They are?  I wasn’t notified of any such thing.”

“Maybe someone forgot?” said Stiver.

“I don’t think someone would forget something like that,” said Gottlieb.

Scar looked down on him.  “You’re absolutely right, Corporal.  No one would forget something like that.  The fact of the matter is, this is a classified mission.  No one is supposed to know anything about it.  Too much publicity surrounds these murdering bastards and there are too many loose lips.  This is why we told no one.  Just between you and me, it’s also the reason why I had to leave my wife and kids to come to this godforsaken part of the country and be sneaking around at night when I should be at home with my family.”

Gottlieb didn’t know what to say as Scar continued to stare at him.  So, he got up and grabbed a set of keys.  He got on the phone and ordered some help to release the prisoners.  They all followed Gottlieb to the cells and watched as the cops pulled the men out and placed handcuff chains around their waist and shackles on their feet.

The cops escorted their prisoners down the hallway.  The prisoners recognized what was happening but thankfully didn’t give any indication.

After filling out some paperwork releasing the thirty-four prisoners, Stiver walked Scar to the back door and down the set of cement stairs.  The transports had already pulled out and Scar put his hand out to Stiver.  “Nice work Stiver.  That went better than expected.”

“What about my wife?”

“She’ll be at that closed down restaurant on Exit 207B off of 94. Give it ten minutes.”

“She’ll be alright?”

“Of course Stiver, unlike you guys, we don’t like killing innocent people.”

He didn’t respond.

“Just remember, if you play it right and not spill the beans, then you’ll still look like the hero.”

Scar climbed into a waiting car.

Bassett looked over at him.  “What did you tell him?”

“Told him he could find his wife west of here.”

Bassett laughed.  “That’ll make him a little anxious.”

“Yeah, but he’ll be relieved when he sees her at home.”




Chapter 56

Washington D.C.

 

Green left his office for the day and planned to meet his friend, Sam, who worked at the State Department.  Sam had the security clearance Green needed to access databases containing the information vital to his investigation.  As he headed to the parking lot, he saw someone who seemed strangely out of place.  The man had a massive receding hairline and wasn’t dressed in business attire.  This struck Green as odd.  Everyone who worked in the building looked like a white-collar bureaucrat.  This man was dressed in wrinkled khakis and wore a cheap pull over bright red polo shirt.

When Green made eye contact with the stranger, he turned his head and walked off in the opposite direction.

Green shrugged, continued to his car and drove to a shabbier part of town.  He entered a restaurant and sat down at a booth in the bar area where Sam waited.

Sam was about the same age as Green and kept himself in good shape.  However, the stress from his government position had started to show on his face.  Wrinkles were forming around his mouth and eyes, and premature gray hair crept into his sideburns.  He was a career State Department employee and traveled extensively around the world to various embassies.  They had met playing in a volleyball league at a local bar years ago, formed a friendship, and got together whenever they were both in town.

A waitress approached and took their orders.  Green waited for her to leave and asked his friend if he had brought the information, he’d asked for.

“Got it right here, John.  What’s this all about?” asked Sam as he handed Green a high capacity flash drive.

Green stuck it in his laptop and skimmed over the data.  He was pleased Sam had been able to dig up so much information.  He would have plenty to do at home this evening.

“I’m not sure Sam, but something is going on, something that’s big though.”

“I was a little surprised when you asked for info on Perozzi and if he has any ties to Mordulfah.  I’m a bit reluctant to give you this stuff.”

“Oh?”

“You don’t know do you?”

Green gave him a quizzical look.

“About Perozzi?”

“I don’t even know what he looks like, all I know is he’s got money.  Lots of it.”

“There’s a picture of him in there.  He’s a billionaire many times over and he’s a personal friend of the President.”

“Close friends?” asked Green as he thumbed through the data to the photograph.

“Very close.  That’s him right there.”

Green studied the picture.  “I’ve seen this guy before.”

“Where?”

“He was in Reed’s office when I first met with him.  I wasn’t introduced, and he just sat in the corner not saying a word.”

“That’s weird.”

“Yeah, it was, but I didn’t really think too much about it, until now.”

“Perozzi has his fingerprints on everything in the government.  Word has it he runs the President.  Plus, he definitely has business ties to Mordulfah, which include banking and real estate.  I got you a small sample of their dealings.”

“I figured he had connections to them, but it’s good to see it confirmed,” said Green, leaning back as the waitress came over with their beers.  He picked up his glass and took a sip.  “Now I know why they have an office in the Lafayette building.  The place is crawling with bankers.”

“Also, both Mordulfah and Perozzi have business dealings in China.”

“I suppose if you’re into international banking, you’re going to have those types of contacts.”

“Maybe, but we’re at war with China, which makes it a bit strange to have a Saudi Prince with diplomatic credentials in America who also has ties to the Chinese.”

“What about Lawrence Reed, what’s the deal with him?”

“Big time insider, he’s got a lot of juice.  Some say he orchestrated the resignation of the former president and set up the former VP in that bribery scandal.”

Green looked surprised.

“It makes sense too because he’s a personal friend of the new President as well.”

Green shook his head and let out an audible sigh.

“So, what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet, do some more snooping around.”

“John, you’re not a spy.  You’re playing a dangerous game.  These are the kind of people who don’t bat an eye at killing anyone who dares to ask too many questions.”

Green thought about that.  Sam was right, he wasn’t a spy and he was looking into things that could get him killed.  “I know, I’ll be careful.”

“You damn well better be, because if they catch wind I gave you this info, then I’m as good as dead as well,” said Sam in a nervous tone.

“I will, Sam.”

After finishing their drinks, they left the restaurant and walked outside.

“Which way you headed?” asked Green.

“I’m parked over in the garage.”

They shook hands, and Green assured his nervous friend he’d be careful.

Green started walking in the opposite direction deep in thought.  Just as he reached his car, he remembered he had another question he wanted to ask Sam.  He didn’t want to wait until morning and decided to catch up to him.  He turned around and hustled to the parking garage.  As he entered the garage, he saw the stranger from earlier.  He recognized the cheap red shirt right away.

Seeing this guy twice within a span of an hour couldn’t be a coincidence, so he figured Reed was having him watched.  The stranger must have wanted to find out who Sam was and decided to follow him.

Green kept ducking behind cars as he followed the stranger up a level.  He heard a car start and thought it might be Sam.  He waited and watched as the car came down the ramp, and recognized Sam as it went past.  He knelt down to the cement, peeked under a car, and watched him drive out of the garage.  He also noticed the stranger standing on the ramp.  He had pulled out a piece of paper and was writing down Sam’s license plate number.

Green thought about confronting the man but didn’t want things to get out of hand.  There were other people in the parking lot and the last thing he needed was a confrontation.  The stranger walked to the stairs and out a side door.  Green jumped up, thinking it prudent to follow.  He sprinted to the exit and watched the man walk to the end of the block and turn left.  Green tore after him, worried he might lose sight of him.  He wasn’t quite sure what he was going to do but knew he had to find out who this person was.

The man jaywalked across the street to a decent old Porsche 911.  The black car was jammed between two other vehicles and he struggled to get out of the spot.  Green bolted to the other side and got close enough to read the license plate as the sports car finally tore away.




Chapter 57

Detroit Michigan

 

Winters didn’t get much sleep and woke up feeling achy.  Sleeping on plywood was not something he did well.  He worked his way to the edge of the cot and grabbed onto the bars to stand up.  He stretched his body a few times trying to work out all the kinks and splashed cold water on his face.  His face still hurt from the blow he’d received from Cox.  He didn’t think it was bruised too badly, otherwise, Sadie would have said something.

All night, he had thought about his men and what they would do once they found out the cops had captured him.  He wondered if Nate, Elliott and Burns were back from Canada and if they had met with any of the others.  He figured they would come for him regardless of who might still be alive and able to join in the quest.  Surely, someone must have seen the cops taking him away and made note of the direction.  It wouldn’t take much to know where he was if they knew the general direction.  Of course, they could all be dead for all he knew.  He shrugged the thought out of his mind.

Through the bars, he looked down at Reese and Sadie lying with their arms wrapped around each other.  He formed a slight smile.  It made Winters pause for a moment, thinking that regardless of one’s ominous situation, one could still find some joy, if only for a brief moment.

He thought about Reese’s decision to stay with them and how brave it had been.  She probably wasn’t even aware of the latent courage she was able to muster when it was called for.  That was the odd thing about dire circumstances.  It forced one to discover what they were really made of and often allowed greatness to surface.  He had learned that from a conversation he had with General Standish.  He had discovered that about himself after jumping out of the back of a truck to retrieve his hat.  This one action put him into an impossible situation, forcing him to make hard choices, choices he didn’t necessarily want to make.  He learned he could lead men, which was something that surprised him since he had led the subservient life of a bookkeeper.  He also didn’t know he could unleash holy hell if needed.  This characteristic actually scared him at first, as he felt like a different person, a modern day Mr. Hyde.  He chuckled to himself thinking it better than being a coward.

Winters thought about Sadie and what lay ahead for her.  He prayed to God to save the little thing from Mordulfah.  Sadie came into his life and kept him from constantly dwelling on his own daughter.  He was mad at himself for giving in and not insisting she go with Nate to Canada.  She had played upon his emotions, but, in reality, he did it for his own selfish reasons, he simply liked having her around.

Winters heard the door unlock and footsteps coming down the stairs.  It was Cox and Millsap.  Winters wanted nothing more than to wrap his hands around Cox’s neck.

“Well, Mr. Winters, today’s the day you meet Mordulfah.”

“You mean the man who holds your leash.”

Cox let out a grunt.

“How’s that nose of yours?”

Cox ignored the comment.

Pulling out his nightstick, Cox dragged it noisily across the bars.  “Ladies, time to get up.  You’ve got a big day ahead of you.”

Reese and Sadie stood up.

Cox turned to Millsap.  “I want you to take these two bedraggled looking creatures upstairs, get them to the showers and get them cleaned up.  I want them to look their best.”

“You got it, Captain,” said an excited Millsap.

“Don’t be getting any ideas.”

“Wouldn’t think of it, boss,” he grumbled.

Cox turned back to Winters.  “And you, Mr. Winters, well, you don’t need to look good.”

Millsap opened the cell door to let Reese and Sadie out of their cage.  As Sadie walked out, she batted Millsap’s hand off her shoulder.

“Don’t be giving me any sass, little girl,” yelled Millsap.

“Just get them upstairs,” said Cox.

They marched the girls upstairs leaving Winters alone to ponder how they’d be treating them.  He sat back down on his plywood bed and leaned back to wait.

Thirty minutes later Millsap escorted the girls back downstairs with their hair still wet.  They carried some food with them, which they shared with Winters.  As they ate, they heard yelling upstairs and wondered what was going on.




Chapter 58

 

Cox sat in his office thinking about his exciting day.  He couldn’t wait to deliver Winters and the two girls to Mordulfah.  He had purposely not told him about the girls. He wanted it to be a pleasant enough surprise that Mordulfah would pay a more handsome reward.  As he sat there, Millsap came in and reported that Hadley had just arrived for work.  Cox sat up straight in his chair and ordered Millsap to bring the Texan to him.

Hadley walked in.  “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Where were you yesterday?”

“Huh, I wasn’t feeling well and took the day off.”

Cox raised an eyebrow.  “Not feeling well, huh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What was wrong with you?”

“Ate something bad is all, felt terrible all day.”

“Your tummy feeling better today is it?”

“Yes sir, it is.”

Cox stood up.  “What I want to know is who let out that D.C. puke we had locked up?”

“I’ve no idea, sir.  I didn’t even know he was gone until just now.”

“Well, he is, and there was no one around to let him out.  No one but you, that is.”

“I didn’t do it, sir.”

Cox gestured with his hands.  “You must think that I’m an idiot.  You were the only one who didn’t come with us.”

“Sir, I swear I didn’t let him go, I was home, sick.”

“I don’t believe a damn word you say,” yelled Cox.  “Millsap, get in here.”

Millsap walked into the office. “I want you to take our Texas friend downstairs and keep him there till I get back.”

Millsap stripped Hadley of his sidearm and shoved him up against the wall, where he proceeded to handcuff him.  “Boy, you’re in real trouble now,” snickered Millsap.

“Bring me Winters on your way back up.”

Cox wanted to blow off some steam and Winters seemed like just the person to do it on.  He needed to pay him back for breaking his nose and all his smart mouthing.  He wouldn’t rough him up too much.  The poor bastard would need his strength when he met Mordulfah.

Cox walked outside and waited as Millsap led Winters out with his hands cuffed behind him.  Cox grabbed his nightstick from his belt and slammed it point first into Winters’ stomach.  Winters doubled over and fell to the ground trying to catch his breath.

“That’s for busting my nose,” snarled Cox as he swung the club down across his back.

Millsap grabbed Winters’ arm and yanked him to his feet.  He held onto him while Cox balled his fist and delivered a couple of blows to the face.  Winters collapsed to the ground.  Cox then kicked dirt in his face.

“There you go, Mr. Rebel, how’s that dirt taste?”

Winters groaned.

“I’d do more to you old man, but I’m afraid you’d have a heart attack and die on me.”  He looked at Millsap.  “Get him into my car.”

“You got it, boss,” said Millsap.

“You got everything else set up and ready?”

“Just as you told me, boss.”

“Good.  Make sure you keep your eyes peeled.”

 

Hadley hadn’t expected his colleagues to throw him in jail when he came to work. He didn’t think they would suspect him.  His desire to help Winters had blinded him to the dangers of showing up.  As soon as Millsap went back upstairs, Sadie immediately began peppering him with questions about what happened.  Hadley wasn’t sure if he should tell them or wait for Winters.

“Why did you come back here?” asked Reese.

Hadley hesitated before answering.  “They asked me to come back.”

“Who?” asked Reese.

“Scar.”

“He’s alive?” asked an excited Sadie.

Hadley nodded.

“What about Meeks?” asked Reese.

“Yes, he’s alive, he got shot though.”

Reese cringed.  “Is he alright?”

“Yes, don’t worry, he’s good.”

“Are they going to rescue us?” asked Reese.

“Yes.”

“I knew it,” said Sadie, confidently.

“It’s why I came back here.  Scar wanted me to get word to Winters.”

Reese reached through the bars and rested her hand on Hadley’s arm.  “That was so brave of you.”

Hadley blushed a little.  “I just wish I could do more, but now I’m stuck here.”

“You’ve done more than you know,” said Reese, as she looked down at Sadie.  “We’ve been so worried that everyone was dead or caught and that no one was coming.”

Their conversation ended abruptly when they heard the upstairs door unlock and squeaked as it opened.  Heavy footfalls came stomping down the stairs.

Hadley moved up close to the bars separating them and whispered. “You girls just stay strong.”

Reese moved in, gave Hadley a kiss, and whispered a thank you.

Hadley grinned as blood rushed to his cheeks.  No girl had kissed him since he had left home and never from such a pretty girl.

Millsap opened the cell door.  “Alright girls, upstairs, it is time to go.”

Sadie turned to look back at Hadley and smiled at him as she reached the stairs.

The cops escorted the girls outside to a waiting car.  Winters was slumped in the backseat of another.  Sadie saw they had beaten him up and shot him a worried glance.  Winters gave her a half smile and a wink.  Sadie returned the gesture as the cops put her in the back of the squad car.  Sadie looked around and then at Winters and tried to mouth the words, “they are coming”.  Seeing him in a daze made her tear up.

The armed convoy pulled out and headed to Grosse Pointe and Mordulfah.  Cox was in the best of moods and couldn’t wait to get his reward.  Everything was falling into place nicely.




Chapter 59

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green’s head was spinning as he drove home last night.  He had made a tactical error in underestimating his boss, Lawrence Reed’s, paranoia.  Discovering he was being followed was fortuitous, getting the man’s license plate number was icing on the cake.  He’d have to find someone to run the plates.

He had tried calling his friend Sam last night when he got home, but he hadn’t picked up.  He left a message to call him at home as soon as he checked the recording. Not having access to one of the few remaining cell phones, he decided he would try Sam at his office number right at 0800.

He didn’t look forward to telling him they were being followed, but he owed it to Sam to inform him.  Green imagined his head exploding when he told him.  His friend had already been nervous about handing over the information.

Before heading to the office, Green wanted to go for a run to clear his mind.  As he got ready the phone rang.  He picked it up and heard Sam’s voice on the other end.

“Oh, hell, John.” said Sam, after Green gave him the news.

“I’m sorry.  I feel like an idiot.”

“I told you that you weren’t a spy.”

“I know.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I need to find out who he is, I got his plate number, just need to find someone to run it.”

“Give it to me, I know someone.  What are you going to do when you know who he is?”

“I’m not sure yet, confront him, maybe find out for sure who he’s working for.”

“Give me a couple of hours on this.  You want me to call you at work?”

“No. I’m pretty sure my phone is tapped.  Just meet me at the Duxbury Coffee shop at ten.”

The conversation with Sam made Green too anxious to go for a run, so after a quick breakfast with his mother, he went straight to work.  He didn’t tell her what had happened but knew he’d have to give her a heads up when he found out more about the situation.

He arrived at the office in a restless state and had trouble focusing enough to go through the pile of paperwork on his desk.  He kept looking at the clock as the hands crawled toward ten o’clock.

Green turned in his chair and looked out the window at the D.C. landscape.  He had a good view of Lafayette Park and watched the people go about their lives seemingly oblivious to what was taking place out West and the hardships many of their fellow Americans were going through just to survive another day.  He wondered how many of them had relatives suffering those hardships.

The clock ticked away and finally made it to 9:40.  He got up, walked to the opposite end of the building, and took the stairs to the back entrance.  He wanted to make sure no one could follow him as he exited out onto 15th Street.  He walked to I Street, turned against the traffic and went the long way looking for the man in the red golf shirt.  Satisfied no one was tailing him he set off for the Duxbury Coffee Shop.

He walked into the shop, which had the usual coffee bar with comfortable seating off to the side.  Small groups of patrons sat chatting quietly to each other.  Green spotted his friend and gave him a nod.  After ordering, he sat down and joined him.

“Hey, I’m sorry for the trouble.”

“I’m not happy, John.  I can’t believe I’m having to help you again, but then I don’t have much choice.”

Green took the lid off and took a sip of his latte.  “Did you have any luck?”

Sam nodded.  He reached into his jacket, pulled out two sheets of paper, unfolded them, and laid the first one down on the table.  It was a police mug shot.

Green studied the picture.  “That’s him alright.”

“This guy’s a piece of work.  His name is Bruce Pruitt.  He’s a two-time loser, got sent away twice for burglary and grand larceny.  Served five years the first time and then the second time, after only serving two, got himself paroled.  Doesn’t look like he’s ever had a regular job.  Fancies himself a private detective now, but that’s not official, seeing as he doesn’t have a license.”

“How the hell does he know Reed?”

“Oh, it gets better,” said Sam, who then handed him Pruitt’s address.  “He’s got a place over in Bethesda.”

“Nice neighborhood for a two-time loser.”

“That’s what I thought too, so I did a little extra checking.  Turns out the house is owned by Reed.”

“Is that where Reed lives?”

“No, he’s got a place over in Annapolis.”

Green pondered the significance of that information.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Whatever you do, you need to do it quickly.  Thankfully, I was using a car out of the motor pool.  So, it may take a little while before they can track down who drove it, but sooner than later, they’ll trace it back to me.”

“I promise you, I’ll take care of this.”

“You damn well better, or we both might be dead.”

Green left the coffee shop and started walking back to his office.  He stopped in mid-stride and decided to go to Bethesda.  He would turn the tables and stalk his stalker.




Chapter 60

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Cox and his men reached the estate of Edsel & Eleanor Ford located in Grosse Pointe.  The mansion sat right on the shore of Lake St. Clair.  It had been opened to the public since the seventies when she had gifted it to the city.

They drove up to the gate where guards waved his motorcade in, and they made their way to the main house. More guards came and ushered them through the small entryway.

Cox stood with Winters, Sadie and Reese in the hallway as Mordulfah came in.

“Captain Cox, you are to be congratulated,” said Mordulfah as he approached.  He took a look a Cox’s nose.  “Oh, my, you were wounded?”

“Yes, sir,” said Cox, eyeballing Winters.

“Well, I hope you’re not in too much pain.”

Mordulfah then moved to Winters.  “So, you’re the man who’s been giving us so much trouble.  You’re quite old to be playing a young man’s game.”  He then moved over to Reese and Sadie.  “Now, what do we have here?”

“These are my gifts to you.  The tall one is Reese and the little one is Sadie.”

“My, my, you two are quite beautiful,” said Mordulfah as he reached for Sadie’s dishwater blond hair.

Sadie jerked away from his touch.

“She’s a bit on the sassy side,” said Cox.

Mordulfah laughed.  “I can see. We’ll take care of that.”  He motioned to Wali, his trusted assistant.  Wali led the two girls away.

Mordulfah moved back over to Winters.  “Mr. Winters is it?”

Winters didn’t respond.

“Mr. Winters, you’re being quite rude.  You’re to be a guest here in my home.  Now I’ll ask you again.  It’s Mr. Winters?”

Winters nodded.

“Now, that wasn’t so difficult.”  He then spoke in Arabic to another servant, who turned and left the room, returning in a few moments with a thick envelope, handing it to Mordulfah.  “For your services, Captain Cox.”

Cox smiled and took the envelope and bowed his head.

Mordulfah then spoke again in Arabic and a servant led Winters out of the room.  He then turned back to Cox.  “Captain Cox, what about the rest of his men?”

“Most of them were rounded up, but not all of them.”

“I’m assuming they’ll attempt some sort of rescue.”

“Yes, I believe they will, but we’re ready for them.”

“Are you?”

“Yes,”

“Do they know where I am?”

“No, they wouldn’t know that, which is why they’ll have to come to my station in order to find out.  We have the traitor who helped them, locked up downstairs.  So, they’ll have to come there in order to get him.”

“Excellent work.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That will be all then, Captain.”

“Yes, thank you,” said Cox who motioned his men to leave.

Wali came back into the room.  “Everything is arranged, your Excellency.”

Mordulfah went to where he had Sadie prisoner and found her sitting on a bed.  He walked in and noticed that she didn’t look frightened, which amused him.  He pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat down.

“Sadie, such an enchanting name and very appropriate for you.”

She looked at him.  “And why’s that?”

Mordulfah smiled.  “Because the meaning of your name is Princess and tonight you’ll become my wife and become a real princess.”

She faked a smile.

“Today is such a special day.”

“Well, tomorrow’s my birthday,” she lied.

“Is it?”

She nodded with another fake smile.

“How wonderful.  How old will you be?”

“Thirteen,” she lied again.

“A perfect age,” he responded enthusiastically.  “Then we shall wait until tomorrow and have a double celebration.”

“Will you get me a present?” she asked trying to work him over.

“Of course, you shall have many presents.”

She muscled up a smile to melt his heart.

Mordulfah was quite satisfied and told her that someone would be along to help her get settled in.  He left the room and headed to where they were holding Winters.




Chapter 61

Detroit Michigan

 

After rescuing thirty-four prisoners from St. Paul, Scar had led their band of warriors back to South Bend.  Some of the rescued men wouldn’t be able to continue because of injuries they’d received during the campus raid.  Scar figured the cops would never suspect they’d go back to the campus and thought it would be a safe place for a couple of days.  Amber volunteered to stay with them to tend to their needs.

The Shadow Patriots then drove through the night as they proceeded to Detroit.  Once they reached the outskirts, they pulled over to draw up a game plan.  Having dropped off a dozen men, they had only sixty, which included the wounded Meeks and Elliott.  Both insisted they were in good enough shape to go and wouldn’t back down.

They all disembarked from the vehicles and assembled near Scar’s SUV.  The men had automatically looked to him as next in charge.  He again realized the burden Winters felt every time he had to make decisions that would put his men in harm’s way.

“Guys, from what Corporal Bassett has told me there’s a lot of Jijis and cops roaming around town, so we need to be careful not to stand out.  The first thing we need to do is to find Hadley.  He gave me his address so a couple of us can go check it out and see if he’s there.”

“What if he’s not?” asked Elliott.

“Then we need to go see if he’s at work.”

“At work?  Are you mad?” asked Bassett.

Meeks piped up.  “Of course we’re mad, how the hell you think we got this far.”

Bassett gave him a puzzled look.

“Listen, ole Scar and me have walked into worse situations than this.”

“Glad to see you’ve volunteered yourself,” said Scar.

“Can’t let you have all the fun,” smiled Meeks.

“You sure you’re up to it?”

“Got me some great painkillers, and they don’t make me too loopy.”

Scar thought it best to let that one go and get back to business.  “In case we can’t find Hadley, we need a backup.”  He turned to Nate.  “You think you can rustle us up some cops for a friendly chat?”

Nate’s eyes opened wide, pleased with his assignment.  “How many you want?”

“One cooperative one should do it.”  He turned to Bassett. “In case we have to go to the station, I’ll need you to lead some of the men and back us up.”

Bassett shook his head in disbelief.  “You guys always operate like this?”

“Afraid so, we’re just a ragtag bunch, don’t have the luxury of big guns.”

“Alright then.”

Nate and his friend since childhood, Elliott, grabbed half the men and headed back to Saline, where they had busted up the party house four days ago.  Nate thought if the place was still open, they could kill two birds with one stone, free more girls, and capture a couple of cops.

Scar instructed Bassett to have his men split up to travel, and then reassemble at a place of his choosing, somewhere close to the police station.  Scar and Meeks then drove to Hadley’s house in Southgate, a one-story ranch with an attached two-car garage.  After finding it empty, they headed downtown.

Scar pulled into the police station’s parking lot and noticed a few cops look up as they came down the concrete steps.  The two of them got out and headed inside.

“What can I do for you?” asked the desk Sergeant, who looked annoyed that he was being bothered.

“We want to report a break-in,” said Scar.

“A break-in?”

“Yes, someone broke into our home this morning.”

“No offense or anything, but you do live in Detroit, these things happen all the time. There’s not a whole lot we can do about that.”

“Can’t you come by and find some fingerprints or something?”

“You’re kidding right?”

“Isn’t that what your job is?”

“Look, I’m sorry, but we don’t have the manpower or the time to investigate every single break-in.”

“Is there someone else we can talk to?  I’ve got a friend who works here, maybe he can help us.”

“Who might that be?”

“Don Hadley.”

The sergeant raised an eyebrow.  “You know, Don, do ya?”

“Yeah, is he here?”

The sergeant smiled and said that he’d be right back with Hadley.

Scar turned to Meeks and shrugged his shoulders.

A minute later, five cops with weapons drawn, surrounded them, shouting to put their hands up.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Scar yelled out.

“Hadley doesn’t have any friends,” said the sergeant.

“Well, there’s where you’re wrong.”

The cops rushed in and slapped handcuffs on them.  They found the pistols stuffed in the back of their pants.

“You come in here armed, asking for Hadley?  You’re part of those rebels.”

They protested as the cops led them downstairs and pushed them into a cell adjoining the one that housed Hadley.

“Here’s your friend, Hadley,” laughed the sergeant.

After the cops left, Scar looked at Meeks.  “Well, at least we found him.”

“Is this one of those lemon, lemonade things?” quipped Meeks.

Scar ignored the jibe and turned to Hadley.  “So what happened?  Where’s the Captain?”

Hadley told them what had happened and that they had left an hour ago.  Scar was frustrated, but he had needed to find a safe place for the injured men before coming to Detroit.  He hadn’t had a choice in the matter and figured it was just the way it was.

“So, now what?” asked Hadley.

“We wait,” said Scar.

“For what?”

“The Cavalry,” answered Meeks.




Chapter 62

Bethesda Maryland

 

After leaving his meeting with Sam at the coffee shop, Green decided to go to Bethesda to check out where Pruitt lived.  He wasn’t sure what he would do when he got there but felt the need to do something.

He tried to wrap his mind around the connection between Pruitt and Reed.  Why would Reed need the services of a two-time con, and why would he be putting him up in a house that was way out of his league.  Reed must use Pruitt for other things besides following people around.

As Green wove his way around the streets of Bethesda, he noticed the homes increased in size the closer he got to where Pruitt lived.  The well-maintained lawns also expanded, and the trees provided ample shade.

He found the street and slowed down as he looked to his left for house numbers, counting the homes as he went.  His heart beat faster the closer he got to his destination.  Then he found it.  The large house sat way back from the street and had a long driveway where a 911 was parked in front of the garage.  As Green drove past it, the garage door opened and a man walked out.

Green turned his head and saw it was Pruitt.  His palms started to sweat when he saw Pruitt turn his way.  He immediately grew nervous wondering if Pruitt had recognized his car.  He kept his eyes darting between the road ahead and his rearview mirror.  Pruitt pulled out of the driveway and turned in his direction.  Green pressed his foot on the accelerator.  He reached the end of the block, made a right turn, and picked up speed.  He kept his eye on the mirror, expecting Pruitt to follow.  He let out a big sigh of relief when Pruitt continued straight.  He parked his car wondering what to do next, and after a few moments came up with an idea.

After finding the items he wanted, Green walked out of a home improvement store carrying his purchases to his car.  He stripped off his uniform jacket and shirt, leaving only his white t-shirt.  He reached into the bag and pulled out a yellow fluorescent safety vest and hat.  After putting them on, he drove back and parked his car on the street behind Pruitt’s house.

He got out and took a clipboard from the bag along with some paper fliers he had picked up in the store.  Finally, he tucked his gun in the small of his back and nonchalantly walked down the street.

Anyone who wore a yellow vest and hat, carrying a clipboard, looked like a municipal worker and could go most anywhere without question.  He remembered seeing them in his own neighborhood and didn’t give it a second thought because they looked like they belonged.

He reached Pruitt’s house, paused at the end of the driveway and thumbed through the papers before walking up the long empty driveway.  He proceeded around to the back.  Trees and shrubbery filled the small backyard giving him cover from prying eyes.

Sweat started to bead on his forehead and nerves shot through his body as he approached the patio.  He hoped to God no one else lived there, but then remembered his disguise.  He was a public servant; he belonged there and was doing his job.  He pretended to look for a meter as he looked in the windows for any signs of life.  No lights were on and he didn’t hear any sound.  He found the meter, which sat near a window on the opposite side of the driveway.  He casually looked around before pulling out his gun.  He used the butt end to break the glass.  The noise, though slight, sounded like a cannon shot to Green.  He waited a few moments to see if it had aroused any attention.

After he was satisfied he was still alone, he squeezed through the basement window into what appeared to be a bedroom.  The room looked unused.  “Hopefully a spare,” thought Green.  He quickly moved into the hallway and up the wooden staircase. If anyone was home, they would have heard the creaks a couple of the steps made as he traipsed up to the main floor.

The home had a modern décor.  In the center of the living room sat a big gray leather couch, with white and black pillows resting on either end.  A mirrored coffee table stood between the couch and a white marble fireplace, which had black book shelves on either side of it.  A big flat screen television hung above the mantel.  Large black and white scenic photographs in black frames decorated the gray walls.

Green admired the room.  “Definitely not Pruitt’s style,” he thought.  Satisfied no one was home, he relaxed as he walked around looking for anything that might give him an idea of what to do next.  He found a room with a computer and figured this was his office.

The room had a Spartan look, with just a desk and chair.  A laptop and printer were on the desk.  He sat down in front of stacks of papers and photographs of people.  He started to rifle through the photos and recognized some of the subjects.  There were pictures of Senators and Members of the House, all in compromising positions with women.  “Blackmail,” thought Green.  Other photos were of numerous VIP’s meeting in restaurants and bars.  Those pictured were men and women who didn’t necessarily agree with the new government.

“So, Reed has Pruitt spying on people.  No wonder he lets him stay here,” thought Green.

He finished going through the photos and started in on the stacks of papers. Right on top was a note with a license plate number.  A note referring to the state department and a name scribbled next to it.  He grabbed his clipboard and wrote down the name, and then continued going through the papers.  Toward the bottom, he came across a list of names.  He studied the names and recognized a few of them because these were names of power players in the district.  Some of the names had check marks by them, with two crossed out.  Panic shot through him when he recognized one of the names.  He remembered the man had died in a car crash.

Green knew he’d stumbled onto something big and decided to make a copy of the list and some of the photos.  Just as he had finished copying and was putting everything back, he heard the front door open.  He froze momentarily, then put the copies on his clipboard and stepped into the hallway.  He peeked around the corner.  An older, heavyset Hispanic woman, walked into the kitchen.  “Damn, a housekeeper,” he thought. He waited until she reached the kitchen and quietly snuck back to the staircase.  He slipped down the stairs, trying to remember which steps creaked.  His fifth step was the one he forgot.  It squeaked loudly enough for him to stop in mid-stride.

“Hola. Señor Pruitt, is that you?”

Green tried to lighten his weight on the step by grabbing onto the banister.  He skipped the next two steps, and then two more, before reaching the carpeted floor.  He made it around the corner just as she came to the steps asking again for Señor Pruitt.  Green hurried back to the spare bedroom and climbed out the window.  He ran across the lawn and tore through the trees to the neighboring house.  His heart raced as if he were in combat.  He realized he was walking too fast for a salaried worker, and forced himself to slow down as he made his way along the sidewalk to the end of the block.  Relief came when he finally reached his car.




Chapter 63

Detroit Michigan

 

Bassett had been waiting in angst for the last forty-five minutes and figured something must be wrong.  He tried raising Nate on the radio, but couldn’t reach him.  He didn’t want to wait any longer.  Bassett couldn’t think of any other alternative, but to storm the place.  The station didn’t appear to be overcrowded with security and he thought he could do it with the men he had.  After all, they had the element of surprise on their side.  He asked Mr. Peterson to stay behind to keep trying to raise Nate.  He got on the radio and ordered the men waiting around back to attack.

Two cars filled with Bassett and seven of his men drove into the front parking lot. Another car filled with four men entered through the back.  They all jumped out carrying their weapons.  Bassett held the Colt M4 Carbine Hadley had given him.  As he raced up the stairs, all he could think of was Meeks’ comment that they were a ragtag group.

He entered the building and the desk sergeant’s eyes opened wide. The sergeant tried to go for his sidearm.  Bassett let off a quick spurt of bullets that exploded into the man’s chest.  The force threw him back against the wall.  The loud cracking of the guns alerted the cops in the building.  Bassett’s men spread out and stormed down the hall firing their weapons.  The cops returned fire.

Chaos ensued as gunfire erupted all over the station.  Bassett could hear it from the back of the building.  A shot splintered a doorway he was using as cover. He crouched down and peered around the corner.  The hall contained more cops than he had expected. He took more fire as he turned to find four of his guys lying dead in the hallway.  His position was collapsing.

A bullhorn crackled.  “You’re surrounded, Bassett.  Your men around back have already surrendered.  Give it up, now.”

Bassett couldn’t hear any more gunfire in the background.  He looked out the window.  More cops were coming in through the front.  They had him.

Bassett threw his weapon around the corner.  He motioned the others to do the same.

“Lay down spread eagle,” the bullhorn cracked again.

The cops came storming over them yelling at them not to move.  They fell all over him as they bound his hands behind him with flex cuffs.

Cox came up to him.  “You actually thought you could just waltz right on in here and take over my station?  You dumb-ass puke.”

Millsap snatched up the M4.  “This is one of ours.”  He took it and slammed the butt end into Bassett's stomach.

Cox turned to Millsap.  “Get them all downstairs.”




Chapter 64

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Winters sat alone in a locked, windowless room in the basement.  The room had a bed with a comfortable mattress.  Overall, this was better accommodations than he’d had the last couple of nights sitting in a jail cell.  His head still throbbed in pain from the blows he’d received from Cox.  He worried about what was happening to Reese and Sadie.  He could see right away that Mordulfah was quite taken with Sadie, and had no doubts about his plans for her.  He closed his eyes and asked God to save both the girls.

He then thought about what might happen to him.  He supposed they would torture him for information.  He didn’t think he had anything of value to tell them, but then thought they would do it simply for revenge because he had killed their men.  Regardless, he knew he was in for a world of pain.

His door unlocked and Wali came in and motioned him to get up.  The two of them walked upstairs and into a large room with a long table placed in the center.  Mordulfah was sitting at the end of the table, eating.

“Come in, Mr. Winters.  Sit here next to me.  Would you care for some food?”

Winters turned slightly to show his hands still in flex cuffs.

“Wali, remove Mr. Winters restraints.”

Winters rubbed his wrist and sat down.

“You must be hungry.  Please, I don’t like eating alone.”

Winters stared at the strange food and wondered what it was.

“I’m afraid it’s all we have here, but I promise you, it’s very good.”

Winters played it safe, grabbed some fruit, and started to devour it. He snickered to himself thinking that he probably looked like a movie cliché, shoving food into his mouth.

“Did they not feed you?”

“Not so much.”

“Yes, well that Captain Cox is a brutish man, but he has his uses.”

“I see you pay him well enough.”

Mordulfah let out a laugh.  “What do you Americans say, every man for himself.”

“Not everyone,” Winters responded curtly.

“And you would be the prime example of that.  Tell me, Mr. Winters, what exactly motivates you?”

“Saving the innocent, of course.” he answered quickly.

“Saving the innocent, but from whom are you saving them?”

Winters thought about that for a moment.  “Besides you?”

Mordulfah gave him a small wicked laugh. “Yes, besides me.”

“I know there are some in my own country that are involved.”

“As has been your experience.  I would imagine you’d like to know who’s in charge.”

Winters already knew the answer to this question.  It was the billionaire puppeteer Gerald Perozzi, who held all the strings of power.  Winters had learned this from James Boxer, the former commandant of the National Police, when they captured him in St. Paul, Minnesota, some weeks ago.  Boxer had told Winters the government wanted to be in complete control of the country and they would use any means necessary, even if it meant hiring terrorists.  Neither party cared how many died in the process or what might happen to innocent women and children.  What Winters didn’t know was the extent of the conspiracy.  He had been fooling himself, thinking they would stop after he had shut down the Patriot Centers.  The only thing that did was to force them to come up with different strategies. This is where this Saudi prince came in.  Winters knew the man had to be getting something out of the deal.

“What I’d really like to know is how much Perozzi is paying you?”

Mordulfah seemed surprised by the question.  “You know about Mr. Perozzi?”

Winters nodded.

“It would appear you are more knowledgeable than I was led to believe.”

“How much to be his lapdog?” asked Winters

“Quite the opposite, it is Mr. Perozzi who is the lapdog.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, Perozzi thinks he has the upper hand in our deal, but rest assured, in the end, it is I who will come out on top.”

“Must be one hell of a payout.”

“My terms with Mr. Perozzi are not important.”

“Then tell me.”

Mordulfah gave Winters a cold stare. His dark black eyes looked right into Winters like an X-Ray.  “They’re not important.  What is important are the next few days of your life.  Tomorrow, after I wed Sadie, and celebrate her birthday, we will begin your punishment.”

The words ran down Winters’ spine like a cold shot of Novocain.  The pedophile was going to marry Sadie first.  So, this is how you justify raping little girls.  Winters did take a bit of satisfaction, knowing Sadie had lied to him about her birthday.  This probably bought her an extra day.  “An extra day for what though, a rescue?”  Winters wasn’t holding out much hope.  He wondered what was happening to Reese, but decided it was probably better not to dwell on that.

“You, of course, will not be attending the wedding, but you will be part of the celebration.  There is nothing quite like beating another man to get one excited for his conjugal delights.”

The thought made Winters’ stomach turn.




Chapter 65

Washington D.C.

 

Reed sat in his office thinking about the recent capture of Winters.  The news pleased him, and he was glad the issue was off his plate.  The band of rebels had been a thorn in his side the past couple of months.  Winters actions had proved him right though.  He had predicted there would be trouble from the population if their plans were exposed.  Now, because of Winters, they had to make a deal with the devil himself and hire Mordulfah to further their efforts.  It bothered Reed the deal Perozzi had made with the man though.  He considered the price way too high.  “Too much was being given away with this lopsided deal,” thought Reed.

Reed turned his chair to the salt-water tank and admired his fish.  He had owned a fish tank ever since he was a boy, and found it a great way to help him get his thoughts in order.  He loved the way it soothed him as he watched the fish go about their business.  Theirs was an uncomplicated world of eating and swimming from one end of the tank to the other, never seeming to care how small the world they lived in really was.

This was a stark contrast to the world of politics and dealing with different personalities.  Some of whom were the total opposite of him.  His friend Gerald Perozzi was a prime example of being an opposite.  Despite Perozzi’s enormous wealth and the wheeling and dealing with world players, he never seemed to let the bad deals bother him.  Reed wished he would show more concern for the deal they had made with Mordulfah.  The absurdities of the deal never fazed him, saying it was the cost of doing business with such a man.  Of course, Perozzi didn’t have to put up with the day-to-day crap that always popped up.  “No, I’m the one who has to do all the dirty work,” Reed thought.

Reed got up and selected some food for the fish.  He sprinkled it across the tank and watched all the fish rush to the surface to grab their share.  His thoughts turned to his next immediate problem, Major Green.  There was just something a little unnerving about the way he had brought up Mordulfah.  It seemed like Green was trying to get a reaction out of him and he didn’t appreciate being played.  It was why he decided to send Pruitt to follow him.  He was probably being paranoid, but he didn’t trust anyone, especially in light of their recent takeover of the government.  Too many people were still positioning themselves for whatever power they could grab.  Everyone wanted something and he had to be on the constant lookout for anyone who wasn’t on his side.  If Green did suspect things weren’t as they appeared, then perhaps he’d want some power for himself, or worse yet, cause trouble by trying to topple him.

This was why Pruitt’s services were invaluable to him.  He had already proven himself many times over by getting compromising photos of power players.  This had proved to be a valuable tool to keep people in line.  For those who had ethics and morals, well, they didn’t always survive accidents, though this was always the last resort.  Too many accidental deaths encouraged gossip, which could upset the apple cart, as it were.

If Green wasn’t on his side then he might have to use that card, which would be a costly card to play, because his mother was well respected in the district and knew many important people.  Reed also couldn’t transfer him out to the war if he knew what was really going on because he’d be able to poison the minds of well-armed military men. They, in turn, might come back to Washington and stage a coup.  This would create a much greater liability than having Green killed here.

Reed sat back down in his chair and continued watching the fish devour the food, some of which sank to the bottom, where the fish would find it later while they swam back and forth to nowhere.




Chapter 66

 

After breaking into Pruitt’s house, Green headed back to his office.  He’d been away too long and didn’t want anyone to think something was wrong.  The day had been nerve racking, having discovered that Pruitt was Reed’s go to guy for nefarious activities.  It was bad enough finding Sam’s license plate number written down, but to find scandalous photos and the list of names.  One of these people, he knew, had been killed in an auto accident, and this was more than just a little unsettling.  Green’s mind was reeling with all the information, and it would take considerable sorting to determine his next course of action.

He arrived at the Lafayette building and tried to contain his nerves as he greeted his secretary, Grace, who seemed to have thought nothing was uncommon about his absence.  This gave him a little more confidence and since she never mentioned it, he could assume Reed had not been by to question him.  He sat at his desk and looked at his computer with full knowledge they were monitoring his activities.  He wanted to research the two crossed out names on the list, but that would send up red flags.

He tapped his fingers on the desk, and in a short while, came up with an idea.  He got up, walked out to his secretary’s desk, and offered her the rest of the day off.  She didn’t hesitate one bit and gave him a big smile.  He said it would be no problem as long as she didn’t tell anyone.  Grace zipped her fingers across her lips, grabbed her purse and left the office.

Green waited ten minutes before he jumped on her computer and typed in the first of the crossed out names.  At the top of the results was a news story on the man’s death by a hit and run driver.  He had left a restaurant and was crossing the street when a car hit him.  Witnesses had said the driver appeared to be drunk and didn’t pull over after hitting him.  No one was able to get a license plate number and the death was still under investigation.  The victim was the former Director of the Department of Commerce under the past administration.  He had been an outspoken critic of the new administration and had accused it of being unlawful.

Green sat back in his secretary’s chair after reading the article and took a deep breath, knowing it had been Pruitt driving that car.  He typed in the next name and read an article on his unfortunate death.  A stolen vehicle had rammed into his car, which had rolled down an embankment and caught fire.  The police never found the driver of the stolen car.  The hairs on Green’s arm rose as he finished reading the news article of former Senator Kelly from Florida.  Green knew of him and remembered him to be another harsh critic of the new government.  He had been calling for new elections and had been getting some traction from like-minded people before the war had begun.  The war had changed everything.  The American people had rallied around the present government, but Senator Kelly hadn’t given up calling for new elections.

Green made notations on all the remaining names, who they were and what they did for a living.  The names with the marks next to them had been critics but changed their tune after the war started and now supported the government.  The names without the marks had always appeared to be supporters of the current administration.  These names matched up with the pictures he had copied.  “Already in their pockets,” thought Green.

To ensure his secretary wouldn’t realize he’d been using her computer, he erased the search history.  He knew he couldn’t get rid of it completely.  It would still be on the servers, but he figured no one would be keeping track of her searches.

A couple of hours later, he met Sam in an Alexandria sports bar called Pub II.  No one knew where Pub I was or if one ever existed.  The bar had a wide-open floor plan. High tables sat in the center with smaller tables surrounding them.  Banners of various professional teams, along with the local college teams hung on the walls.  The televisions were playing soccer games from Europe.  Because of the war, all the American professional sports teams were out of business.

The place had few patrons and they had their choice of tables.  They grabbed beers at the bar before picking a table by the dart boards and decided to play a game.  Sam had played darts throughout his college years at Georgetown.  He had been good enough to compete in a couple of tournaments in Vegas during the summer breaks.

“So, what did you find out?” asked Sam

Green took a sip of his beer and filled him in on everything he had done and what he had found in Pruitt’s house, including the name written by his license plate number.  Sam shook his head and let out a sigh.  He grabbed the darts and wildly threw them at the dartboard missing it completely.  He raised his beer and gulped half of it down.

Green waited for him to finish.  “I guess none of this is surprising if you think about everything else they’ve been doing.”

“No, I don’t suppose it is.  Question is, how long will it be before they figure out what I helped you with?”

“Do you know Pruitt’s contact at the State Department?”

“Yeah, I know him.  He’s a bit of a weasel, but he doesn’t have direct access to those log sheets.  He’ll have to find someone to bribe in order to take a look, which won’t be too difficult for the right price.”

“Can’t you bribe someone and get your name removed?”

“He’s had a full day already, I’m going to assume he already has my name.”

Green took a sip.  “Even so, if Pruitt knows who you are, he still doesn’t have anything.  He’d need to look at your computer records.”

“I’m aware of that, but all it’ll take is for that weasel to offer another bribe to get at them.  We have a big IT department.  I’ve no doubt someone there wouldn’t mind making an extra buck.”

“So that should buy us another day.”

“Okay, so what are you going to do about it tomorrow?”

Green hesitated because he didn’t have a good answer.  Sam stared at him with a look of desperation.  Green felt bad for getting him involved and owed him big time.  Then it dawned on him that he was at a crossroad and had a choice to make.  He was either all in or nothing.  He decided to go all in.  This decision allowed him to see his next move with perfect clarity.




Chapter 67

Detroit Michigan

 

Nate saw a squad car parked alone in an abandoned parking lot, and he pointed it out to Elliott, who was driving their SUV.  It appeared the cop was taking a nap, which made him an easy target.  They still needed a cop after coming up empty in Saline, which remained closed since they had come through there like hell on wheels.  Elliott pulled into the far side of the parking lot and drove slowly across it.

The squad car was parked with its nose toward the building.  He moved up close behind it and Nate jumped out carrying a sawed off, double barrel shotgun.  He moved quickly to the driver’s side and found the window rolled down.  He shoved the shotgun against the side of the man’s head.

“Wakey wakey,” he sneered.

It took a second for the startled cop to realize what was happening.  He started to reach for his sidearm, but thought better of it, when Nate shoved the barrels into his skull.

“Get out,” Nate ordered as he moved back and pulled on the door handle.

“Don’t kill me, please,” said the frightened man.

“I won’t kill you, just so long as you play nice with me,” said Nate as he questioned himself about that statement.  He didn’t care for these cops and what they were doing.  It pissed him off to no end, and he had no problem killing them.  All he needed was an excuse, no matter how small, to pull the trigger, but he didn’t.

Nate had the cop remove his gun belt and drop it to the ground.  He motioned Bill Taylor to handcuff him.

When Nate got back into the SUV, he heard the radio come alive.

“Nate, come in.”

Nate grabbed the radio. “Nate, here.  Who’s this?”

“It’s Peterson.”

He thought it odd for Peterson to contact him, and suspected something was wrong.  “What’s up?”

Nate absorbed the information with a cool demeanor and told Peterson to stay out of sight until they got there.  He attempted to control his anger at hearing how Bassett had gone in with such a small force.  Over the past couple of months, he had learned, to act more rational and to devise an unexpected game plan.  Patience had never been a virtue of his, but he’d seen how effective it had been for Winters.  Too bad Bassett hadn’t learned that lesson.  He just hoped he hadn’t lost any men in the process.

Now, he would have to remain calm and come up with a plan to rescue everyone and do it without storming the place.  He first needed to interrogate the cop and find out what he knew.

Nate and Elliott took the prisoner in their SUV and Taylor followed with the squad car.  An abandoned vehicle might have caused someone to question the absence of the driver.

They drove to a secluded spot, pulled into a meadow, and parked behind a weeping willow tree.  After they stopped, Nate yanked the cop out of the truck and threw him to the ground.  He retrieved the shotgun and pointed it at him.  The cop immediately began to plead for his life.

Nate stared down at him.  “I’m only going to tell you this one time.  If you don’t answer my questions, then I’m just going to shoot you.  Then, I’ll go find another cop who, while kneeling beside your bullet-ridden body, will be more cooperative.  So, it doesn’t really matter to me, which one of you it is.  You understand?”

The cop began to simulate a bobble head doll.  “I’m the one you want to ask.”

“Do you know who we are?”

“Yes.”

“So, you know what I’m going to ask ya then?”

“Yes.”

“First off, where is Winters?”

“Mordulfah has him.”

“And where is that?”

“At Grosse Pointe.  I can give you directions.”

Nate looked over at Elliott who stood off to the side and gave him a nod.

“What about the rest of my friends.”

“We caught them trying to storm our station.”

“How many got killed?

“Four.”

Nate wondered who they were.

“Where are they at?”

“Locked up downstairs.”

“What’s going to happened to them?”

“Cox is going execute them.”

“He’s in charge?”

The cop bobbled his head.

“When’s he going to execute them?”

“In the morning, he wants to make it a spectacle.”

“Does Cox think he has all of us?”

“Yes.”

“You wouldn’t be lying to me now would you?”

“No, with the ones we killed and captured in South Bend, he thinks he’s got all of you.”

After asking more questions, regarding manpower and schedules, he moved off the side to talk to Elliott.  They discussed whether to get the guys before trying for Winters.  It was an obvious choice.  They needed the manpower before storming Mordulfah’s place.  It frustrated Nate that they had to wait another day to free the girls from Mordulfah.

They had hoped to get to Cox at home like they had done Stiver, but their prisoner said he was staying the night at the station.

Nate gave it some thought and decided to stage a rescue later that night when there wouldn’t be as many cops on duty.  He shoved the handcuffed cop in the trunk of his own vehicle and cold-cocked him, knocking him out.  They then took off to find Mr. Peterson, who was still keeping an eye on the place.

It was two o’clock in the morning, and the remaining Shadow Patriots prepared for their raid.  Nate, Taylor and Elliott changed into the business attire they had used in St. Paul.  They would again pose as Government agents wanting Corporal Bassett back.  Taylor had worked on their identification, perfecting their ruse.  It would take an attitude, and he had plenty of it.

The three of them walked into the station to the surprise of the night watchman.

Taylor flashed his ID.  “Homeland Security, you in charge here tonight, son?” he asked gruffly.

Millsap came out of his chair quickly.  “No, I’m not.  Captain Cox, the station commander, is in charge.”

“He’s here at this ungodly hour?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?” asked the tired looking cop, who had thick bags under his eyes.

“Where’s Captain Cox?”

“He’s in his office resting,” said Millsap.

“Well, show me the way,” said Taylor in an annoyed tone.

“To his office?”

Taylor let out a long grunt.

The baggy eyed Millsap took them to Cox’s office.  He gave the door a soft knock and waited for an answer.

Taylor shoved the man to the side and pounded on the door as he opened it.  They all went into the darkened room and found Cox leaning back in his chair with his eyes shut.  The loud knocking woke up a discombobulated Captain Cox.  He leaned forward and looked at the three older men who were staring down at him.

“What the hell?  Who the hell are you?”

Taylor reached into his pocket, pulled out his ID, and flashed it to Cox, who, as planned, didn’t get a good look at it in the dark office.  “We’re with Homeland Security.”

“Homeland Security?” Cox looked at his watch.  “It’s two in the morning.”

“Yes and I should be at home cuddling with my wife of thirty years, but instead I’m here talking to you.  You think I want to be here talking to you?”

“What do you want?”

“I want my man back.”

Cox looked dumbfounded.  “What man?”

“Corporal Bassett.”

“You’re here for Bassett?  I’ve got him locked up for killing some of my men.”

“Yes, I know that.  He’s also a traitor to the United States of America, which means he’s committed a national crime against the state.  He needs to stand trial before we execute him.”

“He’s being executed here in just a few hours.”

“We’re aware of this.”

“You are?” asked a bewildered Cox.

“We’re the government, we know everything.”

“You can’t have him, he killed some of my men.”

“Did he not have help?”

“Yes.”

“And do you not have those men?”

“Yes.”

“Well, there you go.  You can take your revenge on those men.  Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get my prisoner, so I can get the hell out of here.”

Cox shook his head in disappointment, but led them downstairs to the cells, as Millsap and one other officer followed them.  The shuffling footsteps woke everyone up, and they stared out of the crowded jail cells.  They weren’t too surprised to see their fellow patriots dressed up in business attire.

Millsap approached the cell holding Bassett and ordered the prisoners to back up.  Bassett stepped out smiling at Cox.  This scared Cox and he yelled for his men to handcuff him.  Millsap and another cop came over and put their hands on Bassett.  

He reacted immediately.  

He grabbed one of Millsap’s hands and twisted it around as he took hold of the knife on the officer’s belt and jammed it into his gut.  Millsap screamed out in agony.  The other cop’s reaction was hesitant, and cost him the advantage.  Bassett yanked the knife out of Millsap’s gut and spun the dying man around as his body fell to the ground.  Bassett leaped at the other cop, swung his knife hand around and sliced the man’s throat.  Cox’s eyes turned into saucers as he reached for his gun.  He nervously grabbed it and pulled it out.  He raised his arm just as Bassett rushed him, shoving the knife upward into Cox’s armpit.  In one continuous motion, Bassett stabbed him in the neck, and then the chest.  Cox dropped his gun and slumped to the ground.  Bassett looked down at him and screamed, “you friggin child rapist.”

Nate stood watching the whole thing unfold.  He thought about helping, but Bassett was quick and seemed determined to take them all on.  He liked the young corporal’s moves.  After it was over, he bent down and took the keys off the dead Millsap, who was lying in a pool of his own blood. 

“Hell’s bells, Bassett,” said Scar.  “You been planning that move all day?”

“No, it just kind of came to me.”

“Improv…I like it.”

“What took you guys so long?” asked Meeks.

“We all went out for massages,” said Taylor.

“Well, I hope you enjoyed yourselves,” laughed Meeks.

Nate and Elliott pulled the pistols they had smuggled in and handed them to ready hands.  Nate then told Bassett to put the cuffs on.  The four of them went back upstairs, where they met a cop out in the hall.

Nate looked at him. “Captain Cox needs you downstairs.”

As soon as the man passed by, Taylor grabbed him from behind, and with his knife wielding right hand, sliced his throat.  The man went slump, and Taylor passed his carcass down the stairs.  Nate didn’t see anyone else around, so he signaled the coast was clear.  The Shadow Patriots had come in through the front door and then left through the same one as they hustled to their waiting vehicles.




Chapter 68

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green had gotten up early to go for a run.  After meeting with Sam last night, he felt good having made the decision to go all in.  He needed to take Pruitt out.  It only made sense, he really didn’t have a choice, and it actually made things clearer.  With Bassett still in the Midwest helping the Shadow Patriots, and Winters being held captive, he needed to have more skin in the game and honor his commitment to protect his friends.  He would also have to let his mother know just how deeply he was going to be committed.  He worried about her safety and felt she needed a heads up.

Green came into the kitchen and found her at the stove frying bacon and eggs for their breakfast.  He loved his mother, but he wished he had a wife cooking for him instead.  It was something he had decided to put off, at least until the war ended.  He’d had girlfriends in the past, but the Army always got in the way.  He didn’t want to have to leave a wife, go to war and possibly never come back.

His mother, holding the frying pan, turned around to face him, and motioned him to sit down.

“What’s on your agenda today, John.”

“Got some things to take care of.”

“Still haven’t heard from Corporal Bassett?”

“Not since he left Canada, and that was two days ago.”

“What about this Captain Cox?”

“He wouldn’t take my calls yesterday.  I’m afraid something bad has happened to Bassett.”

“Is that all?” she asked, giving her son the ‘don’t try to pull my leg’ look she used when she knew there was more going on than he was telling her.

Green sighed and proceeded to fill her in on everything he’d been doing.

She served their breakfast and sat down.  “I knew both those men.  Now that I know they were killed by this Pruitt fellow, my suspicions are confirmed.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, and I’m not the only one who thought it a bit strange they were both killed in car accidents.”

“Who else?”

“You mean besides most everyone in Washington?  I have many important friends who strongly disagree with this new government.  Some are on that list of yours.  It doesn’t surprise me in the least that they’re being blackmailed.  It would explain why some of them altered their opinion so quickly.  They’re all weaklings anyway.  The ones killed, now those were strong men.”

Green stared at his mother.

“You’re worried about me?”

“Of course I am.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much.  I’ve been reaching out to certain people.”

“Don’t feel like running I take it.”

“Never was one to run, John.”

“This is not helping me any.”

Sarah shrugged her shoulders.

“Who have you reached out to?”

“Well, there’s Senator Abby Seeley”

Green leaned back in surprise.

“She and I go way back.”

“Wasn’t she on the Senate Select Committee?”

“Yes, not that it means anything anymore, but she and her husband still have ties to a lot of disgruntled power players, all in secret of course.

“Like who?”

“There’s Jacob Gibbs, the former Assistant Director of the FBI and John Osborne, he’s high up in the State Dept.”

Green was impressed, and a little surprised to hear their names.  He thought they too had sold out to the new government.

“There are others, John.  Believe it not, there are people who don’t like what’s going on and want to do something about it.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.  It just seemed everyone was cowering and running for cover when the federal government collapsed.”

“Do you blame them?  Look what happened to the ones who did take a stand.”

“Which could happen to us,” said Green in a worried tone.

“You need to talk to these people and tell them what is really happening in the Midwest.”

“I don’t know.”

“They need hope and a spark.  You could be that messenger, maybe even the one that brings them together.  They need a leader, John.”

What his mother was telling him weighed heavily on Green’s mind, but he decided to take her advice to start reaching out to others.  He needed allies and the more people they could bring together, the stronger they’d become.  They would need to be better prepared for the coming days because he knew, Perozzi, Reed, and everyone else who had a stake in the new government, including the puppet president, would not relinquish their power easily.




Chapter 69

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Winters opened his eyes after hearing several people moving around upstairs.  Despite having a comfortable bed, he hadn’t slept much, if at all.  He mostly thought about his conversation with Mordulfah.  What exactly did Perozzi offer him, and what did Mordulfah mean when he said that in the end, he would come out on top?  After he got what he wanted, would he then assassinate Perozzi and Reed?  Surely, Perozzi was smarter than to let this man put one over on him.  However, the thought of Mordulfah killing the two men actually provided Winters a pleasant fantasy.  He’d love to be there when that happened.

Winters sat up on his bed and began wondering what all was going to happen today. He hoped Reese was holding on.  Mordulfah hadn’t mentioned her, which gave Winters pause.  From what he had gathered, she was a bit too old for his taste.  So, what would he do with her, sell her into slavery…again?  The thought sent shivers down his spine.  Despite his wishes, the poor girl had opted to stay with them to continue to seek her revenge.  She had gotten a taste of it and wanted more.

Sadie, on the other hand, concerned him the most.  He had put her in a terrible situation, a situation he was unable to fix.  She had already gone through enough.  She had lost her mother and didn’t know if her dad, who was fighting in the war, was still alive.  Now that bastard would take from her what remained of her childhood.  Winters cringed at the thought.

The unlocking of his door pulled him away from his thoughts.  He turned to see Wali at the doorway, who motioned him to follow.  Winters left his room, trailed by two more Jijis.

They took him upstairs to the same large room where he had met with Mordulfah yesterday.  The room was empty of people but had a large spread of food waiting at the table.  He was told to sit and wait.

Winters looked at the strange food and wondered if it was his last meal.  He hoped Mordulfah would join him because he wanted answers.  If he was to die, he, at least, wanted to know what the prince’s plans were.

He didn’t have to wait long before Mordulfah came into the room, dressed in a white silk robe.  The silk seemed to do a dance around his body as he moved to the head of the table.

“Good morning, Mr. Winters.”

Winters tilted his head.

“An excellent day, is it not?”

His graciousness sickened Winters.  “For you, perhaps.”

Mordulfah let out a laugh.  “Will you not join me for breakfast?”

“My last meal?”

Mordulfah sat down.  “Oh no, you will have many more meals.  Perhaps not as elaborate as this one, but it’s the least I can do before your big day.”

“Can’t wait to see what you’ve got in mind.”

“You won’t have to wait much longer.  Please help yourself.”

Winters didn’t have much of an appetite, but he knew he would need his strength, so he picked up a banana and forced himself to eat.  He thought about what to say as he took small bites of the fruit.  “Seeing as how you’re going to torture and kill me, could you at least answer some questions?”

Mordulfah eyed him for a moment.

Winters pressed the subject.  “If I am to die, then what does it matter to you?”

Mordulfah smiled.  “Mr. Winters, you’ve caught me in an excellent mood, so I will answer your questions.”

“What are you getting out of all of this?”

“Mr. Winters, you surprise me.  I would think you’d want to know what your government is getting out of this first.”

Winters placed the banana peel on the table.  “Okay.”

“Control.  Your government wants total control over its people.”

Winters already knew this.

“You can’t accomplish total control over a people who are not used to being told what to do, so in order to do that you have to get rid of those who will not conform.”

Winters knew what was coming next.  He had heard it before when he had interrogated Commandant Boxer.

“The Midwest is a vast area and much more difficult to control than say the East Coast, where the population is more condensed.  Here, you have large pockets of people who would rebel.  Take yourself, as an example, you saw something you shouldn’t have and didn’t like it.  So, what did you do?  You took up arms against the government.  Now imagine if say only five thousand people, spread out all over the Midwest did the same thing.  Why, the government wouldn’t be able to handle it and would collapse.  So what do you do?  You divide the country up.”

“You’re going to kill everyone in the Midwest?”

“They are much too independent minded to leave them to their own devices.”

Winters remembered his 20th-century history. He knew Lenin and Stalin had done the same thing.  They killed millions of their own people to gain control over the whole country.

“And this is where you come in?” asked Winters.

“They did try to do it themselves with their pathetic Patriot Program.  It worked to a degree.  It certainly has made my job easier, but it was more than they could handle.”

“And those terrorists we killed in Minnesota?”

“Terrorists?  No, they were not terrorists.  Those were my men, some of whom were very dear to me.  That is the reason you are here with me today.

“Your men?”

“Yes.  Mr. Perozzi came to me wanting to hire some men.  He paid me well, but after what happened to them, it was not enough.  He had given me his assurance they would not have any problems, and they wouldn’t have, had you not come along.”

Winters took some satisfaction in knowing that.  “Just protecting the innocent.”

Mordulfah grunted.  “Yes, well, thanks to you, I negotiated a much better deal than before.”

Winters gave him a puzzled look.

“Mr. Winters, after that debacle, Perozzi came groveling to me for help.  I relented, of course, but not before he surrendered to my terms.”

“And what were those?”

“He gave me all of the upper Midwest.”

Winters leaned back in his chair shocked at what he just heard, not sure, that he heard the man correctly.  “Excuse me?”

“Yes, we are to be our own country.”

Winters stared at the man in silence.

“When I said I would divide the country up, I meant that literally.  I will control the upper Midwest from Michigan all the way to the Dakotas with its rich oil fields.  I will import my people here and we will have a Sharia compliant country.”

Winters took a few moments to take in what he had just heard.  He didn’t want to believe it, but then, considering everything that had happened to America in the past year, it wasn’t much of a stretch.  He felt like he was a pawn in a chess game, where just one sacrificial move had an overall consequence in a grander scheme.  These people who had taken over the country were as evil as they came, and had probably been scheming for more than a decade, which would explain why the government had systematically cut the military in half.  These were diabolical people, yet very patient.

“I see you’re having a difficult time believing all of this, Mr. Winters.”

Winters turned to him.  “No, it’s actually starting to make sense now.”

“I’ve treated you to these meals for two reasons.”

Winters was interested.

“First, as I said before, had it not been for you, I wouldn’t be in this position.”

“And the other reason?”

“I actually admire what you’ve done.  You are much like our own freedom fighters. Fighting for something you believe in, and you’ve accomplished much with so few resources.”

Winters didn’t respond.

“But unfortunately, I still must punish you for killing my men.”

“I’m just curious about one more thing.  Yesterday, you said you would come out on top of Perozzi.”

“Yes, Mr. Perozzi and that fat little man, Mr. Reed, think they’re going to remove me once I’ve completed my task.”

“How do you know that?”

“He was too eager to agree to my terms, even after I came back and asked for North Dakota.  No one in his right mind would give up something so valuable, that easily.  So, it is obvious he intends to have me killed.”

Winters had to give Mordulfah credit.  He wasn’t a stupid man.

“Little do they know that I have my own people within arm’s reach of them and once I am established, they will be the ones eliminated.”

“Knight takes King.”

“Yes, indeed Mr. Winters, are you a chess player?”

“I’ve played.”

“It’s a shame we haven’t the time to play a game.  Though I suppose we’ve been playing each other for some time.  Now, Mr. Winters, I think we’ve talked enough.  I’ve much to do today.  I would advise you to take what time you have left to finish your meal, for you too, have a big day ahead of you.”

Mordulfah got up and paraded out of the room with his silk robe flowing behind him.

After eating, the guards led Winters back to his room downstairs, where he sat down on the bed.  His mind was reeling from his conversation with Mordulfah.  He shook his head as he realized he was, in some way, responsible for the man even being here.  Yes, the government would still be forcing their dominant control over the Midwest, but they would be doing it without Mordulfah.  Without him, Sadie would not presently have to submit to the degradation of having to marry the bastard.  He hung his head, overwhelmed by what was happening.

 

 

Sadie sat on the floor of a large bedroom overflowing with pillows. Mordulfah’s ladies, who were part of his inner circle, and charged with caring for his harem, surrounded her.  They had dressed her in an all white Zaboun, a traditional wedding garment, which they fitted to her child’s body.

She sat while the women put a covering on her head.  She couldn’t understand a thing they were saying and didn’t really care.  She felt as if she was floating in space, everything was so strange and seemed to be moving in slow motion.

The previous day they scrubbed her down and anointed her with oils before dousing her in perfumes. They spent the evening painting henna designs on her hands, which she hated.  They smacked and scolded her when she tried to pull away from her caretakers.

Sadie wondered where Cole and Reese were, and if they were okay.  She had not seen either of them since their arrival at the estate.  She wished she could have given Cole the message Hadley told her in the jail cell at the police station.  She wondered what was taking their rescuers so long, and hoped nothing bad had happened to them.

The older woman who was in charge offered her some food.  She couldn’t pronounce her name and silently called her Crappy, referring to her demeanor.  The woman was quite unpleasant to her and to the other ladies, ordering them around and not doing much of anything else.

She picked a piece of flat bread and a small amount of cheese from the plate and nibbled on it.  The bread was bland and the cheese tasted awful.  Crappy placed some dates on her plate, for which Sadie pretended to be thankful.

After the ladies were done and everyone had eaten, Crappy motioned her to leave the room.  “This is it,” thought Sadie.  She rose and one of the ladies straightened her dress and headscarf.  She bravely followed them from the room.

All eyes were on Sadie as she entered another large room with glass windows that stood as tall as the ceiling, which was where Mordulfah stood to wait for her to arrive.  Sadie raised her eyebrows in angst when everyone turned their heads as she walked across the room.

Mordulfah was dressed in a white gown that was covered by a sheer black robe with gold piping. On his head was a white scarf with a black headband.

Sadie thought he looked weird wearing what she considered a woman’s dress.  She could smell a spicy aroma given off by the incenses burning off to the side.  The smoke wafted throughout the large room.

Wali stood next to Mordulfah, and she figured he was to officiate the ceremony.  As she reached them, Mordulfah looked down at her and smiled, showing his bright white teeth.  His eyes were as black as she had remembered.

Wali started the ceremony.

Sadie stood, scared, while her mind was in a fog listening to the recitation of the Fatihah, which Wali spoke in Arabic. She didn’t understand the words.  All she was thinking about was what would happen afterward.  She could smell Mordulfah who reeked of a foul spice mixed in with body odor.  She had never smelled anything like it.  She turned her head to the side and sucked in a couple of breaths of fresh air.  Crappy shot her a glare that meant she should pay attention.  She quickly looked back at Wali who was still speaking gibberish.




Chapter 70

 

Scar led the Shadow Patriots to the vast estate where Edsel & Eleanor Ford had once resided and had now been taken over by Mordulfah for his personal residence.  The estate of over eighty acres sat on the shore of Lake St. Clair and had many outlying buildings.

Hadley had picked up some maps and pictures of the grounds, which were easily obtained because of its status as a historical site.  The obvious way in was not through the front, but from the side, through a cluster of trees that would provide cover.  This meant they needed to be certain of the occupancy of the house adjacent to the grounds.

Bassett and Hadley, being the youngest of the group, dressed in National Police uniforms to lend an air of authority, drove boldly into the neighboring driveway.  They stepped out of a squad car they had appropriated, walked up, and knocked on the door.

A young Middle Eastern man answered the door.  “May I help you?”

“I hope so,” answered Bassett.  “We got a call there was a prowler around here, and we’re just checking it out.”

“I’ve seen no such prowler,” answered the man annoyed.

“If it’s all the same to you, we need to make sure.  We don’t want Prince Mordulfah getting upset and chew out our boss, Captain Cox if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, but of course.”

“Mind if we check around back?”

“No, of course not.”

“Will we run into anyone back there?  I mean are there others who are here right now?”

“No one else is here, they are all next door making preparations.”

“For what?”

“Mordulfah’s wedding.”

“Oh, yes, of course, he’s getting married again,” said Bassett with a grin.

“Yes, he is once again adding to his wonderful family,” he returned the smile.

“Must be nice, though, to be honest with ya, I can hardly deal with one wife.”

“He is a man full of energy.”

Bassett smiled to the man and acted as if he was leaving.  He turned and pulled a knife from inside his jacket, and then turned back around and slammed it into the man’s stomach, pulled it out and shoved it in again.  The dying man held his stomach as he buckled to his knees before falling sideways.

Bassett and Hadley dragged him inside.  They closed the door, pulled their side arms and methodically checked the house to make sure the dead man had not lied to them.

After clearing the way, Bassett pulled out his radio and gave Scar the okay.

The Shadow Patriots, after losing four members in the rescue attempt at the police station, now numbering only fifty-six men, stormed up the driveway.  Scar had divided the men into three groups.  He would lead twenty men through the back of the house, while Bassett would take another twenty in through the front.  He assigned Burns to stay off to the side with the remaining sixteen men to cover any attempt for reinforcements from the outlying buildings.

The assault was problematic.  They were approaching from the side of the house where the wedding was most likely to be held.  They would have to use the shrubbery as cover to maintain the element of surprise.

Having served in the Marines and seen combat in Grenada, Scar’s training kicked into high gear as he ordered the men to move out.

Scar led his men through the trees to the far side, which extended to the shoreline.  The closer they got to the house the trees became less dense, and there was open ground in which guards could easily spot them.  The men darted from tree to tree in small groups.

They were almost there.  The sun was to the southeast, beaming bright rays through the windows.  Scar could see they were having a wedding.  He could see Sadie, in a white dress, standing next to a man in black and white ceremonial robes.  Another had his back toward them.  Meeks looked and whispered to Scar, “wedding crashers.” Scar rolled his eyes.

They got down low and moved across the lawn using the shrubbery for cover. Scar peeked around the corner.  A lone guard, armed with an AK-47 was looking out over the water, not expecting any trouble.  Complacency was always the downfall of the overconfident.

Scar held up one finger, handed Meeks his rifle and pulled a knife.  The big man sprang up, covered the twenty yards in mere seconds, and overpowered the guard.  He sank his knife into the guard’s gut and grabbed him around the head to take him to the ground.  Meeks rushed over and helped Scar pull the man into the bushes.

The rest of the men then gathered forward.

Scar pulled out the floor plan Hadley had given him.  They were by the library, which was adjacent to the drawing room where the wedding was taking place.  He pointed to a back door that would provide them entry to the main hall.

Scar grabbed the radio.  “Bassett, they’re in the drawing room, copy.”

“I copy. We saw them as we approached.  We’re in front of the gallery.  Got Jijis guarding the main entrance, over.”

Scar thought about that.  “As soon as the shooting starts they’ll rush inside, over.”

“Copy.  We’ll be right behind them. ”

“We’re entering now,” said Scar putting the radio back in his jacket.

He turned the door handle and entered.

Voices were coming from around the corner.  He held up five fingers and motioned to his right, signaling the men to go in that direction.

Scar and Meeks raced across the floor and turned the corner into the main hall.  Four Jijis stood with their backs toward them looking into the drawing room.

They both raised their M4 rifles.  Pulled the triggers and dropped the guards where they stood.

Chaos ensued within the wedding party.  Women started screaming as men pushed them aside while grabbing hold of their weapons and returning fire.  Scar took aim and dropped another.  Two Jijis ran to the groom and shielded him as they pushed him up the hallway into the gallery.  Several other Jijis started to return fire.  Bullets ripped into the woodwork by Meeks, who ducked behind a couch.  He peered over the couch and took careful aim, not wanting to shoot near Sadie.

Sadie tried to pull away from a man who had put his arm around her and was picking her up.  She pulled on the Jiji’s thumb and took a bite.  The man yelled in pain and dropped her.  Scar took aim and shot him before he could grab her again.  The impact threw him against the wall.  Scar motioned her to get down.

With Sadie on the ground, Scar and Meeks sprayed the room emptying their mags, shooting at everyone including the women.  They weren’t going to take any chances the women might pick up a gun.  Rounds shattered the windows.  The wounded knocked over tables as they fell to the ground.  Screams and gunfire echoed throughout the room. 

Meeks yelled at Scar. “I’ll get her.”  He crouched down and made his way to Sadie who wrapped her arms around his neck.  Scar slammed in another magazine and started picking off more Jijis.

Basset heard the gunfire coming from inside and peeked around the corner.  As expected, the guards ran inside.  Bassett and his men ran toward the entrance and found the six men huddled in the hallway taking fire from some of Scar’s men.  He and Nate kept to the side of the doorway.  Nate pointed his double-barrel shotgun through the entrance and pulled both triggers letting loose two charges of Number 4 buckshot.  All six bad guys were down.  Nate nodded to Scar’s men at the far end of the hallway.  He gave Bassett a half smile, but then noticed through a side window, Jijis were running down the hallway to the gallery.

He pointed it out to Bassett.

Nate hurried to the window and peeked in.  A Jiji let loose a hail of gunfire shattering the window.  Nate reloaded his shotgun.  He took another look and immediately discovered they had not given up on him.  He threw himself down as bullets whizzed by his head.  He took a couple of deep breaths and jumped up, leading the way with his shotgun, firing as he moved.

Bassett stormed toward Nate’s position, firing his M4 at the window.

They stood there for a moment, leaning against the building.

Nate took another look and saw a Jiji lying on the floor.  He stole another glance inside and saw more Jijis in the gallery.

“They’re making a stand in there,” he said to Bassett.

Jijis began racing up the driveway.  Bassett knew their position was exposed and vulnerable.  He grabbed his radio.  “Burns.  We’ve got them coming up the drive.”

“We see them. Where are you at?”

“Still by the entrance.”

“Copy.  We’re moving in now.”

“We got Jijis in the gallery.  They’ll spot you,” said Bassett.  Then he heard gunfire shattering the gallery windows.

Bassett yelled for everyone to get inside.

He turned to Nate.  “Burns is running into trouble.”

Nate understood the problem.  “Get him out of there then.”

Bassett took ahold of the radio.  “Burns, abort your approach, abort.”

It took a moment before he responded.  “I’ve got three down. We’re back in the trees.”

Bassett drew in a deep breath.  “Copy that.”

He told Nate to hold their position at all cost.  He then ran down the hallway and met Meeks holding onto Sadie.  “What’s your situation here, Meeks?”

“Everyone is dead or dying in there, and we got the rest of them pinned down in the gallery.”

Scar hurried up to them.

Bassett looked at him.  “Those guys in the gallery are stopping Burns cold.  He’s got three down and if we don’t hurry, they’ll have us pinned down in no time.”

Scar understood the priority.  “Let’s go find the Captain and Reese, and get the hell out of here.”

Bassett nodded, grabbed Hadley and ran upstairs.  Scar scooted down the basement stairs.  As soon as he reached the last step, a Jiji fired at him.  Scar jerked back.  He raised his M4 and poured rounds into the wall where the Jiji hid.  He ran over to it and found him lying in a pool of blood.




Chapter 71

 

Winters was at his lowest point emotionally since he had watched his friends die in front of him at the train station.  He was about to give up when he heard gunfire abrupt outside.  He sprang from his bed knowing the cause of the ruckus was his men making a rescue attempt.

He knelt down on the floor and waited.  He couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Mordulfah being killed.

He listened as the gunfire rang out from multiple places above him.  He could make out the sound of AK47’s mixed in with various other calibers, some of which were familiar to him as ones used by the Patriots.  Then the gunfire slowed and became sporadic off to the side and faint outside.  It sounded like a standstill.

A few moments later, he heard shots fired immediately outside his room.  He crawled on the floor to his bed, took hold of it and threw it over on its side to provide cover.  Seconds later, he heard the door open.  He looked up to see Scar enter the room.

“Captain, you alright?”

Winters got up off the floor.  “I am now.  What’s happening?  Where are the girls?”

“Meeks has got Sadie.  We’re still looking for Reese.  We need to get going.”

The two of them bounded up the stairs where they met Meeks and Sadie.  Sadie ran to Winters and threw her arms around him.

He looked down at her.  “You alright?”

She nodded.

The sound of footsteps stomping through the hall upstairs diverted their attention.  Everyone turned to see Basset and Hadley bringing ten young girls, including Reese, down the staircase.

Reese was the first to hit the ground floor and immediately wrapped her arms around Winters.

“You okay,” asked Winters.

She nodded before letting him go.

Winters was shocked to see so many young girls.  He looked at Bassett.  “Are there anymore?”

He shook his head.  “We cleared all the rooms.”

“Captain, we’re going out the back,” said Scar who got on the radio to Burns. “Burns get your men going.”  He then yelled down the hallway.  “Nate, we’re leaving out the back.  Can you cover our backsides?”

Nate yelled back.  “We’re right behind you.”

The Shadow Patriots stormed out the back door and headed in the direction from which they had come.  Bassett led the way firing a volley into the gallery.  Everyone kept low, running through the trees to their waiting vehicles as bullets whizzed overhead.

Nate’s men brought up the rear, laying down more cover fire. 

Winters held Sadie’s hand tightly as they ran across the lawn.  Elliott waved him over to his SUV.  Winters helped Sadie into the back and then jumped in the front seat.

“Good to have you back, Captain,” said Elliott.

“Glad you guys showed up.”

Elliott started the truck and after confirming everyone was loaded up, peeled out down the driveway.

Winters grabbed the M4 sitting on the floor and lowered the side glass.  He twisted sideways in the seat and pointed his weapon out the window.  Jijis were cutting across the backyard of an outlying building, which sat parallel to their escape.  He opened fire, taking two down.  The rest dropped to the ground for cover.

“Up ahead, Captain,” yelled Elliott.

Winters shifted his aim and pulled the trigger laying down a blanket of fire at more approaching Jijis.

The SUV made it to the end of the driveway.  Elliott yanked the steering wheel hard to the left and stomped on the gas pedal.

Winters looked in the passenger side mirror at the rest of their trailing vehicles.

The convoy barreled down Lakeshore Dr.

Winters got on the radio. “Scar, how’s it looking back there?”

“We got a couple of cars following us. They’re keeping their distance though.”

“Looks like they want to see where we’re going.”

“That’s what I’m figuring.”

He turned to Elliott.  “Do we have an escape route?”

Elliott shook his head.  “We were hoping to have killed them all.”

“This road takes us right into Detroit, doesn’t it?”

“Yep.”

Winters spoke into the radio.  “Scar, we can’t go into the city.  They’re going to be waiting for us.  We’ll take a right and go west.”

“We need to lose the bad guys following us,” responded Scar.

“Elliott, who’s driving the car behind us?”

“Burns.”

Winters got back on the radio.  “Listen up, everyone.  Those Jijis and cops are not going to let us out of the city.  More than likely, they’re setting up roadblocks right now.  First thing, we need to do is lose our tail.  We’ll make a right up ahead, and then I want Burns and whoever is right behind him to speed up and get ahead of our convoy.  We’ll pull over somewhere, while the rest of you keep going straight.  We’ll wait for the tail and take them out.”

“Burns here, and copy that.”

“I’m right behind Burns,” said Nate.

“Sounds good, Captain.  We’ll wait for you a little up the way,” said Scar.

Winters turned in his seat and saw Mr. Peterson sitting across from Sadie.  “Mr. Peterson, I didn’t even see you, what are you doing here?

“I was getting a little bored up north,” he said.

“You’ve come to the right place,” said Winters who then turned to Sadie, “You alright, hon?”

She nodded her head and gave him a half-hearted smile.

“Don’t worry, okay, we’ll get out of here,” said Winters in a reassuring tone.  He hoped he sounded convincing.  He wasn’t too sure, whether they would get out of there alive, or not.  With Canada to the east and the interstate to the west, they were boxed in.  There was no way they’d be able to get to the interstate without running into the cops.  No doubt, Mordulfah had already called them. 

For now, his spirits were soaring as he drove away from his impending torture.  The prospect of being tortured had not been pleasant.  He was glad to have Sadie back with him.  Knowing she wouldn’t have to experience what the other girls had gone through was a relief.  If they didn’t make it out of here, at least they would go down fighting, and on their own terms.

Elliott swung the SUV onto Marlborough St. and sped up leaving the rest of the convoy behind on the tree-lined street, which had no houses on either side.

“Was hoping for more houses,” said Winters.

“I’ll keep going.”

They flew across Kercheval Ave.

“There’s some up ahead.”

Elliott slowed the vehicle down, drove it onto an overgrown lawn, and backed in behind the house.  Burns and Nate followed suit across the street.

“This isn’t ideal,” said Winters.

“That tail will just blow right by us,” said Elliott.

Winters picked the radio up.  “Scar, I need you to stop when you go by us.  We need to slow them down.”

“You got it. Just let me know where you’re at.”

Winters, Elliott and Mr. Peterson got out and leaned up against the house.  Winters looked across the street.  Burns and Nate were both ready with their men.  Winters held the radio in his hand and waited for his men to arrive.

Moments later they came.

“Scar, everyone is passing us now, so get ready.”

The last vehicle came by him.  Meeks stared right at Winters and give him a nod as they passed by.  Another seventy-five yards, Scar slowed down and came to a dead stop.

Winters crouched low behind some shrubbery as two black cars slowed down, and then stopped right in front of them.  Winters looked across the street, Burns and Nate had their men rushing the cars.  He reacted the same, got up with his M4 raised to his shoulders and began firing.

Bullets ripped through both of the vehicles, cracking windows, and flattening the tires.  Nate was the first to charge and he led with his shotgun.  Burns and his men, keeping up the onslaught, followed him.

Winters approached the car.  He opened the door and a bloodied Jiji fell out of the car.  Nate’s men kept firing into the second car.  He then turned to Winters and nodded his head in satisfaction.

“I think we’re done here, guys,” said Winters.

They all hopped back in their vehicles and joined the rest of the men, who had pulled over up ahead.  Winters looked forward to seeing the men and telling them everything he had learned from Mordulfah.  He knew the reunion would be short lived though because they still had to get out of the city and he didn’t think it would be a Sunday walk in the park.




Chapter 72

Washington D.C.

 

Green was late getting to his office after spending more time with his mother, discussing the people he needed to contact.  He felt renewed after organizing what they should do.  It never ceased to amaze him, just how strong and capable she was.  He’d always known that about her, but never realized how deep it ran, since neither of them had ever been in the position they found themselves in now.

As Green entered the parking lot to the Lafayette building he thought about his personal commitment to his friend, Sam, and the decision he had made on what needed to be done.  It was a decision reinforced by the conversation he had with his mother and their plans to take down Perozzi and Reed.  He thought about how careful he would have to be though, knowing there were few he would be able to trust, especially with Pruitt running around town gathering dirt to keep people in line.  Green figured there were more people who had already been turned, than not, on the list he’d found.  He wondered how much information Reed already possessed.

The first thing he needed to do today was to check into the office and find out if Reed had been asking for him.  He didn’t have much day-to-day contact with his boss and knew something was up if he had been looking for him.  More importantly, he wanted to check for any messages from Bassett.  He hadn’t received any word since the corporal had called from Canada, and was worried because he knew he’d be involved in trying to rescue Winters.  He hadn’t heard any news from Detroit either and wondered if today was the day they would attempt the rescue.

He greeted his secretary and collected messages from various people in the task force he was heading.  He spent the next couple of hours returning calls and handling their requests.  It was noon before he received word the Shadow Patriots had raided the police station during the night.  Details were few, but he did learn they had killed Captain Cox.  Green leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grin on his face.  He had no doubt the Shadow Patriots were now on their way to Mordulfah’s to get Winters.

He decided to call Reed to see what his reaction would be to this new development. He picked up the phone and dialed his number.

“What can I do for you, Major?” asked Reed

“Sir, have you heard about what happened in Detroit?”

“Yes, I just heard.”

“The details are a little sketchy, and they don’t mention Winters.”

“He wasn’t there,” said Reed in a harsh tone.

“Well, that’s good news then,” said Green pretending to be happy.

“Maybe not, because I haven’t been able to get a hold of Mordulfah, which is unusual.”

“Do you think the rebels were aware he was holding Winters at his place?”

“I’m not sure, but most likely.”

“Do you think the rebels will attempt a rescue?”

“That would be my guess, and since I can’t reach Mordulfah, I would say it’s a damn good possibility it’s happening right now.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“There’s not a whole hell of a lot we can do but wait.”

“I understand.”

Reed hung up on Green.

He couldn’t help but smile after talking to Reed. He could hear the anger in his voice.  Green knew Winters represented everything Reed was fighting.  Winters was all about the American people yearning to be free.  Reed’s mind had to be spinning, knowing he wasn’t as invisible as he thought he was.  Winters was nothing but a fly in the ointment, but he was certainly making quite an impact with only a small complement of men.  If there were more Winters’ out there and they took the same steps, then it would be a such force it would be impossible to reckon with.  Green had taken great pleasure in his conversation with Reed.

Green decided to excuse himself for lunch, but his main objective was to find Pruitt.  He hoped the man would be outside waiting to follow him, making his task that much easier.




Chapter 73

Detroit Michigan

 

Everyone got out and crowded around Winters, shook his hand, and welcomed him back.  He thanked each of one of them and exchanged words of gratitude for risking their lives to come for him and the girls.  Winters basked in the moment as everyone stood around and talked about what they had just done.  The triumph overshadowed the three men they lost.  Although sad as it was, they were lucky to have lost only three and have no others wounded.

“That Mordulfah guy sure liked to keep busy,” said Meeks gesturing over to the young girls.

“I had no idea they were even there,” said Winters.

“What now, Captain?” asked Scar, who was more than happy to shift the burden of command back to Winters.

“If you were them, what would you be doing?”

“I’d be boxing us in,” said Scar.

“Here we go again,” said Nate.

“Nate, ye of little faith,” laughed Meeks putting his arm around his shoulder.  “We’ve been in much deeper doo-doo.”

“Yeah, and I’m getting sick of it.”

Winters gave Elliott a half smile.  “Anyone got a Detroit map?”

Hadley came forward.  “Right here.”

Winters looked at him and recognized him from South Bend.  “What’s your name?”

“I’m Don Hadley, I’m a cop, or was a cop.”

Winters heard his accent.  “You from the South?”

“Waco, Texas, sir.”

“Well, glad to have a Texan on our side,” he said, unfolding the map.  “Now, where are we, Don?”

Hadley pointed out their location.

“Okay, so we’ve got Canada behind us and I-94 up ahead and downtown to our south.”

“Be nice to jump into Canada,” said Meeks.

“They have the border closed down,” said Hadley.

Winters kept looking at the map.  “We need to check out the interstate, see if it’s being patrolled.”

Elliott, Burns and Taylor volunteered and took Hadley with them.

Winters looked around the decrepit neighborhood.  “We might have to find an abandoned house we can hole up in.”

“That won’t be too difficult,” chuckled Meeks, looking around.

Winters watched Elliott drive away and then ordered the guys to hide the vehicles behind the empty houses.  Afterward, they gathered in groups and talked amongst themselves.

Winters walked over to Sadie and Reese, who were sitting on the back porch with the other girls.  They were making small talk with the girls, trying to comfort them.  They were scared and yet relieved to be away from Mordulfah.

Sadie stood up and grabbed Winters’ hand when he approached the group.  “This is Cole, and he’s going to get us all out of here.”

Winters waved to them.  “You girls are safe now, alright, and we’ll get you out of here in no time, okay?”

Their expressions brightened some and they nodded their heads.

“Will you take us home?” one of them asked.

Winters didn’t want to disappoint them but felt it better to whitewash their true situation for now.  “We will at some point, but for now we need to get out of here and then see what happens.”

He sat down and put his arm around Sadie.

“That’s some dress you’ve got on there.”

“I can’t wait to get it off, and wash this stuff off my hands.”

Reese reached for her hand.  “It’s a dye so you won’t be able to wash it off right away.”

“I won’t?”

“No, but it’ll fade, and if we can find some salt and olive oil, we can get it off faster.”

“How long will it take?” she asked rubbing her hands.

“Maybe a week.”

“Ugh.”

Winters laughed to himself.  “I hope you guys weren’t too scared.”

Sadie looked at Reese.  “We knew they were coming.”

“Yeah, but we didn’t know when,” said Reese.

“Oh?”

“Don told us,” said Sadie.  “We wanted to tell you, but they took you upstairs before we found out and then…” she stopped.

“Then, what?”

“I saw that they beat you up and you didn’t look too good.”

“It’s okay, it all worked out.”  He looked at Reese, wanting to know if they’d hurt her, but wasn’t sure she’d tell him the truth.

She seemed to know what he wanted to ask.  “No one touched me.  They threw me in a room, and I pretended to be sick, so they pretty much ignored me.”

A sense of relief came over Winters.  “So glad to hear it.”

Scar and Meeks came over and joined them.

Again, Sadie introduced them to the new arrivals.

“This is Meeks and Scar and they’re both pretty funny.”

“I’m the funny one,” said Meeks.  “This one, not so much, he’s more of a goof ball, if you ask me.”

Scar wrapped his arm around Meeks' head.  “Don’t listen to a thing he says, he only wishes he was me.”

“See, I told you,” laughed Sadie.

Winters stood up.  “So, what happened to you guys back in South Bend?”

Scar told Winters everything that happened to them, and how they managed to get up to Canada to pick up Nate and the guys.

“How’s the leg?” Winters asked Meeks.

“Not too bad, got painkillers in me that don't make me loopy.”

“Not any more than usual,” smiled Scar.  “My boy here is definitely slowing down.”

“I can still outrun you,” said Meeks.  He turned to Sadie.  “Oh, I’ve got something of yours.”

She looked at him, full of curiosity.

Meeks pulled out the Ruger .22 he had given her.  “You dropped this, and thank goodness you did.”

She took the gun.  “Why was it a good thing?”

“It’s how we knew you guys had been captured.  I knew you wouldn’t lose it.  As soon as I found it, we dashed over to where they were holding you.  That’s how we found out where they were taking you.”

Sadie broke into a prideful smile, knowing she had been of some help.

Winters gave her a friendly bump and then looked back up at Scar.  “So, Amber is taking care of the others back in South Bend.  How bad are they?”

“Not too bad, they’re just banged up a little.”

Winters was impressed with everything they had done.  He couldn’t have asked for better men than these and only wished he had more.  He knew he would have to gather a lot more if they were to take down this enemy.  From what he had learned from Mordulfah, he knew the man had unlimited resources.  There were also enough radical Islamic men in the Detroit area he could call upon.  All they needed was a leader and a cause.  Ironically, it was all the American people needed as well.  Winters believed once the truth was out, citizens would have the courage to come out of the shadows and stand tall.

After Scar finished his story, Winters relayed all he had learned from Mordulfah.  As he was telling them, the rest of the Shadow Patriots gathered around and listened to the shocking revelation.  Not a single one of them was left without a stunned look on his face that soon turned to anger.

“Makes you wonder what else the government has been up to,” said Scar.

“It’s like they set up everything that’s gone down,” observed Meeks.

“They probably even set the former President up, so they could get their man in there,” said Mr. Peterson.  “It’s happened throughout history, so why not here.”

Everyone nodded their heads.

“Well, it sure as hell isn’t going to happen on my watch,” said an angry Nate. “I’m going to personally kill this Mordulfah son-of-a-bitch.”

The guys all gave a hearty cheer.

“Ain’t nobody gonna sell off my country,” he added.

“Yeah, but what about the war out west?” asked Meeks.

“Them damn Chinese will get what’s coming to them,” he finished.

“Hopefully, if we can get our house in order, then we can drive them into the Pacific Ocean,” said Winters.

More cheers among the men.

“That’ll be way down the road, though.  First things first, when we get out of here, we’ve got to gather a larger force and drive these terrorists out of Michigan,” said Winters.

“Yeah, but then what?” asked Meeks.

“Washington,” said Winters.  “Somehow we need to expose Perozzi and Reed.”

Bassett spoke up.  “Major Green might be able to help.”

Winters turned to him.  “How’s that?”

Everyone turned to Bassett.  “He’s stationed in Washington now.”

This was news to Winters.  “Since when?”

“Couple of weeks ago.  Believe it not, he works for Reed.  It’s why I was able to come and warn you.  Major Green wanted to know about the cops you killed and sent me here to find out what was really going on.  I happened to get here just before Cox found out where you were”

“Wow, I was a little surprised to see you in South Bend.  So, have you talked to the Major?”

“Yes, and I told him all about Mordulfah.  He said he’d look into it.”

Winters was pleased, but his euphoria didn’t last long because he knew that even though they had escaped from the National Police before, they now had a more motivated enemy.  This one would want his head on a platter and would stop at nothing to get Sadie and the other girls back.




Chapter 74

Washington D.C.

 

Green had gone to a deli to grab some take out and then headed over to Lafayette Park to eat.  He sat on a bench eating a ham and cheese sandwich, all the while keeping his eyes peeled for Pruitt.  The day had warmed up since the early morning, which had been cloudy and brisk.  The park was a favorite of the Washington crowd to walk around during their lunch hour.  The cherry trees were past full bloom and had littered the ground with their pink and white blossoms.  The air still carried their sweet aroma.  Squirrels chased each other around the grounds shaking out their legs from the long winter.  Any tourists that had come to D.C. had already gone home after the full bloom.  There weren’t as many tourists because business had dried up once the war started.  Most everyone enjoying the park these days worked in the surrounding offices. 

He stared at the White House, wondering if the President was up to speed on what was happening in Detroit.  Green figured the man didn’t even know who the Shadow Patriots were.  It would seem the President only did Perozzi’s bidding while enjoying the trappings of the office.  Pretending to care about what was going on in the country while golfing, holding parties, and meeting with foreign dignitaries, making them promises he would never keep.

Thirty minutes passed as Green sat on the bench in Lafayette Park and there had been no sight of Pruitt.  He finished his sandwich and decided to head to Bethesda to see if Pruitt might be at home.  He drove past the house but didn’t see the Porsche in the driveway or any lights on inside.  He parked his car up the street and decided to wait.

 

Alexandria Virginia

 

Pruitt found Sarah Green’s address and headed for Alexandria.  He had learned everything he needed to know regarding Sam White and his searches on Perozzi and Reed.  He was elated when he learned Green was a troublemaker who needed to be taken out.  It didn’t take a genius to figure out Green was involved with the rebels and plotting against Perozzi and Reed.  He had just received the evidence from his man at the State Department.  The information had cost him a pretty penny, but it was worth much more than the price he’d had to pay.  Once he took care of Green, and his friend, Sam White, he’d report to Reed and collect his expenses, and then some.

After seeing his house had been broken into yesterday, he figured it had to have been Green.  Nothing of value had been taken and the only things disturbed were the photos he’d had been stupid enough to leave out in the open.  Green, no doubt, had made copies from his printer.  He’d get those photos back even if it meant roughing up the mother, which was no problem for him.

He arrived at her home and noticed only one car in the driveway.  He figured Mrs. Green was at home alone.  He continued for another block and parked on the side of the street.  He grabbed his gun, stuffed it in his waistband, got out of his car and looked up and down the quiet street.  Not seeing anyone, he sauntered up the street, reached the door and rang the bell.




Chapter 75

Detroit Michigan

 

Winters worried about the girls.  They were all tired and were now sleeping in the SUV’s.  He would do everything he could to protect these girls.  They had been through a lot and had endured things they should never have even seen.  Of course, it was a different world now, a world where evil prevailed over the land.  Winters found it heartbreaking to discover this evil included using children for sexual pleasure.  He had a difficult time wrapping his mind around it when the discovery was first made.  After meeting Mordulfah and seeing what kind of scum he and his kind really were, it became clear.  To them, women were nothing but property.  The more he thought about it, the angrier he became.  He needed to get off the subject and consider their current situation.

Elliott and company had returned from reconnoitering the interstate.  As expected, the cops had been smart and positioned vehicles at intervals up and down the freeway to maximize the patrolling of the road.  The cops weren’t taking any chances and were hoping to box in the Shadow Patriots.  Winters knew it would only be a matter of time before the cops, and Jijis would start going street-to-street looking for them.  His options were few, and he knew they would have to discover the holes in their enemy’s lines to make their escape.  Thanks to Colonel Brocket, Scar had come back from Canada with plenty of supplies and ammunition.  Winters had decided to wait for the cover of darkness to escape, and nighttime couldn’t come fast enough.

He thought about what they could do and decided to use Bassett’s recent combat experience, fighting house to house in the Middle East.

He approached Bassett.  “Corporal, you have more experience in this type of setting, what do you think of our options to escape.”

“Already been thinking about it, Captain.”

“Glad to hear it, because I’m open to suggestions.”

Bassett laid out his plan and Winters concluded it had an excellent chance for success.

Winters then got everyone’s attention.  “Guys, I’m going to have Corporal Basset brief you on our strategy.”

Everyone nodded and moved over to the makeshift table they had put together, and looked down at the map.

“First thing we need is reconnaissance,” said Bassett.  “We need to find their weak points and then exploit them.  The things we’re looking for is their quantity and the quality of that manpower.  We need to stay away from the battle hardened men.  The Jijis will be the most experienced, but not all of them are trained soldiers either.  You’ll be able to tell by how they walk, how they carry themselves, are their weapons “at the ready”, meaning are the weapons at a forty-five-degree angle.  My first choice would be to go through the cops.  These guys won’t have any combat experience, otherwise, they’d be out West fighting.”

Everyone nodded.

“We need to be ghosts out there, no contact what so ever, we don’t want them to even know we were there.  Radio communications at a minimum, keep the volume down, and whisper into the mics.”

The men listened intently to what Bassett was telling them.  When he was satisfied everyone was on the same page, he formed them into six, two-man teams.




Chapter 76

Bethesda Maryland

 

Major Green had been waiting for Pruitt to show up for the last couple of hours.  When he was a no-show, Green decided to go back to his office.  He had a growing concern for what was happening while he’d been waiting for Pruitt.  He would check in with his secretary and then come back to see if there was any activity in Bethesda.

As soon as he arrived, Grace gave him a stack of messages.  He took his jacket off and thumbed through them ignoring the ones that could be put off till tomorrow.  Toward the end of the pile was the one he was looking for.  It was his contact at the National Police here in the district.  He gave the man a call and learned the rebels had attacked Mordulfah’s compound and freed Winters.

They killed over twenty of his men and some women as well, but Mordulfah had escaped unharmed.  Green also learned they were still in pursuit of Winters and assumed he had not escaped the city.  The local cops were going street-to-street looking for him.  Green thanked his contact for the update.

He put the phone down and tried to contain his delight in the news, but couldn’t help himself and threw his arms up with clenched fists.  It was good news and he reveled in it for a few minutes.  He just hoped they made it out of the city.

He continued to go through the stack of notes and decided he could put everything off until tomorrow.  He grabbed his jacket and headed back to Pruitt’s house.  He purchased some take-out to tide him over in case he would have to wait for a while.

Green had parked the car up the street after seeing no lights on inside.  After a few hours had passed, he grew restless and bored.  He wondered how cops could sit hour after hour in a car during a stakeout.  He had long ago finished eating his take out and wished he smoked cigarettes just to have something to do.  He thought about breaking into the house again but decided it wasn’t such a good idea, especially if Pruitt didn’t come home.  Darkness had consumed the landscape and homes up and down the street were awash with light.

He looked at his watch. He decided he had waited long enough and headed home. 

Green walked into his mother’s home expecting the smell of dinner wafting through the air but instead saw his mother sitting in a chair in the living room.  She looked panic stricken.  He stopped cold when he heard the cocking of a revolver.  He found Pruitt pointing a Smith and Wesson .357 in his direction.  He was wearing yet another golf shirt, only this one was a multiple colored stripped one.

“What are you doing here?” yelled Green.

“So, you do know me then, that’s a start.  Now, be a good soldier boy and slowly remove your jacket.”

Green was pissed at himself for allowing Pruitt to learn he knew him.  He removed his jacket and let it fall to the floor.

“Thought you might be carrying.  Now, don’t get any funny ideas, cause I’m quite a good shot, but even at this range it wouldn’t take an expert to put a rather large hole in you.”

Green removed his Army issued Beretta M9 pistol and dropped it on top of his jacket.

“Now move over to the couch.”

Pruitt waited until Green sat down before picking up his pistol.  He released the mag and tucked it in his pocket along with the round he removed from the chamber.

Green shot daggers at Pruitt.  “Now, you mind telling me what you want.”

“What I want, are all the copies you made yesterday.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Pruitt moved over to Green’s mother and slapped her across the face.

She let out a yelp, but recovered quickly and glared at him as if to say, “Is that all you got.”

Green stood up but stopped in mid stride when Pruitt put his .357 to her head.

“Don’t think I won’t do it.  Now sit back down,” yelled Pruitt.

Green hesitated for a moment and then relented.

“I know it was you who broke into my place yesterday.”

“Is it your place, Pruitt, or are you just a house pet for Reed.”

Pruitt let out a laugh.  “You think you’re a bad ass, eh Major?”

Green didn’t respond.

“Talk about amateur hour, you break in through a window but don’t take anything.  Hell, I had a wad of cash sitting in my room, so much that even my housekeeper is afraid to take it.  She told me she thought she had heard someone sneaking around.  I knew it had to be you.  I’ll give you credit for finding out who I was.”

“It wasn’t hard to spot someone wearing an ugly bright red golf shirt. It was about as bad as the one you have on now, but not quite.”

“Oh, you made me the first night, touché.  You’re not as dumb as I thought.  Now tell me, where are the copies?”

Green thought about his options and decided they were few.  He figured Pruitt would kill them as soon as he got the copies.  Desperately wanting to get this man away from his mother, he began to lie.  “They’re not here.”

“Where then?” asked Pruitt.

“I have them at my office?”

Pruitt slapped his hand across her face again.

This time the impact knocked her out of her chair.  She landed on the carpeted floor where she curled up in pain.  Green stood again, but Pruitt aimed the revolver in his face. 

“You like hitting women, you piece of crap.”

“If it gets the job done, what do I care?  Now, Major, I know you’re not stupid enough to have left ‘em at your office.”

Green looked down at his mother and back at Pruitt.  “They’re in the car.”

“Well, let’s go get them.”

Pruitt waved his gun at Green motioning him outside.  They both turned and headed toward the door.  Just as Green pulled it opened, Pruitt heard the soft shuffle of approaching feet on the carpet.




Chapter 77

Detroit Michigan

 

Night had fallen over the city, and the sky was cloudy and moonless.  Streetlights remained standing tall, but with no power, stood without purpose.  The darkness only veiled the despair, that permeated the streets.  There was an uneasy creepiness in the dilapidated neighborhoods, which had overgrown lawns, and boarded up houses, some with the roofs caving in.  Trash littered the streets.

Bassett had led the six teams out on foot, disappearing into the darkness.  Rather than go closer to downtown Detroit, which the cops had blockaded on I-75, they decided to try their luck a little further north along I-94.  They would move the vehicles block by block, through the dark streets.

Because of their injuries, Elliott and Meeks stayed behind with Winters who would coordinate with the recon teams and get everyone else ready to move out.

Winters had them all loaded up in vehicles and ready to go.  All the drivers stayed huddled around the first truck.  The atmosphere was tense, and everyone remained silent, waiting for word to move out.

A quiet breeze swirled around the men and was a welcomed respite for Winters who felt beads of sweat run down the sides of his face.  He took his hat off so he could feel the cool air.  He was nervous and could hear his heart beating.  He looked at the men, who stood like statues, staring down at the radio that was sitting on the hood of Elliott’s SUV.

They listened to the whispering chatter go back and forth between the teams.  They spotted their hunters driving through the neighborhoods to the east.  As they announced the streets, Meeks would turn his military flashlight, equipped with a red lens, onto the map.  Under the soft red glow, he marked all the occupied locations.  It was easy to see that the cops were methodically closing in on their position.

Finally, Bassett announced he had located a safe place for them to move.  “We’re clear on Warren Ave,” whispered Bassett.  “Up to Yorkshire Rd.”

Winters picked up the radio.  “Copy.”

Meeks found the intersection.  “Few blocks over, and about a mile up.”

Everyone scrambled to their vehicles.

Winters got in the passenger seat and glanced at Elliott behind the wheel.  He gave him a reaffirming nod.  Elliott turned the key and eased back out onto the street.

Maneuvering through the dark streets, without using the headlights, was not an easy task.  Winters hunched forward, over the dashboard, trying to get a better view.  The group of vehicles stayed close together.  Winters counted the number of streets they passed and soon came to Warren Ave.  Elliott turned right onto the six-lane road.  He was able to pick up a little speed on the wider road.

Slowly they made it to Yorkshire Road and parked between the boarded-up businesses lining the street.

Winters picked the radio up.  “Bassett, we’re here.”

“Copy, I’m just a few blocks away.”

“Captain, you’ve got two coming your way on Outer Drive,” said Scar.

Winters quickly look down at the map.  “Elliott, we just passed that street, go, go, go.”

Elliott let off the brake and pulled forward.

Winters kept his eye on the passing buildings.  “Pull into this parking lot and go around back.”

The sixteen-vehicle convoy followed suit.

Winters got out and ran back to the street.  Meeks and Elliott joined him as they made their way to the curb.  Two cop cars stopped in the intersection and then started coming toward them at a snail’s pace.  Both cars had spotlights pointed at the buildings, searching, as they passed.

Winters, Elliott and Meeks scrambled back to their vehicles and waited for the two cars to pass them.

“Bassett, those two are headed up Warren,” said Winters in a low voice.

“I’m watching them.”

The two cops reached the intersection of Cadieux Rd and Chandler Park Dr. and stopped.  Burns reported that squad cars were all over Mack Ave.  Winters looked at the map and noted the cops surrounded them more tightly than before.  He figured they would not be able to sneak out of this one.

Thirty minutes later, all the recon teams came back to report.

Bassett and Hadley were the lasts ones to return.  “We humped it past Cadieux, and saw that they’re posted at all the major intersections.”

“They’re all up and down Mack Ave,” said Burns, pointing to the map, “and, as you can see, Mack Ave runs closer to the interstate, which narrows our escape.”

“Funny thing is, I didn’t see any Jijis,” said Scar.

“Nor did we,” said Bassett.

The others acknowledged the same thing.

“That seems strange,” said Winters.

“Jackasses must still be licking their wounds,” said Nate.

“Regardless, they seem to have plenty enough looking for us,” said Winters.  “And we’re back to square one, without an escape.”

“Can’t we keep snaking through the neighborhoods?” asked Elliott.

“Be sunup before we could finish,” offered Bassett.

“We’re going to have to blast our way through, Captain,” said Nate.

“They’re not at all alert, Captain,” said Bassett.  “We noticed the cops on Cadieux looking bored and goofing around.”

“Then let’s take the suckers out one at a time,” said Nate.

Winters listened to the men go back and forth with different suggestions.  He looked back down at the map and noticed a high school a few blocks away on Cadieux.  Then an idea struck him and a wily smile came across his face.  “Guys, I’ve got an idea.”

Everyone stopped talking and looked at Winters.

Nate let out a snicker.

“Whatcha you got, Captain,” asked Scar eagerly.

He pointed at the map.  “There’s a high school right over here.”

Everyone looked at the map.

“Bassett, you said those cops, just up the street from the school, are not paying much attention.”

Bassett nodded.

“Think you can take them out quietly?”

“How quiet?”

“No gunfire.”

“Won’t be easy, but yeah, it’s doable,” Bassett replied.

“Okay, so once we do that, we’ll drive their cars over to the high school.”

“Then what, Captain?” asked Meeks.

“Nate, you think you could set the school on fire, and I mean the whole thing?”

“Oh, hell yeah, I could.”

“Once it’s up and going, we’ll get on their radios and tell everyone we’re trapped in the school.  Hadley, you can help with that, right?”

Hadley nodded.

“I like it, Captain,” said Scar.  “Should draw enough of them in.”

Bassett looked doubtful.  “You think this will work?”

Scar patted him on the shoulder.  “I told you before, we didn’t get this far by being careful.”

“When we pull out we’ll take one of their cars so we can monitor their communications,” said Winters.

Bassett led a small team consisting of Scar, Hadley and Nate through the backyards up to Cadieux and circled around behind the four cops.  They were out of their cars leaning against the fenders talking to one and another.

Bassett thought about what to do.  “We need to get their attention directed away from us,” he whispered.  He turned to Nate, “you crazy enough to do something?”

Nate gave him a half smile.

“Can you get back around and approach them looking drunk?”

Nate let loose a small laugh and took off while the others waited in the shadows. 

A few moments later, Nate came stumbling up the street. The cops looked his way and started moving toward him.

“You there!  Who are you?” shouted the tallest of the four.

“Who me?” slurred Nate.

“This guy is plastered,” said the tall cop.

Bassett watched as Nate fell to the pavement and struggled to get back up.  Bassett withdrew his knife and waited until the cops were ten yards away from Nate.  He gave a signal to Hadley and Scar.  The three of them sprang toward the cops.

The cops’ backs were toward them as Bassett closed in.  When he reached the first cop, he thrust his knife into the man’s side.  He immediately withdrew it and went for the one next to him.  The first cop screamed as he dropped to the ground in pain.  The second one grabbed Bassett’s arm as the knife penetrated him.  Scar jumped on top of him, his big frame took the second cop to the ground.  Scar grabbed his head, jerked it up, and then slammed it into the asphalt.  Hadley threw himself into the third cop.  The two of them fell into a roll.  Hadley found himself at a disadvantage as the cop rolled over on top of him, and started punching him in the face.

Nate leaped up, faced the approaching tall cop, and kicked him in the groin.  He plunged his knife through the cop’s throat while he was kneeling in pain.  Nate then jumped over to the cop who was on top of Hadley.  He grabbed the man’s hair and pulled him back.  Nate kicked him in the face until he stopped moving.

Nate helped Hadley up.  “You alright?”

“I’m good.”

The four of them breathed heavily as they recovered from their efforts.  They dragged the dead cops behind a house and signaled Winters to meet them at the school.  Finally, they moved the patrol cars to the school parking lot, where Nate proceeded to break into the boarded up building.  He found a couple of five-gallon buckets, and went back to one of the cars, punched a hole in the fuel tank, and collected the gasoline.

Winters arrived at the school just as Nate was putting the final touches on the trail of fuel he had sloshed up and down the hallways.

“We’re all set, Captain,” said Scar.

Winters looked at him.  “You and Bassett grab the cop car.  Hadley, once we’re a few blocks up, you let Corporal Bassett handle the call, you tell him what to say.”

“Oh?”

“Your Texas drawl might be a dead give away, besides, Bassett has experience with this type of thing too.”

Hadley shrugged.

Nate came outside and walked up to them.  “Got it already, Captain.  I even planted ammo in some adjoining rooms.  Should throw them off a bit more.”

“Nice touch, Nate.”

“Well, I figure it worked once, why not again.”

Winters gave him the go ahead.

Nate and Scar walked inside and down a long hallway before turning down another.  They could smell the gasoline fumes rising from the floor before they reached it.  Nate had spilled the fuel towards the back of the school.  He had chosen a few classrooms and drizzled the gas out into the hallway.

Nate stopped and looked down at the small puddle that had gathered and hesitated.

“What’s the matter?” asked Scar.

“Gasoline is not the best accelerant to be using.  If we’re not careful, this will blow up in our faces.”

“What do you do want to do?”

Nate looked around, found some paper, and crumpled it up. He then lit it, stepped back from the puddle, and threw it in.

The gasoline exploded and fire swooshed into the classrooms, instantaneously engulfing them.  The two men hurried back up the hallway and out the door.

“It’s looking good, guys,” said Nate.

Meeks turned to Scar, “Every kid’s fantasy at one time or another.”

Scar gave him a sideways glance.  “Uh, not every kid.  I’m not quite sure I even know who you are anymore.”

Meeks rolled his eyes.  “Whatever.”

The Shadow Patriots rolled out of the parking lot and picked their way through the neighborhood to the back parking lot of what looked like an old car dealership on Mack Ave.

Winters got out and walked over to the cop car.  “Okay, you know what to do, Corporal.”

Bassett nodded and turned his attention to the police radio.  He started breathing heavily and worked himself up. “10-99 10-99, shots fired,”

“What’s your twenty?”

“I’m at the old high school at Cadieux.  It’s the rebels, we’ve chased them inside the school.”

“All units, all units, shots fired at Cadieux and Warren.  All units respond.”

“My partner’s in the building, I’m going in.”

Bassett put the mic down.  “That should keep them busy.”

The Shadow Patriots watched as dozens of cop cars, with their lights flashing and sirens screaming, rushed past them on Mack Ave.  Winters wondered how long they had before their ruse was discovered.

The radio was abuzz with chatter as the cops arrived, shouting that the place was on fire and they couldn’t locate the cops on the scene.  After a few moments, the cops reported gunfire inside the school.

Winters ordered Bassett up Mack Ave.  After the all clear, they moved their convoy across Mack Ave and onto Chalfonte Ave and traveled through the neighborhood.  A few more turns and they finally returned to Mack Ave.  Bassett kept the lead in the squad car as they made their way north to Interstate 69.

Winters was satisfied with the distance they were putting between them and the burning school.  He followed their progress on the map.  He studied the map and noticed that Mack Ave came close to where Mordulfah had held him, prisoner.  The close proximity worried him.  He wondered if Jijis would be patrolling the area to protect Mordulfah.  The more he thought about it the more he wanted to get to the interstate as soon as they could.

He got on the radio and asked Bassett to check out the interstate at Vernier Rd.  A few minutes later, Bassett gave them the all clear.  They were no more than a mile away.  A sense of relief came over Winters but was short lived when Scar came on the radio.

“We’ve got trouble, guys.”




Chapter 78

Alexandria Virginia

 

Major Green reached the door and started to open it, turning his body slightly to the right toward Pruitt who was close behind him.  Green had the door halfway open when his mother came rushing toward them.  Green made his move.  He spun to his right grabbing Pruitt’s pistol with one hand and his wrist with the other.  The gun moved away from his body as a bullet spat into the door just as his mother slammed into Pruitt.  The three of them stumbled into the dining room.  Mrs. Green fell to the floor, hitting her head.  Major Green threw his weight into Pruitt as he tried to fight for control of the gun.  Green could feel the heat of the barrel as he tightened his grip around it.  He threw a haymaker into Pruitt’s right cheek.  The blow sent them to the floor. Green twisted around to get on top.  He then tried to wrench the gun free by slamming it on the hardwood floor.  Pruitt broke free from Green’s grip and swung his arm arcing it from one side to the other.  Green met it halfway and grabbed Pruitt’s forearm.  The gun went flying across the room.  Green jumped off him and scrambled across the floor to retrieve it.  He reached for the revolver, picked it up, and turned around to find Pruitt holding Mrs. Green around her chest with a knife to her throat. 

Green raised the .357 aiming it right at Pruitt’s head.  “Let go of her.”

“Or what, Major?” demanded Pruitt as he broke Mrs. Green’s skin.  Blood started to trickle down her throat.  “Go ahead Major, let’s see how good a shot you are.”

Green watched Pruitt get on his feet, dragging his mother with him as a shield.  Her eyes didn’t give a hint of giving up. 

“Now, your mom and I are going to walk to the door, and I’m going to walk out of here.”

“I don’t think so,” said a defiant Green.

Pruitt pressed the knife in a little further, causing more blood to seep down her chest. “You get any closer and it goes in all the way.”

Pruitt pulled Sarah back into the foyer.  Green kept his gun aimed at Pruitt’s head, but the man kept weaving back and forth, using his mother’s head as a shield.  Green kept following Pruitt’s bobbing head waiting for the right moment.  They made it to the entrance.  Pruitt kicked the door open and took another step backward.  He stumbled slightly over the jacket Green had dropped when he first came in.  Mrs. Green used the opportunity to grab Pruitt’s pinkie and twist it in an unnatural way.  Pruitt let out a scream and tried to jerk his hand from her. Green fired the gun twice, hitting him in the head.  Brain matter plastered the wall as Pruitt collapsed to the floor.




Chapter 79

Detroit Michigan

 

Winters felt the blood rush to his face when Scar had yelled his warning of trouble into the radio.  He grabbed his radio.  “Whatcha got Scar?”

“Got three cars on my tail.”

“Are they cops?”

“Don’t look like it. I think they’re Jijis.”

Winters shot a glance at Elliott.  “Step on it.” He looked at the map.  They had just passed Cook Rd. He got back on the radio.  “Let’s try and outrun them.”

As Elliott step on the gas, Winters tightened his grip on his M4.

A few moments later, Bassett’s frantic warning lit up the radio.  “I’ve got multiple cars coming down Vernier Rd from the east.”

Winters instantly knew they were Jijis coming from Mordulfah’s compound.

Elliott kept his foot on the gas pedal.

Bassett came back.  “There’s three of them and they’re turning onto Mack.  They’re headed right toward you.”

Winters looked ahead and saw the headlights coming at them.  Off to his right was an empty field.  “Go right,” he yelled.

Elliott threw the vehicle into a hard right and crashed through a fence, onto what looked like a baseball field.  The SUV flew through the overgrown grass.  The rest of the convoy followed him.

Elliott jumped the SUV across a paved road and onto another field.  It was a golf course and they were fishtailing across the greens, causing extensive damage to the still maintained fairways.

“Everyone’s going in separate directions,” exclaimed Elliott.

Winters got on the radio.  “Scar, what’s happening back there?”

“We’re taking fire.  We pulled into a parking lot to the right of the field.  We got nowhere to go.”

“Who’s with you?”

“Burns.”

“Bassett where are you?”

“We’re coming down Mack now.”

“Get over to Scar.”

Elliott kept maneuvering around the well-tended greens trying to lose a car that was following and now shooting at them.  Winters turned to Elliott. “Pull around those trees and let us out.”  Winters twisted in his seat and looked at Mr. Peterson.  “You up for it?”

“It’s what I’m here for.”

Winters went to give Sadie and Reese a reassuring look but noticed both were chambering a round in their pistols.  Their faces were in rapt attention as Reese pushed the button down to lower the window.  She twisted in her seat to line up a shot.  Winters silently thanked Meeks for their training.

Elliott circled around the trees and stopped.  Winters and Mr. Peterson jumped out.  Elliott stepped on the gas as soon as the doors shut.

They both raced for the cover of the trees.

Winters breathed heavily and raised his rifle to his shoulder.  “Aim for the tires first and then give them everything we’ve got.”

A black Mercedes roared around the end of the trees heading toward them.  The two men rushed out from their cover and squeezed off long bursts.  Bullets pelted the car.  The left front tire blew out immediately.  Winters dashed forward as the black car swerved toward them.  He shot at the windshield.  Spider web cracks raced across it.  The car came to a stop and the doors flew open.  The front passenger rolled out firing.  Mr. Peterson dropped to the ground, blasted the man, and then took out another as he tried to exit the rear door.  Winters jumped in front of the car.  Two Jijis leaped out.  He took aim and fired through the glass.  He held his rifle tightly and swung around the open doors.  Both Jijis were floundering on the grass.  Winters felt his Mr. Hyde personality taking hold as he emptied the magazine.

 

Scar and Burns crashed their SUV’s through another fence and into a parking lot, with office buildings to either side.  Burns lost control of his big SUV as he tried to make a tight turn into an alley at the back of the lot.  The SUV slid into a cement wall and stalled.  Scar came up behind him, bringing two cars full of Jijis on his tail.  The Jijis stopped short and got out of their cars firing at the trapped vehicles.  Bullets battered the vehicles taking out the glass.  Scar’s men spilled out, took cover and returned fire.  The gunfire echoed off the two buildings and was non-stop. 

Meeks grabbed Scar’s shoulder.  “What’s our game plan?”

“Bassett should be here in any second. Take a couple of guys and get into this building.”  He turned and shouted.  “Burns, make sure no one is trying to flank us.”

Burns nodded and grabbed a couple of men, crawled around the crashed SUV and ran down the alley.

Meeks followed Burns’ lead and ran around the corner with them.

“We’re going all the way around,” said Burns.

Meeks acknowledged and then found a window. He pulled his M4 up and shot the window out.  He and his men climbed in and ran through the hallway.  They arrived at the front entrance and discovered they had the advantage.  The Jiji’s rear was exposed.

Meeks sent one of the men down the hall to locate Burns.  Moments later he came back.  “He’s coming around now.”

“Did he see you?”

“Yeah, I tapped on the window,” he chuckled.

“Nice,” responded Meeks.

They all loaded fresh magazines.  Meeks unlocked the door and stepped outside just as Burns came around the corner.  He gave him a nod.  The six Shadow Patriots lined up behind the Jijis and began firing, taking them all down.

Meeks saw the flashing lights of a police car coming across the field but knew it was Bassett.

Bassett pulled in and got out of the squad car.

Scar hustled over to them.  He could hear more gunfire in the distance.  He got on the radio.  “Captain, you there?”

“He’s not,” replied Elliott.  “I dropped him and Peterson off somewhere and now I can’t find them.” 

Scar gave Meeks a concerned look as he lifted the radio back to his mouth.  “Nate, where you at?”

“I’ve got two of them on my tail.  I can’t shake them.”

Scar looked at Bassett.

“Get him back this way,” said Bassett.

“Nate, can you get back over here?”

“Hell, I’m so friggin lost on this damn golf course, I don’t know where I’m at.”

“Bassett’s got the cop lights flashing on.  Can you see them?”

There was silence for a few moments.  “I see him.”

“We’ll be ready.  Anyone else out there, come toward the flashing lights. We’ll take out your tails as you pass us.”

Bassett scanned the area and pointed to the golf course.  “Let’s get over to those trees.”

They quickly relocated and got ready.

As soon as they were set up, more of their friends came rushing in from the field.  Scar got on the radio and told them to block off the exit to Mack Ave.  Gunfire erupted as Nate yelled into the radio that he was coming through now.

Nate flew across the road and into the field.  Right behind him was two black Mercedes.  The Jijis broke off the chase when they began taking fire.  Their two cars didn’t get far as tires were blown out and glass was shattered.  The Shadow Patriots charged the vehicles and chased the Jijis across the field as they tried to escape.  The cars had come to an immediate halt as the Shadow Patriots encircled them in rapid gunfire. 

Elliott came across the field and stopped at the sight of the mayhem.  Scar and Basset ran to him.  Scar looked in the back and saw Sadie and Reese holding their pistols. “Where’s the Captain?”

“I don’t know.  I dropped him and Peterson off and lost track of them.”

“Bassett, how many cars did you see?” asked Scar.

“Three.”

“Okay, and there were three chasing us.  How many did we take out?”

“There’s two back there, and two here,” said Meeks.

“Elliott, how many were chasing you?”

“I think only one.”

“Okay, we’ve got at least one more out there, maybe two,” said Scar in a concerned voice.  “Let’s get back to the other side of the golf course and find them.”

As the men headed across the course, they broke through the trees and heard Winters yelling across a green.  Relief washed over the men when Winters and Peterson came walking toward them.

Then they all heard the roar of an engine come out of nowhere.




Chapter 80

 

Scar turned toward the sound.  A car with no lights came racing down the fairway headed towards Winters and Peterson.

They turned as the car came barreling toward them.

Mr. Peterson reacted first and shoved Winters out of the way just as the car plowed into him.  The impact threw him onto the hood.  He bounced off the windshield and over the top.

The rest of the Shadow Patriots came running at the car and opened fire.  The car spun around and came to a stop.

Nate rushed the car by himself carrying an M4 he had taken from the tall cop he had kicked in the groin.  He emptied the magazine.  Threw in another and kept firing. He forced his deadly weapon into the driver’s smashed window and finished him off.  He dropped his rifle, grabbed his Mark 23, reached for the rear door, opened it and dragged the bloodied passenger out. He fired directly into the man’s face.  The bullets came exploding out of the back of his head.

Winters got up and hurried over to Mr. Peterson.  He could see he was already dead before he reached him.  A cold sweat poured out as he bent down and embraced the broken body.  He looked into the face of the old man and watched the blood run down his forehead.  Guilt overwhelmed him as he cradled the body.  He wanted it to be him.  It would be easier than having to grieve for this sweet man, who did nothing but help them in their time of need.

All the men surrounded Winters and stood over him.  A silence of mourning swept over them.

Winters felt a small pair of arms wrap around his neck.  Sadie sat down and snuggled up next to him.  Winters collected his thoughts, and let go of Mr. Peterson.  He picked Sadie up off the ground.  He looked at Scar and motioned him to bring the body with them.  Scar put his hand on Winters’ back and gave him a sorrowful nod.

Winters carried Sadie across the field in silence.




 

Epilogue

 

After tending to his mother’s wounds, Major Green found Pruitt’s Porsche and dumped his body in it.  He then drove the car to Pruitt’s house and put it in the garage.  Green decided to set the house on fire, but not before grabbing all the files and photos that Pruitt had in his office.  He also took the man’s laptop and the wad of cash from the bedroom.  He stuffed everything into a leather bag, walked out the back door, and over to the next block where his friend Sam waited for him.

  

The Shadow Patriots, after reuniting with Amber and the others back in South Bend made their way to Canada to nurse their wounds.  The past ten days had been both devastating and triumphant.  They had liberated Reese, and many other girls, from having to continue to endure the living nightmare of being sex slaves.  They had rescued Amber before she became one of the pleasure objects, found Sadie and took her in.  They had killed dirty cops and Jijis and discovered Perozzi was conspiring with Mordulfah.  They had also lost many men during the past ten days, which put a damper on any celebration.

  

Winters sat in his room playing Cat’s Cradle with Sadie and relishing his down time.  General Standish had, once again, seen to their needs, and had even gotten Sadie a couple of new outfits.  The henna dye on her hands was starting to fade and she was her perky self again.  Winters admired her resilience and wished he could bounce back as quickly.  The past ten days weighed heavily on his shoulders.  His thoughts were on the lives they’d lost and how Mr. Peterson had sacrificed his own life to protect him.  He hoped to honor these sacrifices and be able to continue in the long coming days.

Sadie laughed at him. “You can’t keep making the same lame moves.”

A slight smile formed on his face.  “I’m just not as good as you.”

“Finally,” she giggled.

“What?”

“You smiled.  It’s the first one I’ve seen since we got here.”

Winters thought about that.  “Is it really?”

“Yes, and I’m glad.  I like it when you smile.”

Winters gave her another one.

There was a knock on the door. They both turned to see it open and Colonel Brocket peering through.  “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“Not at all Colonel, come in.  Sadie is just schooling me in a game of Cat’s Cradle.”

“Why, I haven’t played that since I was a boy.”

“You can have the next turn,” said Sadie.

“Can I take a rain check on that?”

She looked puzzled.

“He means, can he play later,” said Winters.  “What can we do for you, Colonel?”

“General Standish and I would like a word with you if you don’t mind.”

Winters looked at Sadie.  “We’ll pick this up later.  Why don’t you go see what the other girls are up to?”

Winters walked to the conference room where General Standish was waiting.  It was the same room he had taken tea with them a few weeks ago.  He noticed they were using the same tea set as before.  He sat down in the same blue swivel chair.

“Captain, thanks for coming.  Can I assume you have everything you need?”

“Yes sir, and thank you, everyone has been more than gracious.”

“Well Captain, everyone here, and I mean everyone, is in awe of what you and your men have accomplished.”

As before, Winters was humbled, never being comfortable with compliments.

“We interrogated Commandant Boxer again, asking him specific questions about Mordulfah, and he confirmed the info you provided.  It all fits nicely with what our contacts in Washington were able to ascertain.  We do know, of course, Perozzi’s ultimate goal is to be in complete control of the United States, but with such a vast country, that will take considerable time.  How many different ways they’re going about it is still a mystery, but we’ll piece it together. We think Mordulfah is only a small part of the overall plan.  While the war out West isn’t going well for your military, it’s certainly being used as an excuse for Perozzi to gather more power.”

Winters listened to the chilling words as if they were spoken in a dream.  With everything that had been happening to the country in the past year, none of this came at much of a surprise, but hearing it from Standish’s deep voice, seemed to give it more credence.

“Corporal Bassett was able to get us in contact with Major Green.”

This caught Winters’ attention. 

Standish filled him in on what was happening with Major Green, and about Green’s mother being held, hostage.

Winters was shocked by the news, but now had more appreciation of the danger Major Green had put himself in by working for Reed.

Standish continued telling Winters that Green was committed to staying in Washington, and had already made some important contacts with like-minded power players.  They were willing to support the cause and bring Perozzi down.

The news reached deep into his soul and gave Winters much needed encouragement.  He leaned back in his chair, and slowly formed his third smile of the day.  He was pleased with the knowledge, that for the first time since losing his friends at the train station, the Shadow Patriots were not alone in their struggle.
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Chapter 1

Gross Pointe Michigan

 

Burns turned to Bassett and gave him a nod.  The two of them climbed into a small rubber raft and shoved off into the Chapaton Drain.  They silently paddled the black raft in the darkness and made their way to the Milk River.  They had volunteered to go and recon Mordulfah’s compound at the Edsel and Eleanor Ford house.  The Milk River ran underneath Lakeshore Drive, where they would disembark to get a closer look at the size of Mordulfah’s army. 

The intel out of D.C. indicated that after the assault of Mordulfah’s compound by the Shadow Patriots, more Jihadis, or Jijis as the Patriots called them, had come forward to volunteer to wage war and protect the Saudi Prince.  Winters needed to know the size of his army. 

Bassett and Burns offered to go back to a place from which they had barely escaped a couple of weeks ago.  They had hitched a ride from the Canadians who dropped them off a few blocks from where they launched the raft.

They entered the Milk River and found the current was against them, which made the paddling more difficult.  Empty docks lined both sides of the river and only a few lights were lit in the houses on the west side.  They were more interested in what was happening on the east side where Mordulfah’s compound sat.

Before reaching the Lakeshore overpass, they decided to put into one of the many empty docks.  The dock had trees in front of it, and Bassett thought it ideal to hide their raft.  They tied it off, grabbed their M4 rifles, and put on their AN/PVS-24 night-vision goggles that Colonel Brocket had given them.  Their optics revealed clear green images of the field.  Crossing Marter Road, they entered through a grove of trees and snaked their way to the edge where the trees opened up to a large grassy field known as Lake Front Park.  It was directly in front of Mordulfah’s compound.  The night-vision optics revealed a field filled with row after row of tents.  It looked like a civil war encampment.

“How many you figure?” Burns whispered to Bassett.

“Got to be at least a thousand.”

A tree branch snapped to their left.

Both men froze.

Bassett turned to see the silhouette of a Jiji relieving himself.

They waited for him to finish and watched as he picked up his weapon and walked back to patrolling the perimeter of the field.

Bassett motioned Burns to back up and head toward Lake Shore Drive. They threaded their way to the road, which led to another field and found an even larger number of tents laid out in rows.

Burns tapped Bassett on the shoulder and pointed to more guards patrolling Lake Shore Drive.

“I think we’ve seen enough,” said Bassett.

They headed back to their raft.  As they got closer, to their dismay, they saw two Jijis pulling the raft from its hiding place.




Chapter 2

Winnipeg Canada

 

Cole Winters sat alone in his room pondering how he was going to break the news to Sadie that he was leaving to go back to Michigan without her.  She had grown attached to him over the last couple of weeks seeing him as a surrogate father and savior.  She had done the same thing for him, awakening in him something he had not felt in the last couple of months. The estrangement of his daughter, Cara, was difficult but losing his wife was heartbreaking. Then, watching his friends murdered at the train station had emptied the little humanity left in his soul. Sadie came into his life like a bolt of lightning and filled a void giving him a new sense of purpose. 

He tried to get himself ready for the tears that he knew would be coming.  He had always been a sucker for that tactic. Growing up, Cara had done it to him on many occasions, and he always gave in, which never failed to make him feel like an idiot.  He wouldn’t let it work this time because it was much too dangerous for Sadie to come along.  The Shadow Patriots had difficult days ahead of them, and he couldn’t allow her to join them.  It was bad enough that Amber and Reese were insisting on coming along.  He didn’t necessarily want them there, but they both had proved their worth, especially Reese.  The way she handled herself in firefights was impressive, but she had revenge coursing through her veins.  Like himself, it would have to be something she would have to learn to control.

He made his way to the cafeteria at the James Armstrong Richardson International Airport.  The Canadian government turned the place into a multi-functional training facility, housing both British and Canadian air and ground forces.  It was here that he and his Shadow Patriots came to rest and get more supplies.  The base commander, General Standish, had been gracious and instrumental in the Patriots quest to rid the U.S. of an armed insurgency of corrupt government officials and now Jihadist terrorists.  They could never repay such a debt.  Their interest was ensuring the war didn’t spill over into Canada and to get the U.S. back as an important ally.

British and Canadian forces were seeing fit to help the many refugees that poured across the Washington State border from the war with China that was raging in California.  The Chinese were winning with ease and now it was starting to move north up the Pacific coast.

For the past two weeks, Winters and his men had received more training from the British and Canadian Special Forces.  They sorely needed it because the majority of his men had never been in the service, let alone have the experience needed for a full on confrontation. They all received training in weaponry, combat tactics and field medical techniques. 

Winters grabbed a tray of food and joined Elliott, Scar and Meeks.

“Morning guys.”

“So, have you told Sadie yet?” asked Meeks.

Winters shook his head.

Meeks smacked Scar on the shoulder.  “That’s one you owe me.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.  “You’re making bets on this?”

“We need something to entertain us, Captain,” laughed Meeks.

Winters rolled his eyes.  “I could let you handle it.  If I remember correctly, you guys are the ones who promised to find her mother.”

“Yes, but you pinkie promised her and that takes precedence,” said Meeks.

“It does, huh?”

“Oh yes, the pinkie promise is much higher on the totem pole.”

“I wasn’t aware of that.”

“Sorry to say, Captain, but it is,” said Meeks in a satisfied tone.

“I’ll tell her after she eats.  I don’t suppose you want to help out.”

Scar let out a chuckle.  “You sure you want Meeks to help you.  Hell, he’ll have her driving us back before she’s done with him.”

Meeks laughed in agreement.

Elliott set his coffee cup down.  “When’re Bassett and Burns supposed to be done?”

Winters looked at his watch. “It’s six, so right about now. I’ll go check in with Brocket.”

“What time you wanna be on the road?” asked Elliott.

“It shouldn’t take us but a couple of hours to get everyone ready.  Can you make sure everyone is good to go while I meet with Brocket?”




Chapter 3

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Bassett broke out of the tree line first and stopped when he saw two dark figures in the green glow of his night-vision goggles.  He threw out his right arm to stop.  Burns looked to where they had stashed the raft and saw the two figures about seventy-five yards away.

The two quietly moved through the trees to get closer to the two Jijis.  They watched the two Jijis in the green glow of their goggles. It didn’t appear they knew the significance of what they had found.  Their body language didn’t scream out to Bassett that the enemy was close by or was watching them.  He gave it some thought as to how he wanted to handle these two.  He didn’t want to arouse any more Jijis to the area.  Even if he had a silencer on his Glock 17, if anyone else were close by, it still would have made too much noise in the night air.  He’d have to take these two up close and personal.  He studied the two Jijis for a few moments before deciding how he was going to take them down.  He was in his element, having done many night operations like this in Afghanistan, sneaking into a village in the dark of the night to take out key Taliban players.  They usually had guards patrolling the perimeter and Bassett remembered always having to sneak up on them.

Those operations were riskier because not only was the enemy more alert than these two, but you always had to deal with innocents roaming around or an occasional dog barking.  Of course, then he was with more experienced operators than Burns.  He thought highly of him and knew about the things he and his friend Murphy had done with the Shadow Patriots, but he didn’t want to take any chances.  He was younger and agiler than the older Burns. 

Bassett set his rifle down and pulled out a tactical tomahawk and an eight-inch knife.

“Cover me,” he whispered to Burns.

Bassett switched his mind into warrior mode before racing across Marter Road to the small group of trees that stood in front of their raft.  The two Jijis had begun to pull the raft onto shore when Bassett sprang from the trees.  He swung the tomahawk down on his first victim slicing into his shoulder while he plunged the knife into the man’s stomach.  The Jiji collapsed to the ground while Bassett pirouetted like a ballerina and backhanded the tomahawk across the second Jiji’s throat.  The Jiji dropped the raft and clutched at his throat where Basset sliced his veins and arteries.  He could hear the air gurgling through the man’s exposed throat.  He finished him off with another swing of the ax.

Burns grabbed Bassett’s rifle and dashed across the road.  He looked at the two dead Jijis in silent approval.  They dragged the dead men into the water and tied them under the dock.  They then boarded the raft and paddled to the pickup point.




Chapter 4

Winnipeg Canada

 

Winters walked to General Standish’s office where Colonel Brocket and Standish greeted him. 

“We picked your men up and with the exception of a small encounter, everything went well,” said Brocket.

Winters didn’t want to know about the small encounter.  He tried not to worry too much about the operation.  He had a lot of faith in Burns and even more in the young Corporal Bassett.  He had done a tour in Iraq and two in Afghanistan and had the confidence and skills to get any job done. Winters felt fortunate to have him on their side.

“What did they come up with?” asked Winters.

“It would appear that our earlier assessment was a bit lacking,” said Brocket.  “They saw two fields full of tents and figured there’s an easy two thousand there alone.  Plus, you have the surrounding houses to figure in.”

“So how many do you think we’re talking then?”

Brocket looked at Standish.

“We’re estimating Mordulfah’s strength to be at least three thousand,” said Standish in his rich baritone voice.

A cold chill ran down Winters’ spine.  He didn’t like the odds.  He had three hundred men under his command now.  Even though they had all been training, it was not going to be enough for a full on assault.  They were still going to have to rely on guerrilla tactics with small hit and runs.  While this was effective, it was also time-consuming.  It would take months maybe even a year before they could claim victory.  He would have to strike fear into this enemy and discourage them sufficiently so some would get disheartened and leave.

“That’s a hell of an army he’s got there,” said Winters.

“It is, Captain,” said Standish.  “But, it’s nothing that can’t be handled.  This army has no training and no discipline.  It won’t be easy but they can be beaten.”

“Do we know anything more about the National Police?”

“Only what Major Green was able to tell us,” said Brocket.  “There’s a new station commander by the name of Mike Vatter.  He’s a political appointee, friends with a former Detroit councilman.  They’ve replaced all the men you took out and added more to their ranks.  You’re looking at approximately four hundred men.”

“So it’s about the same as before then,” said Winters.

Winters took leave and headed back toward the cafeteria.  As soon as he entered, he saw Sadie sitting down with Amber and Reese eating her dinner.  She looked up and didn’t give him her usual smile.  Winters knew immediately she’d found out she was going to be staying in Canada.




Chapter 5

 

Winters took a deep breath headed into the cafeteria and sat down next to Sadie, who gave him the cold shoulder. He looked over at Amber who sat across from them. She gave him an apologetic look for spilling the beans. 

Winters turned to Sadie.  “Honey, I’m going to come back.”

She kept looking down at her food.

“Please understand that after what happened to you, it’s just too dangerous for you to come with us.  I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.”

She looked up at him and turned the waterworks on.

“C’mon now, don’t do that.”

“I know it’s too dangerous to come with you,” she said through her sobs.

“Then why are you crying?”

“I’m scared that something bad will happen to you.”

That admission surprised Winters.  He put his arm around her and gave her a hug.  “Nothing is going to happen to me.”

“You don’t know that.  Mordulfah might get you again.”

“Sadie, I can assure you, it will be I who will capture Mordulfah.”

She kept holding on tight as Winters patted her back.

“You promise?”

Winters pulled away from her and looked into her blue eyes.  He wiped away the tears on her face.  “Sadie, I’m going to get him and everyone else who tries to harm little girls.  We’ve got a lot more men with us now, and we’re more organized than we’ve ever been.”

“Will you take my gun to help protect you?”

“You’d let me do that?”

She smiled and nodded her head.

Winters loved the gesture and knew how much it meant to her.  She had grown even closer to him over the past couple of weeks.  They both had lost their families and leaned on each other for comfort.  Winters still had hopes in finding his daughter, Cara, but for now, he relished Sadie’s presence.  He would struggle to leave her behind as much as she would for having to stay. 

For the next hour, she tagged along as he met with his men to check out the progress of their departure.  Everyone was careful not to mention the impending confrontations with Mordulfah and the Jijis.  As time grew closer, they made their way to their adjoining rooms to grab Winters’ belongings.

Sadie went into her room and grabbed her Ruger SR-22.  She took it out of the holster, popped out the magazine and threw back the bolt emptying the chamber. She then handed it to Winters.

“It’ll bring you good luck.”

Winters accepted the gift.  “I know it will.”

Winters put the mag back in and put in an ankle holster he’d picked up.

“Do you want to play a quick game of Cat’s Cradle?” asked Sadie.

“I think we can do that.”

For the next ten minutes, the two laughed as Winters bumbled the strings making a mess of it.  He took in all of her energy and tried to savor the moment as much as he could because he knew the coming days were going to be fraught with danger. 




Chapter 6

 

Winters and Sadie walked into the oversized garage where the Shadow Patriots’ vehicles stood ready to go.  Most everyone was already loaded and ready to go. They had a long drive ahead of them.  It would take all night to get into Michigan, but he felt more comfortable driving at night than in the day.  They approached the lead vehicle where Elliott, Scar, Meeks, Nate, Amber and Reese stood waiting for them.

Reese was the first to give Sadie a hug followed by Amber. Then everyone else followed.

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” said Meeks.  “The Captain isn’t going to let anything happen to us.”

She shook her head as the tears started to flow again.

“Captain, she’s doing it again, she’s working her voodoo magic on me,” laughed Meeks.

Sadie laughed and gave him a love pat.

Everyone loaded up and Winters turned to Colonel Brocket.  “Colonel, again, thanks for everything.”

“It is our honor, Captain.”

Winters looked at Sadie.  “You’ll keep an eye on her?”

“We’ll keep her busy.”

Winters shook Colonel Brocket’s hand and gave Sadie one last hug.  He then scooted over to the passenger seat and hopped in.  He turned to Elliott.  “Let’s go.”

Elliott threw the big Ford Excursion into drive, lifted his foot off the brake and led the sixty-vehicle convoy off the base and into the night.

Winters gave them Bassett’s report on Mordulfah’s force, which put a damper on their mood.  They didn’t figure on having to deal with so many men. 

“Three thousand men against our three hundred,” said Meeks.

“It’d be three hundred and one if Murphy was in shape,” said Scar.

Murphy had been wounded back at the sandpit where the cops had ambushed them.  His wounds were more severe than first thought, and he was still convalescing in Canada.  He would be out of commission for another eight weeks, if not longer.

“With that kind of manpower, they must be gearing up to take out some of the bigger cities,” said Scar.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Winters.  “Question is, which ones are they going after first?”

“How are we going to find out?” asked Meeks.

“We can always find a cop to interrogate,” said Winters.

Meeks let out a chuckle.  “Nate will love to get in on that one again.”

“We’ll get to Paw Paw first and pick up Bassett and Burns, then go to Ann Arbor and find ourselves a good place to set up camp.  Then, I’ll have a few of you guys go find us a cop.”




Chapter 7

Tampa Florida

 

She woke up as the sun began to rise and looked over at her boyfriend who was still sleeping off a night of heavy drinking.  The time had finally come to act upon what she had been planning over the past week.  She threw the thin sheet to the side and moved her feet off the worn mattress that lay on the floor.  The cold tiles cooled her feet and were a welcome relief of the hot room. The ceiling fan did little to alleviate the thick Florida humidity.  Beads of sweat dribbled down her tanned chest.  She got up, grabbed her jean shorts and white tank top and tiptoed out of the room.

Grabbing her brown leather handbag, she pulled out a pre-written note and left it on the kitchen table amongst the many empty beer bottles.  The note was to him, wishing him goodbye and good luck.  She opened the door, where the early morning sun hit her senses full force, and walked out of the bottom floor apartment they had been sharing for the last six months.

She breathed in a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  She felt satisfied with the decision she had made and felt the weight of anxiety lifting off her.  She was not going to let him or anyone else talk her out of what she wanted to do.  She rummaged through her handbag to make sure she had the picture to prove who she was, and what she could offer in exchange for justice and to be able to cash in on the large reward.

The bus ride to downtown Tampa took less than thirty minutes, which gave her time to grab something to eat before she set herself on the course that would change her life forever.  She entered a coffee shop and ordered a large iced latte and coffee cake.

Sitting by the window, she put the straw through the lid, sucked on the cool liquid and watched the few people that had to go to work on a Sunday morning.  A few were even dressed in business attire.  She chuckled to herself thinking that it must have sucked having to get dressed up on such a hot day.  She was quite comfortable wearing flip-flops, shorts and a tank top.  She saw a young woman smartly dressed, and she wondered what it was like to work in an office and have important responsibilities.  This was something she would never know.  She was a free spirit and knew she would never be able to work in such an environment.  It would suffocate and slowly crush her soul to come to the same place and do the same mundane thing, day after day.

Finishing the coffee cake, she got up, walked out onto the street and looked both ways before crossing.  She came to her destination and took in a deep breath before entering the National Police station.

Behind the glass window, the uniformed men and women were busy getting ready for their day.  A female desk sergeant looked up and waited for her to approach.

“Can I help you?” asked the sergeant.

“Yes,” she hesitated for a moment.  “My name is Cara Winters and I want to help you capture my father.”




Chapter 8

Jackson Michigan

 

American born Sayed Ali sat in the passenger seat of the cop car and although he wasn’t a cop, he was dressed in a National Police uniform.  The driver was a new cop and had only been on the force for a week.  They had never met, but Ali didn’t like him or any other American, even though he had been born in Dearborn, Michigan.  However, he had gone to a Madrassa all his life where Imams taught him to hate all Americans as they were infidels and should be killed.  Ali combed through his black beard with his hand.  His dark narrow eyes looked out the window as they drove to Jackson, Michigan.  He was excited to be given a chance to prove himself to Allah and couldn’t wait to start his mission.

Prince Mordulfah met with him and all the other Jihadis a few days ago and praised them for their commitment to Jihad.  He remembered thinking what a great man the prince was, and for what he was doing.  They were going to have their own homeland here in the Midwest, where they could all live under Sharia law.  He looked forward to that day when all the infidels were gone from their conquered land.  He turned to the driver in disgust and thought him to be nothing but a useful idiot.  Mordulfah was using these cops to help him wipe out the population and after that, he promised they would put them to death.

Ali gripped his AK-47 as they pulled up to a Christian church on South Jackson Street.  He saw a mother crossing the street with her two kids in tow.  He allowed himself a slight smile thinking about what he was going to do to them.  It was Sunday and the churches were going to make it easier for him and his fellow Jihadist to kill the infidels as they gathered in one place.  He and his fellow Jihadis were going to storm every church in town at the same time.  He couldn’t believe his luck when they chose him for such a mission.  No one had ever picked him for something so important.  He was honored.




Chapter 9

 

Elizabeth Dubbin didn’t mind walking the girls to church.  In fact, she actually preferred it as it allowed her five and seven-year-old daughters, to get the wiggles out before having to sit for an hour. 

Like most of the young mothers in Jackson, her husband was away fighting in the war out West.  Even though the majority of the men that stayed behind were older, they had been a big help in digging gardens, chopping wood and hunting for wild game.

Life had been tough since the war broke out.  The government had suggested everyone move south, but many didn’t want to leave their homes.  They also didn’t like the government telling them what to do.  Most that did stay shared the trait of independent thinking.  Elizabeth figured that kind of thinking was going to either make them stronger or get them killed.

The two girls were laughing and playing tag, as they got closer to the church on Jackson Street.  Elizabeth saw a cop car drive by and noticed one of the cops sported a black beard in the passenger seat.  She didn’t give it too much thought as the cops often patrolled the downtown area.  It gave her comfort to know they were still available in case trouble arose.  She had heard news reports on her satellite radio that rebels and some guy named Cole Winters were burning through small towns, killing and raping the women.

As Elizabeth grabbed her girls’ hands and crossed the street to enter the church, she noticed the cop car had parked up the street. The two cops got out of the car carrying rifles.

“Mommy, why is that man carrying a gun?” asked her seven-year-old.

“They’re here to protect us from bad men, honey.”

They hustled up the stairs where the pastor greeted them.

“Good Morning, Elizabeth.  Hello, girls.”

“Morning Reverend.  How’s your wife?”

“She’s doing better, thank you for asking.”

Elizabeth took her usual seat in the back and sat down with her girlfriend Marcy and her two little boys.

“Hey, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth smiled and slid over to her.  “Are your carrots getting big yet?”

Food was always a topic of conversation and everyone had started a garden.

“Yes.  I’m going to start picking some of them.  You?”

“Not yet, though my radishes are to die for.” 

“You want to trade?” asked Marcy.

“Only if you want to watch my girls for an afternoon.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I just need a break is all,” sighed Elizabeth.

Marcy looked over at her two boys who were playing tug of war with a coloring book.  “I hear ya.  Bring them by after church, the boys would love to have someone different to play with.”

It was nine o’clock.  The pastor walked to the front and the service began.

Fifteen minutes later, Elizabeth heard the door open, and she turned her head to see the two cops enter the church.  Then she noticed one of them throwing something into the sanctuary.  The two cops backed up around the corner.  A few seconds later, an enormous explosion detonated in front of her.  Then everything went black.




Chapter 10

Annapolis Maryland

 

Reed sat out on his patio enjoying a cup of coffee and reading the Sunday paper.  He already knew most of what was in the paper, but he was checking to make sure the stories came out the way he had instructed the editors.  He had a whole team that took care of this but there were certain events he handled personally.  Such was the case of the Bruce Pruitt “suicide”.  Reed didn’t want the public to know that Pruitt was killed in a house that he owned.  Because ownership of property was a matter of public record, he made sure the death of Pruitt was nothing more than a suicide.  Reed knew though that the rumor mill would be rampant about how he died.  He also knew that many people would be celebrating his death.  Reed’s immediate concern was to make sure certain people were well aware he still had plenty of material to continue blackmailing them. 

For the most part, Pruitt gave Reed everything he had gathered, but there was some information he hadn’t provided yet. Among the missing documentation was any evidence indicting Major Green.  Reed suspected the major had everything to do with the killing of his man, Pruitt, but couldn’t prove it.  He needed something more than a gut feeling to take Green out.  Add to it the disappearance of Corporal Bassett and reports that he was helping the rebels in Detroit.  Reed’s paranoia had Green pegged as conspiring with Winters.  Green had a convincing excuse for Bassett.  He had gone rogue and had lied to him as well and he felt betrayed by Bassett.

It was too much of a coincidence that Pruitt had left him the message that he was wrapping up his surveillance on Green.  He hadn’t indicated one way or the other if he felt Green was guilty.  The timing of Pruitt’s death made Reed think it was Green, but then again, he used Pruitt as his point man to keep all his enemies in check.  It could have been someone who’d had enough and killed him.  If this was the case, it could have been any number of people.  Pruitt’s talent for getting the goods on most anyone was valuable to Reed.  Only two had been uncooperative and it cost them their lives.  Reed was not afraid to use that card but it was always a costly one.  While it scared some people, it made others shore up their resolve.  Washington D.C. was a place where people turned on a dime if it meant getting ahead.  With Pruitt dead, power players might see Reed as losing control.  Someone had worked up the nerve to take out one of his men.  This is why he needed to be absolutely sure of Green’s loyalties before he acted.  The people in the district liked Green’s mother because of her charity work.  She was a staple in the community; as such, taking the major out would be pricey.

Reed took a sip of his coffee and set it down when his wife came out onto the patio holding the phone. 

“Commandant Melnick is on the line.  I thought we agreed no work on Sundays.”

“I’m sorry.  I’m sure it’s urgent, otherwise, he wouldn’t be calling.”

“Just remember, we have a luncheon to go to.”

“I know, dear,” said Reed taking the phone and holding it to his ear.

“Sir, I hate to bother you on Sunday, but I’ve got something important to tell you.”

Kurt Melnick was Boxer’s replacement after he went missing a couple of months ago. He was forty-one, stood six two and kept his full head of dark hair cut short.  Gray hairs were starting to show on the sides.  He was a political appointee and didn’t have any experience as a cop or in the military.  He graduated law school from Georgetown and worked as a Virginia prosecutor for several years before the Justice Department hired him.  He worked his way up the ladder over the next ten years working some high profile cases, which included the bribery scandal of the former Vice President.  His investigation of the VP was at the direction of Reed whom he had met some years ago at a social gathering.  Melnick wanted to get ahead and Reed was just the person who could grease the wheels for him.  Melnick perfectly timed the ousting of the VP with the resignation of the former President.  Reed offered him the Commandant position as a thank you.

The power that came with this position was something that appealed to Melnick’s ego.  He had been a star lacrosse player in college and liked to win.  His good looks and physical prowess always ensured him the best looking girls on campus.  His luck with the ladies didn’t stop even after getting married.  A string of affairs and long nights at the office put an end to a ten-year marriage, which had produced two kids.

“Sir, I just got off the phone with the station captain down in Tampa.  He says a young woman came in claiming to be Cole Winters’ daughter.”

The news perked Reed’s interest.  “Go on.”

“He thought maybe she was a kook at first, but then she pulled out a picture of her and Cole Winters and her mother. 

“Why did she come in?”

“Apparently, she wants to help capture her father.  Don’t think there’s any love loss there.  Add to that, she believes the reports that he killed her mother.”

Reed chuckled to himself.  He had come up with that idea, not knowing it would reel in such a nice bounty.  “Get her up here and bring her to me.  No one is to know about this.  I don’t want her talking to anyone, do you understand?”

“What about Major Green?”

“Not anyone.  Especially, Major Green.”

Reed hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair and smiled.  He now had a way to test Major Green’s loyalties.




Chapter 11

Alexandria Virginia

 

Major Green turned onto his street after going for a five-mile jog.  He needed to clear his head and get his mind right before going to work tomorrow.  Two weeks ago, he had been teetering on the brink of a breakdown after his encounter with Pruitt, who had taken his mother hostage in her own home.  The whole episode had been his fault for not being more careful. He should have known that his boss, Lawrence Reed, would have him watched. 

He knew Reed suspected him even more than before, but he had come up with a plausible story about Bassett going rogue.  Green had blamed himself for not realizing Bassett was from Yoder, Indiana, which was just south of Michigan and he had relatives in Saline, Michigan.  He must have seen something that turned him, which Green asked what it could have been. This put Reed on the defensive and he soon dropped the subject.

As far as Green was concerned, there was only so much Reed was going to ask.  He wouldn’t want to give away the fact he was having him followed.  Although, now he would have to wonder who got Pruitt’s computer.  His death and the fire at his home had already started the rumor mill around the district.  Did Reed kill Pruitt or did a victim of blackmail kill Pruitt?  Some wondered if Reed still had the goods on everyone.

Losing your grip on power always started with these little events.  They then grew over time as more people got brave and started questioning the puppet master.  Green knew Reed would be worried about it and would be plotting his next move.  He was not a stupid man and quite adept at playing the game of political chess.

Of course, now that Green had all those pictures of power players in compromising positions, he could start to turn the tables on Reed.  Besides the pictures he had taken from Pruitt, he also had his laptop.  The computer was still in the process of being hacked, so Green could only dream what it contained. He hoped it had something he could use against Reed.

Green entered his mother’s two-story colonial home sweaty from his run, went straight to the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water.  He gulped it down while his mother looked on in amusement.

“You should have taken one with you,” she said.

He looked at her and took a couple of breaths.  “It’s not the army way.”

She rolled her eyes.  Sarah Green was fifty-eight and had the body of a former athlete.  She had allowed her shoulder length hair to naturally turn silver rather than having to constantly keep coloring it.  She didn’t want to have to spend a lot of time at the hair salon and deal with all the gossip.  She had better things to do with her time.  She was involved with various charities for the refugees that flooded the South.  The government was not able to keep up with all the demands these displaced people imposed, so private charities stepped in and were able to move faster and more efficiently.

She waited for her son to finish the water. “You want to shower before or after breakfast?”

“After.”

“Are you playing racquetball with anyone today?”

He knew she was talking about one of the contacts she had set up for him.  Racquetball meant Jacob Gibbs.  “In a couple of hours.”

She nodded approvingly.  Neither one of them spoke aloud anymore for fear Reed had bugged their home. 




Chapter 12

Tampa Florida

 

Cara buckled herself in the tan leather seat and looked out the window of the Gulfstream G-6.  She’d flown only one other time in her life and that was about seven years ago when her parents took her on a trip to Disney World.  She remembered the excitement of taking off and looking as the ground disappeared below. 

That trip was one of the last fading memories she had as a happy family.  When they came back that fall, she entered Junior High.  It was then things started to change for her.  The teachers opened a world she hadn’t known existed.  They taught their students things they said their parents wouldn’t understand and they shouldn’t talk to them about it.  She felt like she belonged more with those at school than she did with her parents at home.  Her parents had encouraged her to think for herself and to be an individual, but this was in stark contrast to what her teachers taught her about group work and group thinking.  She wanted to become a higher order thinker and to do so, one cannot believe in absolutes.  There is no right or wrong, only opinion.

So, over the next six years, she found herself increasingly distant from her family and more in tune with her peers at school.  She often slept over at friend’s whose parents were more understanding.  It was in that environment she took up drinking at fourteen and losing her virginity at fifteen.

As she got older, she became more outspoken and argued with her dad on the merits of social justice.  She was as stubborn as he was and these debates always ended up in heated arguments.  She couldn’t understand why her dad didn’t see things her way when they had made complete sense to her.

At first, her mom came to his defense, but after awhile she became a referee by trying to get both of them to see the other person’s side.  This didn’t last long before she gave up and often left the room crying.  Cara blamed her dad for upsetting her mom and resented him even more for causing her to go into hysterics.  She remembered the times when he yelled at both of them.

She sat back as the jet took off down the runway.  She gripped the armrest as the plane left the ground.  She looked out the window watching the ground disappear and for a moment, thought back to that happier time in her life.




Chapter 13

Washington D.C.

 

Green left to meet with his new friend Jacob Gibbs.  He was the former Assistant Director of the now disbanded FBI.  The agency had been torn apart by the new president.  Most of its agents were fired with some being absorbed into the new National Police.  The ones fired had been the most loyal to the agency and outspoken about the government shutting it down.  Jacob Gibbs had been one of those people. 

Green learned some tradecraft from Gibbs regarding how to lose a tail.  He drove his car to a different parking garage every time they met.  He used some of the money he grabbed from Pruitt’s home and purchased several different cars.  He had parked them in different parking garages around the city. 

After an hour of driving around and satisfied that no one followed him, Green parked the Ford Taurus in a mall parking lot in Silver Spring, Maryland.  He then walked into one end of the mall and walked out the other where Gibbs picked him up.  Gibbs was in his late fifties, tall and fit.  His hair was thinning and his eyes had the look of having seen it all and then some.

As soon as Green shut the door, Gibbs put his SUV in drive.  “We finally hacked into Pruitt’s lap top.”

“I thought it couldn’t be done,” said a surprised Green.

“This guy is good.  He said something about an electromagnetic leakage in the memory that he was able to utilize to slowly take over the system.”

“So, what’s in there?”

“All kinds of dirt on a whole lot of people, including Reed.”

Green gave a quizzical look.

“Yeah, seems Pruitt didn’t necessarily trust Reed either.”

Green waited for Gibbs to continue expounding on the contents of the computer.  He looked over at his new friend and noticed the man seemed nervous.  This seemed odd for a man who spent his whole career in the FBI.  Gibbs had spent the first part of his career in the field catching all types of criminals from bank robbers to serial killers.  He didn’t seem like a guy who got nervous.  “What’s wrong?”

Gibbs remained silent for a few moments.  “It looks like Reed and Perozzi are responsible for taking out the Vice President on trumped up charges.”

Green was surprised by the news but not that much.  After everything he had learned about those two men, he didn’t put anything past them.  “How did they do it?”

“Kurt Melnick was the lead prosecutor.  He tampered with the evidence.”

Green thought about it for a second.  “I wondered why Melnick had been appointed the new commandant.”

“Payment for services rendered.”

Gibbs seemed lost in thought as he came up too fast on a slow car.  He slammed on the brakes at the last second.  Green looked over to him and saw that Gibbs was shaken.

“Is there anything else?” asked Green.  “I feel like you’re holding something back.”

Gibbs took a moment and spoke in a gruff tone.  “There’s something else, something unbelievable.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around it.”

Green felt the tension.  “Okay. Are you going to tell me?”

“I will, but I want to verify a couple of things before I say anything.”

Green could see he wasn’t going to get it out of him.  He was frustrated that Gibbs was holding back.  He was even more bothered that the man looked unhinged.




Chapter 14

Paw Paw Michigan

 

Winters was the first to greet Bassett and Burns when they pulled into the burned out town of Paw Paw, Michigan.  The cops had burned the town several weeks ago.  It was also, where Scar and Meeks had found Sadie.

“I hear you had a little encounter,” said Winters gripping Burns’ hand.

“Oh, nothing to worry about, Captain.  Bassett took care of it by himself.”

“Getting in more exercise, Corporal?”

“Oh, just practicing some martial arts is all,” smiled Bassett.

Bassett gave Winters a quick review of everything they discovered regarding Mordulfah’s army.

“We’re headed to Ann Arbor.  We’re going to rustle us up a cop or two and do some interrogations.”

Burns nodded approvingly to Bassett.

As they drove through Paw Paw, Scar pointed out the house where Sadie had lived.  Like all the others, the fire had destroyed it.  Winters tried to imagine what the town would have looked like before the cops set it ablaze.  He figured it was like many small Midwestern towns where old buildings lined the downtown.  Small boutique stores struggled to eke out a living while trying to support the locale.

Winters wondered how Sadie was doing and how fast she would adjust to her new surroundings.  His mind then wandered to what his daughter Cara was doing.  He hoped she was safe and doing well.  He surprised himself when he discovered it was the first time he’d thought about her in a while.  Ever since Sadie came into his life, thoughts of Cara occupied less of his time.  He felt a sudden rush of guilt for it.  He had promised his wife he would find and reconcile their differences.  He would fulfill that promise come hell or high water.

Trees lined the empty Interstate 94 as the Shadow Patriots made their way to Ann Arbor. They passed the first exit into Jackson. As they came to Jackson Crossing, Winters noticed the shuttered business had grass growing up in the large parking lots.

As they passed over Business 127, Meeks yelled out.  “Hey, there’s a cop car…and another one.”

Everyone turned and looked down to see the cops traveling south on 127.

“Hell, there’s two more,” said Winters.  “Stop, Elliott.”

Elliott slowed the Excursion and came to a stop.  Everyone got out, ran back up to the overpass and watched the four squad cars continue south.

“Wonder what they’re up to?” asked Meeks.

“Could be a regular patrol,” suggested Elliott.

The rest of the convoy came to a stop and, Amber, who was Nate’s passenger, rolled the window down.  “What’s going on?” asked Nate.

“Just saw some cop cars,” said Meeks.

Just as Meeks answered, everyone, froze when gunfire echoed through the air.  Then they heard more gunfire in the distance.  No one said anything as they all tried to determine where it was coming from. 

Bassett walked up.  “The shooting is coming from multiple locations, Captain.”

Winters turned to Meeks and asked, “Do we have a map of Jackson?”

He hurried back to the SUV and started digging through their bag of maps.  “Got one.”  He unfolded the map and laid it on the hood.

“This is a big town,” exclaimed Meeks.

“What do you think, Bassett?” asked Winters.

“We need to send in some recon teams to see what’s going on.”

“How many?”

“Two should do it, go down here and here,” said Bassett pointing to US 127 and Business 127.

Winters thought about it for a minute and decided he wanted each team to consist of four men with two vehicles.  He grouped Burns, Nate, Bassett and Hadley in one team, while Elliott, Scar and Meeks joined him to go down Business 127.  He wasn’t going to take any chances of getting his team cornered and ordered Bill Taylor to get the rest of the convoy separated into two groups, staged east and west of the overpass.

It was nine-twenty as the teams moved out.




Chapter 15

Jackson Michigan

 

Nick Nordell had been up since five in the morning.  At sixty-five years old, he didn’t need as much sleep as he had in his youth.  The retired Marine kept himself busy by working in his garage off to the side of his house.  He became a handy man in his retirement and helped his neighbors in any way he could.  After spending thirty years in the Corps, he came home to Jackson, Michigan.  He had seen the world, which included two tours in Nam.  He was with the 1st Battalion 8th Marines, stationed in Beirut when a suicide bomber blew up the barracks.  He escaped with minor injuries but witnessed two hundred and forty of his fellow Marines die that day.  To say he had bad feelings toward Jihadis was an understatement.  He kept his dislike for them when he fought in Desert Storm nine years later. 

Nordell walked from the garage to his house when he heard gunfire crackle in the air.  He stopped mid-stride to listen for more.  He thought that perhaps someone was shooting squirrels, as food was in short supply.  He heard more gunfire, which he recognized, as AK-47.  This was no squirrel hunter.  The gunfire was close.  He scrambled inside for his weapon.  He kept a gun cabinet full of rifles and grabbed an AR-15.  He threw on a combat vest that was full of loaded magazines. He grabbed a Colt .45 and ran out the door. 

When he hit the sidewalk, he saw his neighbor and childhood friend, John Hollis, had the same idea.  Hollis sprang out of his house carrying a Winchester 30-30.  He was a couple of inches shorter than Nordell standing five-foot eleven but was in just as good of shape.  Hollis hadn’t served in the armed forces but was an avid hunter and went out every day looking for game.  He was a valuable asset to his neighbors. 

“Sounds like it’s from over on Pringle,” said Hollis.

Nordell nodded and the two jogged down Summit Avenue.  More gunfire rang out and as they passed the last house on Summit before reaching Pringle Avenue.  They heard screams coming from inside the church.  They both held their rifles at the ready and moved over onto the sidewalk.  Hollis pointed out the National Police squad car parked on the street.

“How can the cops already be here?” asked Hollis.

The screaming continued amongst heavy gunfire as they moved closer to the squad car.  Both raised their rifles when two cops exited the front door.  The cops stopped when they saw the two old men and tried in vain to gain an advantage. 

Nordell and Hollis fired simultaneously and dropped them both.  They then ran past them, entered the church and saw the horrifying scene.  Dead women and children lay in the pews as smoke hung in the air.  Then they heard more gunfire coming from outside. They ran outside and heard it again from down the street.  Nordell looked at Hollis and spied the cop car.  They both made a dash for it and found the keys in the ignition.  Nordell slid in the driver’s seat, started it up, peeled down Pringle Avenue and turned right on Elm Avenue, where they saw another cop car parked out front of a second church.

The two men sprang out of the car, heard gunfire coming from inside the church and ran towards the entrance.  Hollis reached the door first and gave it a pull while Nordell readied himself.  Nordell rushed inside and saw two cops in the center aisle.  One looked Middle Eastern and was the first to fall as Nordell pulled the trigger as fast as he could.  He dropped both cops but it was too late.  Everyone was already dead.  Women and children lay in a bloody mess among the old men and their wives.

Both men hung their heads low and stepped outside to hear more gunfire in different directions throughout their city.  

Hell had come to Jackson.




Chapter 16

 

Elliott drove fast down Business 127.  He was nervous not knowing what to expect.  Scar and Meeks were a few car lengths behind them.  Winters sat with a Colt M-4 in his lap.  He had the window down and kept alert as they tried to discover why there were cops in the area.  Elliott slowed down as he approached the North Street intersection.  He put on the brakes when he noticed a couple of cop cars parked in the street about four blocks down. 

“I see ‘em,” said Winters.  “Keep going.”

When they came to West Ganson Street, they saw another squad car.  This one was close enough they could see no one was in the car. 

“Parked in front of a church,” noted Elliott.

“Let’s check this one out.  Get us back to that last street.”

Elliott whipped the SUV into an abandoned gas station, swung around and headed back to Webb Street.  He then took a left on Bush Street and parked behind a house.  They got out just as Scar and Meeks pulled in.

The four of them moved in closer while using the houses as cover.  Just as they made it to Ganson Street, they saw two cops coming out of the church.  Both were carrying AK-47’s.  

“Odd choice for a cop to be carrying,” suggested Scar.

“One’s a Jiji for sure,” said Meeks.

The four of them waited until the cop car pulled out before they ran across the street and entered the church.  The smell of cordite hit their senses first and then the sight of smoke wafting through the air.  Then they saw bodies strewn everywhere.  Most had not even had the chance to leave their seats before they were gunned down.

They had seen this kind of carnage before, back in Brainerd, Minnesota.  The Jijis came in shooting up the town, not caring who they killed, be it man, woman or child.  They didn’t have to check the bodies to know everyone was dead.

“Let’s go,” said Winters.

They got back to their vehicles.

“Let’s go straight up Bush Street and check out where that other cop car was,” said Winters.

When they got to North Street, the cop cars were no longer there and Winters noted it was another church.  They all rushed inside and saw the same massacre scene they saw in the first church. 

As Winters looked at all the dead, he began wondering why the cops were attacking churches.  Why not do what they had been doing before and pretend they were there to help them.  Convince the citizens trouble was coming and they needed protection.  It had certainly been working well enough before.  So why change now?  He put himself in Mordulfah’s shoes and began to see things in a different light.

Mordulfah must be losing patience and angry as hell for the attack on his compound.  Losing the harem of girls must have set him off, making him more emboldened than before and he just didn’t care anymore.  Jackson was a much bigger town than all the others they had destroyed.  There had to be several thousand people still around, so there was no way they could move all of them and then later execute them.  This would explain why he had the cops come here and just shoot up the churches.  He must have figured more would simply leave on their own accord, so there would be fewer people to have to deal with. 

Winters walked over to the SUV, grabbed the radio and told Nate and Bassett to head back to the interstate.  He also decided to have Taylor move all the vehicles back west of Jackson.

“Captain, why are you doing that?” asked Meeks.  “We can take these bastards on, right now.”

“I know we can, but we’re going to wait.”

“But why?”

“How many churches you figure are in this town?” Winters asked everyone.

“Got to be at least thirty, maybe forty,” said Elliott.

“Sounds about right,” said Scar.

“And how many people you think still live in this town?”

“There’s got to be at least three or four thousand,” said Elliott.

“Even more in the surrounding metro area,” said Scar.

“That’s a lot of people to kill even if you do have an army of three thousand,” said Winters.  “It’d take a long time.  So, if you came in on a Sunday and attacked forty or so churches, with each having twenty people attending, that’s what, eight-hundred people.  What does that do?”

“It sends a message,” said Scar.  “To get out of town.”

“All those killed today will affect every single citizen in this town.  You’re going to see people leave in droves.  Especially, since cops did the killing.  So, it’ll be easier for the cops to kill the ones that stay instead of taking the time to kill thousands.”

Scar nodded in agreement.  “It’ll give us a chance to catch them before they even enter the city.”

“Exactly.  Instead of having to fight house to house, we can catch them out in the open by setting up an ambush right on the interstate.  Mordulfah’s men will be back here and when they do, we’ll be waiting for them.”




Chapter 17

 

Nate put the radio down and was just about to turn off East Michigan Street when he noticed a cop car a few blocks up.  He looked at Burns and smiled.  Burns shook his head knowing what Nate was planning to do.  He also knew he wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it.  He grabbed the radio and told Bassett their intentions to intercept the cop.

The cop took a turn on South Elm Avenue and Nate, hoping to cut him off, took a sharp turn on South Pleasant, while Bassett continued to follow the cop.  Nate slammed the pedal to the floor and flew down the street.  Three blocks down, he yanked a hard right, slammed on the brakes and blocked Elm Street.  Burns looked up and saw they had the cop beat.  He and Nate jumped out of the truck and raised their rifles.  Right behind him was Bassett.

The cop car came to an abrupt halt.

Bassett got right on his bumper.  He and Hadley jumped out pointing their weapons at the two sitting inside.  Bassett approached the driver’s side and looked in to see two older gentlemen with their hands raised up.

“Get out of the car,” yelled Nate.  “Now!”

The two men exited the car with their hands raised.

“Don’t you dare shoot at me,” said Nick Nordell, the retired Marine.

“Who are you?  Why are you driving this cop car?” screamed Nate.

“We stole it from a couple of cops we just killed,” said Nordell.

Bassett looked at Nate and lowered his weapon.  “At a church?”

“Yeah, that’s right.  The bastards killed everyone, so we killed their asses.  So, who the hell are you?”

“I’m Corporal Josh Bassett, United States Army.”

Nordell looked at him.  “Well, Corporal, I’m one pissed off Marine and if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to what I was doing.  So, if you’re not here to help then get the hell out of our way.”

“They’re all gone now, sir,” said Bassett.

Nordell looked at him.  “What do mean, they’re all gone?”

“I mean that this was a coordinated strike and they’re gone now.”

“How the hell would you know that?”

Nate was getting a little impatient.  “Because we do, so you can chase them all you want, but you’d be wasting your time.”

Nordell looked at Nate.  “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m Nate Foster, with the damned Shadow Patriots.”

Nordell raised an eyebrow.  “Yeah, I’ve heard all about you murdering bastards.” 

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” said Nate.

“Thanks for the advice, but I don’t,” sneered Nordell.

Nate was starting to not like this guy.  “So, who are you?”

“I’m Gunnery Sergeant Nick Nordell, United States Marines, retired.”

He introduced them to his friend, John Hollis, and gave them a recap on what they had seen and how they’d taken the cops out. 

Bassett invited them to come and meet the Shadow Patriots.  He knew Winters would want to meet these two.  Basset also had the forethought of grabbing both police cars, thinking they might come in handy.




Chapter 18

Washington D.C.

 

Green’s meeting with Gibbs was short and left him with more questions than before.  He also wondered if Gibbs was having second thoughts as to what they were doing.  He hadn’t known him but just over a week and during that time he had thought the man was not only competent but also extremely confident.  What he just witnessed was someone nervous and discombobulated. 

Green sat in his car trying to put everything together.  He thought back to what Gibbs had told him about the takedown of the Vice President.  He thought back to that time and tried to remember the events that led up to it.  The charges against the VP happened right before the economy collapsed. Green remembered once the charges were made, it seemed to go on and on for a long time while the Justice Department put their case together.  The House had debated on impeachment hearings but then the economy collapsed and the hearings got lost in the shuffle and off the news cycle.

The nationwide bombings had then occurred, which put the country in even more of a crisis than before.  After burying the dead, American citizens began protesting and the government enforced a curfew, which only made things worse.  All the while, the loss of confidence in the President began to accelerate.  It was at that time the impeachment hearings took on a new life.

Looking back on it, Green realized it should have been the last thing on anybody’s mind.  We were still nursing our wounds from the bombings and trying to figure out who did it.  We hadn’t finished mourning the losses of the thousands of Americans and the media began harping on the VP just as the President was losing his grip on power.

Green began to wonder if Reed had orchestrated the protest movement as a way for people to vent and distract them from what was really going on.  The protests certainly contributed to the President’s loss of control and the timing was too perfect. 

Green now understood what he was up against and what he had to do.  He had to find the people involved and gather evidence.  He didn’t think he’d be able to bring them to justice, but he had to be sure his speculations were accurate.  There might not be a court of law to try them in, so he would have to garner the court of public opinion throughout the country.




Chapter 19

Grosse Pointe Michigan

 

Captain Vatter had a half-mile to go before he entered Mordulfah’s compound.  He looked into the rearview mirror of his squad car to check for any food caught in his teeth.  He had just finished eating a tuna fish sandwich and didn’t want to embarrass himself while giving his report to Mordulfah.  He had directed the attack in Jackson on Mordulfah’s orders and had personally overseen the operation.  Everything had gone smoothly with the exception of the loss of four men.  Two of them were his cops and two were Mordulfah’s men.  He didn’t know exactly what had happened to them but considering how large the operation was, losing just four men was pretty good in his book.

Vatter had never been a cop before and only got the job because of family connections.  His mother had worked in the Mayor’s office and still had considerable pull with some of the city officials who were still in the area.  With so many people leaving the city, Vatter’s mother saw an opportunity to make some money off the government.  There was always a way to make money if you knew where to look and who to bribe.  Detroit was still full of people like that and there was still some money floating around if you knew the right people.  Having her son as the Commander of the cops in Detroit seemed like a good way to have eyes on the situation.

Vatter was only thirty years old and his skinny body didn’t lend to the impression of an officer his position needed.  However, he didn’t let that bother him because most of the cops still around were not of such caliber that demanded any respect from their leaders.  All the good men were out west fighting the Chinese.  The ones who stayed behind didn’t necessarily care about their country.  They just wanted money and to be able to do whatever they wanted, which included re-establishing a party house as soon as possible.

Vatter made that promise to the men on his first day but let them know the party houses would have to come second to refilling Mordulfah’s harem.  Then he would see to the men’s needs. He didn’t particularly like having to deal with Mordulfah. In fact, no one on the force did, which is one of the reasons the position had been easy to obtain.

Vatter entered the driveway where armed guards stopped him to check his ID.  Ever since the Shadow Patriots stormed the compound, Mordulfah had instituted some new, and stringent, security measures.  This even included checking the trunk of his car for anyone trying to sneak in.

Mordulfah had just come back from New York and Vatter hoped he was in a better mood than he had been when he left.  The compound was still in the middle of repairs from the raid.  Mordulfah was impatient with the speed of the repairs and seemed to think materials should be readily available, but they weren’t and it was driving him to fits of rage.  He was having materials flown into Detroit to speed up the process, because looking at the damage was a constant reminder of the loss of his harem and Cole Winters’ escape.

Vatter entered the Ford mansion.  He saw the bullet holes in the walls of the hallway as he walked to the kitchen to wait for the prince.

A few minutes later, Mordulfah walked in.  He was dressed in a dark blue business suit with a blue striped tie against a white collared shirt. 

“Captain Vatter,” he said without extending his hand. “I’m on my way to Washington and I haven’t much time, so be brief with your report.”

“Yes, sir.  Everything went just about as expected.  We shot up forty-five churches.”

“How many dead?”

“Each had roughly twenty to thirty people attending, so we’re figuring around a thousand people.”

“Excellent.”

“We did have a couple of casualties of our own,” said Vatter in a nervous tone.  “At least we think we did.  Two cars never came back.  So that’s four men, which would include two of yours.”

Mordulfah brushed the info aside.  “And do the people know it was the National Police that did this?”

“Oh yes.  We had plenty of neighbors hear the shots and come out to see what was going on.”

“Excellent. This will shake their beliefs in the police and they will scatter to the winds.”

“We’ll keep an eye on the roads and watch them leave.”

“Make sure you keep your distance.  Let them think they’re getting away before you spring your trap.”

“We will.”

“Remember, I want the prettiest ones and the younger the better.”

“I won’t forget.  What about your men, when will they be out there?”

“Monday afternoon.  I’ll have just enough to draw them in, I can assure you.”

Vatter didn’t respond.

“I’ll be back in a few days.”  He turned to his trusted aid, Wali, who handed Mordulfah a thick envelope.  Mordulfah then gave the envelope to Vatter.  “For your services.  You do what is expected of you and there will be much more of this.”

“You can count on me, sir.”

Vatter got in his car, pulled out the cash and smiled.  “Easiest ten grand I’ve ever made,” he said to himself.




Chapter 20

Jackson Michigan

 

The Shadow Patriots parked on Interstate 94 west of Jackson and waited for Nate and Bassett to join them.  It had been a fortuitous morning accidentally discovering what Mordulfah’s next move was going to be and where it was to take place.  Winters thought about what to do next.  He wondered if he should warn the people of Jackson or let events take their natural course.  He had no doubt people would leave in droves.  It was something Winters thought Mordulfah counted on.  If Winters approached the citizens, they might try to place the blame on him and his men.  The media had done its job by portraying them as murdering killers.  Because of that, he felt it prudent to get out of Jackson. He knew how people reacted in a time of crisis. Cooler heads usually did not prevail.

He saw Nate and the others approaching and noticed a couple of cop cars following them.  This perked his interest.  Nate had radioed in saying he had a surprise.  Nate had a knack for always giving out information in a teasing kind of way.

Nate pulled up and go out of the SUV.  “Captain, got ourselves a couple firebrands who took out some cops.”

Winters watched Nordell and Hollis get out of the two cop cars.

Nate pointed to Nordell.  “That one’s a retired Marine, Gunnery Sergeant Nordell, and the other is a buddy of his, John Hollis.  They heard the shooting and both grabbed their guns and went after them.  They took out four at two different churches.”

Winters waited for the two men to approach.  He saw the retired Marine take note of all the men lined up in different groups along the interstate.

“You’re Winters?” asked Nordell.

Winters nodded and extended his hand.

The Marine ignored the gesture and again looked at all the men who were now staring at him. 

Winters dropped his hand.

“You’re in charge of these men?” asked Nordell.

Winters only nodded.

“Let me ask you something, Captain, is it?”

Winters didn’t like the condescending tone the Marine was using.

“Why the hell are you standing here with your thumb up your ass?”

Winters was surprised at the man’s attitude.

“You’ve got a bunch of friggin murderers on a killing spree.”  Nordell moved a couple of inches closer to Winters.  “Innocent women, children and old people are dead down there.”  Nordell pointed his left hand toward Jackson.  “So, I ask you again, Captain, why do you got your thumb up your ass?”

The man was big and his intimidation was having an effect on Winters.  He wondered if Nordell had just lost someone close to him.  He didn’t want to say anything to set him off but merely wanted to defuse the situation.  “We only just arrived, there wasn’t much we could have done to stop it.”

Nordell looked at Nate and Bassett.  “Only just arrived.  That’s bullshit and you know it.  Your men were on the south end of town and had plenty of time to draw down on me, which tells me you were in town as well.  Why didn’t you go after them?  You could have stopped them.”

“With all due respect, I have my reasons.”

“Besides the fact that you and your men are a bunch of pansies.”

Scar had heard enough and moved in between them.  He stood a few inches taller than Nordell and wasn’t intimidated by him.  He wasn’t going to let Nordell take a swing at his captain.  “Hey, Gunny, there’s no need for this.  From one Marine to another, I can assure you, our reasons are legit.”

Nordell stared at Scar.  “You’re a Marine, huh?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m a little disappointed to hear that.”

“Don’t be.  If you knew what we’ve been through, you’d be thinking differently.”

Nordell grunted at Scar but didn’t back up.

“Now, Captain Winters, and yes, he’s my captain, has valid reasons for our actions here.  So, if you don’t mind, back up.”

Nordell reluctantly took a couple of steps back.

Scar extended his hand.  “I’m Scott Scarborough.”

Nordell wavered for a moment and then grabbed his hand.

Winters wasn’t sure what to do at that point.  He wanted to include these two men, but he could see Nordell was still pissed off.  He didn’t like having him there and had a bad feeling about him. 

 




Chapter 21

Washington D.C.

 

Cara stepped off the last step of the jet and climbed into a black limousine.  She had never been in one before and goose bumps exploded across her arms in excitement.  The coolness of the black leather on her bare legs along with the air conditioner gave her the chills.  She rubbed her arms trying to warm up. 

The driver noticed.  “Too cold for you back there?”

Cara nodded.

“Give it a moment.”

“Where am I?”

“Maryland?”

“Where am I going?”

“D.C., it won’t take too long.”

The driver took off and was on Interstate 495 within a few minutes.  He had instructions to bring her to the J. Edgar Hoover building, where the National Police now had their headquarters.  The building had previously been the home of the FBI.  Since the forming of the new national government, the FBI had been shut down and replaced with the National Police.

Cara had never been to Washington D.C. and hoped to do some sightseeing.  Surely, with the interest they’d been showing in her, they would give her a guided tour of some of the sites.  Maybe even get to see some areas that were not accessible to normal people.  Besides the reward money, it was the least they could do. 

She pulled out the folded picture and looked at her mom hugging her.  She remembered the day it was taken.  The three of them had gone out to dinner to celebrate her mom’s birthday.  The waitress had taken the picture.  She flipped the picture over to see her dad trying to put his arm around her.  She snickered to herself remembering how she twisted her body just enough to make it awkward for him. 

It was the last picture the three of them had been in together.  The thought upset her because she missed her mom.  She would never be able to hug her again or be able to tell her what was bothering her.  Her mom had always been there for her and loved her unconditionally, unlike her father, who always thought he knew best.  The thought of him started to make her angry and she whispered, “Don’t worry mom.  I’ll make him pay for what he did to you.”

The Hoover building came into sight.  Cara took in the enormity of the concrete building and thought it was ugly.  She thought it looked like a jail and hoped she was not going to be staying there.

The limo became dark as it pulled into an underground parking lot.  After a few turns, it came to a stop.  A man approached the car and opened the door.

“Miss Winters, I’m Lieutenant Wagner.”  The Lieutenant was in his early thirties and sported a crew cut.  He wore the dark blue uniform of the National Police.  He put out his hand for Cara.

Cara grabbed it and scooted out of the car.  The lieutenant led her to an empty office suite and invited her to sit down at a long conference table.  The room had a Spartan feel, as there was nothing but the table, some swivel chairs and a monitor at the far side of the room.

“I hope you had a good flight.”

Cara nodded her head.  Wagner offered her a pastry and something to drink, but she declined.

After a few minutes of small talk designed to enable Wagner to assess Cara and her motives, he said, “I just wanted to meet with you briefly to give you a heads up on what to expect.  Tomorrow morning, I’ll introduce you to Commandant Melnick and Mr. Reed.  They’re the ones in charge and they’ll be overseeing everything.  After that, you’ll meet with a person who will help you navigate the district.”

Cara smiled and thanked him.

“For now, I’ll have the driver take you to a hotel.  It’s the best one in town and has a five-star restaurant, so please feel free to order anything you like.  Get some rest and I’ll see you in the morning.”

She hopped back in the limo and slumped into the black leather seats.  She liked the way Lieutenant Wagner treated her.  He made her feel important, which reinforced her decision to come to the police.  Her thoughts on that were elevated when she arrived at the hotel.  The lobby had a marble floor and everyone was dressed in business attire.  She suddenly felt out of place wearing her jean shorts and a tank top.  Her flip-flops slapped the marble floor as the driver escorted her to the front desk.  The lady behind the desk smiled and welcomed her to D.C. then handed her a key card.  The elevator ride to her room seemed to take forever and she was taken aback when the bellboy opened the door to her room.  She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to tip him, but it didn’t matter since she had no money anyway. 

Cara’s mouth literally dropped when she walked into her room.  A room that was bigger than her whole house back in Iowa.  She looked around and knew she had arrived.

 




Chapter 22

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters was grateful when Scar stepped in between Nordell and himself.  He hadn’t had anyone question his action like that since the first Patriot Center drop-off back in Jackson County Minnesota.  It had been a slaughter that day.  They lost many lives including Rogers, a friend of Elliott and Nate.  The men from Minnesota were angry that Winters hadn’t come in and just killed everyone.  He had just experienced the same response from Nordell.

Winters had become pretty good at reading body language and he could see Nordell hadn’t settled down.  Even though the man was now talking with some of his men, it didn’t seem to matter.  Winters learned from Scar that Marines of his stature were not the most patient people and typically wanted to kick ass whenever and wherever.

Nordell didn’t have the burden of the bigger picture that was required of Winters.  It wasn’t easy to allow these cops to leave Jackson without retribution, but Winters knew it was for the best.  If he were right, these cops would be back in full force, which put them at the disadvantage of open ground.  If the Shadow Patriots played their cards right, they could set up an ambush and take them all out at once.  They could end this in one day instead of chasing them all over the state for the next few weeks or months.

Winters gathered the men together and explained how they were going to set up an ambush on the interstate.  Everyone was excited knowing they had the opportunity to be on the offensive again.  They had only been on the offensive a couple of times.  One was the storming of the “party house” the cops used to satisfy their deviant desires.  Rescuing those girls had been gratifying, but it came at a high price when they had encountered the cops in the sandpits.  The most recent time was the raid on Mordulfah’s compound but that had been a rescue mission.  Not since attacking the Patriot Centers had they really been on the offensive.  However, that was in the early days and most of the men with them now hadn’t even been in their group at that time.

The Shadow Patriots drove all the vehicles to the closed down Jackson Crossing outdoors mall located just off the interstate.  They drove around back to park the vehicles out of sight.

Winters noticed that Nordell and Hollis hadn’t joined them.  He thought they must have gone home.

Winters walked up to Scar.  “Did he go home?”

Scar knew whom Winters was talking about without having to ask.  “He said he’d be back tomorrow.  He needed to be with his neighbors.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

“Can’t be easy, Captain.  Seeing your neighbors shot up and then seeing us standing on the sidelines.”

“Yes, but…”

“Don’t get me wrong,” interrupted Scar.  “I’m with you on this.”

Winters let out a sigh.  “I know, it’s just that it was a pretty intense moment for me.”

“Captain, I know being in charge isn’t easy.  Believe me, when you were a prisoner, I had to carry your burden.  It’s not something I relished.  Even though I was a business owner, and had employees, it wasn’t anything like having to make constant life or death decisions.  And hell, I’m a Marine.” 

Winter couldn’t help but wonder if Nordell was going to be a problem.

 




Chapter 23

 

Nordell slammed the door of the squad car and started it up.  He threw the gearshift into drive and stepped on the pedal.  His mind was moving at high speed thinking about what had happened in his hometown of Jackson.  How dare the cops come in and shoot up this town.  Kill innocent women and children.  Nordell had seen many things in his life but nothing compared to this morning.  He wasn’t going to let these bastards get away with it.  One way or another he’d find the ones responsible and kill them. 

His thoughts then turned to these so-called Shadow Patriots and their weakling leader, Cole Winters.  Never had he seen such a pansy leading that many men.  The men who followed him must be under some kind of spell to fall for his bullshit.  The man didn’t have any kind of a military background and looked like he couldn’t take a punch or give one for that matter.  Nordell thought Winters was about to wet himself when he got up in his face.  A real man would have taken a shot at him.  Of course, it would have been his only shot, cause he would have dropped him like a sack of flour.  Still, he would have respected that, but no, his friend Scarborough, who calls himself a Marine, had to rescue him.  That idiot was probably a clerk and did nothing but shuffle papers around.

Nordell turned to his passenger John Hollis.  “You up for taking these bastards on?”

“Which ones?” snickered Hollis referring to the Shadow Patriots.

“Yeah, right.”

“You know I’m with ya.”

“We’ll gather the boys up and whoever else wants to join us.”

“We’re going to need a lot more weapons than what we got.”

Nordell gave that some thought for a moment.  “I know where there’s plenty of weapons.”

Hollis glanced at his friend.

“Did you see how well supplied those Pansies are?”

“I did notice they were carrying some fine weaponry,” said Hollis.

“Wonder where they got it all?”

“Don’t really care, just as long as they want to give us some of it.”

“Well, I’m sure we could be very persuasive.”

“Yeah, they don’t look like much of a problem.”

Nordell was glad to have his childhood friend John with him.  He and Hollis went way back as kids roaming the town of Jackson, when it was allowed, even expected for kids to be gone all day.  They explored on their bikes, fished and swam in ponds and rivers.  Shot BB guns and graduated to rifles, as they got older.  Their fathers took them hunting at a young age, and they both got their first deer before they were twelve.  As teens they started to go hunting without their fathers and once they got their driver’s licenses would go on overnight hunting trips.

They wanted to join the Marines together, but Hollis had been in a car wreck that rendered him immobile for close to a year.  The accident left him with a slight limp and he wasn’t able to pass the physical.  Instead, he became a truck driver, which gave him the opportunity to see the country.  It also allowed him enough time to continue his passion for hunting.

They reached the center of town on West Wesley Street and pulled into a parking lot, which was shared by two churches.  As they pulled into the lot, they saw a crowd had gathered and the looks of despair turned to anger when they saw the police car.  Word had spread that the cops were responsible for the killings.

Relief was visible when Nordell and Hollis got out of the car.  They approached the crowd gathered in the center of the parking lot.  Many were trying to console the families and friends of the victims killed inside the churches.  Some of the people recognized Nordell and knew his background.

“Gunny, did you take them on?” asked someone in the crowd.

Nordell turned to him.  “John and I took out four of them.”

“You going after ‘em,” asked another.

Nordell knew the crowd expected him to put together a posse and extract revenge.  He looked at them as they stared at him and said, “Hell ya we’re going after them.”

Passionate affirmations ricocheted throughout the crowd.

“First things first.  We need to bury our dead and then we’ll go after them.”

 




Chapter 24

Washington D.C.

 

Green changed cars at another parking garage and headed for a meeting with his friend Sam White, who worked at the State Department.  It was Sam who had gotten Green the info on Pruitt. 

Sam had been an unwilling participant at first, but as he became more involved with helping Green, he decided to go all in himself.  Sam was looking into more connections to Perozzi and Reed, connections that might be able to help them piece together all the players involved. 

Green walked into Pub II, the same sports bar he’d met with Sam back when he started asking for his help.  As before, all the monitors had European soccer games on.  Green saw his friend shooting darts off to the side of the bar.  Sam had ordered a bucket of beers and Green grabbed one as soon as he reached the table.

Green took in a large gulp and then shook his friend’s hand.

“That bad, huh?” asked Sam.

“If I’m right, then yes.”

Sam raised an eyebrow, which made the deep wrinkles around his mouth and eyes appear more pronounced.

Green filled him in on what Jacob Gibbs had and hadn’t told him. 

Sam shook his head in anger and took a large gulp of beer.  “When are we meeting up with the group again?”

“Tuesday night.  Are you coming?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

“I’ll tell what though, the man looked nervous as hell.”

“Gibbs?” asked a surprised Sam.

“I know.  It doesn’t seem like anything would spook him.”

They took a couple of turns of darts and each polished off another beer.  As always, Sam was beating Green by knocking out the bull’s eye with ease.  Sam had honed his skills at darts in college, playing for money, and kept at it over the years.

Sam was in mid-stride when he remembered something.  He stopped for a moment and then threw the dart, which didn’t even hit the board.

Green grimaced.

“I just friggin remembered something.”

Green waited for him to finish.

“If Reed set up all the protesting, then I might know who could have had something to do with it.  I was doing some digging into Reed’s background and ran across some names that didn’t mean anything at the time, but there was this one guy, named Patrick O’Connor, who Reed knew from way back.  He was over in Afghanistan, but was discharged for killing some Afganies that he apparently had a run in with and wanted to send a message.”

Green was surprised.  He had never heard of him or the incident.

“It was kept pretty hush-hush.”

“Didn’t he get court-martialed?”

“Nope.”

“What happened to him?” asked Green.

“Somehow O’Connor managed to get a job with the ATF.”

This surprised Green even more, but then remembered Colonel Nunn had been let out of jail after being convicted of selling weapons on the black market.  “Where is he now?”

“He’s dead.”

Green shook his head and sighed.  “Let me guess, he was killed in a car accident?”

“Bingo.  I’m sure Pruitt had his hand in that,” said Sam with a smirk on his face.

“Well, that’s that,” said Green.

“What about his wife?”

Green put down his beer.  “He was married?”

“Don’t know for sure, but I can check.”

“Good, do it first thing in the morning.  Let’s meet at the coffee shop at ten.”

 




Chapter 25

 

After convincing his wife he needed to go to an important meeting, Reed entered his favorite five-star restaurant.  The hostess greeted him and led him to his usual table where Perozzi was already waiting.  He squeezed his rotund body into the booth and slid across the dark leather seat into the booth.  Perozzi had already ordered a scotch for him.

Reed reached for the drink and held it up.  Perozzi met his glass halfway across the table.  They clinked glasses and each took a sip.

Perozzi smiled and said.  “So, tell me what kind of girl is she?”

“One who hates her father, that’s for sure.”

“Obviously,” said Perozzi through a small laugh.  “But, can she pull it off?”

Reed thought for a moment.  “They tell me she’s a bit on the scruffy side but nothing that can’t be fixed.  Other than that, yes, I think she’ll do just fine.”

“I’m assuming she wants the reward?”

“I would imagine.  If she plays along with us, then we’ll see about that.”

“What are your plans for her?”

“I’m going to do use her to test Major Green’s loyalties.”

Perozzi’s interest was piqued.

“I’ll have her seek out Major Green and ask if he knows how to find her dad.”

Perozzi took a sip.  “How are you going to do that?”

“Haven’t worked out the details yet, but I’ll have a back story ready for her, maybe have her drop some names.”

“Which brings me to our next subject,” said Perozzi.

Reed didn’t like the tone of that.  He knew Perozzi well enough to know that he usually starts bad news with that type of statement. 

“Mordulfah is meeting us here.  He should be here in about thirty minutes.”

Reed was not happy.  He didn’t like the man and didn’t like being around him.  He detested the man’s insatiable appetite for little girls.  He had granddaughters that age and couldn’t understand why anyone would be attracted to them.  Reed had done many underhanded things in his life, including taking down a president, he had many people killed, but never would he purposely subject little girls to a pedophile like Mordulfah.  It crossed a line and left a bad taste in his mouth.  Unfortunately, it was something that he had to keep his mouth shut about because Mordulfah was Perozzi’s partner in this endeavor to take control of the country.  A deal in which Reed thought Perozzi was giving away too much.  Moreover, he knew it would be a problem down the road.  Importing Muslims and giving them a whole region of the country would only whet their appetite for more land.  It was like allowing a hornet’s nest to grow in your garage; eventually, you would have to deal with it.

“What’s his problem today?” asked Reed.

“He didn’t really say.”

“Does he want us to supply him with workers to fix up his precious mansion?”

Perozzi chuckled.  “Now, let’s not go down that road.”

“Why doesn’t he just move to another house out there?  Hell, there’s plenty of nice ones.”

“None as famous as the Ford Mansion.  It has a lot of meaning to a man like him.

“Yeah, pretending to be some kind of industrial leader.”

Perozzi let out another laugh.  “You really don’t like him, do you?”

“No, I don’t.  He’s someone whom I’m going to have to deal with down the road.”

“Maybe, maybe not, who knows what the future will bring.”

Reed wondered if Perozzi had other plans for Mordulfah.  He didn’t know all of Perozzi’s thoughts, but it bothered him that Perozzi never seemed fazed by the deal he had made with Mordulfah.

 




Chapter 26

Jackson Michigan

 

The rain in Jackson, Michigan, started out as a sprinkle and soon turned into a downpour.  Winters’ men had broken into an abandoned big box store, which they parked their vehicles in the back of and took shelter for the night.  Not only had the Canadians furnished them with weapons, ammo, and food, but they also supplied them with sleeping bags.  Taylor, being in charge of supplies, distributed MRE’s to the men, and they settled in for the night.

Winters stood at the open garage entrance and watched the rain coming down so hard it was difficult to see beyond the parked vehicles.  He liked watching the rain and the fast moving storm clouds roiling overhead.  He thought, perhaps, they’d be in for a tornado, which wouldn’t be too unusual for this time of year. Living in the Midwest, you grew accustomed to severe storms.  They had been lucky to avoid any major storms in their travels.  The only time they operated in the rain was during their escape to Mr. Peterson’s farm.

His thoughts then wandered to Mr. Peterson.  He missed having him around.  Winters still felt responsible for his death.  He should have been more aware of the car coming down the fairway and was having a difficult time accepting Mr. Peterson’s sacrificing his own life to save him.  He was grateful to him, but it wasn’t easy knowing someone felt their own life wasn’t as valuable as another’s.  Perhaps, this is what they call survivor’s guilt.  If it was, then he understood why people had a difficult time dealing with it.

Scar and Meeks approached and stood next to Winters.

“Hell of a rain,” said Scar.

“Glad we’re not out in it,” said Meeks.

“You afraid of melting?” asked Scar.

“Don’t want to ruin my Hawkeye hat,” grinned Meeks.

“Yes, that would be a tragedy,” said Scar who tried in vain to knock it off his head.

Meeks had nimbly moved out of the way.  “You gots to be faster than that.”

Scar turned to Winters.  “So, what’s on the agenda for tomorrow, Captain?”

Winters took a moment before answering.  “We need to scout some good ambush sites and come up with a game plan.”

“I can take Bassett and Burns out with me and do that,” said Scar.

“We need to get our hands on some explosives as well.”

“We could zip up to Canada,” suggested Meeks.

“No, I don’t think we’d have the time,” said Winters.

“That begs the question,” said Scar.  “When do you think they’ll be back?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.  If I’m right, they’ll probably give the locals a day to bury their dead and then maybe another day. I can’t imagine they’d wait much longer,” said Winters.

“If that’s the case, then we’d have just enough time to get to Canada and back,” said Meeks.

“Problem is though, we still need set-up time,” said Scar.

“Where’s Bill?” asked Winters turning around.

Scar spotted him and yelled over to him.

Bill Taylor sauntered up to them.

“What’s up?” Taylor asked.

“Bill, do you have any way of getting some explosives in St. Paul?”

Taylor gave it some thought.  “Yeah, I know a guy.  Why, what do you have in mind?”

“We need to set-up an ambush on the interstate and explosives would be helpful.”

Bill let out a laugh.  “We don’t need to go to St. Paul for that.”

Winters gave him a quizzical look.

“I’ve got some RPG’s from the Canadians.”

This surprised the group.

“Yeah, I was putting in an order with the supply sergeant, real nice guy he was, and we got to talking about everything we might need.  We walked past these crates and I asked him what was in them.  Hell, he popped one open and there they were lying all nice and pretty.  He grabbed one and handed it to me.  I couldn’t keep the grin off my face holding that baby, so he offered me a launcher and four rockets.”

Scar let out a laugh.  “That settles that problem.”

A big grin formed on Winters’ face.  “Well, alright then.”

“Hey, you put me in charge of supplies and I take that seriously.”

“I’ve never doubted you, Bill,” said Winters.

The group broke apart after a few more minutes of joviality, which was always needed to relieve the pressure of their situation.  Winters stayed at the garage entrance and continued to watch the rain pour down.

 




Chapter 27

Washington D.C.

 

Reed looked up from his drink and saw the hostess escort Mordulfah and his valet, Wali, to their table.  He was surprised to see Mordulfah dressed in a suit and tie.  He had never seen him look more civilized.  He snickered to himself wondering if the man felt he would be out of place in his pajamas.

Wali stood off to the side as Mordulfah sat down at the table.

“Good evening, gentleman.”

Perozzi was the first to greet him. “Prince Mordulfah, welcome back to Washington.”

Reed only gave him a half-hearted smile.

“Can we order you a drink?” asked Perozzi, continuing to welcome him.

Mordulfah looked at the waitress and ordered a club soda.

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your presence?” asked Perozzi.

“I came to tell you of my plans to rid ourselves of these Shadow Patriots.”

“Do tell,” said Perozzi.

“I’m changing the tactics we agreed on.”

Reed didn’t like where this was headed.  He had been instrumental in the tactics that they were to use when entering a town.

Mordulfah saw Reed’s angst. 

Reed asked.  “What are you planning to do?”

“Not planning, Mr. Reed, but have done.”

“Just what have you done?” asked an anxious Reed.

“I had select teams enter the city of Jackson and shoot-up every church in town.”

Reed’s jaw dropped.  “You did what?”

“You heard me, Mr. Reed.  I don’t like repeating myself.”

“When did you do this?”

“Today, of course.”

“Today is Sunday.”

“I’m quite aware of what day it is.”

Reed wanted to jump across the table and squeeze the life out of Mordulfah.  He had insisted on the tactics of disguising the cop’s intentions when entering a town, to hide their culpability for as long as possible.  Now it was out in the open.  Word would get out sooner than he wanted, they would no longer be able to blame the Shadow Patriots.

Perozzi sat there as calm as always.  “May I ask why?”

“I’m doing so to draw the Shadow Patriots into a fight.  I do not like the idea of them attacking at their pleasure and picking where they want to fight.  Nor do I have the patience to go look for them all over Michigan.  So I have set a trap for them.”

Reed stared down Mordulfah.

Mordulfah met his glare.  “I found two of my men who were patrolling the grounds, dead.  They’ve been watching me and I’m sick of it.”

“You can’t be sure they’ll even know you’ve shot up that town,” protested Reed.

“They already know.”

“How do you know this?” asked Reed.

“I have one of your cops living in Jackson spying for me.”

“I don’t blame you,” said Perozzi.  “Were I in your position, I would do the same.”

Reed could see that he would be losing any argument and decided to back off.  There was no changing what Mordulfah had already done. 

“When will you attack?”

“Depends on what my spy reports, but I believe in two maybe three days.”

After the three of them shared a meal, Mordulfah took his leave and left the restaurant leaving Perozzi and Reed to light up cigars and finish their drinks.

“I take it you don’t have much faith in Mordulfah’s success?” asked Perozzi.

Reed swallowed the rest of the scotch and shook his head.  “No, I don’t.  Not after the way the rebels stormed his home to rescue Winters and took away his little playthings.”

“They did make him look like a fool,” said Perozzi.

“Yes, they did, and I actually admire what they did.  Like them or not, you’ve got to respect them.  It was a gutsy move to go in there.  Besides, they rescued who knows how many little girls from that pedophile.”

“You’ve got yourself a little soft spot there, Larry.”

Reed shrugged his shoulders.  “Don’t get me wrong, Cole Winters and his band of rebels are still going to die.”

Reed sat back in his seat wondering how he was going to contain the news that the National Police were murdering their fellow citizens.  At some point in the near future, this was going to come back and bite them.  He would have to be ready when it did and try his best to control the damage.




Chapter 28

Alexandria Virginia

 

Three miles from home, Green jogged through a park and turned around to head back.  Early morning runs always cleared the major’s mind.  It was an activity where solitude and tranquility of the quiet gray streets allowed one to wander into another world and loosen the mind of its burdens.  Creativity of thought flowed freely and he needed the time to think about his situation.

Learning about Perozzi and Reed’s involvement in taking down the VP and the President should have been an unsettling thought.  Initially, it was, but then he reminded himself that they had set up the Patriot Centers, where they killed thousands of American volunteers.  They were also in bed with this Mordulfah character and were willing to give away the upper Midwest. 

He turned onto his block just as the sun’s rays began waking the world back to reality. He stopped at his driveway to catch his breath before entering his mother’s home.

He walked into the two-story white colonial home and immediately smelled the bacon his mother, Sarah, was cooking.

“Morning, John,” said Sarah.

Major Green towered over his mom’s smaller frame and without effort reached over her shoulder to grab a couple of slices.

“You clear your head?” she asked as she slapped his hand.

“A little bit.”

Because they believed their house was bugged, neither spoke freely.  Whenever they needed to talk, they would either go downstairs to an unfinished basement storage closet or go out in the backyard. 

“Big day today?” asked Sarah.

“I’ve got some meetings and the usual paperwork.”

When Green got to his office, he initially took care of some paperwork and then headed over to the Duxbury Coffee Shop to meet Sam. 

After dodging traffic and taking a roundabout route to lose any possible tail, he went in and ordered a tall iced coffee.  The shop had light traffic and it took only a moment to locate Sam off in a corner sitting at a table for two.

Green sat down and took a sip of his coffee.  “Any luck?”

“Oh yeah.  Not only was O’Connor married, but his widow, Alison, lives close by.”

Green didn’t respond.

“Bethesda.”

“Don’t tell me in the same neighborhood as Pruitt.”

Sam let out a small chuckle.  “No, though that would have been strange.”

“I’m starting to find nothing strange anymore.”

“Yeah, I’m with you on that.”

“You up for a little ride?” asked Green.

Sam gave it some thought.  “Sure, why not?  We can take my car.”

They got up and headed out the door.

During the drive to Bethesda, they debated on the approach to take with Alison O’Connor.  Sam discovered her husband, Patrick, had been killed by a hit and run driver.  He noted there wasn’t much of an investigation and the police had closed the case in quick fashion.  In light of this information, they decided to just be straight with her, figuring she most likely wasn’t happy about it.

They pulled into a posh neighborhood and found her two-story brick home set back from the street with a long driveway, which was typical of the neighborhood.

“Well, here goes nothing,” said Green as they got out of the car and approached the front door.  Green pushed the doorbell twice.

After a few moments, a middle-aged woman holding a lit cigarette answered the door.  She wore a light blue satin bathrobe that stopped at her thighs.  Her long brown hair was in a mess as if she had just awakened.  She wore no makeup, which exposed the heavy bags under her eyes. 

“Yes?” she asked in an impatient tone.

Green put on a smile.  “Are you Alison O’Connor?”

She took a drag from her cigarette.  “Are you trying to sell something?  If you are, I’m not interested.”

“No, not at all.  My name is John Barrett,” said Green, deciding at the spur of the moment to give a false last name just in case she proved to be hostile to their inquiries.  “We were hoping to ask you some questions regarding the death of your husband.” 

The statement had the effect that Green thought it might.  Her eyes got a little bigger as she moved her head back.

“What kind of questions?  Who are you with?”

“We’re not cops or even reporters.  We just think that your husband might have been killed intentionally.”

Green watched her facial features change from leery to sadness.

“Why do you care?”

Green went for broke.  “You believe the same thing, don’t you?”

She took another drag on her cigarette and thought for a moment.  “Are you with the government?”

Green knew she wanted to talk.  He could also tell by the tone in her voice that she didn’t trust the government.  “Not if you mean the new government.”

Alison opened the screen door and let them in.

Green stepped inside and noticed the odor of alcohol hanging in the air.  He felt bad for her because it was obvious she was still mourning the loss of her husband.

Alison led them to the large dining room.  A long walnut table sat in the middle of the room.  The walls were a rich burgundy and had a white chair rail running around the room.  Both men accepted a chair and declined her offer of drinks.  She grabbed a crystal decanter of bourbon and set it on the table across from them.  She then filled her glass half full and finally sat down.

Green introduced Sam and started to tell her about their suspicions.  He kept the information as vague as possible.  He wasn’t sure how, in her present state of mind, she would be accepting the new information.

She began telling them about her husband.  How they met and how long they had been together. At first, she spoke lovingly of her husband, but then her tone started to change.

“I don’t have any kids.  I always wanted children, but I just couldn’t allow myself to bring them into this world.”

Green gently asked her why that was.

She picked up her glass and took another sip.  “I didn’t have any because I knew they would be fatherless one day.”

Green gave her a surprised look.

“My husband was not a perfect man.  He made a lot of mistakes, some of which he had to pay for by doing things he didn’t want to do.”

Green glanced at Sam.

“But, he owed it to that bastard Reed for getting him out of trouble over in Afghanistan.  Do you know what he did over there?”

Green nodded.

“Did you know they were going to execute him for what he and his friends did?  It wasn’t even his idea, or so he said, but because he was the one who got the explosives, it was enough to pin it all on him.”

Alison picked up her glass and finished it off.  “Then Reed came back into his life and used his influence to get him off.  My husband made a deal with the devil.”  She held her empty glass up and moved it around in a circle.  “This house, it was given to us by Reed.  Hell, everything in this house was given to us by that devil.”

She paused to pour herself another drink of bourbon.  She took a sip and lit another cigarette.  The ashtray was full of butts.  “Did you know that no one came to talk to me about what happened?  They didn’t even have the decency to come to my door and tell me my husband was dead.  The bastards called me on the phone.  That’s how I found out.”  She took another sip.  “Didn’t even have much of a funeral.  No officials from the ATF came, just a few of his fellow officers is all.”

“About a week after his death I got a call from the devil himself telling me that all my needs would be taken care of.  That was my payment for keeping my mouth shut about things I might know.  So, now I’ve made the same pact with the devil.”

Sam offered his condolences.

“I didn’t know what to do or who to even go to.  I knew if I said anything to anyone, I’d be the next one run down by a hit and run driver.”

“Tell about what?” asked Green.

She didn’t answer.

Green knew she wanted to get something off her chest.  It was killing her soul and she wanted some redemption.  He needed to gain her trust and get her to open up.  He thought for a moment what to say and then it hit him.

“I know who killed your husband,” said Green.

Her eyes got big.  “You do?”

Green nodded.

“Who is he?  Where is he?”

“Who he is isn’t important.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s dead.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I killed him.”

The news affected all her senses.  First, she leaned back in her chair and slumped her shoulders, then a slight smile formed on her face.

Green told the story about how this man had tried to kill him and his mother.  That he worked for Reed and how he had two other people killed the same way as her husband.

Alison remembered the death of the Senator because it had reminded her of own husband’s own death.

Green could see he had now gained her trust.

Alison was silent for what seemed like an eternity and then looking at Green said.  “I have evidence my husband kept just in case something bad happened.”

 




Chapter 29

Washington D.C.

 

Cara opened her eyes and turned over on her back to admire the hotel suite she had slept in last night.  She had never even seen a king sized bed before and was struck by how comfortable it was.  She slid out of the bed, opened the curtains and took in the beauty of Washington.  She scampered over the thick carpet to the adjoining room where she found a room service menu and ordered eggs with blueberry pancakes.  She then walked into the white marble floored bathroom and saw she had a choice of an oversized bathtub or a large walk-in shower.  She opted for the shower. 

The hot water cascaded over her body relieving the stress of the last couple of weeks.  When she heard about her dad on the news and how he had killed her mom, she had cried for a couple of days.  Her boyfriend tried to console her but it was in vain.  It was not his forte and he only made it worse.  She couldn’t shake the feeling that if she had been there, she might have been able to stop it.  Her sadness turned to anger when she thought about all the innocent women and children her father had killed.  He had finally snapped and turned into a mass murderer.  It didn’t surprise her.  She had witnessed his anger up close, and how he would lash out at her at the slightest provocation.  He put on a false face at work being this mild mannered bookkeeper, but at home, he was a different person.  An unstable person who thought he knew everything.

Cara’s thoughts wandered to her boyfriend, Jay, who she’d left back in Florida.  They had run off together at her insistence.  Jay worshiped her and did whatever she wanted.  He had come from a broken home and didn’t hesitate to go with her.  They made their way to Florida where Jay had friends who took them in.  Six people shared a three-bedroom apartment not far from the beach.  When they first got there, it was all fun and games.  They partied every night with their new friends and would go to the beach during the day.  When their money ran low, one of the roommates got them both jobs at a restaurant where he worked.

When she saw the news maligning her father, her friends at first sided with her, but eventually, they started to argue with her about whether or not the media was telling the truth.  Her roommates didn’t trust anyone of authority and especially loathed anything coming from governmental sources.  Even Jay took her father’s side, saying he didn’t think he would do anything like that.  They tried to convince her, but she wouldn’t have any of it.  This was making things more than a little awkward and soon they started to give her the cold shoulder.  She knew then that it was time to go.

She shut off the shower, put on a bathrobe and found her food waiting for her in the adjoining room.  She snickered to herself knowing Jay was probably eating stale cereal right about now.  She looked around knowing she deserved this.  The government was treating her right.  She had something they wanted and she would deliver it and reap the benefits. 

Cara heard a knock on the door.  Looking through the peephole, she saw Lieutenant Wagner standing in the hallway.  He had been the one who first met her in the parking garage.  She opened the door.

“Good Morning, Cara, I hope you slept well?”

She smiled.  “I did, thank you.”

When she invited him in, she noticed he was carrying a shopping bag.

“I brought some things for you,” he said dropping the bag on a table.

She let out an excited giggle and opened the bag to find new clothes.

“I hope these are your size and to your liking.”

She pulled out a pair of jeans and held them to her waist.  “Oh, they’re perfect.”  She reached in and grabbed a royal blue pull over shirt, which had lace in the same color on the front top.  The three-button shirt had rolled up sleeves.

“Later this afternoon, I have someone coming to do your hair, but first you’ll be meeting with Commandant Melnick and Mr. Reed. Then later tonight, you’ll meet someone I’ve contacted to take you under her wing.”

Cara nodded.

“So, as soon as you’re dressed, come down to the lobby.”




Chapter 30

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters woke up early and walked outside of the abandoned big box store they had camped in.  The rain had stopped and the sun was coming up to dry the wet ground.  Considering yesterday’s events, he had gotten a decent night sleep.  He was quite satisfied stumbling onto Jackson.  He thought perhaps that divine intervention had led him here.  He wasn’t much of a churchgoer, but he did believe and believed the man upstairs had his back.  Many of the things they had accomplished seemed to be more than just plain dumb luck.  However, he had made many mistakes over the past couple of months. He had learned from these mistakes, even though some of them were unforgivable to his mind because they had cost lives. 

He heard someone behind him and saw it was Amber.  She and Reese had insisted on coming with them and he was actually glad they did.  It was interesting to get a woman’s perspective on things and she was easy on the eyes too. 

“Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all.”

They started walking across the parking lot.  She had taken to wearing a ball cap and had her long brown hair in a ponytail. 

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m good.  What about you?”

“I don’t know.  After what happened yesterday, I’m worried.”

Winters gave her a questioning look.

“It just seems odd that the cops would come in so brazenly.”

Winters had considered himself lucky they had stumbled onto it and then he had been so preoccupied with Nordell he hadn’t really given it much thought.  “What do you mean?”

“It’s just that when they came into my town, the cops pretended to be helping us and we all did as we were told.  We were grateful they were looking out for us.  Now I know there’s been an instance or two where they were more aggressive, but for the most part, that’s not how they did things.  Now all of a sudden, they come in shooting up the place without even trying to hide who they are.  It just seems odd to me.”

Winters stopped walking and turned to her.  “Maybe they know their secret is out.”

“Maybe.  But, they pick a town right off the interstate, an interstate that goes right into Detroit.  He had to think you’d find out.  It just seems a bit too convenient to me.”

Winters gave it some thought.  “You think Mordulfah is trying to set us up?”

“Maybe, I mean think about it, Cole.  We raided his compound and took away his harem.  The guy has to be pretty pissed off.”

Winters was really glad she had joined them.  There was a lot of validity in what she was saying.  Up until then, he had been thinking he had a leg up on Mordulfah.  All he could think about was being able to ambush his large army in one fell swoop.  He even fantasized about it before falling asleep.  If what she was saying was true then Mordulfah had other plans. 

“Amber, you’ve given me something to think about.”

She gave him a big smile.

Winters caught himself wanting to reach out and hug her.  Then he remembered he was almost twice her age and thought better about it.

They walked back to the entrance of the store and went their separate ways.  Winters saw Scar and Meeks chatting together.  He looked around, saw Bassett and Burns, and called them all together.  He relayed what Amber had said and that it had given him pause to consider its value.

“She might be onto something,” said Bassett.

“I had thought we’d go and scout out a good ambush site today and now I’m not so sure.”

“We should still do that, Captain,” said Scar.  “We might just be over thinking this.”

“Yeah, it seems a bit much that Mordulfah planned for us to stumble onto this,” said Meeks.  “He couldn’t be sure we’d find out.”

Bassett looked at Burns.  “What about the two guards we took out.  They’ve probably found them.  If so, he knows we’re watching him and that we know the strength of his army.”

Burns nodded.  “And, that we’re close by.  You see, right now we’re the invisible ones, so we can keep our forces concentrated, while Mordulfah must divide his up in order to find us.  So, what better way than to let us think we have the upper hand?  He knows we can’t attack head on, but if he can appear to be at a disadvantage, then yeah we’d probably take the bait.”

“Damn, Burns,” said an impressed Meeks.  “How did you come up with that?”

“I’m a history buff.  It is classic Sun Tzu.”

“Got any other Sun Tzu gems?”

Burns gave him a smile and quoted Sun Tzu.  “By holding out baits, he keeps him on the march, then with a body of picked men he lies in wait for him.”

Meeks shook his head.  “Me thinks I need to read some Sun Tzu.”

Winters wasn’t laughing.  He took what Burns was saying seriously.  Whether Amber was right or not, he hadn’t thought this through and had even fantasized about an easy victory.

“So, what do you want to do, Captain?” asked Scar.

Winters looked at Bassett and Burns.  “You guys up for another recon?”

 




Chapter 31

 

Gunnery Sergeant Nordell’s patience was wearing thin as he attended yet another mass funeral for the dead in Jackson.  The death toll was six hundred and forty-three and because there would simply be too many holes to dig, they opted to bring in backhoes and dig several large pits where they placed the dead in rows.  It took all Sunday afternoon and most of Monday morning to bury them.  Headstones were impossible so the cemetery workers diagrammed where they buried everyone.

Nordell and Hollis left their wives at home to attend a town meeting that afternoon. They drove the short distance to Jackson High School, which was located just west of the downtown area.  Nordell had no idea how many people would show up and was surprised when he walked in and saw several hundred crowded into the gymnasium.  He knew some people were already packed and starting to leave town.

The mood in the gym was intense.  Some of the people stood in small groups talking in angry tones.  Others stood stoned faced waiting for the meeting to start.  A group of teenage boys, most of whose fathers were out west fighting, stood off to the side showing each other the weapons they had brought with them.

A stage had been set up and Mayor Simpson was getting ready to speak.  The town had appointed him mayor when his predecessor had resigned to go join the fight against the Chinese.  Mayor Simpson was in his mid-seventies and had been mayor of Jackson twenty years ago.  He was the only one left in town with any experience in running what was left of their town.

Mayor Simpson held up a bullhorn and called for order.  The crowd settled down and waited for him to begin.  An eerie silence fell in the gym.

“I think it would be appropriate if we had a moment of silence for our fallen friends and relatives.”

Everyone bowed their heads.

The mayor’s horn cracked a minute later.  “As we have all heard by now, the National Police are responsible for the murder of our loved ones.  Why they did it is beyond my comprehension, but I’ve no doubt they want us out of here and they’ll be back to kill more of us if we don’t all leave.” 

“We’ll kill ‘em,” yelled one of the teens.

Several shouted out in agreement.

“We can’t take them on,” said Mayor Simpson.

“We need to go after them,” yelled someone close to where Nordell stood.

Mayor Simpson lost control of the crowd as the gym erupted into shouting matches.  He tried to get the gym back to order. 

Nordell had heard enough and walked to the stage.  He jumped up and grabbed the bullhorn from the mayor.  When they saw this, the crowd began to fall silent.

“Listen up everybody.  The mayor is right about a couple of things.  Those cops will be back here and we do need to start moving to safety.  Now, most of you know who I am.  I spent thirty years in the Marine Corps and I’m not one to run from a fight.  With that said, I’m all for handing those cops some retribution for what they did, and we will.”

The crowd listened to what he was saying.

“Now, I’m willing to lead anyone of you who wants to stay and fight, but before any of you do that, you need to go home and get your families out of here first.  Mark my words, they will be back.”

Nordell watched people go back to talking amongst themselves, only this time it wasn’t in shouting tones.

Nordell raised the bullhorn one more time.  “Anyone who’s going to fight with me, meet me back here tonight, and we’ll talk about what we’re going to do.”

He got off the stage and walked through the crowd.  Some patted him on the back as he walked outside.  Hollis and a few others joined him.

“Why didn’t you mention the pansies?” asked Hollis.

“No sense in getting them even more incensed.  They need to think clearly about getting the weak out of here.  If I had mentioned those guys, it would have only enraged them more.”

“So, what’s the plan?” asked Hollis.

“We need to go and pay those pansies a little visit.”

 




Chapter 32

 

Winters sent Bassett and Burns out on a daytime recon mission.  He didn’t particularly want them to go into Detroit during the day because he felt it was too dangerous to be anywhere near the city.  However, he needed to know what Mordulfah’s next move was going to be.  Were they going to storm Jackson?  Or, were they trying to set up the Shadow Patriots?  Because their SUV’s might attract too much attention, Winters thought it would be better if they took the squad car they had appropriated from yesterday’s assault on Jackson.

This time Bassett and Burns weren’t alone as Nate and the young Texan, Don Hadley, joined them.  Hadley had unofficially joined the Shadow Patriots when he let Bassett out of jail and rode with him to South Bend to warn them of the imminent attack on the campus.  His action had saved the Shadow Patriots. 

Bassett drove the squad car.  The back windows were tinted and kept the two passengers, Nate and Burns, hidden from view.  Both were older and would stick out if they passed by any other cops.  Hadley told them it shouldn’t be much of a concern since the cops didn’t do much patrolling because of a limited fuel supply.

Nate joined them because he was getting bored.  He always liked to be active and had little patience waiting for something to happen.  This came in handy when they had something unpleasant to do, like interrogating prisoners.  He was effective because his impatience was so obvious they truly believed he would kill them.

At Nate’s insistence, they drove through Jackson so they could get on US 12 to check out the party house in Saline.  He wanted to make sure the cops hadn’t restocked the place with girls.  This was something Nate vowed never to let happen again.

They drove into the parking lot and found the place still abandoned, so they pulled out of town and back to US 12.

As they left Saline, the police radio came alive.

“Hey Tannenbaum, it's Ryker, where the hell are you?”

“I’m on 275 now, getting ready to hit 94.  Where’re you guys at? ”

“We just got on 12, so hurry your sorry asses up here.”

Hadley turned to Bassett.  “Get us off this road, they’re coming right at us.”

Bassett jammed on the brakes and turned into a driveway bordered by a thick tree line.  An abandoned house sat at the end of the driveway.  He pulled up to the garage, which was out of sight from the road.

They sat in silence and continued to listen to the radio chatter.

“Hey, Carter, you out there?” asked Tannenbaum.

“Yeah, what do ya want?” asked Carter.

“We making any wagers today?”

“Damn right we are.”

“How about the team with the most girls under eighteen gets first dibs,” said Tannenbaum.

“And, losers get duty watch for the first week?” said Carter.

“How’s that sound Ryker?” asked Tannenbaum

“We need a handicap, cuz there’ll be a lot more coming down Route127 than Route 124,” said Ryker.

“We’ll spot you ten, Tannenbaum.”

“Make it fifteen and you got yourselves a bet,” said Ryker.

“Fine, but we’ll only go till Midnight, then we’ll do an official count in Saline,” said Tannenbaum.

“Well, alrighty then, we got ourselves a bet, boys.  Happy hunting,” said Carter.

Nate leaned forward in his seat.  “Yes indeed boys, happy hunting, cause we’re friggin coming for ya.”

“Let’s go see how many we’re talking about,” suggested Burns.

They all got out of the squad car and hustled down the driveway staying to the trees.  They moved to the edge and crouched down waiting for the cops to pass by them.  They only had to wait a few minutes before squad car after squad car blew by them.  It took a full five minutes for a convoy of a hundred vehicles to pass by.  Afterward, they ran back to their car and pulled out a map.

“Captain was right, they’ve set a trap for those poor bastards in Jackson,” said Burns.

“Looks like they’re going to lie in wait on these two roads,” said Bassett pointing at the map.

“Think we should go back and tell the Captain?” asked Hadley.

“No, we’re too close to Detroit,” said Nate.  “We still need to see what Mordulfah is up to.  Besides, I can’t imagine many leaving before they bury their dead.”

“Then, let’s get a move on,” said Bassett.

Bassett tore out of the driveway and headed east on US 127.  He stomped on the gas and had them in Detroit in less than twenty minutes.  They passed through the city and saw a few people out walking or riding bicycles.

“Hey Don,” Nate leaned forward.  “How come no one looks at us?”

“They don’t want any trouble,” said Hadley.

“From the cops?”

“Yep.  The cops don’t have the best reputation here.  They’ve been known to hassle people at the slightest hint of trouble.”

Nate shook his head. 

“Sounds like a wet dream for a bunch of bullies,” said Burns.  “They get to do whatever the hell they want.”

“Yeah, including raping little girls,” said Nate.  “Well, karma has a nasty way of catching up to people and I don’t mind being on the right side of karma.”

Burns held out a fist to Nate for a fist bump.  Nate had gotten to know Burns better when they drove the wounded up to Canada after the battle in the sandpit, which had been the death of many of the rescued girls from the party house.  During the long journey, they bonded while seeing to the comfort and safety of the wounded.

They continued driving to Grosse Pointe to Mordulfah’s compound. Because they were in a squad car, they decided to just drive right on Lakeshore Dr and pass by the place.

As they approached the bend in Lakeshore, the first thing Bassett noticed different about the grassy field on the right was there were no vehicles parked there and no one was standing outside the rows of tents like he and Burns had seen last night.

“Burns, you seeing what I’m seeing?” asked Bassett as he slowed the car.

“Where the hell is everybody?” asked Burns.

“There’s guards at the entrance,” said Hadley.

Four Middle Eastern men dressed in traditional clothing and carrying AK-47’s turned to watch the squad car as it passed by.

“They don’t look too worried,” said Burns.

The squad car passed by another entrance with more armed guards eyeing them suspiciously.  Hadley gave them a friendly wave.  Passing by the main parking lot, the men again noticed the lack of any vehicles on the premises.

“Where the heck are they?” asked Hadley.

“They’ve got to be headed to Jackson,” said Nate.  “Corporal, we need to boogie.”

 




Chapter 33

Bethesda Maryland

 

Alison O’Connor led Green and Sam downstairs to the basement.  Green was right behind her as she carefully navigated the stairs in her inebriated state, using the handrail as support.  It seemed to him she was a functioning alcoholic and quite adept at the staircases in her two-story brick home.

Hitting the concrete floor in the unfinished basement, she flipped a couple of light switches.  Fluorescent lights flickered to life showing a path between boxes filled with who knows what.  It looked like a dumping ground of junk either the owner’s thought they might someday use again or a way to avoid making decisions.  “As-Seen-On-TV” exercise equipment had boxes sitting on them.  Dusty books were jammed onto metal shelves with an old computer monitor as a bookend.

She led them through the maze to a back wall that had several sheets of plywood leaning against it.  She looked at Green and asked him to pull the plywood forward.  It took both him and Sam to manhandle it against the boxes that sat in the way.  Alison reached behind it and pulled out a shoebox.

Her temperament changed as she held onto the box.  No longer did she appear drunk or lost in thought.  She looked at them in a serious manner and ordered them back upstairs.  They went into the kitchen and she placed the box on the granite counter.  She then took off the lid and began to remove the contents.

A small digital audio recorder came out first and she held it in her hand as if it was a fragile Faberge egg. She looked at them and a small grin came across her face as she hit play.

For the next thirty minutes, the three of them stood in rapt silence as her husband and Lawrence Reed discussed in detail what he was supposed to do regarding the bombings, including which cities they should hit and where they should place the bombs.  They also talked about whom he was to hire for the jobs.

The blood seemed to drain from the Green’s face as he listened to the recording.  He had learned many devious things the last couple of months but none as bad or momentous as this one.

After listening to the recording, Alison handed Green a journal her husband had kept for the operation.  It listed the names of the men he hired and from what agencies and countries they came from.  It included a few cooperating Heads of State, Governors and Mayors, influential people he had met and what they supplied. It was all there.  Everything.

Green’s mind was spinning so fast he didn’t know what he should do next.  He had in his possession evidence of the dastardliest deed ever committed against the United States of America.  This info could indict leaders of countries and constituted an act of war on America.

Green’s hands trembled as he held the file.  He wasn’t shaken by what he learned because he already knew it was Reed.  It was having the information that would expose them all that made him nervous.  He wasn’t quite sure what he should do with the evidence.  Whom could they present it to, was the question?  All power resided within the government, as did the media.  He knew this evidence could get him and everyone associated with it, killed.

He looked at Sam, whose face had gone ashen, and wanted to ask him what they should do.  Sam just shook his head.

Alison looked at them.  “Now, you know why I drink.”

Sam let out a grunt.  “I think I’ll have one of those now.”

Green looked at Sam.  “Make it two.”

Alison poured them all a half glass of bourbon.  She lit another cigarette and took a deep pull from it, blowing the smoke up toward the ceiling.  “I didn’t know what to do with this, and as I can see, neither do you.”

Green took a healthy swig from his drink.  “Why would your husband record all of this?”

“My husband found himself on a merry-go-round and didn’t know how to get off.  He knew if he refused, Reed would have him killed.  I’m not saying my husband was a saint, hell, he’s responsible for killing how many people?”  It was a rhetorical question.  She refilled their glasses without asking.  “My husband, my Patrick, was a murdering bastard, but for what it’s worth, I loved him and I know he loved me.”  She paused and took another drag off her cigarette.  “He told me about the box before he went out for the last time.  He had gotten a call from Reed.  He was supposed to meet him for dinner.  Reed had never invited him to dinner before and Patrick thought it was odd.  So, he told me about the box and what was in it.”  She raised her glass and paused for a moment before taking another drink.  “That was the last time I saw him.”

Green looked at her sympathetically.  He was looking at a woman hopelessly in love with a man who did evil things.  She was past her prime, she knew it, and she knew she’d never find love again.  The only love she found was in a bottle.  If she couldn’t forgive herself, his evil acts would be the death of her someday.  Perhaps handing over this evidence would be the first step toward that redemption.  He hoped so for her sake.

Green and Sam left with the box in their possession and wished her well.  They turned back to see her standing in the doorway, dressed in the blue satin bathrobe, holding a cigarette in one hand and a drink in the other.




Chapter 34

Washington D.C.

 

Reed sat in Commandant Melnick’s leather chair watching the video Wagner had taken of his meeting with Cara last night.  He didn’t know what to expect, but her scruffy appearance spoke volumes to him.  She had her long hair bunched up on top of her head.  She wore a peace sign necklace and had a variety of bangles around her wrist and rings on some of her fingers.  Her skin was tanned from basking in the Florida sun.  Reed definitely saw a girl who was a rebel at heart, a hippie, if that was still a thing among the youth.

“Well, what do you think?” asked Melnick.

Reed thought a moment.  “Someone who is up for an adventure.”

“We got her some new clothes and she’ll have her hair done this afternoon,” said Melnick.

“Yes, I want her to look as innocent as possible.  You got all the reports ready?”

“We just finished them.  Something tells me she won’t bother to look through them all.”

“We’ll give her all the time she wants though.  I want her as convinced as possible,” said Reed.

Melnick’s secretary buzzed in on the intercom.  “They’re here.”

Reed nodded for him to bring them in.

They both looked up when Lieutenant Wagner and Cara entered the room. 

“Cara,” said Wagner.  “This is Commandant Melnick and Mr. Reed.”

Cara shook their hands.

Reed was happy with how well she cleaned up.  He knew the image would be complete after they cut and styled her hair.

“I hope you’ve found everything to your liking?” said Melnick.

“Yes, thank you.”

“First, let me just say thank you for coming in,” said Reed.  “It was very brave of you to do so and your country is grateful.”

“I’m just glad to be able to help, Mr. Reed.”

“Please call me Larry.”

“Okay, Larry.”

“Before we begin, why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself?” asked Melnick.

Cara gave them a brief description of her life back in Iowa and how she and her father were always arguing about politics.  That he thought what they were teaching her in school was all a bunch of lies.

Reed chuckled to himself.  The takeover of the schools had finally come to fruition.  It had been a slow and agonizing process over for the past fifty years.  Parents had been able to maintain a certain sway over their kids, but their influence had begun to slowly erode.  In the last ten years, things had really begun to ramp up when they instituted a more radical curriculum.  It had made the transition to, and the acceptance of a National Government, much easier with the youth.  The older generation would eventually die off from the harsh conditions the country was experiencing.

Reed looked at Melnick.  “Why don’t you begin, Commandant?”

Melnick opened a red folder with top secret printed across the front and pulled out reports his staff had just made up this morning. 

Commandant Melnick began the lies.  He wove a story of a deranged man who first killed his wife by stabbing her.  Witnesses reported hearing arguing and then screaming.  It was a crime of passion, from a raging lunatic. 

Tears began to run down Cara’s face as she looked at the police report.

Reed pulled out a tissue and handed it to her.  “Should we stop?”

She shook her head.

The next sighting of Winters was in Brainerd, Minnesota.  Apparently, he fell in with other murdering thugs and rampaged through the town.  The gang killed and raped numerous women and children. 

Melnick handed her some photos of the victims.  She turned her head when she glanced at them.

He continued by telling her his gang of murderers then stole everything of value.  They had an encounter with the local police and killed several officers before escaping.  They’ve been doing this in other states as well.

They gave her a couple of minutes to go through the reports.

“We flew you up here because we think you can be very helpful to us,” said Reed.

She put the reports down and looked at him.

“You see, there are people in the country that want to overthrow the government.  Not only do we think your father is part of that conspiracy, but we think he’s in contact with like minded folks right here in Washington.”

“What can I do?”

“Do you think you could play the role of a spy?”

The word spy had the effect that Reed thought it would when he saw Cara’s eyes light up.

She nodded.

“We won’t put you in any danger, but you can help us test the loyalty of someone we think your father is in contact with.”

“Who’s that?”

“Major John Green.”

 




Chapter 35

Jackson Michigan

 

A map of Jackson, Michigan, lay flat on a table inside the box store the Shadow Patriots had camped at last night.  Winters, Elliott, Scar and Meeks hovered over it and discussed where they should set up to wait for Mordulfah’s army.  They had debated for most of the morning what Mordulfah’s intentions would be.  Until the recon team came back, they couldn’t say with any certainty.  So, they started to put together a couple of different plans.  The four of them had gone out on the interstate earlier in the day and scouted some good places for an ambush.  They reconnoitered several to be sure they would be able to adapt to whatever the situation called for. They also drove the inter-connecting roads to get familiar with the area.  There were plenty of abandoned stores off the highway where they could lie in wait.  They also noted it was a place where Mordulfah’s forces could hide as well.  There was a small town called Chelsea that could be a staging area for either force. 

Either way, Winters wanted to be one step ahead of his enemy.  He couldn’t help but be averse to any single plan after getting the input from his men.  He also had a feeling this was going to be bigger than any battle they’d ever been in before.  He just hoped his three hundred men would be enough.

“Captain, we should divide our force into three companies,” said Scar pointing to the map.  We can cover both sides of the interstate as well as meeting them head on.”

“How many in each?” asked Winters.

“Keep the bulk of our guys in the middle.  We need to keep the flanks smaller and faster.  We need to have plenty of foliage to hide in and use the overpasses as a height advantage.  That’s why these two areas are perfect.  He pointed to Whipple Road and Notten Road. 

Winters remembered both overpasses and the thick foliage on either side of the interstate, which was unusual for the area.  Setting up on an overpass would be advantageous; especially cause neither one had an entrance from the interstate.  He was satisfied with their choices.  Now he just had to hope that Mordulfah didn’t have any other plans.  He wondered when the recon team would be back and if they would have any good news.

 




Chapter 36

 

Bassett stepped on the gas as he got on Interstate 96, which would take them to Interstate 94.  Nate sat in the back thinking about what they had learned on their recon mission.  He was worried about not getting back to Jackson in time because he suspected that Mordulfah was already on his way.  What they had learned about what the National Police was just as important.

The very thought of the cops waiting in ambush to capture young girls and kill their families made Nate’s blood boil.  He thought back to the battle in the sandpit, where so many of the girls they had just rescued a couple of hours before were lost.  One of them died in his arms.  Nate would never forget the frightened look in the girl’s eyes as she called out for her mom.  It was the last thing she said before she died.  Nate had cradled her for a few more moments before he had moved on to other injured girls.  It was those thoughts that kept him motivated to kill as many of the enemy as he could, and it was those thoughts that left him with little patience for dealing with this enemy.  The recalled memory caused him to roll his fist into a ball and give the door a quick smack.  Burns turned to him and gave him a firm nod.

Bassett kept his foot on the pedal as his thoughts drifted toward the Jijis.  Where could they possibly be and what was their next move?  Were they trying to set the Shadow Patriots up or were they going to storm into Jackson and possibly drive the citizens right into the arms of the cops?  This wouldn’t be a bad strategy.  Going house to house would take a considerable amount of time.  Of course, Mordulfah had to figure some of them would be willing to fight, but if you gave them an opportunity to escape, most would take it.  So, it made a lot of sense to attack from the north, make a big show of it and then drive them south to an awaiting ambush.

Bassett’s thoughts turned to the cops going back to Saline, it was either a gutsy move or a very stupid one to use the same place as before, but then these people were not the sharpest tools in the shed.  Their arrogance didn’t seem to allow for any logical thinking.  However, they might be over confident of success thinking they were going to take out the Shadow Patriots all at once.

“Whoa,” said Hadley in an alarming tone, which snapped Bassett out of his thoughts.

They had been on Interstate 94 for five miles when they came around a bend in the interstate and Hadley saw the vehicles up ahead.

Bassett pressed his foot on the brake to slow them down.  He had been traveling at over a hundred MPH and he had come up on the tail end of a convoy faster than expected.  He had misjudged it because the convoy was parked in the slow lane of the interstate.

“What?” asked Nate, who shot forward from the back seat.

“We got company,” said Bassett.

“Are those Jijis?” asked Nate.

They could see men out on the road standing around in small groups.

“What the hell should I do?” asked Bassett as he slowly approached the convoy.

“Too late to turn around,” said Nate as he tightened his grip on the M-4 carbine.

They were close enough to see the faces of the Jijis, who started to move out of the way as the squad car approached.

“Hell, they think we’re cops,” said Bassett.

“Just keep going then,” said Burns.  “If the tail end thinks we’re okay, then no one else will question us either.”

They slowly started to pass by the convoy, which consisted of transports, SUVs and cars.  Hadley nodded his head to the men who just stood and stared at them as they drove by. 

Bassett picked up speed as he saw Jijis move out of their way in a domino effect.  Burns had been right.  They were not alarmed in any way, only curious as to the squad car passed by the long line of men for a little over a mile.

“Is this all of their guys?” asked Nate.

“No way.  This is might be half, maybe a little more,” said Bassett.

“They’re well armed,” said Burns.

“Yes they are,” said Bassett, noticing the AK-47’s they all carried.

“They don’t look like much to me,” said Nate.  “Bunch of sheep loving boys.”

The comment lightened the mood as they drove past the convoy for yet another mile.  They were approaching Exit 159 to State Road 52 when Bassett saw the Jijis blocked both lanes just past this exit.

They drove under the overpass.  Everyone grew tense and gripped their weapons tighter.

Burns leaned forward to look.  “That’s the command center.”

A small group of five men stood behind two black Mercedes that blocked both lanes.  One of them started to wave his hands to slow down.  Bassett wasn’t sure if he was to stop, but then the man waved them to take the exit.

“Looks like we’re taking this exit,” said Bassett.

“Any of them look like Mordulfah?” asked Burns.

“No,” said Bassett.

“Oh please, he’s probably back in Detroit giving it to a sheep,” said Nate.

“More like a lamb, you know he likes them young,” grinned Burns.

They rounded the exit, came to a fork in the road and stopped.

“Where’s that map?” Bassett asked Hadley.

Hadley unfolded the map.  “We’re about fifteen miles from Jackson, and we’re on 52, so we can pick up this road and go east into Jackson.”

“Interesting that they’re stopped on 52,” said Bassett.

“It goes down to Route 12 where the cops are going to be waiting for prey,” said Burns.

“Jijis must think we’re late to the party,” said Nate.

Bassett let off the brake and took the right fork.  As he approached the overpass, Nate leaned forward and grabbed his shoulder.  “Stop the car.”

“What’s up?” he asked.

Nate turned to Burns.  “You said that was their command center?”

“They’re usually up front.”

A slight smile formed on Nate‘s lips.  “Want to have a little fun?”

“Shouldn’t we be reporting in?” asked Hadley.

“This won’t take but a minute,” said Nate.

They all looked at one another for a couple of moments.

“It’s not like we can’t outrun them afterward,” said Nate.

“Let’s do it,” said Bassett.  “We’ll do both sides at the same time.  Hadley and I will hit the left side.”

The four grabbed their rifles.  Each carried Colt M4 Carbines, a weapon known for its reliability and accuracy.  Each of them grabbed extra magazines and stuffed them into their jacket pockets.  They kept their heads low as they snuck up onto the overpass.  Bassett and Hadley went left and Burns and Nate to the right.

Without waiting for a signal, Nate and Burns stood up and started firing down at the command center.  In full auto, they both emptied their magazines in seconds and slammed in full loads.  Two Jijis fell dead immediately.  The other three scampered to different sides of their vehicles for cover.  Burns hustled backward keeping his M4 to his shoulder never losing sight of his target.  As soon as he outflanked them, he pulled the trigger and took down two more.  Nate ran to the left and found the last one crouched down on the ground.  He held the trigger back.  The dead man’s body kept moving as Nate emptied the mag.

Bassett and Hadley fired down at the men who didn’t know what was happening at first.  It took a few seconds before reality hit the Jijis, who then ran into each other trying to get out of the line of fire.  Jijis were dropping like flies.

Nate and Burns ran over to join in at the shooting gallery.  Gunfire echoed like thunder as they rained down hellfire on the Jijis below.  The four of them blew out truck windows, flattened tires, disabled truck engines and dropped dozens of Jijis.  Nate noticed a few run under the overpass.  He reached into his jacket pocket for a grenade.  He pulled the pin.  Yelled fire in the hole and dropped it over the side.  The four backed up and waited for the explosion.

The underpass acted like an amplifier as the boom of the grenade reverberated in all directions followed by shrapnel taking out everything in its path.

As the four moved back to the side and started firing again, Bassett noticed a black Mercedes coming down the road from the north.  It was heading straight towards them.

 




Chapter 37

 

Retired Gunnery Sergeant Nordell was getting antsy and decided to go pay the Shadow Patriots a little visit before his meeting tonight.  Some of his neighbors had already started to move their families south.  Young mothers’ taking their kids without any kind of escorts was a concern to Nordell.  He didn’t think it was a good idea and wanted to get some of those Shadow Patriots to help the refugees to safety.  They had plenty of men and vehicles that they could easily spare some.  He also wanted weapons.  He, like most of his neighbors, had firearms, but he wanted automatics, which was what made a difference in a firefight.

He went next door and gave the door a hardy knock.  “John,” he yelled.

“Hold up, a second,” came the response.

A few moments later, Hollis came to the door.

“I want to go pay those pansies a visit.”

“What’s the plan?”

Nordell explained his thoughts.

“We better get some of the boys together first,” said Hollis.

Nordell and Hollis hopped into the squad car they had confiscated from the cops they killed and started to round up their friends.  Rather than tell each one they visited about the story of the Shadow Patriots, they instructed everybody to meet them at Jackson High School in an hour and to bring their guns.

Twenty-three men came to the school parking lot.  Nordell stood up in the back of a pickup truck and inspected the men.  He saw that most everyone was in their sixties, some were younger, in their fifties, and a few had brought their teenage sons.  He saw the enthusiasm in their faces, knowing they were going to do something besides stand around.  These men would not have been his first choice of soldiers to take on the National Police or even those pansies up on the interstate.  However, this is what he had to work with.  He knew most of them, they were good men, and some had military experience, while some of the others were avid hunters and knew how to handle a firearm.  The teenagers were just biding their time waiting for their mothers to let them go fight out west.

Nordell addressed the men by telling them about the Shadow Patriots.  He explained that they weren’t anything but a well-armed militia that didn’t have the guts to chase down a bunch of murdering cops.

The news sent shockwaves among the men and they started yelling out that they bore some of the responsibility in the death of their friends and relatives.  How could they see what happened and not do anything about it?  Why did they stand around and do nothing?  In addition, why had they not come around to help bury their dead and escort them out of town?

Nordell told them they were about to get some answers because he was going to lead them to the Shadow Patriots.  He told them they were going to commandeer some of their weapons and trucks.

After Nordell worked the crowd up into a fevered pitch, he turned to his friend Hollis and gave him a wink.  Hollis smiled and nodded approvingly.  Nordell hopped off the bed of the pickup truck and headed to the squad car with Hollis in tow.

 




Chapter 38

 

Winters stood with Scar, Meeks and Elliott discussing their options for facing Mordulfah’s army.  They had already decided on an ideal ambush sight and were putting together plans on how to Mordulfah if he split his army into several different companies.  Mordulfah outnumbered them by ten to one and they needed every advantage they could muster.

Winters looked up when he heard Eddie Perlee yell out his name.  Eddie was from Minnesota and had been the one who first spotted the terrorists walking along the highway.  He had just recently rejoined the Shadow Patriots after having to take a break in Canada.  The escape from Petersen’s farm into Canada had taken its toll on him.  He sprained his left ankle and was afflicted with gout.  His sixty-four-year-old body didn’t heal as fast as it once did.

“Captain, we’ve got company.”

“Who?”

“That Marine who wanted to take your head off.  Oh, and he brought an armed posse with him.”

Winters looked at Scar and shook his head.

“Doesn’t sound like he wants to have tea with us,” joked Meeks.

“Yeah, tea and Marines don’t go too well together,” said Scar.

“Let’s go see what the man wants,” said Winters. 

Winters didn’t need this right now.  He had enough on his plate strategizing against Mordulfah and wondering how his recon team was doing.  He always hated sending guys out never knowing if they would come back or not.  He had the utmost faith in his men. However, he didn’t think he could bear it if anything happened to them.

Now he had to deal with a scary looking retired Marine.  He didn’t know if the man suffered from PTSD or was just a raving lunatic, but either way, it wasn’t something he wanted to deal with now.

Winters and his men walked towards the entrance of the big garage door.  He saw that Nordell had brought about twenty men with him.  None of them looked happy.  Winters had a feeling that Nordell had gotten them all worked up.  So, he decided to take a soft glove approach.

“Gentlemen,” said Winters.

“Mr. Winters,” said Nordell.

Winters understood the slight Nordell gave him.

“I need something from you.”

Winters saw his men get a little nervous and start to gather around.  “What can I do for you?”

“We need weapons and we need a couple of these transports that you’re currently not using.”

None of this surprised Winters.  “Anything else?”

“I need some of your men as well.”

“What do plan on doing?”

Nordell glared at Winters.  “What the hell does that matter?”

Winters tried to remain calm.  “It matters a great deal.  You want to borrow my men and I need to know what your plans are.”

Nordell grimaced.  “Then to hell with your men, quite frankly I’m not all that impressed with them.”

Winters couldn’t believe this guy was unwilling to explain himself.  “Listen, I’m more than willing to help you out, but I need to understand the reasoning behind your request.”

“You know, you remind me of all the paper pushers I had to deal with in my thirty years as a Marine,” said Nordell as he moved a little closer to Winters.  “You do everything to slow down real fighting men while keeping yourself holed up in your little office.  If you don’t give me what I need then my men and I are just going to take it.”

The men standing behind Nordell all held up weapons as Nordell rushed forward, pulled out his .45 and pressed it against Winters’ head.  “Don’t any of you men make a move or I will pull this trigger.”

Both Scar and Eddie started to pull out their side arms.

“Guys, don’t,” said Winters.  He now knew it was a raving lunatic he was dealing with.  The church shootings must have set him off.  The only way out of this mess was to give the man what he wanted.  “Listen, everyone, let them take whatever they want.  No one and I repeat no one try and stop them.”

“Now, that’s more like it, Winters.  One thing about paper pushers they know how to survive.”

Nordell put his left arm around Winters' throat and pulled him close using him as a shield, as he waited for his men to grab a cache of weapons, which included the case of RPG’s.  They loaded everything up in the back of two transports.

“We got everything we need,” said Hollis.

“Okay,” said Nordell.  “Get those transports out of here.  As soon as they’re gone, we’ll take off.”

Hollis directed the men to leave.  He then backed the squad car up and waited for the trucks to pull away.  After a few moments, Nordell, still holding onto Winters started walking toward the squad car.  He manhandled Winters to the passenger side of the car.

“I knew you were nothing but a pansy,” said Nordell who let go of Winters.  He then wound up and sucker punched him.  “I’ve been wanting to do that ever since I met you.”  Nordell slid into the squad car and Hollis peeled out of the parking lot.

Scar and Eddie ran up to him.

“Captain, you all right?” asked Eddie.

“That son of a bitch is off his rocker,” said Scar helping Winters up.

“I’m alright,” said Winters rubbing the side of his face.

Meeks came running up.  “Those jackasses took our RPG’s.”

“Look it’s all good.  No one got hurt and they’re all gone.”

Scar looked at Winters with a sly grin.  “But, we’re going to go get them back, right?”

Winters looked at his men.  “Oh, hell yes.”

 




Chapter 39

Washington D.C.

 

Green sat in the passenger seat while Sam drove them back to the District.  Neither spoke about what they had just learned.  Green tried to understand the kind of people that would do anything to accomplish their goals, even if it meant the death of thousands of people in order to serve their ultimate end game.  These kinds of people had the drive to push aside any feelings of remorse or morality.  There was no other explanation other than they were evil.  History was filled with men like this.  Hitler, Stalin, Mao, among many others.  All of them had killed millions of people.  Now that particular brand of evil had come to America.  A lust for power so overwhelming it blinded any sense of morality.  It must be more of a game to someone like Perozzi.  He had more money than he’d ever need.  So, what was left?  Buy another company or destroy another currency.  Or, take over a country like the United States, now that was an accomplishment. 

Green opened O’Connor’s journal and tore out a blank sheet from the back.  He wrote down the names of those involved in the bombings.  “Do you think you could do some background checks on these names?”

Sam gave Green a terse nod.

“I want to know who these people are before I say or do anything.”

“What the hell are we going to do with all this stuff, John?”

“I’m not sure yet.”  He paused a few moments thinking about the question.  “We’ll figure something out.”

“It just seems so surreal.  It’s one thing to know the truth but it’s another not knowing what to do.  This wouldn’t have been a problem ten years ago.  We could have just taken it to the media and let them expose the bastards.”

“I know.  It’s such a helpless feeling.”

Sam pulled into a parking garage to drop Green off at one of his many cars he now used to throw off any tails.  Green gave Sam a serious look and hopped out of the car.  He got into his car and sat there for a moment looking at the box, wondering where to keep it.  He needed to put it where no one would think to look or stumble upon it.  It made him uneasy to have the valuable contents on his person.  He knew it meant an instant death sentence if discovered.  For now, he placed the box under his spare tire in the trunk.

Green went back to his office to return phone calls and take care of a pile of paperwork. It took all of his Army instilled discipline to concentrate on getting everything done. He needed to maintain an appearance of normalcy and not raise any suspicion of his activities.




Chapter 40

Chelsea Michigan

 

Bassett was the first to see the black Mercedes about two hundred yards north on Highway 52.  They had stopped on the overpass to take out the command center of the mile-long convoy of Jijis.  He stopped firing down at the Jijis to see what the car was going to do.  He watched it stop before the interstate on-ramp where someone with a pair of binoculars got out.  The Jiji jumped back in and the car shot forward.

Bassett started running towards it firing his Colt M4.  He didn’t want them any closer than the seventy-five yards they were now.  He emptied his magazine and threw in another one without stopping.

The car stopped in the middle of the road and the front doors opened up with Jijis getting out using their doors as cover.  They returned fire at the exposed Bassett, who swerved to the side of the overpass and dropped to the pavement. 

Burns yelled to Nate.  “We need to get our car out of the line of fire.  Cover me.”

Nate and Hadley moved back down the road staying low as they laid down a barrage of fire.  Burns ran towards the squad car passing Bassett who was still on the ground returning fire.

“Don’t want to lose our ride,” yelled Burns.

Burns ran to the passenger side of the car, jumped in and scrambled over behind the wheel.  Just as he started it up, a couple of rounds took out the back window.  Scooting down in the seat, he threw it in gear and as soon as he mashed the pedal to the floor, the car shot forward.  He stopped when he got to the other side of the overpass.  He got out and noticed Jijis starting to run up the embankment behind where his three companions held the ground.  Burns saw their position was in jeopardy, returned to the car and backed it up.

Nate turned to see the squad car.  He knew something was up.  He tapped Hadley on the shoulder and pointed.  Hadley ran over to the squad car and jumped in.  Nate yelled to Bassett, who turned to see Nate motioning him over.

Bassett jumped up to run and saw the heads of two Jijis making their way up the embankment.  He raised his M4 and fired off a three shot burst.  The Jijis squatted down and then returned fire.  They had cut him off from his ride.

Nate saw the Jijis fire, hustled over to their flank and saw, even more, Jijis climbing up the embankment.  He threw in a fresh magazine and pulled the trigger swinging his weapon side to side, taking them out.  He looked over at Bassett and gave him a nod with a slight grin.

They both ran to the squad car and Burns pulled away.

Bassett looked at Nate.  “Just a little fun, huh?”

“Corporal Bassett, I thought you were enjoying yourself.”

“Truth be told, it was pretty damn gratifying.”

Nate patted him on the back.  “That’s what I like to hear.”

“So, what do you want to do about the Mercedes back there?”

Nate turned around to look through the broken back window.  “We could do what we did back in Detroit.  Drop us off somewhere and ambush the stupid bastards.”

“Let’s first see if any from the interstate come after us,” said Burns.

Bassett looked at the barren fields.  “Not many places to hide.”

The black car came alone.  It stayed about fifty yards behind them and didn’t attempt to gain on them.  It was making Bassett nervous.  He thought about why they had initially flagged them onto this road.  Then it dawned on him.

“That car isn’t attempting to take us out,” said Bassett.

“They’re herding us right to the cops,” said Burns.

“Slam on the brakes,” said Nate.  “Let’s see what happens.”

Bassett and Nate pointed their weapons out the back window as Burns came to a screeching halt.  The black car didn’t react quickly enough and was not able to keep its distance.  They were no more than fifty yards away when Bassett and Nate pulled their triggers.  The rounds hit their mark busting out the front windshield.  They kept firing until they were satisfied the Jijis were dead.

They stopped firing and waited to see what would happen.  The car didn’t move.  Bassett ordered Burns to back up.  They inched closer and still nothing.  Twenty yards closer and they could see the two occupants were dead.

“Get us out of here,” said Bassett.

 




Chapter 41

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters was out for a walk looking at all the abandoned stores.  No matter how often he saw them, it never ceased to amaze him.  The only time he could remember seeing such emptiness was on Christmas day when all the stores were closed. 

He needed the walk to clear his mind and the solitude always helped.  He was still smarting over the loss of his two trucks and weapons.  After they left, a couple of Winters’ men came to report that Nordell was trying to help his neighbors get safely out of town.  They needed the trucks to transport them south to Ft Wayne, Indiana.  Winters shook his head because he would have been more than happy to assist Nordell.  After hearing about why he needed the equipment, Winters decided to give them a day to get their neighbors to safety before taking their stuff back.  Still, Nordell was unstable and dangerous, and he knew he would have to use force to reclaim it.

Winters turned the corner of one of the buildings and saw Reese walking in his direction.  He hadn’t had much contact with her since the last trip to Canada.  The last time they were together was when they escaped out of Detroit. 

She was in the same SUV he and Mr. Peterson had jumped out of to fend off a car that was hot on their tail.  He had turned to the backseat to see her chambering a round and lowering the window to line up a shot.  Winters smiled at the memory.  She had proven herself on many occasions, but she was a wild card nonetheless.  Winters had been apprehensive when she had killed the three cops at the party house.  He remembered the fleeting look of satisfaction on her face as she walked off in a daze.  She had also held her own in the sandpit battle standing firm beside Meeks.  She didn’t show any hesitation, if anything, she seemed to be enjoying herself.  He remembered her big brown eyes looking at him when he and Elliott made a run for a sand dune. 

Winters smiled as she approached.  Her long blond hair was in a ponytail with a few loose strands swirling in the wind.  She wore new blue jeans and brown-laced boots she had acquired in Canada, a blue striped buttoned shirt with the sleeves rolled up over a white tank top completed her look.

“Reese.”

“Hey Cole,” she returned the smile.

Winters had insisted she and Sadie call him by his first name.  He didn’t always like being called Captain and enjoyed hearing his name every once in a while.  

“You okay?” she asked him.  “That man was as crazy as they come.”

“Yeah, he’s a bit off his rocker.”

“That’s being generous.”  She looked at the side of his face.  “It doesn’t look like it’s going to bruise too badly.”

“It’s a little tender,” said Winters as she gave it a gentle rub.

“You know, Cole, it seems like you’re always getting hit.”

Winters chuckled.  “Let’s not forget getting shot at.”

She rolled her eyes and laughed.  “Yeah, there’s always that too.”

They walked to the edge of the lot and sat down in the grass.

“So, you just out for a walk?  Are you bored?” he asked her.

“No, just like walking is all, helps clear my head.”

“Yep, me too.  Anything in particular with you?”

“Just wondering what’s going to happen.”

“Do you have any second thoughts about being here?”

“Not at all,” she said without hesitation.  “I like being here with you guys.  I feel like I’m doing something important.  It helps make up for losing my mom.”  She looked off in the distance staring at nothing.  “Being here means everything to me, Cole.  It makes me feel better for what they did to me.”

Winters could see the hurt in her eyes.  He had worried about her from the get go and wanted to make sure she didn’t allow her rage to take over, like it almost did him.  “I know how you feel, Reese.  Now granted, I didn’t go through what you went through.  But, I experienced a devastating loss when I watched all my friends get murdered.  The worst part of it was there was nothing I could do to stop it.  Not only was it gut wrenching, but I felt so helpless.”  Winters paused for a moment.  The memory of that day at the train station still haunted him.

Reese looked at him and reached out for his hand. 

“You see, Reese, before I took my revenge I ran away, and the guilt of running away was incredibly overwhelming.  So, I really do understand where you’re coming from.”

The two sat in silence for a minute.

“Did you feel satisfaction when you first killed?” she asked.

He looked deep into her eyes.  “At first it felt good, but then I got sick over it.”

She squeezed his hand tighter.  “It felt good to me too but only for a second.”

“I figured it did.  I remember you looked like a zombie.”

“I felt like one.”

“The next time for me,” continued Winters.  “I felt so much rage coming out that it scared me.”

She looked down at the ground.  “When I was in the sandpits, I felt the same thing.  Every time I pulled that trigger, I got madder and madder, but I loved it.  It was only later when I was finally able to go to bed that it scared me.”

Winters thought back to the sandpits and remembered the crazed look in her eyes.  “Like you were Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?”

“Yes, exactly like that,” she said looking up at him like it finally hit her.

Winters could see she had been as conflicted as he had.  “Reese, you mustn’t let it take you over.  I almost did and it scared the hell out of me.”

A tear formed and slid down her cheek.  “I know, I know, but sometimes I just want revenge so much that it hurts.”

Winters put his arm around her.  “I know, believe me, I know.”

A few more tears streamed down her face.  “What do I do?”

“You have to forgive yourself for whatever you think is your fault.  In my case, even though there was nothing I could do to save my friends, I blamed myself.  It’s stupid to think that way, but I think it’s because I felt so guilty I survived and they didn’t.”

She looked up at him.

“I still deal with it.”

“You do?”

Winters nodded.  “At times.”

A slight breeze blew in their faces as neither said anything for a few moments.  Then Reese said, “I didn’t get to say goodbye to my mom.”  She paused and looked across the parking lot.  “I wasn’t home when they came.  I was at a friend’s house.  I told my mom I wouldn’t be long, but I hadn’t seen my friend in quite a while and lost track of time.”

Winters saw more tears run down her cheeks.  She stopped talking, but he knew she wasn’t done and waited for her to continue.

“I knew something bad was going to happen when they took me to a different truck than my friend.  I begged to be with my mom.  They said they’d find her, but they didn’t.  So…I didn’t get to say…”

She stopped again and wiped away her tears.  “That’s my burden.”

They continued to sit there in silence holding each other.

She looked at him.  “How did all this happen?  What are we supposed to do?”

It was a good question and made Winters think in a reflective way.  He liked poetry and thought about her question in those terms.  After a moment, he looked at her and said.  “The world grew dark and I picked up a sword, but I fight for righteousness.”

Reese formed a half smile.

“Reese, you mustn’t let Mr. Hyde overwhelm you, when you fight, you fight for the right reasons.”

She nodded.

They both turned when they saw Bassett come screaming up the road in the squad car.  Winters knew something was wrong if they were coming from the south instead of the interstate.

 




Chapter 42

 

Winters and Reese ran back to the where the Shadow Patriots were sheltered.  He saw that Bassett and Nate were already telling everyone what happened.  By the looks on their faces, he knew it was serious.

“Captain,” said Bassett.

“What’s going on, Corporal?”

Bassett and Nate relayed the story to Winters.  When he learned the convoy was sitting there, his first thoughts were that Mordulfah was indeed trying to bait them.  His second thought was of the citizens of Jackson and their precarious situation.

“We need to get into Jackson and warn them,” said Winters.

“That means we’ll have to deal with Nordell,” said Scar.

“That’s going to be fun,” said Meeks.

“Yeah, well, that’s just the way it is,” said Winters.

Winters thought about whom he wanted to go where.  While they were in Canada, he assigned the men to different teams to make deployment easier.

“I want Scar’s, Meeks’ and Nate’s teams to go to Jackson.  The rest I want to go with Bassett.”  He looked at Bassett.  “Corporal, I need you to lead the rest of the men to these areas.”  He pointed to the Whipple Road and Notten overpasses.  “We checked them out today and both are good places for quick strikes.  I’ll leave it up to you to scout the convoy you just attacked to determine what they’re doing now.”

It took the teams just under twenty minutes to load what they needed and head out.  Elliott drove Winters in the lead car down West Street through Jackson.  Following close behind him were half of his force.  A hundred and fifty men stuffed in cars, SUVs and a transport.

“You think the cops have already scooped some up?” asked Elliott.

“Hard to say.  I can’t imagine many people having left yet,” said Winters as he looked at his watch.  “It’s only three o’clock.  I just hope Nordell hasn’t taken off with any of the transports.”

“How many cops you figure?”

“Well, Bassett counted a hundred vehicles, so if there’s four to a car.”

Elliott turned to Winters.  “You think we got enough guys?”

“We should be good.  Bassett needs just as many with all those Jijis he’s got to keep an eye on.  Those Jijis have enough advantage as it is. Besides, we only need to hold the cops off for a little while.  They won’t want to fight very long.  They’re just a bunch of stupid young kids.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Winters hoped so, too.  He was counting on the fact that none of those cops had any real combat experience.  They were just punks with badges and guns.  They’ll be all excited for a while until they start seeing their friends dying in front of them.  Then they’ll turn tail and get the hell out of there.  It was easy to push old people and women around.  Besides, the teams he’d picked to come with him were his most experienced fighters.  Most of these guys had been through hell and back.

Elliott led the convoy down into Jackson and when they came up on East Washington Avenue, Winters saw his transports parked on the street.

“Well, I’ll be,” said Elliott.

Winters grabbed the radio.  “Guys, our transports are just up ahead.  Scar, I want them surrounded.”

“You got it, Captain.”

As they got closer, they could see a large number of people standing around who looked to be waiting to board the trucks.  Some of the men were armed with what looked like the Colt M4s Nordell had stolen from them.

Winters noticed in the side mirror that half of his convoy had taken a right onto Francis Street.  He knew they would come around the other side so they could overwhelm anyone who stood in their way.

Elliott stopped a hundred feet from the crowd.  The Shadow Patriots got out and started walking toward it.  Winters saw the anxiety grow on the faces of the women as Winters’ men approached them.  They were strangers to them and nervous looks raced through the small crowd.  Some of the men pushed the women and children behind them.

“Where’s Nordell?” yelled Winters.

An old man pointed around the corner.

Scar and Nate hustled up to Winters as he and Elliott pushed through the crowd.  No one made a move to stop them.  They rounded the corner to see men loading more vehicles.  Everyone stopped what they were doing when they saw the Shadow Patriots coming up the street.

Winters spotted Nordell who was packing a sidearm.  Nordell turned towards Winters and immediately pulled out his pistol.  He pointed it at Winters and ordered him to stop.

Winters yelled at him.  “You going to shoot me in front of all these people?”

“You take another step closer and I will.”

Winters didn’t stop.

Nordell fired a round into the pavement in front of Winters.

The gathered crowd pushed backward.

Winters stopped, but Nate didn’t.  He passed by Winters and dropped his weapon on the ground as he kept marching towards the man.

“Go ahead you son-of-a-bitch.  Shoot an unarmed man.”

Nordell hesitated and was thrown off that this man wasn’t afraid.

Nate walked right up to him.  He wound up his right arm and threw a haymaker into Nordell’s face.  Nate followed that up with a left hook to his gut.  Nordell dropped his gun and tried to grab Nate around the head and throw a punch with his now free hand.  Nate saw it coming a mile away.  He had been a scrapper all his life and had been in more than his share of bar fights.  Nate crouched down to loosen Nordell’s grip, stood back up and delivered a right hook.  The punch connected and knocked Nordell to the ground.

“Put a gun to my Captain’s head,” yelled Nate.  “Get up you grisly old man.”

Nordell was in a daze and staggered back up.  Nate had no pity for him and struck him again in the face.  Nordell was down and out.

Scar and Elliott spotted a man running towards them.  It was Nordell’s friend Hollis and he was yelling obscenities as he moved across the street.  Scar and Elliott intercepted him forcing him to the ground.  They then forced him to stand and Elliott put his arms up under the man’s pits and locked his hands behind his neck.  Hollis struggled to break free, but Elliott’s size kept the smaller man in check.

Winters and Scar moved towards Nordell.  Winters picked Nordell’s sidearm up, stuffed it into the small of his back, and looked around.  Everyone crowded off to the side.  They didn’t know what was going on.

Scar put his arm on a heavy breathing Nate.  “Ya could have saved a little something for me.”

Nate let out a laugh.  “Maybe next time.”

“Scar, help me get him up,” ordered Winters.

Winters and Scar each grabbed an arm and dragged Nordell across the street to a low brick wall that bordered the sidewalk.  Everyone moved out of the way as Winters set him down on the wall.  Elliott practically picked Hollis up and shuffled him over to his friend on the same wall.

Winters glared at Nordell.  “First things first.  I don’t appreciate you storming into my camp and taking whatever you want.”

Nordell tried to protest.

Winters pointed his finger at him.  “No. You shut the hell up.  You had your chance and it’s gone.  Despite what you think, we’re here to help.  We’re on the same side.” 

By this time, several hundred of the townsfolk had gathered in the intersection staring at Winters and his men.  He noticed them and looked around to see how scared these people were.  He saw young mothers hold tight to their children, elderly people kept close to their families, teenage boys gathered in small groups off to the side.  He also saw the young girls who were the ideal targets of Mordulfah and the cops. 

Winters saw an older man in his seventies approaching.  He was lean and hunched over slightly.  He wore a blue ball cap with a yellow M on it.  He introduced himself as Mayor Simpson.  Winters explained who he was and what they were doing. 

The mayor was surprised.  “He didn’t tell us he stole these things from you.”

“If he had just explained himself, there wouldn’t have been a problem.  Which is why we’re here now, we want to help.” 

“We’d be very grateful for any assistance,” said Simpson.

“I’ve got to tell ya that you’ve got cops south of here, just sitting there, waiting for you to come to them.”

“What?” asked a surprised Simpson.

“We overheard the cops saying they’re setting up on 127 and 124.”

“Oh no,” said the Mayor.  “Those poor folks.”

Winters saw the distraught look wash over the mayor’s face.  “How many have left?”

“I know of about fifty who said they were leaving. Maybe a few more hopefully less.”

It might have been a devastating number for the mayor, but Winters was thankful the number was so small.  He was used to seeing a much larger death toll.  “Can you get some of your people to spread the word not to leave?”

“Yes, I can do that.”

“We’ll help ensure a safe passage for everyone.  But, first, we need to go pay the cops a little visit.”

The mayor seemed a little surprised and then excited.  “You’re going after them?”

“Only way to get rid of them.”

After they got their weapons back the Shadow Patriots moved out and promised they would come back to help with the move to a safer location.  Winters rejected the offers from some of the locals to come and help fight.  He didn’t think it was a good idea to mix new people in with his experienced fighters, at least not now.

At the edge of town, on Route 127, Winters thought about what he was going to do to flush out the cops.  He thought they would be hiding and then come storming out.  He didn’t think they would come out shooting because he figured they were also on the hunt for pretty girls. Then an idea struck him.  He had two pretty girls with him.

 




Chapter 43

 

Bassett left Jackson and headed to Notten Road, which crossed over Interstate 94 but had no access ramps on either side. Before leaving, they had decided to go to Notten Road first because it was closer to where they had intercepted the Jijis earlier in the day.  They hoped their quick attack had forced the Jijis to change whatever their original plans were.  Putting eyes on the Jijis was one of the first things they wanted to do after they set up a perimeter around Notten Road.

It was late afternoon when they arrived.  The skies were cloudy and overcast and it looked like it was going to rain again.  Bassett didn’t want any surprises from the Jijis so he situated men north of their primary position on Harvey Road.  He also placed some men on the southern flank.  Bassett instructed them to report on their status by radio every ten minutes.  He left Bill Taylor in charge while he and Eddie Perlee went to check on the Jijis. 

It took a little over an hour before Bassett was able to find a good place to observe the Jijis.  He wanted to be south of the interstate in case he needed a quick escape back into town.  They weaved around country roads to get to Freer Road, which was the closest to Route 52.  The dirt road had a house here and there.  Some appeared abandoned while others did not.  As they got closer to the interstate, Bassett located a couple of tall barns, which was just what they needed.

Bassett turned into the driveway.  Tall trees overshadowed the entrance, a white farmhouse sat to the left and a red barn further behind on the right.

“Think anyone’s home?” asked Bassett.

“We might want to check,” said Eddie.  “Hate to see someone come out with a shotgun.”

They slid out of the SUV and looked around.  The place was completely quiet with the exception of the annual cicadas mating calls. 

They grabbed their weapons, extra ammo and binoculars, headed to the front door and gave it a hardy knock.  They waited over a minute before deciding no one was home.  They headed over to the barn, found a ladder and climbed up on the roof.

The height of the barn gave them a perfect view of the interstate and they could see the Jijis had moved all the vehicles they had destroyed earlier to the median.  The Jijis were just milling around as if nothing had happened.

“What the hell are they doing?” asked Bassett while looking through his binoculars.

“Sure aren’t in a hurry to leave.”

“No, they’re not.  What should we do?”

Bassett remembered Burns’ Sun Tzu quote.  “By holding out baits, he keeps him on the march, then with a body of picked men he lies in wait for him.”

“Yeah, but who's baiting who?” asked Eddie.

“Only one way to find out,” smiled Bassett as he grabbed his radio. “Badger, come in.”

With the institution of teams, Bassett, in good fun, had come up with some nicknames for his team leaders.  Taylor was Honey Badger or Badger for his short temper and fearlessness in the face of danger.  Bassett gave him the name because he had first witnessed Taylor’s bravado when he and Major Green stormed the Shadow Patriots camp back in Wisconsin.  Despite his capture, Taylor gave Green such a hard time that Bassett had never forgotten it and always laughed whenever he thought about that day.

A moment later, Taylor responded.

“I need you to go on a little fishing trip.”

“Whatcha got in mind, Twinkle.”

Bassett shook his head and rolled his eyes.  Taylor said Bassett wasn’t even a twinkle in his mom’s eyes when he was out flirting with her as a younger man.  It was a silly jibe, but it did make Bassett wonder if his mom actually knew Taylor.

“Got eyes on Jiji and she ain’t moving.  I need you to give her a tease and see what she does?”

“She’s probably playing hard to get.  I’ll see if she can’t resist my charms.”

“You’ll need a wingman.”

“Not my style, but if you insist.”

Bassett put down the radio and looked at Eddie.  “This should be interesting.”

Ten minutes later, Bassett spotted two cars coming from the west.  It was two of theirs and they were coming hard and fast.

“Here they come.”

Bassett moved his binoculars to the Jiji command center and watched their response.  The Jijis became alerted, grabbed their weapons and scattered to take cover.  The Jijis had now positioned men on top of the overpass and they raised their weapons waiting for the cars to approach.

At five hundred yards away, the two cars slammed on their brakes and sat in the middle of the road.  Taylor got out of his car and raised binoculars to take a good look.  Then a shot rang out.

 




Chapter 44

 

Winters thought about the Jijis just sitting on the interstate.  It seemed odd to Winters that the Jijis were out in the open.  They had to be getting ready to attack Jackson.  He felt good about the ambush sites they had scouted earlier.  They would have the advantage of height and at least, for a while, be able to hamper their movements.  It would give them time to fall back and set up another offensive position. 

With that front taken care of, he now had to deal with the cops south of here.  He had Elliott stop on 127 and reluctantly walked over to Amber and Reese.  He wanted to use them as bait for the cops.  He figured the cops were on the hunt for more pretty girls for their party houses.  It was getting dark and he didn’t think they would recognize Reese who had been a prisoner at the out of business house in Saline.

“Hey, could I talk to you and Reese?”

The two girls walked over to the side with Winters.

“What’s up, Cole?” asked Amber.

He looked at them.  “I’ve got a big favor to ask and, please, if you’re not comfortable with it, don’t feel any pressure to say yes.”

He explained his plan to use them as bait and both willingly agreed.  Reese, especially, liked the idea.  She wanted nothing more than to extract revenge with the cops.  After getting the girls’ consent, Winters gathered everyone around and explained his plan to them.

The plan was a simple one.  Amber and Reese will drive one of the SUVs ahead of everyone else.  They chose one with dark tinted windows so two men could hide in the back with radios.  Nate and Meeks volunteered for that assignment.  The rest wouldn’t be far behind.  Once the cops pulled them over, Meeks would radio in the situation. 

Winters wanted to box them in so he split his force sending Scar’s team east to the town of Brooklyn and down State Road 50.  He sent Burns’ team west on Liberty Road to be able to head south on South Jackson Road. 

He gave Scar and Burns a ten-minute head start.  Winters walked over to the SUV where Amber was waiting to go.

He gave her a reassuring smile.  “We’re going to be right behind you.”

“I know,” she replied.  “We’ll be alright.”

“You got your guns ready?”

Reese leaned forward from the passenger seat.  “Don’t worry about us, Cole, ain’t nothing gonna happen to us with Nate and Meeks back there.”

“Yeah, Captain, don’t worry,” said Meeks.

Winters had every confidence in Nate and Meeks.  He just couldn’t help but worry about Amber and Reese.  It was the father in him.  It was just something that never left you.

Ten minutes later, both Burns and Scar radioed they were in position. 

Winters gave Amber a nervous look.  She leaned forward, gave him a kiss on the cheek and reassured him they’d be all right.  She hopped into the driver’s seat and took off.

Winters shook his head and smiled as she pulled away.  He looked at Elliott “We’ll give them a couple of minutes.”

The two minutes seemed to last an eternity as Winters sat in the passenger seat with his arm out the window, tapping his fingers on the side of the truck.  As soon as the watch ticked past two minutes, Elliott pulled out.  Winters grabbed the handset and did a radio check.  Meeks whispered back that everything was good. 

A few minutes later, Meeks radioed again.  “They’re stopping us now.”

Winters looked at Elliott who floored the pedal.

 




Chapter 45

Washington D.C.

 

Cara woke up after taking a two-hour nap.  She didn’t realize how tired she was, but then remembered she had been partying hard Saturday night with her boyfriend, Jay, and their roommates.  Knowing it was going to be her last night with Jay, she had secretly celebrated.

She lay there thinking about what she was doing and how exciting it was.  She was going to become a spy like some movie superhero.  She thought about pulling out a gun and holding the bad guy at bay and then slapping cuffs on him, only he’d try to escape so she’d have to shoot him down.  The President would pin a medal of bravery on her and she’d become a celebrity.  It all appealed to her and she couldn’t wait to get moving on her mission.

Cara looked at the clock and saw she still had a couple of hours before she was to meet with Lieutenant Wagner again.  He was taking her out to dinner tonight and bringing some girl along who was supposed to help her.  She slid out of the king sized bed, walked over to the stereo and found an alternative radio station.  She turned up the music and danced her way over to the bathroom.  She looked in the mirror at her new haircut she’d gotten a few hours ago.  She ran her hands through her now shoulder length hair and was amazed at how silky it felt.  She hopped into the shower and danced under the multiple showerheads.

After getting ready, Cara headed to the lobby to an awaiting limo in which the driver took her to the restaurant.  She walked in and immediately felt comfortable at the laid back atmosphere of the restaurant.  Big screens hung on the walls throughout the place, most playing foreign soccer games.  Cara knew she’d be able to get a thick juicy cheeseburger at a place like this.

“Cara, there you are,” said Wagner.  “Hey, I like the hair, you look beautiful.”

“I’m liking it a lot,” said Cara running her hand through her hair.  “It feels so silky.”

“C’mon, our table is over here, CC is already here.”

Wagner escorted her to a high round table in the corner.  Sitting in the corner was a lanky girl about five-eight and maybe a hundred and fifteen pounds.  Her fit and wiry physique suggested a confidence that endorsed her striking appearance.  Her blond hair was cut short on top and the razor cut sides were her natural brown.  She slicked it all over to one side.  Black rimmed glasses sat just under her thick dark eyebrows.  Multiple earrings decorated her ears.  She wore dark jeans and a sheer black shirt that covered a black bra.

“Cara, this is CC.”

She stood up and stuck out her hand.  “Hi, Cara, I’ve heard great things about you,”

Cara didn’t respond.  She felt shy around CC whom she was in awe of.

“I’m so jealous of your tan.  How long were in you Florida?” asked CC

“The whole winter.”

“I bet you had fun.”

Cara broke out in a smile.  “I had so much fun there, partied a lot, and met some really cool friends.”

“I’ll bet.”

A waitress came to get their drink order, and then they looked over the menu.  When the waitress returned with their drinks, they put in their food orders and Wagner got down to business.  He told Cara that CC was going to be her contact and friend here in the district.  He then filled her in on Major Green.  He informed her that her dad had once taken him hostage and Reed now suspected Green to be helping him.  He instructed her on the approach she should take with him.  She was to tell him she didn’t believe what the media was saying about her father, that he would never do anything to hurt her mother.  The plan was to trick Green into confiding to her and give himself up in the process.  If Green asked, she was to say she was staying with CC, whom she had met in Florida, and they had come to town because CC is from the area.

 




Chapter 46

Woodstock Township Michigan

 

When Amber reached the intersection of Route 127 and Route 12, cop cars came from all directions blocking the SUV from any escape.  The speed at which they came surprised her.  Within seconds, the cops surrounded them, pointing their guns and ordering them to get out of the car.

Amber rolled the window down a few inches.  “What do you want?” she yelled out.

“Is there anyone else in the car?” asked one of the cops.

“No, it’s just me and my sister.”

Two cops shined lights through the tinted windows.  A dark blanket completely covered Nate and Meeks from view.

“We’re clear,” said one of the cops with a flashlight.

“You need to step out of the vehicle.”

Amber and Reese looked at each other and opened their doors.  As soon as the doors opened, cops began yanking them out.

“Look what we got here, boys,” said a skinny cop with a mustache pulling Reese to the front of the vehicle.

Reese looked at the skinny cop and remembered him.  He had been one of the more abusive ones.  Especially when he was too drunk to perform, so he had a fondness for slapping girls around.  She called him Jaeger because he smelled of Jaeger bombs. 

“Hell, we won the friggin lottery, look at the racks on them,” laughed one who was sporting a scruffy beard.

“Damn, hottest ones we’ve gotten so far,” said Jaeger.

Neither Amber nor Reese put up a fight.  Winters had instructed them not to but to be submissive instead.  This would lull the cops into letting their guard down.  He knew none of them were trained police officers and were only using the position for power and a paycheck.

“What do you boys have in mind?” asked Amber.  “My sister and I wouldn’t mind partying.”

The cops started laughing and slapping each other on the backs.  The bearded cop went up to her and saw that she had a sidearm.  He took it away from her and did the same from Reese.

“Hey, you can’t blame a girl now can you,” said Amber sheepishly.  “I heard there’s bad men around here.”

This lightened the mood and took the cops even further off guard.

The bearded cop saw more cars coming down the road and ordered Jaeger to get the girls across the street. 

He forced Amber and Reese into a squad car and drove them across the street to an empty building behind an abandoned gas station.  The place looked like it used to be a restaurant and had trash strewn about the place.  An odd odor hit their senses when they entered.  Amber recognized the smell of blood and urine mixed, and remembered the same odor back in South Bend when the men came back with the wounded girls from the sandpit.  She had never experienced such an odor before, but she would never forget it.  The smell seemed to be coming from the back of the building.  She figured there were dead bodies in the back.  She turned to Reese and saw an intense look in her eyes as Jaeger started rubbing up against her.

“Is there anyone else here?” asked Reese.

“Oh, you want to party, huh?”

“You bet I do.” 

“That’s what I like to hear.”

“Do you remember me, Sweetie?” asked Reese as she stealthy slid her right hand down into her boot and grabbed a hold of the knife that Nate had insisted she carry. 

The cop stopped what he was doing.  “What?”

“Yeah, don’t you remember me?  I used to call you Jaeger cause, well you know why.”

He pulled back.  “You bitch.” 

He started to wind up to slap her, but Reese had him beat.  She jammed the knife right into his stomach.  Jaeger’s mouth fell open and a rush of air came out.  He couldn’t speak and just stared at her as he grabbed his stomach.

A half smile formed as Reese clenched her teeth.  Her legs were like rubber as the adrenaline began to pump through her veins.

“How’s that feel, Sweetie?” she asked as she slowly pulled the knife out.  

Blood ran down the blade dripping onto her hand.  She grabbed the hair on the back of his head and pulled down.  His eyes told her that now he recognized her.  

“I see you do remember.  I remember every smack you gave me.”  

She tightened the grip on the knife before plunging it in one more time and pushing him backward.  He fell over moaning in pain before taking his last breath.

Amber stood to the side wide-eyed.  She looked down at Jaeger then back up at Reese.  The  satisfaction on Reese’s face was obvious.  It made Amber wonder just what kind of hell she and the other girls had gone through at that party house.  She didn’t judge her though.  She would never judge her.

Nate and Meeks lifted the blanket that was covering them and watched through the tinted glass while the cops put Amber and Reese into a squad car.  Nate began to move when Meeks grabbed him and told him to wait.  Nate slapped Meeks’ hand off and jumped over the bench seat just as a cop got into the vehicle.  Nate ducked behind the bucket seat.  Luckily, the darkness had kept him hidden.  The cop put the car in gear and drove down the street to the back of the same empty building where Jaeger had taken the girls. 

Nate pulled an eight-inch blade from his boot and waited for the cop to stop.  As soon as the cop put the transmission into park, Nate sprang between the bucket seats with the knife in his right hand.  He whipped it around the throat of the unsuspecting cop.

“Don’t make a friggin move,” he whispered.

“I won’t,” answered the nervous cop.

“Where did you take the girls?”

“They’re right inside there with the others.”

“Others? How many others?”

“Like fifteen or so.”

“How many are guarding them?”

“Just one.”

Nate lightly jabbed the skin of the cop’s throat. Blood trickled down his neck.  “Just one huh?  You’re a liar.”

“Please don’t hurt me.”

“Then tell me the truth.  How many?”

“Okay, okay.  There’s two guards.”

“That’s more like it.”

“We knew you’d come.”

“You what?” asked a surprised Nate.

“You’re the Shadow Patriots aren’t cha?”

“What of it?”

The cop let out a chuckle which distracted Nate momentarily.  He recovered when he heard the sound of a slight jingle of coins come from the cop’s pocket.  He shifted his head and saw the whiteness of his left hand moving across to a holstered weapon.  Nate reacted instantly.  A quick thrust of his knife was all it took.  The cop reached for his bloody throat as he let out a couple of gurgles before he drew his last breath.

“Damn it, Nate, did you have to kill him?” asked Meeks who had climbed over the seat.

“The son-of-a-bitch was reaching for his gun.”

“Hell, he was just getting to the good part.”

“I know, I know.”

“If they know we’re coming then we’ve walked right into a trap,” said Meeks as he pulled out his radio.  Before he could say a word, he heard gunfire coming from several directions.

 




Chapter 47

 

As Winters got closer to the intersection, he picked up his binoculars.  He grew anxious when he didn’t see Amber’s SUV and the only people visible were cops scurrying to take cover.  The cops moved two vehicles to block off the intersection.  He dropped the glasses and ordered Elliott to stop.  He grabbed the radio and instructed Scar and Burns to move in.  He put the radio on the dash and as Elliott slowed down, Winters noticed some movement in the trees to his right.  A shiver shot down his spine as he realized his perilous position.  Foliage bordered both sides of the road.  The cops had the road up ahead blocked off and he had a string of vehicles behind him.  The cops had them in a shooting gallery.

He grabbed the radio.  “Everyone back up.  Back the hell up. We’ve been set up.”

Winters turned to Elliott.  “Get us the hell out of here.”

Winters heard the impact of the first bullet coming through the windshield before he heard the report.  He looked over and saw muzzle flashes coming from the tree line to the left and right.  He grabbed his M4 Carbine and pushed the window button down.  He pulled his weapon up and started firing wildly into the tree line to his right.  He emptied the magazine in just a few seconds and slammed in another one.  More bullets ripped into the front of their vehicle.  Steam began to pour out from under the hood.

Elliott looked in the side mirror and saw the vehicles behind him starting to back up.  He threw the shift lever into reverse and slammed the pedal to the floor.  The tires spun and white smoke passed them by as the truck shot backward. 

“I’m going to whip it around,” yelled Elliott.  “Get ready.”

Winters locked in another full mag.

Elliott spun the wheel around.

Winters saw muzzle flashes to the left.  More bullets pelted their truck. He had just a couple of seconds to fire to the left as they turned.  He straightened his leg to brace himself as Elliott made the radical 180-degree turn.  Winters pointed his weapon and emptied the mag into the flashes.  Their tail end was now protecting them as Elliott stomped on the gas.  They didn’t have much room to maneuver as both lanes were clogged with everyone trying to get out of the way of the ambush. 

Winters looked into the side mirror and saw cop cars coming up from behind.  He grabbed more ammo, moved to the back of the SUV and smashed the window.  He opened fire on the approaching cars.

The SUV jerked ahead and then sputtered.

“We’re done here,” yelled Elliott.  “Engine just died.”

“Grab the radio and let them know,” said Winters.  “I’ll cover our six.”

“Scar, Burns, we’re taking heavy fire, I repeat we’re taking heavy fire.  They’re on both flanks.  Our truck is dead, and we’re on foot, over.”

“I’m about thirty seconds out, over,” responded Scar.

“I’m approaching now,” said Burns.  “I see the bad guys on your flank.  We’ll take them on.”

“How’s it looking, Captain?” asked Hadley on the radio.

Elliott responded.  “We need a pick up, over.”

“I’m coming back now, sir,” said Hadley.

Elliott looked up and saw Hadley coming hard and fast with his SUV in reverse.  “Captain, let’s go.”

Winters crawled back up front.  He and Elliott grabbed everything and they jumped out and ran to the approaching Hadley.  They scrambled into the back and Hadley peeled out. 

Winters breathed a sigh of relief.  All the vehicles had escaped and had moved into defensive positions up ahead.  He hadn’t had time to think but was now able to assess their situation.  His first concern was Amber and Reese.  He hadn’t heard from Nate and Meeks and wondered if the Jijis had taken them, prisoner.  He picked up the radio and tried them.

“Meeks come in.”

“We’re here, Captain,” he responded right back.

“You guys all right?”

“Yep, we’re getting close to the girls, and we’ll have additional passengers.”

“How many?”

“Ten to fifteen.”

“Where are you guys at?”

“We’re across the street behind the gas station.”

Winters thought for a moment.  The four of them were behind enemy lines and they would have others in tow.  He assumed they knew they were on their own.

“Go south and get them out of the way,” said Winters.

“Will do.”

Winters put the radio down relieved that they were okay.  He took a moment to think about how the cops knew they were coming.  It was a perfect ambush.  Had he not seen the movement in the trees they would have put the whole convoy in peril.  They must have had someone in town reporting on their movements.  Nothing else made sense.  He then remembered what Amber had said about the cop’s unusual behavior of attacking the churches.  Could this whole thing been set up from the get go?  His mind raced back to Burns and his Sun Tzu quote.  “By holding out baits, he keeps him on the march, then with a body of picked men he lies in wait for him.”  The thing that bugged Winters the most was why Mordulfah had his men just sitting up on the interstate.  They hadn’t moved even after his men attacked.  Why had they not moved?  Then it hit him.  Mordulfah like to play chess and he was playing a game right now.  Mordulfah played a perfect diversion tactic move on him.  He was sacrificing his men by dividing his army, knowing that we would have to do the same.  He had an overwhelming force and now Winters knew that Mordulfah’s men were there waiting to strike.  The hairs on his arms stood straight up as if charged by electricity when he realized both Scar and Burns were heading into an ambush as well.

 




Chapter 48

Washington D.C.

 

After clearing the rest of his workload, Green packed his briefcase and headed out the door.  He had just reached the parking garage when he saw someone approach him.  The overhead fluorescent lights didn’t provide good lighting, and he couldn’t recognize the man.  He grew tense, wondering if the man was going to shoot him.  He reached into his jacket for his sidearm.  The man walked by without incident.  Green breathed a sigh of relief and thought that maybe he was being a little too paranoid.  He decided to check the box of evidence and opened the trunk.  He pulled up the spare tire and saw the contents were still there.  He looked around to see if anyone was watching him.  Not seeing anyone, he got into his car and drove home. 

He entered the front door carrying the box, hoping to prevent his mother asking aloud what it was.  Fearing the house was bugged he walked into the kitchen with his finger to his mouth.

Sarah Green looked at the box and nodded.  “How was work, John?”

“Oh, the usual, paperwork and meetings, nothing exciting.” 

“Before you eat would you mind helping me out in the shed?”

Leaving through the back door, they walked across the lawn and opened the tool shed.  Sarah’s petite figure allowed both of them to stand inside between the lawn tools and mower.  Major Green set the box down, opened it up and briefed his mother on his meeting with Alison O’Connor.

“You don’t seem too surprised, Mother.”

“No, I’m not.  What I am surprised about is that you have this info.  It’s an unbelievable find, John.”  She paused for a moment.  “That poor woman, no wonder she drinks.”

“She’s definitely carrying a heavy burden.  She seemed relieved to get rid of this box.”

“Question is, what are we going to do with it?”

“I’m not sure.  I’m nervous just having it here.  I don’t even want to tell anyone about it until we’re sure we can trust them.”

“Including Gibbs?” asked Sarah.

“Especially him, my last meeting with him was really short.  He was acting very odd and scared.  I don’t like not having control over Pruitt’s computer.  Up until now, it was the only tool I had with damning info about Reed and Perozzi.”

“John, you can trust him.” 

“Yes, but you never know whether or not someone has something on him.”

Sarah shrugged her shoulders.

“I know I’m acting paranoid, but I think under the circumstances, it’s a good thing.” 

Sarah gave him a reaffirming nod.  “Let’s scan the journal, download the recording and put it all on a flash drive.  We can find a good spot to keep it.”

 




Chapter 49

Woodstock Township Michigan

 

The back door to the empty building was unlocked and gave a slight creak as Meeks pulled on it.  They entered a large room, which looked like it had once housed the kitchen for a restaurant.  An obnoxious odor invaded their nostrils.  Meeks knew it was the smell of death.  He could see light coming from underneath a door to the right and more coming from another in the front of the building.  Meeks pointed to the one on the right.  Nate gripped his Mossberg 590 A1 tactical shotgun tightly.  Meeks carried a Colt M4 as they moved silently toward the lit doorway.  He stopped short when he heard a noise coming from the door at the front.  They had nowhere to go.  The door opened and light spilled into the open room and exposed them.  Meeks raised his weapon and took aim. He was about to fire when he heard a familiar voice call out to him in a hushed tone. 

“Meeks?”

He recognized Reese’s voice and lowered his weapon.  He waved them back through the door as he and Nate crept toward them.  They entered the front of the oversized room and saw the dead cop by the entrance.

“You guys all right?” he asked in a whispered tone.

Reese nodded.

Meeks noticed the blood on her hand and gave Nate a bump.

Nate gave Reese an approving nod. 

“We’ve got two guards here.  You guys stay here while we go fish them out,” ordered Meeks.

Reese, feeling left out, glared at him.

“I need eyes on the front, can’t have any surprises coming at us.”

The two men hustled back into the kitchen and approached the door.  Meeks grabbed the handle and slowly gave it a turn.  He peeked inside and saw a group of girls sitting on the floor.  He opened it a bit further and spotted one guard sitting in a chair with his back toward the door.  Meeks whispered to Nate who signaled him to open it and he’d rush in first.  High on adrenaline, Nate jumped through the door and bum rushed the guard knocking him to the floor.  He swung the stock of his shotgun into the cop’s gut.  Nate struck him again as Meeks swept the room for the other cop among the frightened young girls who sat huddled together on the floor.

“Where’s the other cop?” Meeks asked the girls.

“He had to use the bathroom,” answered an older girl.

Meeks shot Nate a worried glance.

Amber headed toward the rest room on the far end of the building and was startled when the door to the men’s room swung open.  A short cop walked out and was equally surprised to see Amber standing there.  Both hesitated for a second before the cop lunged at her.  She tried to cry out, but he had grabbed her around the throat with both his hands while pushing her up against the wall. 

The cop was strong, but Amber’s five-foot ten-inch athletic frame towered over the shorter man and her days of playing college softball came in handy.  She swung her right arm under and up around the cop’s arms forcing his hands off her throat and seized his upper torso tightly, pinning his arms.  She tried to throw a punch with her left hand, but the cop twisted around tripping them both.   She landed hard on the tiled floor with him coming down on top of her.  The fall broke her hold on his arms.  The cop swung a punch, which landed across her face.  The blow stung and stars raced before her eyes.  She twisted around onto her stomach and used the last of her strength to lift up and push them both into the wall.  This time she fell on him.  Her left hand felt something familiar.  It was his holstered pistol.  She yanked it unsnapping the strap and freeing the weapon.  She leaned away from him, pulled back on the slide to chamber a round and pulled the trigger. 

The loud report of the pistol alerted Reese who jumped out of her chair while firmly gripping the Taurus 9mm she had confiscated from Jaeger.  She sprinted across the room and met Meeks and Nate as they came bounding out of the back room.  The three of them arrived to find a heavily breathing Amber sitting on the floor staring at her first kill.

“Whoa, Amber, you all right?” asked Meeks who reached down to her.

She started shaking.

Meeks put his arm around her and helped her stand up.  “Hey, you did good, honey.  It was either you or him.”

She nodded trying to catch her breath.

Reese put her arms around her.

“It’s my first time,” she said.

“The first is always the hardest, especially close up,” said Meeks.

“It’s so weird though, I’ve seen so many get killed, but it feels so different when you’re the one pulling the trigger.”

“Think of it as payback, Amber,” said Nate.  “These sons-of-bitches owe you a lot.”

She nodded her head.

Nate looked at her face.  “I see you’re going to have a badge of honor.  Don’t look too bad, it might even look sexy.”  He gave her a wink.

She let out a little laugh.

More gunfire coming from the west side of the road interrupted them and they turned their attention back to the situation at hand.

“We need to get these girls out of here and into the woods behind us,” said Meeks.  “We’re behind enemy lines so we’re on our own.”

 




Chapter 50

 

It dawned on Winters that the chess move Mordulfah had made was why he had left half his men up on the interstate.  It was a way to divide Winters’ men and use his superior forces to slaughter the Shadow Patriots.  He had walked right into the trap and now there was no time to lose.  He heard gunfire from his right and knew that Burns was already engaging the shooters that had almost taken him out.  He heard nothing from the left.  Scar hadn’t gotten there yet.

He reached for the radio.  “Scar, Burns, come in, over.”

“Little busy here, over,” said Burns.

“Just reaching the intersection,” said Scar.

“This whole thing is a trap, Jijis are in the area, get the hell out of there.”

“Too late for me,” said Burns.  “They’re coming in on my six now.”

“Damn it,” said Scar.  “I’ve got those cops on 124 behind me now.  I’ve got a tree line on both sides.  I’ve got nowhere to go.”

Winters put the radio down and thought about his options.  He had his force divided into four parts, half of which had no idea what was happening.  Basset’s men were forty miles away, too far for radio contact.  He needed them here, now.  The only thing he had in his favor was that the sun was setting and it would be completely dark in about thirty minutes

He turned to Elliott.  “Get Hadley over here,” he ordered in a stern voice.

Hadley came running up to him. 

“I need you to haul ass and get in radio range of Bassett.  You tell him to get down here.”

Hadley nodded.

“Then I want you to go find that nutcase Nordell.  Tell him he needs to get as many men ready as he can.  Something tells me those Jijis are coming into town.”

Hadley jumped into his SUV and peeled out.

Winters got on the radio and told Scar to hold on. 

He turned to Elliott.  “Let’s get over and help Burns.”

“What about Scar?”

“Just do as I say,” snapped Winters. 

Elliott raised an eyebrow.

Winters shook his head and waved both hands.  “Look we can’t help them both and hold this line at the same time.”

Elliott nodded and ordered up a squad.

Winters picked up the radio.  “Burns, we’re coming in.  Where you at?”

“We’re in the driveway between two buildings.  They’ve got shooters up in the house and I’m taking fire from the road now.”

“We’re coming in from the north.  Get ready to move.”

Winters led a five-vehicle convoy down into a ditch and up an embankment to enter the field north of Burns’ position.  As they got closer, they began to draw fire from the tree line.  They exited the vehicles and Winters ordered up the M249, affectionately known as the SAW, a belt fed machine gun that fired 725 rounds a minute.  Each belt had two hundred rounds ready to go.  It was an effective badass weapon.

Elliott set the gun down and snapped in a belt of ammunition. 

Winters radioed Burns to get ready.

Elliott pulled the slide back and fired off several bursts.

Burns radioed in.  “More to the west.”

“To the right,” he told Elliott.

Elliott pulled the trigger.  Tracers streaked out.  He lined up his shots.

“Right there, Captain,” radioed Burns.  “Rain hell on them, they’re already running.”

Winters yelled to the men telling them where to concentrate their fire.

For the next few minutes, the Shadow Patriots continued firing.  Small trees fell over as lead ripped through them.  Gunfire echoed through the air as smoke wafted over the men.

“Captain, we’re coming through,” yelled Burns.

Winters shouted to cease-fire.

One after another, vehicles burst out of the trees and made their way through the open field.  The men excitedly yelled out their “Hoorahs”.

 




Chapter 51

Lima Township Michigan

 

Bassett and Eddie watched from the top of the barn as Taylor and another car sped down the interstate to try to force the parked Jijis to react.  They had stopped about five hundred yards away and waited.  A shot rang out from on top of the overpass that the Jijis now patrolled.

The shot fell short, hitting the pavement about seventy-five yards in front of Taylor’s car.

“Not much of a player,” chuckled Taylor on the radio.  “She’s going to have to do better if she wants any of me.”

Bassett laughed.  “You bring your Savage, Badger.”

“Come on Twinkle, I don’t come to a party unprepared, just ask your mom.”

Taylor reached in the backseat and pulled out a Savage 110 BA sniper rifle.  It had a range of 1100 yards and Taylor had been practicing with it in Canada for the last week.  His bad eyes weren’t a problem with the high-powered scope he was using.  He placed the rifle between the opened front door and the fender, took aim at the idiot Jiji standing in plain view on the overpass.

The shot rang out.  A second later, the shot found its mark, throwing the Jiji backward.

“Ah,” yelled Taylor throwing back the bolt.

The Jijis scattered, taking cover.  They then returned fire shooting their AK-47’s.

Taylor picked up the radio laughing.  “Those idiots don’t even know I’m out of range.”

“Move in a little closer Badger, don’t be playing hard to get.”

“You challenging my manhood, Twinkle.”

“I’m challenging your age, old man.”

“You damn kids.”

Taylor turned to his wingman, Harris.  “Get over here, I need your shoulder.”

“He’s only messing with you,” said Harris, an old friend of Taylor’s from Minnesota. Harris was nearly bald and always wore a Viking’s ball cap.  Harris was the Ying to Taylor’s Yang.  He was much more mild mannered than Taylor.  He preferred to stay quiet in a crowd but would never back down to a bully or an injustice.

“I know that, but a challenge is a challenge.”

Harris shook his head.

“Come on, just one shot.”

“Fine, but you owe me.”

The two of them moved fifty yards closer to the overpass.  They could hear bullets ricocheting off the pavement up ahead.  Harris stopped and covered his ears as Taylor placed the rifle on his shoulder and looked for another victim.  He scanned the area and found a Jiji standing in the median thinking he was out of sight. 

“Don’t move.  I’ve got one right about now.” 

The shot rang out and the Jiji fell to the ground.

“Damn, I’m good.”

“Can we go now?” asked Harris.

They walked back to their vehicles and Taylor picked up the radio.  “Doesn’t look like I’m exciting enough to be chased.  I guess I’m losing my charm, Twinkle.”

“Not sure if you had any to lose, Badger.”

Taylor let out a laugh.  “Enough to have your mom scream out my name.”

Bassett rolled his eyes.  “Well, whatever the case, something doesn’t seem right with these guys.”

“I think we’re being played, Corporal,” Taylor responded seriously.

It was back to business and Bassett wondered just what the Jiji’s end game was.  He didn’t like sitting there.  He felt like they were babysitting.  They were wasting their time and resources waiting for these guys to make a move.  It was getting dark and he knew from his experiences in the Middle East these guys did not like fighting at night.  It was an odd thing to learn about them.  American service men made the night their friend and preferred to operate in the dark. 

The squawk of the radio broke up his thoughts when he heard Hadley’s Texas drawl on the radio.

“Bassett, come in, over.”

“This is Bassett, over.”

“Captain needs you ASAP.  We were set up.  Jijijs are everywhere.  Scar’s boxed in on Route 12.  Captain wants you to come down on 52 right away and help get him out of there.  He’s surrounded.” 

“Son-of-a-bitch,” thought Bassett, “That’s what they were up to.”

Within minutes, he was headed down US 52.  He ordered a squad to keep an eye on their six while the rest of his men raced to help Scar.  It was close to forty miles and it would be completely dark soon.  He knew from driving on US 52 earlier there was nothing but empty fields in the area.  That would be his approach to get into a field and surprise the bastards.  It would be nighttime and darkness was his best friend.

 




Chapter 52

Woodstock Township Michigan

 

Winters was relieved when Burns burst through the trees and raced across the field pulling up to their position.  He walked over to him and shook his hand asking if he had any casualties.

“None on our side,” he said giving Winters a smirk.

“Giving them hell are we?”

“Oh, yeah, besides scaring the hell out of them, the SAW took out several cops.  Something tells me, they’ve never experienced that kind of fire power before.”

“Good, now we just got to get Scar out of there.”

Burns nodded.  After getting an update from Winters, he suggested they keep the enemy as busy as possible on their front and wait for Bassett to get there. 

“If there is one thing I know about Corporal Bassett,” said Burns, “he’ll be wanting to sneak up on these scumbags.”

Winters ordered half the men to stay put to protect their flank.  He then had ten more back up a half-mile onto 127 to guard their escape route.  The rest would join the main group and keep the cops busy at the intersection.

Winters picked up the radio.  “Scar, how you holding up?”

“I’ve got some wounded, a couple of vehicles are done for but so far no bad guys have been brave enough to come knocking on the door.”

“I’ve got Bassett coming in, shouldn’t be too much longer.”

Winters was about to continue when Basset called in.

“Basset here, over.”

Winters was relieved.  “What’s your ETA?”

“A few minutes out.  Scar, where exactly are you?”

“I’m right before the strip mall.  I’ve got shooters on both sides, about a hundred cops behind me.”

“Ten-four, Scar.  Get your guys ready for an EXFIL to the north, pack light.” 

“We’ll be ready.”

“Captain, is Burns there?”

Winters handed him the radio.

“Right here.”

“You up for bringing a knife to a gun-fight?”

Burns cracked a smile.  “You mean tomahawks.”

“Mine’s nice and sharp.”

“I’m game.”

“I’ll be coming down 127, so look for me.”

Winters gave Burns a curious look.

“He wants to go hunting.”

Winters felt better about their situation and was glad Bassett was almost there.  He was more experienced in this type of combat and his youth gave him an edge.  Winters’ next thought was about Meeks’ group.  He hadn’t heard anything from them in quite a while and decided to contact them.

“Meeks, come in.”

No one answered.

“Meeks, come in.”

He waited a few more moments before trying again.

“Nate, come in.”

With no response, Winters worried that they might be in trouble.  He just hoped the cops hadn’t captured them.  If that was the case, he prayed to God the enemy wouldn’t kill them right away.

 




Chapter 53

 

Meeks had heard the radio chatter from Winters, Burns and Scar and he was torn as to what to do.  His best friend was in trouble and he wanted to help him, but he had fourteen girls ranging in ages from eleven to eighteen to extract.  Their relatives, who included mothers, grandparents and a couple of smaller children, were dead and stacked like unwanted garbage in another room.  It was as bad as he’d seen in the sandpit.  These girls were frightened and some were in shock, so he wanted to get out of there as fast as possible.  He wanted to load them into the vehicles sitting in the parking lot.  However, he didn’t know if there were any Jijis to the south lying in wait.  They were behind enemy lines and he had never experienced a situation like this.  He had to make a choice but he didn’t have enough info to make an intelligent call.  He wondered if Winters was here what would he be doing right now?  Then it hit him.  He needed to recon the area.  He turned to see his friends staring at him waiting for an order.

“We only got two choices.  We either sneak out the back into the woods or drive south on 127.  We need to do a recon before we decide.  Nate, you and Amber protect the girls, while Reese and I go check it out.”

“Leave me the radio,” said Nate.

Meeks nodded.

“I’ll give you fifteen minutes, after that, we’re in the woods,” said Nate.

With that, Meeks and Reese hustled out the back door.  They kept low, darting between the vehicles, and raced across the parking lot to a small white house located behind the building.  Meeks heard the barrage Winters was laying down to help Burns’ group escape.  They peeked around the corner and saw about a hundred Jijis across the street in another parking lot, some were standing in the road.  They were all staring at the intersection, curious at the battle they were waiting to reinforce if need be. 

Meeks knew they wouldn’t be able to take any vehicles and tapped Reese on the shoulder to signal they should move across the parking lot to the east and check the woods.

They moved out with Reese in the lead as they sprinted a hundred yards to another large metal building that butted up to a field.  Reaching the safety of the building and breathing hard, Meeks smirked to himself that he wasn’t as fast as he was when he played football for Iowa.  Reese was catching her breath when Meeks realized he might have a plan of escape.  It was hard to tell in the darkness, but he thought there was a trail going across the field into the woods.

“Is that a trail?” he asked her.

“There’s definitely an opening,” said Reese.

“Let’s take a look.”

For the next few minutes, they were able to easily maneuver through the sparsely wooded area.  Satisfied they could drive vehicles through the woods, they were heading back when they heard an explosion.  They stopped and looked at each other in surprise.

“Let’s hurry,” said Meeks.

As they came out of the woods and around the metal building, Reese stopped short and backed up into Meeks.

“Cops,” she told him.

Meeks cautiously looked around the corner and saw men in the parking lot in front of the building where Nate and Amber stood guard of the girls.  He couldn’t tell if they had entered the building. 

“Stay here,” whispered Meeks.

“Where are you going?”

“I’ve got to see if they’re still in there.”

“But…”

“Just stay right here.”

Meeks crouched down and scurried across the parking lot darting through the parked vehicles.  He came around a pickup truck and surprised a cop standing there. 

“Who are you?” asked the cop.

Meeks quickly blurted out. “I’m with Mordulfah.”

“You are?  Wait a minute.”

Meeks moved in closer and pulled out his knife.  He swung it at the cop who pulled back at the last minute.  The blade cut across his arm and the cop yelled out.  Meeks jumped on top of him and sank the blade into the cop’s gut.

The cop’s scream was loud and garnered the attention of the others.  Meeks jumped up and ran back to Reese.  On the way, he heard another cop yell out, “they’re still here.”  Meeks now knew Nate and the others were gone.

A shot rang out just as Meeks turned the corner.  He grabbed Reese’s arm and broke into a sprint back into the woods.

 




Chapter 54

 

Bassett’s quick arrival had interrupted Winters’ thoughts on the whereabouts of Nate and Meeks.  He filled him in on where they had taken enemy fire and where he had men positioned.  He then asked Bassett for his input.

“Because we’re outnumbered, it’s best we sneak in and eliminate only what we need to and slip Scar out.  I left the men with Badger a couple of miles east on 12, but told him to stay out of sight unless we needed him.”

Winters pulled out his map and pointed to where he figured Scar was located.

Bassett nodded.  “We can come in around here.  What we need is a big distraction.  We can use an RPG and fire it into the intersection.  A nice explosion should do the trick.”

Winters had all but forgotten the RPG’s Taylor had gotten from the Canadians.  They hadn’t been on his wish list and he hadn’t really taken note of it.  Bassett had the right idea about the diversion.  An explosion would indeed divert everyone’s attention and scare the hell out of them as well.

Winters left Elliott in charge of their position and grabbed a squad of men to join Bassett and Burns.  They grabbed the night-vision optics, which would give them a huge advantage over their enemy.  The Canadians had given the Shadow Patriots quite a bit of night training.  It took considerable practice to make sense of the green world created by the optics. 

Bassett led them across the field to the far end of the tree line where they stopped and were in a good position to observe their enemy.  There was close to thirty men.  The enemy clumped together in the middle with only a few of them on the eastern end where Bassett wanted to do the extraction. 

Not sure of Scar’s exact position, Bassett radioed him.

“Scar,” whispered Bassett.

“Here.”

“We’re in position.  Need some fire to pinpoint your location.  Keep it high.”

Seconds later, Scar fired a three shot spurt.  The enemy returned fire.

Bassett pressed the mic button.  “I see you. We’ll come in just east of you.  Move when you hear the boom-boom.”

They edged into the tree line and took advantage of the crackle of gunfire to move rapidly through the woods.  They were no more than twenty yards away from the cops.  Bassett handed his rifle to Winters and pulled out his eight-inch knife and his carbon steel tomahawk. 

“Captain, I’ll clear them out.  Have Elliott fire off that RPG when I take out the last one.”

Before Winters knew it, Bassett had left to begin his bloody task. 

Burns turned to Winters.  “Watch a master at work, Captain.”

Winters radioed Elliott to get ready with the RPG.  He then watched in amazement as Bassett moved toward the far left cop.  He moved so fast it seemed that the targets were frozen in time.  He leaped toward the first cop swinging the tomahawk across the side of his face.  He rushed to his next target coming down hard with an axe swing to the back of the neck.  The cop screamed and fell back as his partner next to him tried to fire his rifle.  However, Bassett twisted his body and shoved his knife into his gut.  Without stopping, he vaulted at the last two cops with the same deadly results.  In a matter of seconds, he cleared the way for Scar to move his men out.

Winters got on the radio.  “Elliott, now.”

A few seconds later, an explosion sent an orange fireball straight up into the air and Scar ordered his men into the woods.  They picked up their wounded along with what they could carry and took off.

 




Chapter 55

 

Nate hustled the girls out the back door when he saw the cops coming toward the building.  He took advantage of the exploding RPG when it diverted their attention from the building.  He was glad he had Amber prepare the girls to leave when Meeks and Reese had taken off.  He didn’t know where Meeks was headed and hoped to run into him in the woods.  They had only been gone for ten minutes and figured they couldn’t be too far.

Nate led the girls east behind the strip mall and they slipped into the woods.  It was pitch black out, which protected them but also, caused problems navigating through the tree branches.  He was happy to see his charges were sufficiently motivated as they held hands and quietly crept through the woods.  It didn’t take too long to reach a field where the going got easier.  He could hear gunfire to his left that came from the Jijis who had Scar boxed in.  Another few hundred yards and they’d be out of immediate danger.

They came to a dirt road where Nate felt comfortable giving them a break.  He had them sit down while he would sneak up to US 12 to see where they were.  He walked down the dirt road to US 12 and looked up at the street sign, Briggs Highway.  He shook his head.  “They call a dirt road a highway,” thought Nate.

He grabbed the radio and turned the volume up.  “Nate here, over.”

He waited a moment.  “Nate here, anyone, over.”

Winters responded.  “Nate, you guys alright?”

Nate gave him a brief update and his location.

Winters called out for Taylor to facilitate a pick up.

Taylor responded.  “You’re about a mile from me.  Can you hoof it a little more?”

“Be about thirty minutes, girls are pretty worn out.”

“We’re in an old cement plant.  Big and wide open.”

Nate hustled back to Amber.

“Got good news, Taylor is about a mile up the road.”

Amber let out a big sigh.  “Thank god.  Anything on Meeks and Reese?”

“No.  Nothing.”

“Should we go back?” she asked.

Nate thought about it.  “Let’s get these girls to safety first and see what happens.”

Nate was stalling her.  He knew his first priority was to get these girls out of harm’s way.  After which, he’d see about taking one of the guys to go after Meeks.  He’d come to enjoy having Amber around and she had proven herself, but he preferred to have her safe as well.  He was old school and couldn’t help himself.  Plus, these girls would need a women’s touch, at least till they got them back into Jackson.

 




Chapter 56

 

Meeks’ bravado finally got him into trouble and he didn’t have Scar to bail him out, as was usually the case.  Instead, Scar was about three hundred yards away in his own trouble while Meeks had inadvertently put himself and Reese in danger.  They ran back through the woods with the cops hot on their tail.  He felt like an idiot, but he brushed that aside from trying to figure out his next move.  He didn’t know how many he had chasing him and he wasn’t sure if he should stop and eliminate a few of his pursuers or just try to lose them in the dark.  It was a cloudy night and the moon was just days from being full.  Ambient light penetrated the scattered clouds casting shadows off the trees.  His only advantage was that he knew where he was going.  At least he did until they got past the point he and Reese had previously scouted.  Reese kept up, even passing him.  His pride as a former running back was at risk and he dug deep to push himself forward.

More shots rang out.

Meeks heard a round whiz by him.

They broke through the woods into an open field where he could see the dark outline of a house up ahead.  Not wanting to be seen racing across the field, he turned back toward the safety of the woods.

“It’d be easier to run across the field,” said Reese panting.

“Yeah, but there’s just enough moonlight for them to see us.”

“Then we can see them, too.”

“Good point.  Let’s move over a bit and see who's coming.”

They didn’t have to wait long before Meeks could make out five silhouettes moving into the field.  The cops separated once they were out in the open.  Each cop held a rifle and slowly inched across the field.

“They’re not in much of a hurry,” whispered Reese.

“No, they’re not.”

About halfway to the house at the end of the field the cops stopped. 

Meeks tensed when he saw them stop.  He didn’t have a good feeling about it and the feeling grew worse when he heard vehicles crushing sand beneath their tires.  He turned toward the house and saw flashing lights.  He instantly knew their situation had worsened because the cops were bringing in reinforcements.

“Come on, we need to go south.”

They got up and threaded their way back into the woods and away from the field.  His hope of an easy escape evaporated.  The cops were in the process of surrounding them.

 




Chapter 57

 

As Scar and his men broke through the woods, Winters rushed up and gave him a reassuring pat on the back.  Scar broke into a grin as they bounded back through the field to where the rest of the Shadow Patriots waited.  Winters was relieved to see the two wounded men were not in too bad of shape.  He had misjudged Mordulfah and led his men to a slaughter.  It could have been much worse.  His final concern was for Meeks and Reese.  He trusted Meeks to take care of Reese, but he had to wonder if the cops had already taken them, prisoner.  Gunfire in the distance interrupted his thoughts.  He stopped mid-stride. 

Scar turned to him.  “That came from across the street.”

Winters nodded.  He picked up the radio. 

“Taylor, you hear those shots?”

“I heard ‘em.  It wasn’t us.”

Nate broke in.  “Wasn’t me.  They came from behind us.  Got to be Meeks.”

Winters lowered the radio.  There was no return fire.  He wondered if the cops had just killed Meeks and Reese.  He hoped instead, that Meeks had decided to run and hide.  It wasn’t too much of a stretch to think he might because it was something the Shadow Patriots had been doing since they had banded together.  Run and fight another day.

“We going after them?” asked Scar.

Without hesitation, Winters nodded. 

After they reunited with the rest of the Shadow Patriots, Winters moved everyone back into Jackson.  Taking another look at the map of Jackson, he knew it would be impossible to guard the many roads leading into town, so he left men with radios guarding all the main roads with instructions to report any kind of enemy movement.  He had considered trying to move some of the locals out that night but thought better of it, not knowing exactly where all the Jijis were located.  Plus, he wanted to concentrate on rescuing Meeks and Reese. 

Winters found medical care for the two wounded men at the town’s small hospital.  A couple of doctors and nurses still staffed the hospital.  Thirty minutes later, Taylor came in with Nate and Amber.  Winters watched as the nurses came outside to escort the girls into the building.  The scene was heartbreaking as the girls broke down in tears while the medical staff hurried them inside.  Winters wondered if any of them had some remaining family within the city.

Nate briefed Winters on what had transpired and where he thought Meeks might be.  Nate had wanted to stay behind and get them himself, but Winters insisted he go out with a team.  Bassett and Burns volunteered as well as Scar.

Winters watched as the four-man team piled into an SUV and the squad car they had confiscated.  There was no back window since a Jiji shot it out while chasing Bassett and Burns yesterday.  Bassett wanted to monitor the cop’s communication but found the wind whipping through the car quite annoying. 

Winters had thought about going himself, but he needed to stay and get the town of Jackson prepared to defend itself.  Mordulfah wouldn’t allow them to escape without a fight.  The Saudi prince had the Shadow Patriots in one place and he had them outnumbered.  He had the advantage and knew it.

 




Chapter 58

 

Mike Vatter, the new Detroit station commander, hustled into the abandoned restaurant when he heard their previously captured girls, had escaped.  The men who he had stationed inside were all dead and another dead body out in the parking lot.  Somehow, the Shadow Patriots found a way in and rescued them.  His first thought was the loss of money Mordulfah was going to pay him for the girls.  They had captured several who were the right age for him.  The others were supposed to have been for his men.  When he had taken this assignment, his first promise was to restock the party house. 

Mordulfah had come up with a brilliant plan to capture the Shadow Patriots and empty the large town of Jackson at the same time.  For a while, the plan was working to perfection.  Little by little, small numbers of the town’s citizens were leaving and heading south, just as Mordulfah had predicted.  It was easy pickings eliminating the unarmed old people and mothers.  At first, he thought about not killing some of the better-looking mothers but changed his mind when he saw how many young girls they’d picked up in such a short period of time.  The younger ones were easier to control, so why bother messing around with the older ones.

The plan was unfolding just as he had hoped it would, until a couple of his men had jumped the gun and fired upon the Shadow Patriots before the whole convoy was in the kill zone of their ambush.  He didn’t know who it was, not that it mattered much because most of them were dead.  Despite having his men on Route 124 come in to help, the rebels were still able to escape.  Even with a large number of men, Mordulfah had supplied, most of them were useless.  They didn’t appear to have any combat experience and didn’t like fighting in the dark.  Vatter shook his head trying to figure that one out.  He turned when he heard his name called out and saw an excited cop approach.

“We’ve got them on the run in the field,” said Tannenbaum, a twenty-five-year-old cop who could barely grow a beard on his baby face.  His beard was splotchy and it didn’t match his crew cut. 

“Who’s on the run?” asked Vatter.

“The girls, they’re out in the field.  We’re chasing ‘em now.”

Vatter’s spirits instantly soared.  “Get as many men as you can out there.”

“What about Mordulfah’s men?”

“Don’t bother with them, they’re about as useless as an ashtray on a motorbike.”

Tannenbaum laughed and raced out the back door. 

Vatter turned and walked out the front door.  He watched the flames still dancing inside the patrol car the rebels had shot with an RPG.  He stood there wondering where the rebels had gotten RPG’s and wondered what else they had that he didn’t.  He hadn’t figured them to be better armed than he was.  He had more men at his disposal though and that counted for quite a bit.  Especially since they would have to attack Jackson by moving right into the city.

 




Chapter 59

 

Meeks and Reese had been on the run for the better part of an hour and were no closer to escaping the cops than when they started.  Meeks knew the cops were about to surround them.  Even if he thought they could fight their way out, they didn’t have enough ammo to do so.  With a map of the area, he felt confident they could find a way to sneak through the enemy’s lines.  He didn’t hear any more shooting at the intersection and figured the Shadow Patriots were no longer in the area.  This meant Winters had rescued Scar as well.  With the cops spending a lot of time trying to find him and Reese, he figured they probably thought the girls were with them.  They were certainly motivated and had deployed many men in this small area for just two people.

They snaked their way south to Briggs Highway, which was nothing more than a dirt road.  He had hoped to use the road as an escape route but saw the cops had patrols all over it.

Backing away from the road, they came to a house, which appeared to be empty.  He wanted to see if they could get some water and possibly some food.  They had burned a lot of energy running and they needed something to eat.

“Let’s check this house out,” whispered Meeks.

Reese nodded.

They cautiously approached the house and looked in the windows.  Meeks felt sure Reese could hear his heart beating a mile a minute.  He didn’t necessarily like entering a dark house at night without knowing for sure if it was empty.  You never knew if the homeowner was standing guard with a double barrel shotgun.  The yard was overgrown but that was common to most of the homes these days.  He decided to go to the front door and knock.

He climbed onto the porch and knocked on the door.  He gave Reese a shrug.  They waited a minute before he knocked again.  Waiting another minute, he tried the knob and found it locked.  They hurried around to the back and found the back door locked as well.  He took out his Sig and used the butt of the pistol to break a window pane and then unlock the door. 

They entered the house and called out to see if anyone would answer.  Satisfied they were alone, Reese turned on the kitchen faucet and, thankfully, the water began to flow.  They took turns drinking water with their cupped hands and splashing their faces with the cool liquid.  Meeks took out a small penlight, which he had outfitted with a red lens.  He used the soft red light to look through the pantry and cupboards.  Nothing.

“Let’s check the basement, might have some food storage down there,” suggested Reese.

The basement had junk scattered everywhere and it was difficult to maneuver.  Whoever had lived there was a pack rat and seemed to keep everything they had ever owned.  A path led them to the back where they stumbled upon a metal pantry that contained cans of food, including some baked beans.

“Now, this is what I’m talking about,” said an elated Meeks.

Meeks pulled out the small P38 army issued can opener he kept on a key chain.  He eagerly opened the can while Reese held the red light.  Not concerned with formality, they both dug in with their fingers and ate the baked beans.  Reese laughed at Meeks who had beans running off his cheeks.

They were enjoying their feast when they heard someone pounding on the front door.  They both froze.  The door was busted open.  Meeks grabbed the red light from Reese and swung it around the cluttered room.  He found what he was looking for just as the cops broke in yelling out for anyone.  He put the beans back in the pantry and shut the door.  He then grabbed Reese and guided her to a queen size mattress leaning against the back wall.  He looked behind it and found just enough room for them to hide.  She got down on her hands and knees and crawled in.  He followed her, grabbing a plastic tree that was in a gold pot, and hid the small entrance to their cave.  It was a tight squeeze for one person, let alone two, and it was dusty. 

Sitting there reminded him of the time he and Scar had hidden in an upstairs attic back in Victor, Iowa, across the street from the first Patriot Center they had eliminated.  He and Scar had to hide when a soldier came up the attic ladder to look around.  Meeks’ leg had cramped up then and it was beginning to do the same here.  He had nowhere to stretch it this time as he and Reese were practically on top of each other.

He remembered the dust had made the soldier sneeze uncontrollably.  He looked at Reese.  “Breath through your mouth,” he whispered to her.

Two sets of heavy steps trampled through the house and finally one came down the stairs.  A cop swung his flashlight around and yelled out.  “Come on out.  We know you’re down here.”

 




Chapter 60

Alexandria Virginia

 

Despite the long day, Green had trouble falling asleep.  His mind was racing unchecked with thoughts of the contents of the box he had gotten from Mrs. O’Connor and stashed in the shed out back.  He couldn’t believe his good fortune in getting his hands on that information.  It was chilling to listen to the tapes of Reed discussing what kind of bombs to use and where to put them.  The conversations were all business and had no semblance of regret or remorse as to who was going to die.  Thousands of Americans were in their crosshairs and not a single mention of the heartache they would cause.  It was pure darkness and had sent chills down his spine listening to it.  Green wondered how he was going to be able to be in the same room with Reed and hold his tongue.  For now, he still had to go to work and occasionally meet with his boss.  Thankfully, the man rarely saw him anymore.  Green thought for sure Reed suspected him of killing Pruitt, although he didn’t seem to have any evidence, and had only asked vague questions.

Green wondered how it would all end.  Could he bring Lawrence Reed and Gerald Perozzi to justice?  How would it happen?  Besides owning the presidency, they owned the media, so how would he be able to get the evidence out to the world.  The Heartland of the country was in tatters and they still had to contend with the invading Chinese in California.  Would they be able to bring these men to justice and wage war at the same time?  Then there was the issue of the Shadow Patriots.  They were fighting an invading Jihadist army led by a Saudi Prince and all the while the media portrayed them as murdering rapists that were pillaging the countryside.  If the Shadow Patriots didn’t succeed, then the Jihadists were another army with whom the U.S. would have to contend.  It boggled Green’s mind thinking about everything he needed to do.

He then thought about his meeting with John Gibbs.  The former FBI agent had been extremely nervous, which seemed quite odd.  He said he had found something even bigger than the framing of the President and Vice President.  Green figured it had to be the bombings.  He wondered what the former Virginia Senator, Abby Seeley, and the State Department official, John Osborne, would say when they heard the recording of O’Connor and Reed.

He had only met with those two one other time and while he thought they were patriots, he didn’t know how committed they were.  He wondered if he should keep the recordings to himself for now.  It wasn’t as if they could do anything about it right away, so why show your hand so early.  The more he thought about it the more he liked the idea.  Green snickered to himself.  He really was getting more paranoid, which he thought, was a good thing.

 




Chapter 61

Addison Michigan

 

Meeks and Reese were hiding behind a mattress that leaned up against the wall as a cop came down the stairs to the basement.

“Don’t make me come and get you,” said the cop as he tripped over a box of dishes.  The cop fell forward and dropped his flashlight.  “Son-of-a-bitch, my flashlight is busted.”

Meeks heard the cop get up.  He reached into his jacket and pulled out his Sig Sauer 9mm.  Switching the safety off, he pointed it at the hidden entrance.

“You sure they’re here,” called out the first cop.

The second cop started down the stairs.  “There’s water splashed on the counter.”

Meeks cursed to himself.

“They’ve probably already gone.  We’re wasting time here,” said the first cop.

“Will you just look around already, Jeez Louise.  Check that mattress,” said the second cop.

“My flashlight is busted.  Give me some light over here.”

The second cop lit up the back wall and the mattress.  The cop trampled his way over and tried to pull the mattress forward but there was too much junk in front of it.

“Okay, I’m here and there ain’t no fourteen girls down here.  So, can we go now?”

The small movement of the mattress sent dust down on the occupants and it was making Meeks want to sneeze.  He rubbed his nose as he watched the cop’s boot step away.

Meeks let out a big sneeze when he heard the cops pull out of the driveway.  He crawled out but it took a couple of tries before he could stand up.  His right leg cramped as he tried to stand.  The wound he’d gotten back in South Bend came back to haunt him as he put pressure on the leg. 

“You all right?” asked Reese as she stood up.

“Just need a second to walk it off,” said Meeks walking around trying not to trip.

“I thought they had us.”

“Good thing they thought we had the girls here.”

“Well, the good news is,” Reese paused, “we can eat in peace now.”

Meeks let out a laugh.  “Yes, we can.  Shall we?”

Reese dug out the can of beans and suggested they go upstairs to find some spoons.

She guided Meeks out of the cluttered basement and led the way up the stairs.  They reached the kitchen where she insisted he sit down.  She found some spoons and bowls and served up their meal. 

Meeks got a kick out of Reese.  She’d been through hell, but here she was, holding her own.  He had no doubt she would have his back if push came to shove.  He knew her motivation was a bit different from his.  He only wanted to fight for his country.  He didn’t doubt she wanted to do the same thing, but she also wanted revenge.  She wanted to kill as many of the bastards as she could.  It didn’t bother him.  He’d seen her in action and she had never flinched when things got hot.  He just hoped, for her sake, it would be enough for her.  She carried wounds he would never have to suffer.

“Your leg feel better?”

Meeks rubbed the area where he’d caught the bullet.  “Much better.  It’s still tender so it cramps up easily.”

“Just as long as you can keep up with me,” smiled Reese.

Meeks had rarely seen her smile.  “I see we’re getting a little cocky.”

“I don’t know about that, I mean you are much older than me, so it’s not much of a comparison.”

“Oooh okay, pulling out the age card, huh?”

“I’m just saying,” she said raising her hands.

“You’re in pretty good shape.”

“Thank you,” she said, sashaying her shoulders.  “Didn’t think you noticed.”

Meeks let out a chuckle. “Not like that, you dork.  I mean stamina…your endurance.”

“Oh…that,” she said slyly.  “Well, besides doing cheerleading, I ran track and cross country back in high school.  I still try to keep up with it.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Back in the day, I could do a twelve second, hundred yard dash.”

Meeks tilted his head back.  “That’s impressive.”

“Not so much anymore, but I can still do an eighteen minute 5k.”

Meeks now felt better about the times she had surged ahead of him.  Like himself, she was an athlete—only he was about thirty years her senior.

She got up, grabbed the empty bowls, rinsed them off and put them back where she found them.  She leaned against the counter after wiping it down.  “How come nobody calls you Stephen?”

“Because my last name sounds much cooler than my first.”

“And, that is important,” she said playfully.

“It is when you’re as cool as me.”

Reese gave him a sideways glance.  “And you are very cool.”

“Thank you. I didn’t think you noticed,” said Meeks tilting his head.

She rolled her eyes.

“Speaking of names, I don’t even know what your last name is.”

“You don’t?”

“No.”

“Oh, well, it’s Witherspoon.”

“Reese Wither…No, it’s not.”

She let out a laugh.

“Good one.  What is it really?”

“Saxby.”

“Reese Saxby.  That’s a cool last name, might just start calling you that.”

“Please don’t,” she said sternly.

Meeks didn’t respond.

“My dad was a drunk and ran off with another woman.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be, he’s not worth it.”

Meeks realized this was a sore spot. He didn’t have to ask about her mom because he knew that the cops had killed her.  “Well, Reese it is then, which is much prettier than Saxby or Witherspoon for that matter.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course, we could go with Reese’s Pieces,” smiled Meeks.

“I do love peanut butter.”

“And jelly,” added Meeks.

“My favorite sandwich in the whole world,” exclaimed Reese.

“Mine too.  I knew there was a reason we got along so well,” said Meeks.

“Riiight,” said Reese, drawing out her agreement.  “To think it was PB and J’s this whole time.”

Meeks reached up for a high-five, which Reese connected. 

“With that settled,” said Meeks.  “We need to get out of here.”

“Which way should we go?”

Meeks pulled out the map and the penlight.  “We’re right about here.  Let’s try to get across this road and keep heading west.”

As soon as he finished, a couple of patrol cars with flashing lights slowly drove by the house.

“Out the back we go,” ordered Meeks.

 




Chapter 62

Woodstock Township Michigan

 

Scar leaned back in the passenger seat of the squad car as Bassett drove.  He thought about his friend, Meeks.  He was anxious to know where he was and how he was doing.  He was optimistic but knew it would be difficult to find him.  Meeks, no doubt, would stay away from any vehicle since he wouldn’t know if it were friend or foe.  It didn’t help any that they were driving in a squad car.  However, theirs did have one distinct difference from the others, a blown out back window.  Scar let out a little laugh thinking that at least they’d be able to hear Meeks screaming at them if they passed by him.  The air whipped through the passenger compartment as if they were driving a convertible.

They had been monitoring all the police radio chatter and noted the cops must have everyone out looking.  Bassett looked at Scar when they heard a cop announce they had a good idea where the fourteen girls were.

“They don’t know we’ve got the girls,” chuckled Bassett.

“No wonder they’re motivated,” said Scar unfolding a map of the area.  He found the approximate location of Meeks and Reese.  “Right about here.”

Bassett leaned over.  “It’s going to be crowded in that area then.”

“Let’s give ‘em another area to go to,” said Scar.

“What did you have in mind?” asked Bassett.

“Fake emergency radio call like we did in Detroit.”

“Hell, let's start another fire then,” said Bassett, referring to the fire in the high school they started to draw all the cops to one location while the Shadow Patriots made their escape from another.

“Worked once before, why not again.”

Bassett picked up the radio.  “Burns, pull over, I think we’ve got a bead on them.”

The two vehicles stopped in the middle of the road.  Scar laid the map on the hood of the squad car and pointed out the area.

“We need to divert their attention somewhere else like we did in Detroit, fire and all,” said Bassett.

Burns nodded.  “But where?” asked Scar.

“I saw some houses when I was on the run,” said Nate pointing to his route from the intersection to where Taylor picked them up.  “There’s one right here on this dirt road they call a highway.”

“That’s east of the reported location,” said Scar. 

“It won’t take long before they converge on the area, so we need to set the fire and get out of there before we call it in,” said Bassett.

They hopped back into their vehicles, turned off the headlights to keep out of sight of the cops, and put on their night-vision goggles.  They would drive down the Cement City Highway, which would bring them to US 12.  A dangerous road, but they would only have to be on it for a half-mile before they headed into the field they would cross to their destination.

Scar looked through the night-vision goggles as they drove down the road.  He thought it was like watching a black and white movie except it was all shades of green and you had to keep reminding yourself that you were in the movie.  It was amazing technology and gave them an advantage as they could travel at night without the cops seeing them.

Bassett stopped at the intersection of US 12 to make sure there were no other vehicles in sight.  Satisfied they were in the clear, he took a right turn and scooted down the road to the cement plant.  He turned into the dirt entrance and maneuvered his way to the field on the right side of the plant. 

The ride became bumpy as they traversed the field, avoiding the occasional tree and bush.  They soon came upon a house, but not the one Nate had in mind.  This house had thick woods behind it and they wouldn’t be able to drive any further.  Their destination was on the other side of the woods.  They parked the vehicles behind the house and set off on foot.

When they broke through the trees, they were able to see their target house had two large barns next to it and decided to set the fire to the furthest barn.  They found a can of kerosene inside and began pouring it all around the structure.  Satisfied, Nate grabbed the kerosene filled rag and wrapped it around a broken broom handle.  He torched all the walls before throwing the torch inside.  They sat and watched it for a minute before returning to their vehicles.

Bassett noticed the house they had parked behind had a lane leading right to US 12 and suggested they take it to save some time.  They were to head east about three miles to Devils Lake Highway, which would take them south, and a good distance from the action.  They could then head west and look for Meeks and Reese. 

Bassett reached for the police radio.  “Here goes nothing.”

Scar suggested he keep the transmission as informal as they had been hearing from the other cops.

Bassett nodded.  He took a deep breath before pressing the button.  “I’ve got them.  I repeat, I’ve got them.  I’m up on Briggs by US 12.  Need some help.  They’re running in different directions, chasing some into a barn, over.”

“Who is this?” came the response.

“It’s Ry…” Bassett lets go of the button.

“You’re breaking up, who is this, over.”

Bassett tried not to laugh as he worked himself into a fever.  “Shots fired, shots fi…” He let go of the radio mic.  “That should do it.”

Scar laughed at what he heard next on the radio.

“All units, all units, respond to Briggs and US 12.”

 




Chapter 63

Jackson Michigan

 

After seeing the rescued girls being attended to, Winters wanted to know what happened inside the empty restaurant and decided to get a briefing from Amber.  He had heard about her killing a cop, which was her first time taking a life.  He found her getting some coffee from the hospital kitchen.  She was sitting by herself with her elbows on the table.  She looked tired and Winters could see the bruise forming on her face where the cop she subsequently killed had hit her.  She smiled when Winters approached.

“How you doing?” he asked as he sat down. 

“Considering the evening, I’m good, actually.  I’m sure my face will look like hell tomorrow.” 

“I wouldn’t worry about that, you’re much too pretty to have a little shiner look bad on you,” said Winters.

She let out a scoff and smiled.

Amber filled him in on what had happened.  She didn’t leave anything out, including her kill.  “I was really scared.”  She paused as a few tears fell down her face.  “I wasn’t able to yell out for help.  I thought I was going to die.”

Winters took hold of her hand. 

“It’s a funny thing, but I can still remember what his breath smelled like.  It reeked so badly like he never brushed his teeth.  I think that was really the last straw for me.  I didn’t want to smell it anymore.  So, I wrapped my arm around his and fought him as hard as I could.  Thank God, I was bigger than him.”

Winters kept listening.  He felt her hand tighten as she continued.

“After I shot him, I just stared at him, like I’d never seen anyone dead before, which is crazy, with all I’ve seen in the past month or so.  Then when everyone came in, I started shaking uncontrollably, I...I couldn’t stop.”

Winters nodded.  “Been there, done that.”

She looked at him.  “You have?”

After my first, back at the train station, I started shaking and then I threw up.”

Amber let out a small laugh.

“That’s between you and me, okay.”

“I promise.”

That admission seemed to lighten her mood.

Amber sighed.  “Those poor girls,” she paused, “they just threw their families in a storage room.  I’ll never get used to the brutality.”

“You shouldn’t try to.  It’ll leave you jaded and soon you’ll not feel any empathy for anything, and at some point, you’ll lose your humanity.”

“Has that happen to you?” she asked sincerely.

Winters thought about it for a second.  “I fight it constantly.”

“How’s that going for you?”

“I go back and forth like a pendulum.  There, for a while, I was really worried about it, but I have it in check for now.”

“How’d you do it?”

“Well, with you, Reese and Sadie coming into my life, it’s been easier.”

“It has?” she asked surprised.

“Yeah, you guys have brought some meaning back to my life.  That goes for the other guys as well.  I’ve noticed the changes.”

Amber broke out in a smile.  “You’re serious.”

“Absolutely.”

“It’s nice to hear, cause sometimes I wonder if we’re not just a drag.”

Winters let out a laugh.  “Didn’t you just tell me you took down a cop?”

“Yeah, well, I was stupid to not be ready for it.”

“Excuse me, but I just about got all of us killed in an ambush.  We’re all making mistakes.  This is not normal for any of us.”

“Good point.  Although I sometimes wonder if Reese wasn’t born for this.”

That got Winters’ attention.

“You should have seen her.  The cop she stabbed was someone she remembered from before when she was…well you know…but the look on her face when she stabbed him.  She had this look of, almost glee.  You know, she actually asked him how it felt.”  Amber’s shoulders shuddered.  “I’ll never forget that.”

Winters knew the look.  He made a mental note to take it up with her later.  “Reese has been through a lot.”

“Oh, I’m not judging her, I’d never judge that girl.  I can’t even begin to imagine what she’s been through.  No, I admire her bravery, I wish I was that brave.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Amber.  You’re plenty brave.  Believe me, I’ve seen both sides of it.”

Their conversation ended when the Mayor of Jackson walked in with the retired Marine, Nick Nordell. 

Winters let go of Amber’s hand.  “We’ll finish this up later, okay?”

She nodded.

“Do me a favor and go find Elliott for me.”

Amber got up and started to walk away when Nordell stopped her.  “Ain’t he a little old for you, sweetie?”

Without hesitation, she retorted.  “Oh, he’s quite the stud, you on the other hand, yeah, not so much.”

She turned to Winters, smiled, blew him a kiss and walked out of the room.

“What can I do for you gentlemen,” asked a satisfied Winters.

 




Chapter 64

Addison Michigan

 

After taking refuge in an abandoned house and almost getting caught by the cops, Meeks and Reese flew out the back door when a couple of patrol cars passed slowly by their current shelter.  It was a hundred yards from the back door to the safety of a wooded area.  Reese was the first one out the door followed by Meeks.  His cramped leg was better but was still no match for the speedy Reese who made it to the tree line before he did in what Meeks figured was just about twelve seconds, which was way before he did.  Despite her denial, she still had it. 

They stopped to catch their breath. 

Meeks looked at her.  “Not that fast anymore, huh?”

“I had a lot of motivation,” she said between breaths.

“Beating me?”

“No,” she said putting her hand on her chest.  “Not getting caught.”

“Yeah, right.  Come on, let’s go this way.”

They didn’t have to go far before breaking through to another field.  Meeks pulled out his map.  They crouched down and he pulled out the red light.  They huddled close together to shield the light from the road. 

“This should be US 223 just ahead and then 127. We need to cross both of them.”

“Car,” said Reese.

He turned the light off and they watched a cop car drive slowly by them.  Another one followed close behind.

“They’re everywhere,” whispered Reese.

“Let’s follow these trees to get closer to the road.”

They stayed low, maneuvering to stay in the edge of the trees until they came right up to the road.  They got down on their hands and knees and crawled to the edge of the small hill that bordered it.  They looked down and saw two more cop cars pass by.  Both had their searchlights on and were lighting up the woods.  Meeks and Reese pressed themselves into the ground and waited for them to pass.  They grew anxious as the light passed right in front of them.

Meeks looked up and watched as the two squad cars stopped a little way up the road.  They were no more than thirty yards away.  The cops got out of the car and started chatting with each other.

He wasn’t sure they’d be able to cross.  If they couldn’t cross, the cops would have them boxed in.  He wondered if they had search dogs available like there had been in Minnesota. 

They laid there on their stomachs watching the cops light up cigarettes and joke with each other.  Their laughter traveled easily in the night air.  Crickets and grasshoppers filled in the background noises. 

After five minutes, the cops jumped into their cars and peeled out taking a left on Briggs Highway.  More flashing lights to his right came barreling down the road as more cops took the same left turn.  Meeks wondered where they were going.  Did they find Nate and Amber?  He thought for sure they had escaped, but he wasn’t certain.

After a few more cars passed, Meeks noted the coast was clear.  He whispered to Reese to move.  Reaching the bottom of the embankment, they raced across the road and up the hill on the opposite side.  They pushed through the thick foliage to the next road.  Seeing no cars, they kept running.  They charged across the road and into more thick foliage.  Meeks felt safe enough to turn on his penlight.  The red lens gave them enough light to avoid running into trees.  They had to make their own path through thorny bushes that tore at their clothes and scratched them.

“I’m stuck,” said Reese trying to free herself from a set of thorns.

Meeks turned and flashed the light on her.  He reached for the branch and pulled on it while grabbing her hand and pulling her forward.  He tripped and fell backward into a body of water pulling her with him. 

“Son-of-a-bitch,” said Meeks, standing up in the waist-deep pond.  He reached for Reese who had fallen face forward into the water.  “You all right?”

“I’m good.” 

She started laughing.

“What’s so funny?”

“All we’re missing now is Jason surfacing from the water.”

“Jason?  Oh yeah…Jason.  Was he the machete guy or chainsaw?”

Reese splashed out of the water.  “Machete, I wonder if this is called Crystal Lake.”

Meeks flashed his penlight around.  “Small pond, I doubt it.”

The cold night air penetrated their wet clothes as they walked side by side with their arms interlocked trying to keep each other warm. They sloshed through the woods for the next thirty minutes before finally reaching another empty field, which bordered a paved road.  Meeks pulled out his map and figured they were on Somerset Road.  Soaking wet and too tired to go any further they stumbled upon another empty house, and without knocking, broke in.

Meeks flashed his pen light around and didn’t think the place looked occupied.  Reese saw a couch and plopped down.  Meeks reached for a blanket to cover her when he heard the familiar cocking sound of a pump shotgun.

 




Chapter 65

Jackson Michigan

 

The last time Winters saw Nordell, Nate laid him out on the ground in front of everyone.  Winters felt sure he was not happy about it and probably wanted pay back.  He thought Nordell was off his rocker and needed to be on medication. 

“Well, here’s that pansy son-of-a-bitch who has to hide behind his men,” said Nordell in a gruff voice.

Mayor Simpson stopped and grabbed a hold of Nordell’s arm.  “You promised, Nick.”

“Hey, I’m just giving him shit, man to man.”  Nordell looked at Winters.  “Isn’t that right, CAPTAIN?  It’s all in good fun.”

Winters rolled his eyes.  “What can I do for you?”

Mayor Simpson let go of Nordell.  “Captain Winters, I first want to thank you for what you’ve done.”

“Your welcome, Mayor.”

Simpson continued.  “What we want to know is what do you plan on doing next?”

“We’re going to need to find out what the enemy is up to before we decide.”

“What the mayor wants to know, CAPTAIN, is what are you are going to do with the crap load of armed men up on the interstate.  You do know they are there, right?”

“Yes, I’m well aware of them.”

“I’m puzzled then, why haven’t you attacked them?”

“How is it you know?”

“Well, after you sent that skinny Texan up here asking for my help, I got curious and I took a little drive and saw them.”

“Did you fire on them?”

“No I didn’t,” he stuttered a little bit.  “We were not in a position of strength to do such a thing.”

“Did they see you?”

“Yes, they did.”

“And did they chase after you?”

Nordell hesitated for a moment.  “No, they didn’t but that’s not the point.”

“What is the point?” asked Winters, knowing he wasn’t going to win any kind of argument with him.  There wasn’t any pleasing this man because he had only come here to satisfy his ego.

“The point is, Winters, you’ve got a bunch of sitting ducks waiting to be taken out and you didn’t do anything of the sort.”

Elliott walked in and moved next to Winters.

“What do you want me to say, Sergeant?  You want me to tell you I don’t know what the hell I’m doing?  That I should hand over the reins to you because you’re the more experienced man?” 

Nordell didn’t respond.

“To be quite honest with you, Sergeant, I’d be more than happy to hand the reins over to a more experienced person, someone who is a more seasoned leader, but unfortunately, I haven’t found that person yet.  So until I do, I plan to lead these men the best way I know how, and if that means running from a larger force until I’m sure I can win, then yes, that’s what I will do.  Now, as for your insinuation that I’m just leaving those sitting ducks alone up there on the interstate, you’re wrong in that assumption.  I’ve had my guys watching those men because we didn’t know where the other half of their force was.”

“There’s more?” asked a nervous Mayor Simpson.

“Yes, there’s more.  There are approximately fifteen hundred bad guys up on that interstate, but that is only half of their three thousand-man force.  Up until this evening, we didn’t know where the other half was.  We found out when we had a shootout with them.  Even though we came into conflict with a much larger force than ours, I believe they only had half of the remaining fifteen hundred there, while they have the rest waiting in the wings somewhere.  The man we are dealing with is very cunning, and he wants to draw my men in and surround us.  And, so far, he’s done a pretty damn good job of it.  You see, we are only three hundred going after three thousand.  So, don’t come in here and tell me what I’m doing wrong, especially when I still have two friends of mine behind enemy lines, who, God willing, we’ll be able to rescue.  Those two put their lives at risk tonight to save those fourteen girls.  So, if you don’t mind, a simple thanks and what can we do to help will suffice.”

Winters watched Nordell become fidgety and wondered if he was feeling ashamed of his little tantrum. 

“What're their names?” asked Mayor Simpson.

“Whose names?” snapped Winters.

“The two still trying to escape.”

“Meeks and Reese.”

“Well, we’ll pray for those two men.”

“Reese is a girl.”

“Oh my,” said Simpson, shocked at the revelation.

“Believe me, she can handle herself, she’s been through hell and back and still stands tall.”

“Yes, of course.  Again, thank you, Captain.”

Nordell followed Simpson out of the room without saying a word.

 




Chapter 66

Somerset Center Michigan

 

After successfully getting away from the cops by running for the past several hours, tearing their clothes, and falling into a pond, Meeks had led them right into the hands of a scared homeowner.

“Don’t move, or I’ll blow your head off.”

“I’m not moving, please, don’t shoot,” said Meeks.

“Get on your knees,” ordered the homeowner.  “You, Missy, get on the floor with him.”

Reese rolled off the couch and joined Meeks on the floor.  “Please Mister, we don’t want any trouble.”

“You found trouble by breaking into my home.”

“Throw your guns behind you,” he ordered lifting the shotgun right to Meeks' face.

Meeks slowly removed his Sig and threw it across the floor. 

“You too, Missy.”

Meeks started cursing to himself.  He broke a cardinal rule by not knocking on the door first.  Fatigue had clouded his judgment and now he was paying the price.  He needed to convince the homeowner they were not here to rob him.  It wouldn’t be easy because he and Reese looked like hell.  Their torn clothes were wet and dirty.  Reese’s blond hair was dirty and stringy.  They both had scratches on their faces and probably looked like druggies.  He just hoped the old man wouldn’t get the cops before he had a chance to explain.

“Please, sir, I can explain,” said Meeks.

“You can explain it to the police.”

“Crap,” thought Meeks.

“Please, sir,” pleaded Reese.  “Please, don’t call them.”

“I’m not going to call ‘em.”

“You’re not?” asked Reese.

“I can’t call ‘em because the phones don’t work.  So, I’m going to go and get them.”

The heavyset homeowner stood at five-foot-eight and wore a dirty sleeveless t-shirt over faded jeans that were held up by red suspenders.  His thin gray hair was messy and flew in different directions whenever he moved his head.  It didn’t look like he had shaved for a week as his white whiskers stood in contrast to his tanned face.

He reached for a roll of gray duct tape, threw it to Reese, and ordered her to wrap Meeks’ wrists together.  She picked up the tape and started wrapping it around Meeks’ clenched hands.

“More than that, Missy.”

She pulled it around a few more times.

“That’s enough.  Now do his ankles.”

She kept wrapping it around until he told her to stop.

“Now, get over here.”

She stood up and walked toward him.

“Don’t try anything funny, Missy,” he said, leaning his shotgun against a table.

He grabbed the roll of tape and ordered Reese to put her hands together.  He began to swing the tape around her wrists.  

The thought of being tied up again sent chills down Reese's spine with goose bumps exploding across her skin.  The first time she'd been tied up, she'd been stripped naked, thrown across a table and raped repeatedly by several different cops.  It had been a just a preview to her coming days, but at the time, she thought she was going to be killed afterwards.  The memories raced through her mind causing her to increase her breaths.  Damn if she was going to let it happen again.  She looked at the grisly old man's eyes as she lowered her hands.  

Screw this. She swung her balled fist up hitting him on the chin.  His head snapped up.  She pulled back her right hand and drove home a punch to his right eye.  It had little effect on him and only seem to anger him.  He wound up and belted her across the right cheek.  The blow knocked her to the side knocking her off balance.  The blow stung—but she'd been hit harder.  He lunged at her grabbing her left arm and threw another punch.  She ducked while trying to break free if his grip.   She swung her right fist connecting to the side of his face.  The blow caused him to let go of her arm but he then pushed forward throwing his weight against her knocking them both against a chair and to the floor.  He landed on top of her and slapped her. 

“Give it up, Missy,” yelled the old man.

Reese wasn't finished and reached into her boot to pull out her knife.

Meeks saw the blade and yelled at her.  “No, Reese, don’t do it.  Don’t do it.”

Reese gave him a confused glare. What the hell?

He continued to shake his head no.

She trusted Meeks and slid the knife back in her boot.

The old man grabbed a handful of her hair and dragged her across the floor.  She kicked her feet against the floor to lessen the pain.  She screamed as he pick up the roll of duct tape and fell back on top of her. 

“Feisty little bitch aren’t cha,” said the old man breathing heavily as he wrapped her hands together.

Reese glared at him.

He looked into her eyes.  “Oh yeah, you’re a little wild hell cat, aren’t cha?  Now you ain’t nothing but a caged animal.”

The old man picked Reese up and sat her down on a kitchen chair.  He then pulled another chair behind her and lifted Meeks, surprising him with his strength.  He then wrapped duct tape around both their waists binding them together in the chairs. 

“That ought to do it,” he said.  “Now, I’m going to go and get the cops.  I’ve been hearing gunfire and have seen them drive by a few times tonight, something tells me they’re after you two.”

“Sir, please listen to me,” said Meeks.

“You say another word and I’ll hit you so hard.”

Meeks gave up knowing there was no convincing him.

The old man grabbed his shotgun, the two pistols he confiscated and walked out the front door.

“Why?” exploded Reese.

“Because.  He’s not the bad guy here.”

Reese let out a loud guff. “That bastard just dragged me across the floor by my hair.”

“He’s just protecting his home.  We’re the ones who broke in.  He’s only doing what he thinks is right.”

“Hitting girls is doing right?”

“You did hit him first, and may I say, that was a hell of a move you pulled on him.  I’m thinking you’ve been hanging around Corporal Bassett a bit too much.”

“Yeah, well it would have work, but that grisly old man has got a hard head.”

“And he outweighs you by about two hundred pounds.”

“Tell me about it.  Bastard gave me a nice wallop, I’m getting a shiner for sure.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Oh please, I’ve gotten much worse.”

Meeks knew she was referring to her time at the party house. 

“I shouldn’t have listened to you.”

“And killed him?  It wasn’t right.  He’s an innocent bystander.  Trust me, you’ll be glad you didn’t later on.”

“Later on?  Later on, when?  He’s gone to get some cops.”

“Oh, stop being so damn melodramatic.  Don’t tell me you’re not working on getting that blade out right now.”

“Hey, a girl's got to bitch sometimes, okay?” said Reese.

“Just hurry.”

“Well, maybe you could help me and lean back so I can grab it.”

Meeks pushed on the floor.

“Bit more,” she said straining for the blade.

Meeks pushed back as much as he could.

“Got it.”

Reese grabbed the blade, put it between her knees and started cutting the tape from her wrists.  Within a few moments, she got up and freed Meeks.

“We’ll need to thank Nate for the knife,” said Reese.

“I’ll give him a big wet kiss,” said Meeks.

“Shouldn’t I do it?”

“Oh, he’d like that,” grinned Meeks.  “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Wait, let’s see what he’s got for food,” said Reese heading to the kitchen.  “I’m starving, again.”

She opened the cupboards, found some crackers and trail mix.  She grabbed a plastic bag and threw them in.  Meeks added two water bottles and a few chocolate bars into the bag.  Satisfied with their loot, they headed out the back door and took off running west across the field.

 




Chapter 67

 

Bassett concentrated on driving the squad car through the fields while wearing his night-vision goggles.  After setting the fire and calling for help up on Briggs highway they came racing down Devils Lake Highway and headed west on Sanford Road. After threading their way over to US 127 they headed into the fields hoping this was where Meeks would go.  They didn’t think they had long before the cops figured out they had been duped.

Scar told Bassett to pull over.  He stepped out of the squad car and jumped up on the hood of the SUV that Nate was driving.  He carried a set of Farvision 20x50s night-vision binoculars and scanned the area.  He took his time, not wanting to miss anything.  He saw a red fox out in the field to his left.  The fox stared at him for a moment and then trotted off.

Scar got down and climbed back into the squad car.  Signaling Nate to follow, they pulled onto Meridian Road and headed north when they saw headlights coming from the east on Foster Road. 

Scar grabbed the binoculars and saw it was a pickup truck driven by one man.

“It’s not a cop,” said Scar.

“Well, he sees us now, so no sense in running.”

Scar picked up the radio.  “Nate, it’s not a cop.”

Scar removed his Kimber .45 from its holster.

The pickup truck flashed its headlights at them and drove to meet them.  The driver got out and walked over to the squad car.

Bassett lowered the window.

“Excuse me, but I think I have who you’re looking for,” said the driver.

“Who’s that?” asked a surprised Bassett.

“Ain’t you fellers been chasing down a man and a woman?”

Bassett looked over at Scar and turned back to the old man.  “Yes, we have.”

“Well, I’ve got them tied up over at my place.  They broke in and I got the jump on them.”

“You’re a very lucky man, sir,” said Bassett trying to sound like the cop this man thought he was.

“What did they do?  Are they druggies?  Cause that woman, she’s a hell cat.”

“Yes sir, that is exactly what they are, they’ve been robbing homes looking for things to steal to support their drug habit.”

“Alrighty then, well, follow me.”

The old man walked back to his truck and turned it around.  Bassett looked over at Scar and started laughing.

“Meeks, let an old man catch him,” chuckled Scar.

“Well, maybe if they didn’t do so many drugs,” laughed Bassett trying to finish his sentence, “they wouldn’t have gotten caught.”

Scar picked up the radio and filled Nate in.

“That boy ain’t never going to hear the end of this one,” snickered Nate.

They followed the old man to his house and pulled into the driveway.

The old man noticed the broken back window of the squad car when Bassett and Scar exited the vehicle.

“What happened to your back window?”

“Those druggies you got tied up, shot it out,” said Bassett.

“I’ll be damned,” said the old man.

“These two are dangerous.  You’re lucky to be alive, sir,” said Scar.

Burns and Nate joined them in the driveway. 

Bassett didn’t bother introducing anyone.

“Now, I’m just going to warn you,” said the old man.  “I had to rough up the girl a little bit.”

“Oh?” asked a concerned Nate.

“Well, she tried to fight me.  She landed a pretty good sucker punch on me, but she’s just a little thing, and I pretty much just sat down on her,” chuckled the old man.

“Did you hurt her?” asked Nate.

“Oh, I pulled my punch, she’ll probably get a shiner, though.  Heck, she didn’t even cry, not one time.”

“It’s all the drugs she’s done, dulls the senses, you see,” said Bassett.

“Well, that’d make a whole lot of sense.”

The old man led them into the house through the front door and was the first to see his prisoners were no longer there.

“Oh hell, they’re gone,” exclaimed the old man.

Scar reached down and picked up the cut duct tape.  He threw it to Nate.  “Should make you proud.”

Nate caught it and let out a scoff.

“I’m so sorry, Officers.  I don’t know what to say, I thought I had them tied up good.”

“Apparently not good enough,” said Nate handing the tape to the old man.

“Well, I did get their guns, so at least they won’t be shooting anyone else.”

This caught Scar’s attention.  “We’re going to need those weapons for evidence, sir.”

“Of course, I got ‘em out in my truck.”

They all followed the old man outside and waited for him to retrieve the confiscated weapons.  Scar recognized Meeks’ Sig Sauer 9mm but didn’t remember Reese carrying a Taurus.  Scar thought she must have lifted it off the dead cop she had gutted.

“You going to need to fill out a report or something?” asked the old man.

“Sir, we’ll take care of that later,” said Bassett.  “Right now, we need to see if we can track these two down.  You’ve been a big help and we appreciate it.”

“Do you need any help?”

“No sir, we can handle it from here,” said Bassett.  “We’ll come by in the afternoon and get all your information.”

The old man apologized again before going back inside his home.  They waited until he shut his door.

“Now what?” asked Nate.

“They can’t be too far away,” said Bassett.

“Yeah, well, now they’re unarmed, not a good thing,” said Nate in a concerned tone.

“Apparently, Reese still has the knife you gave her,” said Scar.

“Yes she does, and I’m glad she’s put it to good use,” said Nate.

“Which way?” asked Bassett.

A boom of thunder rang out in the distance.  Everyone looked up and saw a flash of lightning streak through the cloudy sky to the west followed by more thunder.

“We better hurry up and decide,” said Bassett.  “Otherwise, we’re going to have a couple of drowned druggies on the loose.”

“West.  They’ve been headed that way the whole time.”

As soon as Bassett and Scar got in the squad car, the first raindrops bounced off the windshield and then a strange message came over the police radio.

 




Chapter 68

Addison Michigan

 

By the time Vatter reached the barn where one of his officers had reported seeing the girls, the fire had already destroyed the barn and was starting to go out.  He got out of his squad car and walked over to Tannenbaum to get an update.

“What’s the status?  Have you found any of the girls?” he asked.

Tannenbaum looked sheepishly.  “Hmmm, no we haven’t, not yet anyway.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Well, it’s just that, I don’t think they’re anywhere around here.”

“Why would you say that?  Who called this in?”

“That’s the thing, we don’t know who called it in.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I talked to Ryker and Carter, who were the first ones on the scene, and they said they didn’t see any other squad cars here.”

Vatter gave Tannenbaum a frustrated glare.

“It’s just that the rebels played this kind of trick on us before.”

“Trick?  Oh, do go on.”

“You see, a few weeks back, we had them trapped in Detroit and they set fire to an old high school.  They somehow got one of our cars and called in a false report, which allowed them to escape.”

Vatter shook his head and let out a big sigh.  He remembered they had lost two squad cars Sunday.  “It would have been nice to have been told about what happened in Detroit,” said a frustrated Vatter.

“Didn’t figure they’d do that again,” said Tannenbaum.

“Well, they did now, didn’t they?  I think we can forget about finding those girls now.  Damned friggin bastards.”

Vatter continued cursing under his breath as he started back to his car.  He couldn’t believe he was commanding such a bunch of idiots.  When he took this position, he did it for one reason and one reason only, and that was to make money.  He figured he’d lost about twenty grand tonight with the loss of these girls.  Mordulfah was not going to be happy when he checks in tomorrow and finds out there are no girls for him.

He got in and slammed his fist down on the steering wheel.  He then grabbed onto the wheel with both hands and started shaking it as if he wanted to yank it off.  He looked down at the radio and picked up the mic.

“Hey, you friggin rebels, you friggin Shadow Patriots, I know you’re listening.  That was a nice little trick you played on us tonight.  Just heard you’ve played that one before, so I just want to let you know, I won’t be falling for any more of your tricks.  And, I’m going to find you bastards and when I do, I’m going to see to it you all die real slow and painful deaths.”

 




Chapter 69

Somerset Center Michigan

 

Scar looked down at the radio, did he just hear what he thought he just heard.  He looked up at Bassett and started laughing. 

“Should we answer him?” asked Bassett.

“I don’t see why not.”

“What should we say?”

“I’ll handle it,” said Scar, grabbing the mic.

“Hold on a minute,” said Bassett.  “Nate and Burns have to hear this.”

He got out of the squad car and brought them over.  They got into the back seat and Scar filled them in on what they had just heard.

Scar put the mic up to his mouth.  “Good luck with that buddy.”

“Who is this?” asked Vatter.

“This is the person who just rescued the girls you captured, you sick pedophile.”

“That was a nice trick you played on us, but don’t worry, I’ve got several tricks to pull on you bastards, too.”

Scar let out a laugh.  “It was an old trick, one that we’ve played before.  Personally, I can’t believe you dumbasses fell for it again.”

“Well, I wasn’t here then, so don’t get so cocky.”

“Oh, you’re the one who replaced the witless, Captain Cox.  He was another greedy dumbass pedophile.  What’s your name?”

The radio went silent.  Scar looked at Bassett.  “Think he’ll tell me?”

Bassett shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m Captain Vatter.  I’m telling you this so when I capture you, you’ll know what to call me.”

Nate leaned forward.  “Call him Captain Bladder.”

Scar busted out laughing and nodded.  “Well, Captain Bladder, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“It’s Vatter with a V.”

“Bladder, that’s what I said.” 

The four of them couldn’t stop laughing and were rolling around in their seats. 

“This friggin guy,” said Bassett trying to catch his breath.  “He really is an idiot. It’s Vatter with a V.” Bassett tried to imitate the voice.  “You know that’s the not the first time he’s had to correct someone.”

“He got his ass kicked in school,” said Nate. 

“Oh, hell yeah he did,” said Burns.

Scar moved the mic back to his mouth.  “Well, Captain, it’s been a lot of fun tonight, but we’ve got to be getting back for a nice hot meal.  You boys have fun tonight in the rain keeping an eye on us.  We’ll be seeing you in Detroit.”

“No, you’ll be seeing us in Jackson.”

“Like I said, good luck with that, Bladder, over and out.”

Scar put the mic back in its cradle.  “Now that…was a lot of fun.  Something tells me they’ll be giving up on chasing Meeks and Reese.”

“Yeah, that had to be disheartening to hear,” said Bassett.  “He must have been pretty pissed off to get on the radio like that.”

“It was pretty stupid,” said Burns.

“I’ll bet he’s got to report to Mordulfah in the morning,” said Scar.

“Has to be,” said Bassett.  “Why else would you tell your enemy how pissed off you are.  We’re definitely not dealing with an experienced guy here.”

“Good news is that we won’t have to worry so much about Meeks.  I wonder how those two are doing?” asked Scar.

 




Chapter 70

 

Wet and exhausted from running all night, Meeks and Reese pushed themselves to get as far away from the old man as they could.  They had to be even more careful now since they were unarmed.  They couldn’t afford to make another mistake.  Meeks timed their run from the old man’s house and figured at their pace, they had gone about a mile.  He pulled out the map and knew they had crossed Sterns Road, he also saw they had approached another body of water.  Lombard Lake was much bigger than the pond that got them soaked.  

Meeks discovered a trail that went through part of the lake.  They hit the dirt trial, plodded across the first leg and entered a more secluded area of the woods.  Meeks checked behind them and seeing nothing, felt it safe to stop and rest.  With all the running, they were burning up carbs at a rapid pace and needed to eat again.

“Let’s eat something,” said Meeks.

“Ahem,” grinned Reese.

“Yes, nice call on getting the food.”

“I thought so too.” 

They sat down on the ground.

“Oh, this feels good,” said Reese.  “Helluva a lot better than being tied up.”

“Too good,” said Meeks.  “We can’t stay down long or we’ll never get up.”

Reese dug into the crackers and trail mix while Meeks opened the water bottles.  They eagerly drank the water and devoured the food without saying another word.  Their bodies felt like rubber and neither wanted to get back up.

“Told you, if we sat too long,” said Meeks.

Thunder boomed in the distance.  They looked at each other and shook their heads.  Meeks let out a big sigh when the first raindrops fell on them.

“At least we’re already wet,” chuckled Reese.

Within a few minutes, the sky opened up like a spigot and rain came pouring down on them.  Meeks got up and grabbed Reese’s hand pulling her up.  

“I’d say this is par for the course,” joked Reese as she put her hair in a ponytail. 

“Why’s that?” asked Meeks.

“We’ve been running, we’ve been hiding, we’ve been swimming and we escaped Jason.”

“Jason?”

“Yeah, the old man. I’m calling him Jason but instead of a machete, it was a shotgun,” she said with a dramatic flair.

Meeks let out a chuckle.

“So really, the only thing left is rain,” she exhaulted shaking Meeks’ shoulders, “and lots of it.  Why we’ll never run out of water now,” she finished, holding her bottle above her head to catch the rain.

Reese loved the rain and being outside.  To her, those two things represented freedom and she was loved her freedom.  The old man represented the third time she had escaped the chains of bondage.  First, when she was held as a sex slave, the second when she was at Mordulfah's and now, the old man.  She spun around in the rain dancing in celebration of being free again.  It is only after you wear the chains can you truly appreciate freedom.  

Meeks let out a small laugh and shook his head as she pranced around and waving the water bottle over her head.  He wondered for a second if she wasn’t losing it but was grateful she wasn’t complaining.  He decided to go along with her on the lemon aid thing remembering they did just eat and still had some food left, plus they certainly had plenty of water now.  He then thought, maybe since it was raining so hard, perhaps the cops would give up the chase.

 




Chapter 71

Jackson Michigan

 

After Mayor Simpson and Nordell left the cafeteria of the hospital, Winters shook his head and looked at Elliott.  He was sure Nordell would somehow cause them more problems in the very near future.  There was something off about him and Winters didn’t know what it was.  He wondered if the man would go so far as to try to take him or any of his men out.  He thought about that but decided it was a bit of a stretch and chalked it up to paranoia in the heat of the moment.

“You think you can trust this guy?” asked Elliott.

“I was just wondering the same thing.  Hell, I don’t know, I mean, you’d think we’d all be on the same team by now.”

“You would think so,” said Elliott.

“Right now, he’s the least of my worries.  Have you heard anything from Scar?”

Elliott filled him in on Meeks’ escape.

“So, he let an old man capture him.  Poor guy is not going to hear the end of this one.”

“No, he won’t.”

“Duct tape, huh,” snickered Winters, relieved that the cops didn’t have them.  “At least they’re still on the run.”

“And now it’s pouring down rain.”

“Tired, wet and hungry, sounds like Seal training,” quipped Winters.

“They’ll be alright.”

Winters nodded.  He had a lot of faith in Meeks but couldn’t help but worry about them.  Looking at Elliott, he remembered how he had been short with him during the battle.  “Hey, about what happened earlier in the shootout.”

Elliott cut him off.  “Cole, don’t even worry about that, we had a lot going on.”

Winters knew Elliott was always sincere whenever he called him by his first name.  “I about blew it tonight.”

“I wouldn’t say that.  Under the circumstances, we did what anyone would have done.”

“It was the perfect set-up.  They saw us coming a mile away.”

“We were really lucky tonight,” said Elliott.

“Yeah, we were, but they weren’t lucky, they knew we were coming.”

“You know, it’s more than likely they have eyes here,” said Elliott.

“I’ve had the same thought.  So the question is, is he out in the open or hiding somewhere in town?”

“You don’t think it’s Nordell, do ya?”

“No.  He’s a lunatic, but I don’t doubt where he stands.  If there is a spy, I imagine Mordulfah hired him, it would have to be someone associated with the cops or just a cop, to begin with.”

“How are we going to operate if we’ve got someone lurking around?”

Winters took his hat off and scratched his head.  “Hell if I know,” he said in a frustrated tone.  “One more thing to deal with.” 

He sat down to contemplate their situation.  Looking at his watch, he noted it was just after midnight.  It would be another six hours or so before the sun came up and it was pouring down rain.  He didn’t think the Jijis were going anywhere in the rain and he still had men up on the interstate keeping an eye on them.

He thought about what Nordell had said about the Jijis being sitting ducks.  He was right and they were not taking advantage of that situation.  They needed to rough them up and keep them off balance for a change.  He cringed at his next thought.  He needed his team leaders to conduct a raid.  His most experienced leaders were out looking for Meeks and Reese.  Either he called them back or he would have to take a chance and bring Nordell in on the operation.  He didn’t like either option. 

He told Elliott what he had in mind.  They walked out of the cafeteria, grabbed a radio and called Scar.  He asked them for an update.

“Captain, they’re headed west,” said Scar.  “He’s trying to get around their flank.  It’s a smart move, over.”

“You think you’ll be able to find them?”

It took a moment before he responded.  “Not sure.  The rain is not helping and if they see any kind of a vehicle, they’re going to hide from it.”

Winters told him what he had in mind and what his choices were.  He waited for a minute before getting an answer.

“Bassett and Burns will join you.”

Winters put the radio down.  He didn’t blame them for wanting to stay.  He knew it was asking a lot of Scar, who had been friends with Meeks since they were kids.  He would have done the same thing if it had been his life-long friend.  He only wished his friends were still alive.

Winters turned to Elliott.  “Besides those infrared goggles, didn’t the Brits give us some thermal ones?”

“Yep, we got a couple of those.”

The thermals lit up anything that gave off a heat signature by giving out a solid white glow.  They weren’t great for the identification of an individual, but that wasn’t a problem because anyone they came across would be the enemy.

 




Chapter 72

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters felt a lot better about what they were going to do.  He felt certain the Jijis on the interstate were not going anywhere, especially in this downpour.  Mordulfah had those guys there for a diversion, to keep the Shadow Patriots’ forces divided.  Of course, they would not stay there forever, as Mordulfah would use them when it was time to invade the town of Jackson.

Elliott pulled up to the overpass on Van Horn Drive.  Winters opened the door and stepped out into the rain.  He walked over to the guardrail and looked down on Highway 127.  Through the thermal goggles, he saw twenty-five vehicles parked in the right lane of Highway 127.  He scanned the area and didn’t see any other white glowing bodies except the ones sitting in the vehicles.

He hurried back inside the SUV and told Elliott what he saw.  He then received a radio call from Bassett and Burns reporting the same number of vehicles west of Jackson.  He ordered them to get over to his position.  Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up behind them.

Bassett and Burns approach Winters' SUV 

Bassett wore a camouflaged Boonie hat that kept the rain water off his face.  “What do you want to do, Captain?”

Winters lifted the thermal glasses and looked down at the vehicles again.  “Ever see the movie, Bonnie and Clyde?”

Bassett shook his head.

Burns nodded and broke out into a grin.

“At the end of the movie, cops shot the hell out of them,” said Winters.

Bassett understood the reference.  “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“We’ve got enough guys here.  Let’s line everyone up on one side.  I don’t want anyone caught in a crossfire.”

“Sounds good, Captain.  We should leave some men up on the overpass to keep an eye on things.”

Winters agreed and sent out orders to the men who were more than eager to pay the Jijis back for ensnaring them in an ambush.  They slid down the embankment and made their way to the convoy of parked vehicles.

Winters and Bassett led the way, each stopping occasionally to look through the thermal glasses as they trotted through the woods that kept them hidden from the road.  After lining up the whole length of the convoy, they crept up to the road.  Just as he was reaching the edge of the woods, Winters spotted a white glow of someone outside his car relieving himself about fifty feet to his left.  He froze, but would not be able to stop his men from advancing without warning the Jiji.

 




Chapter 73

Somerset Township Michigan

 

Meeks unscrewed the top of the water bottle and took a large gulp.  Despite the fact that rain was pouring down on them, he was thirsty because the ground had turned to mud and it made the going much more difficult than it had been before.  He was pushing his leg muscles to the point of collapse.  The cold wet clothes drained his energy.  His muddy shoes were like lead weights.  Reese was in no better shape and both hung on to each other pulling and pushing themselves forward.  He remembered his football days and silently thanked his coaches for pushing him to his limits.  Granted, he wasn’t in the same shape he was in his younger days, but the training had toughened him mentally.  This was something that never left you and he was grateful for it.  He didn’t think he’d have made it this far was it not for that.  He looked at Reese and thought how lucky that she, too, had the same type of training with cross-country.

They had already finished the rest of the food Reese had insisted on taking before they left the old man’s house, Jason’s house, as she liked to call him. He handed her the bottle and she finished it off.  She didn’t playfully hold the bottle out for a refill this time.  She was too tired for such antics. 

They had broken out of the woods about fifteen minutes ago and were in an open field of tall grass.  From his constant study of the map, Meeks knew they were coming to Waldron Road.  He felt it was far enough from the intersection they could finally start heading north, back into Jackson.  Traveling on a paved road would be such a relief compared to what they’d endured while making their way through nature’s obstacle course.   He wondered if Scar was looking for them.  He figured they would at least be trying, but how could they possibly find them, especially in this weather.  Besides, they would have to avoid any approaching vehicles not knowing if they were friend or foe.

“How are you holding up, Pieces?”

“I feel like I’m in pieces, but I’m good.”

“We’re not too far from the road.”

“Thank God.  A paved road, it’s all I want for Christmas.”

Meeks formed a half smile.  He looked at his watch.  It was getting close to one a.m.  They'd been on the run for close to five hours.

“Maybe we can find some shelter and get some rest.”

She nodded.

He could see she was shaking a little and wanted to find shelter quickly.  Though they couldn’t pause too long because he wanted to get across US 12 before it got light, just in case the cops were still lingering in the area.

They continued to slog across the muddy field and finally made it to Waldron Road.  The excitement of walking on pavement lifted their spirits and gave them a renewed outlook on their situation.  They had walked about a half-mile on Waldron Road when they spotted a farmhouse on the right. 

“Are you going to knock this time?” smirked Reese.

Meeks let out a laugh.  

The visibility was poor in the heavy rain, so they ran up the driveway and found the house had a barn off to the side.  Taking hold of Reese’s arm, he guided her toward the barn.  He pulled the door open, turned on his penlight and found a pile of hay.  Reese let go of Meeks and fell down onto the hay.  Meeks followed her.

“Much safer than knocking on someone’s door at one in the morning, don’t cha think?”

“This is heaven,” said Reese stretching out.

“Let’s get your boots off and get your feet dry, don’t want you getting trench foot,” he said unlacing her muddy boots.  He pulled the boots and wet socks off and saw her feet were cold and clammy.  He started to rub them.

“Oh, that feels so good,” she said leaning back in the hay.

“They don’t look swollen, thank goodness,” said Meeks.

He spent the next few minutes massaging her feet until he noticed she had fallen asleep.  He then wondered if there might be a car he could hot wire in the garage.  He covered her feet with hay, got up and left the barn.  He headed toward the garage but stopped when he heard an engine out on the road.  He turned and squinted through the rain and saw something dark moving along the road.  In his fatigued state of mind, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing.  He moved toward the road to get a better look.  He hurried across the lawn and saw the tail end of an SUV.  It didn’t have the headlights on and was driving away.  It took a couple of seconds before Meeks figured out what it was.  He took off in full stride to catch up to the vehicle, but it was pulling away faster than he could run.  He started yelling.  His right foot came down kicking up a rock.  Meeks bent down, grabbed it, wound up and threw the rock.  He wasn’t sure if it had been an accurate shot until the brake lights lit up.  Meeks stopped.  He panted so hard he began to feel faint.  He bent down to catch his breath.  He looked up and saw Scar running towards him.

Scar grabbed him and lifted him up in a big bear hug.  “Meeks, buddy.”

Meeks felt like a child in the safety of his father’s arms.  He struggled to get the right words out, but could only nod his head.  He hadn’t realized how fatigued he was and how much stress he had been under until that moment.

Scar put him down.  “Hey, buddy, you okay?”

Meeks nodded.  “Just friggin tired.”

“You look like hell,” said Scar.

Nate joined them and patted Meeks on the back.  “Where’s Reese?”

Meeks pointed to the barn.

“I’ll get her,” said Nate.

“No, better let me, might startle her,” said Meeks.

Meeks composed himself and the three of them hustled to the barn.  He took out his penlight and kneeled down beside the sleeping Reese.  “Hey Pieces, wake up.”

She opened her eyes.  “Is it time to go?”

Meeks smiled and nodded.

“I can’t move.”

“It’s okay.  We got ourselves a ride.”

“We do?”

“Scar and Nate are here.”

“They are?”

“Hey, Reese,” said Scar and Nate.

“Oh thank God, thank God.”

Scar bent down, placed Reese’s arm around his neck and lifted her up.  Nate grabbed her boots and they dashed across the lawn to the SUV.  Nate opened the rear door so Scar could put Reese in, while Meeks crawled in on the other side.  As Scar got behind the wheel, he turned to watch them melt into the seats and pass out.

 




Chapter 74

 

Jackson Michigan

 

The Shadow Patriots emerged from the woods that bordered US 127.  In front of them were twenty-five vehicles filled with sleeping Jijis.  They would soon be sleeping for eternity thought Winters as he positioned his men to attack.

A Jiji, relieving himself by the road, heard a noise in the woods and looked up to see a man wearing a camouflaged Boonie hat.  The man leaped at him swinging a tomahawk.  It was the last thing he ever saw.

Bassett slid the axe back into its sheath and swung his M4 off his back.  He gave Winters a nod.

Winters, wearing the infrared goggles, watched his men sneak up to the road and line up ready to fire.  He waited until the last man was in place, raised his M4, flipped the switch to auto and opened fire. 

Hundreds of shots rang out in the rainy night, the flashes of gunfire looked like a disco lighting up the night.  Winters could barely hear the screams of dying men above the thunder of the gunfire.

Winters moved around to the front to see if any had escaped from the driver’s side.  A few doors were open, but he could only see the inert bodies of those who had tried to crawl out before dying. 

The gunfire lasted less than a minute before it petered out and the Shadow Patriots began to open the doors to check on their gruesome work.  A random shot rang out here and there to finish off a suffering Jiji.

Winters thought about what to do next.  He wanted to push Mordulfah off balance.  Would knowing he just lost a hundred men do it, or would this just be more of an annoyance?  He did have three thousand men at his disposal and Winters didn’t think losing a mere hundred men would bother him.  Mordulfah was a man of power who expected his men to follow his orders.  Anything less was a sign of disrespect.  Disrespect would be more annoying than losing a few men.  How could he sow the seeds of doubt in Mordulfah’s mind and make him feel he was losing his grip on power.  Then it came to him.  He would use the same tactics they did at the train station when they first came together as a group, he would make these dead Jijis disappear.  With no bodies, Mordulfah could never be sure what happened here.

“Corporal,” Winters yelled out.

Bassett trotted up to the front of the vehicles.  “What’s up, Captain?”

“Corporal, I want to sow some seeds of doubt in Mordulfah.”

“Oh?”

“I want to make these cars disappear.”

It took a moment before the concept formed in Bassett’s mind.  He broke out in a grin.  “It bugged the hell out of Major Green and Colonel Nunn.”

“We need to get all the shell casings.  This rain should take care of just about anything else.”

“You got it, Captain.”

“Oh, and I want to go and take out the others as well.”

Bassett nodded.  “I’ll make sure we use less ammo.”

Winters gathered the men together and told them of his plan.  The men set off to gather up all the shell casings and whatever else they might have left behind.  They moved swiftly and were able to put the night-vision goggles to good use finding all the shell casings.  It took close to forty-five minutes until Winters was satisfied the area was completely sanitized.  Before mounting up, he asked for a few volunteers to stay behind and take note of which direction the Jijis came from in the morning.  Not only did Winters want to sow doubt, he wanted to know where all the other Jijis were hiding. 

The twenty-five vehicles had twenty-five new drivers as they drove them into Jackson.  Winters decided to hide them in one of the abandoned box stores by the interstate.  Not only would it save time, but also he didn’t want to bring the cars into town for fear of the spy tipping off the cops.

Winters stood at the rear entrance of the big store watching the men park the cars when he heard someone coming up behind him.  He turned to see Elliott, who handed him a radio. 

“Captain, it’s Scar.  They’ve found them.”

An enormous weight lifted off Winters’ shoulders.  He grabbed the radio.  “How are they, Scar?”

“Dirty, wet and tired.”

“Where are you?”

“We’re heading into town now.”

“Take them to the hospital to get checked out.”

“You guys still need help?” asked Scar.

“No, you get some rest.  We’ll need as many well-rested men as we can get tomorrow.”

The drive west to the other patrol of Jijis was uneventful and the operation went the same as before, only this time, they used their ammo sparingly so as not to have the extensive clean up like before.  The whole operation took only an hour and went off without a hitch.  After parking the cars in the box store, Winters ordered the men to get some rest.  They had an even bigger day ahead of them tomorrow and he needed everyone to be as alert as possible.




Chapter 75

Alexandria Virginia

 

Major Green woke up early in the morning after a restless night.  He turned over on his back and looked up at the ceiling.  He couldn’t keep from thinking about the evidence he and Sam had gotten from Alison O’Connor, proving the bombings had been a conspiracy between her husband and Reed.

He got up and dressed for an early morning run.  As always, the run had helped clear his mind.  It was the one place he felt safe from prying eyes.  Since his neighborhood hadn’t awakened yet, it was easy to determine if he was being watched. 

After showering and having breakfast, he headed to work.  He hoped he didn’t have to see Reed today.  It was difficult enough knowing the bastard had been responsible for killing thousands of men in the Patriot Centers.  Now, it was worse knowing he had also coordinated the bombing of American cities.  He wasn’t in the mood for pretending today and didn’t trust himself.  He might just pull out his gun and shoot him on sight.

Green got onto the beltway and immediately ran into a traffic jam.  The radio announced a four car pileup, which made him wonder if it was another hit and run set up by Reed.  The accident turned out to be nothing too serious but made good rubbernecking entertainment for passersby.  The accident caused him to be an hour late getting to the office.  He pulled into the parking garage and drove to his assigned space.  As he pulled in, he noticed a young girl standing off to the side and wondered whom she was.  She was dressed in dark blue jeans and a blue shirt.  She obviously didn’t belong there.  He gave his sidearm a reassuring pat but didn’t think this girl was there to kill him.  As he got out of his car, she approached him.

“Excuse me, sir.”

Green hesitated before answering.  “Yes, what can I do you for you?”

“Are you Major Green?” asked Cara knowing who he was since she had seen his picture.

Green grew suspicious.  “Who are you?”

“Please, sir.  I need to talk to you.”

“Again, who are you?”

Cara pulled out the picture of her family.  She handed the photo to Green. 

He looked at the picture and instantly recognized Cole Winters.  He tried not to show any emotion.  “Is this supposed to mean something to me?”

“I’m Cara Winters, my father is Cole Winters, the man you’re after.  You are after him, aren’t you?”

Green wasn’t sure what to make of this encounter and looked around to see if anyone was watching them.  He only vaguely knew Winters had a daughter.  “How do you know who I am?”

“I have a friend here in town and had her ask around.”

“She must know a lot of people to have found that out.”

“She does.  She grew up here.”

“I’m a little confused.  What exactly do you want?”

“I want to help my dad.  He’s not the monster they’ve been making him out to be.”

Green wasn’t expecting anything like this and was unsure of what to do.  On one hand, he thought perhaps he should help this poor girl, but on the other hand, he didn’t know her from Adam and wasn’t sure he could trust her. 

“Cara, is that right?”

She nodded.

“I’m not sure how I can help you.  He’s a wanted man and when he’s caught he’ll be given a fair trial.”

“No, they won’t, and you know it.  My daddy is not a killer.  He would never have killed my mother.  He loved her.”

“That’s not what the news is saying.”

“They’re lying.  It’s all lies.  My dad wouldn’t hurt a flea,” she started to cry.

Green certainly wasn’t expecting this either.  He watched her reach into her purse and pull out a tissue.  He waited for her to compose herself and wondered how long it was going to take.  She must be going through hell watching all the news.  “You know, Cara, I met your dad.”

“You did?” she said looking up.

“Yes, I did.”

“How was he?  How did he look?”

Green looked around to see if anyone had spotted them.  He thought they should at least go to an empty office on the first floor.  He didn’t like standing in the parking garage out in the open.

“Why don’t we go inside,” he suggested.

Cara’s eyes grew big.  “No, I don’t want to go inside.”

“Why not?” asked Green.

“It’s just with all the lies the government has been telling, I like, don’t trust them.”

“I work for the government.”

“I know, but out here I can run away from you,” she said looking around.

Green felt bad knowing the media had painted her dad as the scourge of the country.  He looked at his watch and saw he was late.

“Listen, I’m running late for a meeting.  Is there a number I can call and maybe meet with you another time?”

“You won’t try anything funny and take me in?”

“No, I promise.”

Cara hesitated a few moments before giving him a contact number.

 




Chapter 76

Detroit Michigan

 

Mike Vatter sat down in his office in the Detroit Police station and eyeballed the phone.  It was nine o’clock and he needed to give Mordulfah an update, even though he probably had already received one from his own men. Vatter hadn’t gotten any sleep the previous night.  Not only had he lost the girls they had rounded up, but also, the rebels had killed thirty of his men in the failed ambush.  He wasn’t even sure how many of Mordulfah’s men had been killed.  The poor bastards up on the interstate were like sitting ducks when the rebels hammered them.  From the report he’d received, it sounded like they’d lost close to a hundred men, but he wasn’t sure of the exact number.  To top it off, it appeared that some of Mordulfah’s men just took off.  None of the men posted north or west of Jackson were there.  They must have gotten scared or something because they’d disappeared.  Vatter scoffed thinking about the so-called dedicated men Mordulfah had.  If they were going to run at the first sign of conflict, then this wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought it would be.

He picked up the phone and dialed the number.  Mordulfah’s assistant, Wali answered the phone. 

“Yes.”

“This is Captain Vatter.  I need to make my report.”

“Just a moment.”

Vatter took in a couple of deep breaths trying to compose himself.  He knew Mordulfah wouldn’t be happy with him.

“Captain Vatter, how are things in Detroit?” asked Mordulfah already aware of the failure.

Vatter filled him in on the details of last night’s debacle.  There were a few moments of silence after he’d finished. 

“This is most troubling, Captain.  You had a simple task to do last night and you failed.”

Blood rushed to Vatter’s face.

“I’m at a loss for words trying to figure out how this happened.  Thanks to our spy in Jackson, you knew the rebels were coming south, you had the men posted on all the roads giving you the perfect set up to take out these rebels all at once and somehow they escaped.”

“I’m not sure how they figured it out, but they got lucky.”

“Does luck explain how they were able to get across your lines and rescue those girls?”

Vatter started rubbing his forehead.  “I’m at a loss to explain that one, too.”

“Captain, I hadn’t expected to do this, but I’m going to have my men block off all the roads leading into Jackson today.  I will not allow Mr. Winters and his men to escape.  I had hoped to take him out last night.  I allowed my men on the interstate to take losses because I knew it would split up the rebel’s force.  Why they didn’t attack last night is beyond me.  I had men hidden, waiting for it.  Now, we’re going to have to deal with an urban assault.  This will be a bloody block by block fight.”

Vatter was starting to get a little-pissed off.  “Are we going to able to count on your men to not run away?” he asked in a fake concerned voice. 

“We don’t know if they ran away.  They could have been killed for all we know.”

“We didn’t see any signs of foul play,” said Vatter taking a little pleasure in the statement.

“Until we know for sure, I’m going to assume the rebels had something to do with it.”

Vatter smiled at a small victory.

“How long will it take to seal off the town?” asked Mordulfah changing the subject.

“Several hours, maybe more.”

“Don’t screw this up, Captain.  We have them within our grasp and I don’t want anything to go wrong or someone will pay.”

Vatter scoffed when Mordulfah hung up the phone.

Mordulfah handed the phone to Wali.  “Are all Americans arrogant or do I just have the misfortune of having to deal with the ones who are?”

“I think they are all arrogant,” responded Wali.

“This Vatter is as incompetent as they come.”

“Perhaps Mr. Vatter needs to be replaced,” said Wali.

“I may just have to do that.  We’ll give him one more chance.  If he screws it up I’ll have someone slit his throat.”

“And the men who disappeared?” asked Wali

“I am puzzled by that one.  Winters may have had something to do with that, but I am doubtful.  How do you take out two hundred men without a trace?  It is odd though, that they would all leave.”

“If they were local men from the same area, perhaps they’re not as dedicated as the rest and conspired to leave the first chance they got.”

“You might be right, but if that is the case, there could be others.”

“Might have to ensure they know what happens to those who wither from their duty to Allah,” said Wali.

Mordulfah looked at Wali and smiled.  “Yes, making an example by sacrificing one of them would do the trick.  If any more men disappear, then we shall make a spectacle of what will happen.”

“If you’re to surround Jackson, then Winters will be kept quite busy, will he not?”

Mordulfah didn’t answer and expected Wali to finish his thought.

“Is there not another town just north of Jackson?”

Mordulfah’s dark eyes lit up knowing what Wali was suggesting.  They had plenty of men to spare.  He leaned toward the laptop and pulled up the map program he used to keep track of the territory they had conquered.  The small town of Leslie was just to the north of Jackson and was still intact.

 




Chapter 77

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters awoke and was surprised to see the clock read ten-thirty.  He must have been more tired than he realized.  After returning from their nighttime raid, he headed to the hospital to check in on Meeks and Reese.  He saw they had both found empty rooms and had gone to sleep after getting checked out by a doctor.  Winters found Scar and got an update on what happened to them.  Satisfied they were okay, he had found himself an empty bed and fell asleep.  He couldn’t believe with everything that had happened yesterday, he managed to get seven hours of sleep.  Usually, he would toss and turn thinking about everything he needed to do.  He threw off the sheet and stretched his legs before swinging them off the bed.  He looked around the hospital room and saw he had his own bathroom with a shower.  He didn’t know when he would have another opportunity, so he decided to take a quick shower.

The hospital had solar panels and a generator, but they must be conserving energy because the water was cold.  The water cascaded over his body as he soaped up and rinsed off in quick fashion.

He looked out the window to see the sun shining bright and wished this day could be just as bright, but he knew they were going to have a tough time ahead.  He needed to get with his lieutenants and make tentative plans for what they were going to do.  They would have to find a way to outwit the cops and the Jijis.  Not being able to meet either of their enemy’s overwhelming forces head on, they would have to be creative.

Winters thought about how he had known this day would eventually come.  He didn’t think they would be able to utilize guerrilla tactics forever.  It would take too long and he wanted to get this over with before winter set in.  It was difficult enough to be effective with such small numbers but in the snow, it would be impossible.  There wouldn’t be any plows to remove the snow, so their movement would be at the mercy of the weather.  Thinking about it made him understand why in past times battles were always fought in the summer.  He then realized the brilliance of Washington crossing the Delaware.  It worked because a winter campaign was simply unimaginable.  In some ways, he felt what they were doing was similar to Washington and the Continental Army.  They had to fight superior numbers and a tyrannical government.  Both the Revolutionaries and the Shadow Patriots fought for the love of their country.  The colonists finally received help from the French, just as they were getting help from the Canadians and the Brits.  The major difference here was most Americans were unaware this second war was going on in the Midwest.  They were alone in this fight.  He just hoped Major Green would be able to discredit Gerald Perozzi and Lawrence Reed.  If he wasn’t successful, then regardless of the outcome here, nothing would change. He and his men would be outlaws forever.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts.  He opened the door to find Scar standing there with Meeks.

“Hey Meeks, how the hell are ya?” he asked, holding out his hand.

Meeks grabbed his hand.  “Doing good, Captain.  A little sore in the legs but got enough sleep last night and found some new clothes this morning.  It’s a good thing I did too because what I was wearing last night was way beyond saving.”

“He looked like a drowned rat, Captain,” said Scar.

Winters stepped out into the hallway and noticed a few scratches on Meeks’ face. 

“Yeah, we got tangled up in some thorns, which was right before we fell into a pond.”

“A pond?”

“Yes, a pond, in the middle of nowhere, and we had to fall into it.”

Winters let out a laugh.  “Both of you?”

“Of course, hell, I’m the one who pulled her in.  She was stuck on some thorns and I was yanking on her when boom, she broke free and we fell backward right into a pond.”

Winters shook his head trying not to laugh too hard.  “With what you went through last night, I won’t razz you about the old man.”

Meeks let out a laugh.  “Yeah, that’s ah, a little embarrassing.”

“Don’t worry, Captain,” said Scar.  “I’ve given him enough grief about it already.”

“I’d expect nothing less, Scar,” said Winters.  “How’s Reese?”

“Still sleeping and deserves it.  She did good, Captain.  Even cold-cocked that old man.  Kinda funny to see this buck fifteen girl try and take down a three hundred pounder.  He gave her a good wallop though, so she’ll have a shiner for sure.”

“She and Amber will be a matched set then,” chuckled Winters.

“Oh, yeah, forgot about Amber, how’s she doing?” asked Meeks.

“I think she’s good, little shaken up over her kill,” said Winters.

“Yeah, that one was pretty messed up.  She almost bit it,” said Meeks.

Winters turned to Scar.  “Have you heard from anyone?”

“I checked in with Nate a little while ago, nothing going on at Jackson Crossing.  Taylor says the Jijis on the interstate looked to be moving around a bit.  Bassett and Burns headed out there a little while ago.”

The three of them walked to the hospital cafeteria to get something to eat and found Elliott and Amber sitting at a table.  Amber rose and gave Meeks a hug asking him how he was.

“I’m good, glad to be back,” said Meeks eyeing her bruise.  “I think Nate was right, it looks sexy on you.”

“Well, it doesn’t feel sexy,” said Amber.

“Reese is gonna have one, too.”

“Oh?”

Meeks brought Elliott and Amber up to speed about what happened.  As always, he added some theatrics to the story and had everyone laughing when he got to the part where Reese was slugging it out with the three hundred pound, “Jason.”  All five were enjoying the levity as they ate breakfast until Nate came flying through the door.

“The Jijis are coming,” he said between heavy breaths.

 




Chapter 78

 

Nate reported that several carloads of Jijis arrived at Jackson Crossing and parked on the overpass, while others kept going west and quite a number headed north.  They were positioning themselves at all the exits along the interstate. 

They all bolted out of the hospital and headed towards Jackson Crossing to get a better look.  As usual, Scar and Meeks sat in the back, while Elliott drove the SUV.  Nate and Amber followed behind them.  Winters sat in the passenger seat and thought about the movements of the Jijis.  It meant only one thing; Mordulfah was surrounding the city.  It was an obvious move, a move that Winters had expected.  They would have to seal off the city before they moved in to attack.  The only question now was how much time did they have?  He looked at his watch and saw it was eleven-thirty.  It would take some time to coordinate all those men and move them into every possible position.  Winters figured it would take several hours, which would make it late afternoon.  He had learned from Bassett they didn’t necessarily like to fight at night, which meant, they would probably attack early in the morning.  This gave them all day and throughout the night to prepare. 

He grabbed the radio as they got closer to the interstate.  “Bassett, come in.”

“I’m here, Captain.”

“Where are you?”

“Burns and I are up north.”

“Have you seen any movement yet?”

“Affirmative, I’m seeing about twenty vehicles headed north.  We figure there’s about eighty bad guys.”

Winters put the radio down and thought about why the Jijis headed so far north.  “Meeks, you got a map?”

Meeks reached in his jacket, pulled one out and handed it to Winters.

He opened the map and followed the route right into the town of Leslie.  “Damn it.”

Scar leaned forward.  “What’s up?”

“Look here,” said Winters pointing to route 127.  “They’re going to go take out a little town north of here.”

“Makes sense,” said Scar.

“It’s actually a brilliant move,” said Winters.  “Mordulfah plans to keep us busy while he gets to do what he wants.”

“What do you want to do, Captain?” asked Scar.

“We can’t let that bastard have his way,” said Meeks.  “We can still find a way up there.”

“No, we’ve got to warn everyone in Jackson and get ready.  We need to be here,” said an aggravated Winters.

“What about letting Bassett and Burns loose?” suggested Scar.

Winters gave it some thought and grew impatient when he realized it wasn’t the best thing to be doing.  However, he couldn’t in good conscience, allow Mordulfah to have free reign when the Shadow Patriots were nearby.

He picked the mic back up.  “Taylor, come in.”

“Captain.”

“Can you get north of the interstate?”

“Not a problem.”

“I need you to hook up with Bassett and Burns.”

“Will do.”

“Corporal, those Jijis are going to attack the town of Leslie.  Take those men you’ve got and get up there.”

“You got it, Captain.  I’ll have Hadley and his guys join us.”

“Where’s he at?”

“I’m here, Captain.  I came west early this morning to relieve the guys you stationed here last night.”

Winters was starting to feel a little better about his only option.  With all of Hadley, Bassett and Taylor’s men, he was still looking at a smaller number than the Jijis, but they would have the element of surprise. 

Elliott stopped the SUV when they arrived at Jackson Crossing and saw the parked Jijis up ahead. 

“Take a right, here,” said Winters.

Elliott turned onto Andrew Street. 

Winters looked down at the map and saw they were coming to Lansing, which went over the interstate.  He instructed Elliott to take that left. 

A couple of minutes later, they stopped right before the overpass and everyone got out carrying their weapons.  They could see vehicles of different assortments parked up and down the interstate. 

“Well, at least now we know where they all are,” said Meeks.

Scar looked at him.  “Doing the lemonade thing again?”

“Gots to, my man,” smiled Meeks.

“It does take the mystery out of it,” said Winters.  “There’s no hiding his men now.”

“C’mon let’s shoot some of the bastards, right now,” said Nate.

Winters thought about it.  They did have quite a few just below them, but he decided to wait.  He didn’t want anyone chasing them back through the streets where there might still be people living in the surrounding homes.

“Captain, they’re right there,” Nate insisted.

“I know, Nate, but let them get comfortable and we’ll catch them off guard tonight.”

Nate let out a growl.

“I promise, Nate, tonight we’ll come out and play.”

 




Chapter 79

 

While waiting for Taylor and Hadley to get to the Van Horn overpass, Bassett thought about the approach they were going to take.  He had experience fighting urban warfare in the Middle East and knew it was a grueling, dangerous business.  He hadn’t been involved with the Shadow Patriots until after they had intervened in the invasions of other towns.  However, he did help them escape from Detroit, so he asked Burns to fill him in on what to expect.

“They always park in the downtown area,” said Burns as he pointed to the map.  “They normally bring all their prisoners to the one location and load them up on the transports.”

“Should we wait for them or go after them?”

“Depends, I think this is going to be a quite a bit different.  Usually, they have cops making contact with the townspeople, pretending to help the folks, but these guys will be openly aggressive carrying weapons and stampeding up and down the streets.  They’ll have to go house-to-house looking for people, so I would imagine they’d stay on the streets with the most houses.  They won’t bother with the outlying homes.”

“They’re just going to shoot any undesirables,” said Bassett.

“Yep.  They’re here for one reason and that’s for females.”

“Okay, so we’ll locate their base of operation, take them out and set up a team to wait for more to show up,” said Bassett.

“We can set some sharpshooters up on the downtown rooftops.”

“They’ll kill too many locals if we don’t send out some teams,” said Bassett.

“Agreed.  I think you and I can lead two eight-man teams.”

“Okay, but I want the teams to maintain fairly close contact.  The Jijis will be spread out, but we’re still going up against a larger force.”

“Unless something else comes up, we’ll go up parallel streets,” said Burns.  “Four men to each side of the street.”

“Just what I was thinking.  Taylor can take care of downtown once we take them out,” said Bassett as he folded up the map.

Without any fanfare, both Taylor and Hadley arrived at the same time and Bassett filled them in on their plan.  They then loaded up and took off up US 127 toward Leslie, Michigan.

Bassett wasn’t quite sure how they were going to enter the town until he noted 127 bordered a stretch of South Main Street.  He slowed down before swinging the SUV onto the grass and crashed through the wire fence.  He drove slowly up the road.  There was a house here and there but mostly the road went through grassy fields with trees growing in sporadic clumps.  The further they traveled into town, the closer the houses were to each other. 

Bassett lowered the window and could hear gunfire off in the distance.  That sound got his blood pumping as no other sound could.  He’d been in many battles and knew what to expect.  The thought of battle heightened his senses and he was now thinking a mile a minute.  He zeroed his mind in on the map of Leslie, which he had memorized.  He counted down the streets as they approached downtown and knew that Olds Street was the last one he wanted to cross.  He saw a church to the right and decided this was close enough. He jumped the curb and drove across the grass into the back parking lot.

The men leaped out of their vehicles and ran to a tree line that bordered a creek.  They crossed Mill Street, keeping to the trees growing behind the houses that faced Main Street.  The gunfire became louder the closer they got to downtown.  Bassett turned to make sure no one was falling behind.  Satisfied, he ran across a parking lot to the back of the buildings on Main.  Trying the handle of a back door, he found it locked, and using the butt of his M4 knocked out a window.  He cautiously entered the building and crept toward the front.  Sure enough, the Jijis had four transports and it appeared they had already gathered a number of girls.

Bassett turned to Taylor.  “Honey Badger, you bring your Savage?” Bassett was referring to the Savage 110 BA sniper rifle he’d used at the interstate.  With a range of eleven hundred yards, it was a handy piece to have.

Taylor gave him a “you kidding me” glance.

“Need you up top.”

“C’mon, Harris,” said Taylor pushing his friend from Minnesota toward the staircase.

Bassett directed additional men to buildings further up the street.

“Twinkle, come in,” said Taylor on the radio.

Bassett grabbed the radio.  “Here.”

“You’ve got four Jijis tending shop.  They’re to the right, not paying much attention.  Careful of the dead, they got them scattered.”

Bassett turned to Burns.  “Shall we?”

Burns switched the safety off his M4.  He looked at Hadley and pointed to the left.  “Cross the street and come down on our left.”

They exited the building one at a time.  Bassett came to the first transport, his M4 leading the way.  He turned the corner with Burns following closely to cover him.  Looking in the back, he saw nothing.  Bassett knelt down and saw the Jijis just ahead. He also noticed the dead Taylor had mentioned.  The Jijis simply left them where they fell scattered all around.  He signaled Burns and they hustled past the next transport and ran to the last one.  Bassett came around the corner, fell to his knees and in this prone position, began firing his weapon.  Burns stood behind him firing.  The four Jijis fell to the ground.

Bassett rose and movement inside a store caught his eye.  A couple of Jijis started firing on their position.  Several came toward their exposed right flank.

 




Chapter 80

Washington D.C.

 

Green left his office to go meet his friend, Sam White, from the State Department.  Sam was his go to guy for background information on just about anyone.  He had accompanied him to see Mrs. O’Connor and he had done background checks on the names they found in O’Connor’s journal.  They were to meet in their favorite coffee shop.

Green, dressed in a dark blue suit with a red tie, exited the Lafayette building.  He felt more comfortable being out of uniform these days as it was easier to blend in.  He wasn’t reporting to any commanders and felt out of place inside the bank building.  He hustled down 15th Street and took a roundabout way to get to the Duxbury Coffee shop.  He jaywalked across the street and a car screeched on its brakes, just missing him.  The loud blast on a horn shook his mind back to reality.  He had been thinking about Cara and what he should do with her.  He wanted to be able to tell her that her father was indeed a good man, but wasn’t sure if he could trust her.  There had to be a way to reunite her with her father.  He tried to put her out of his mind and concentrate on his upcoming meeting.  He hoped Sam had been able to come up with some background information on those names.  He wanted as much information as possible before he informed Jacob Gibbs and the others of his find.

He was still a few blocks from the coffee shop, and looking at his watch, he noticed he was late.  He reached the entrance and pulled the door open for an exiting couple.  After getting his order, he joined his friend, who had already finished half his drink.

“Sorry I’m late,” said Green as he took the seat against the wall.  “I’ve had an interesting day already.”

“Well, it’s about to get even more interesting,” said Sam.

Green removed the lid from his coffee and took a sip.

“I’ve been able to dig up info on all those names in O’Connor’s journal.  Most are foreign and were either in the army, the mob or both.”

“Mob?” asked Green.

“Yes, the Russian mob.”

“Russians are involved?”

“You didn’t think they’d want to be left out of this little party, did you?”

Green gave him an awkward smile.

Sam fired up his laptop and turned it around for Green to see.

“I’ve organized them according to where they’re from.  The first six are from Eastern Europe, mostly from Russia, some from the Ukraine Crimean areas.  They won’t mean much to us other than they’re not supposed to be in the country.”

Green looked at unfamiliar pictures and names he couldn’t pronounce.  He was sure that someone in the Intelligence field would know them well.

“It’s the second set we’re most interested in.”

Green scrolled down and looked at the pictures.  He studied them one by one not recognizing any of them.  The last name he came to was Charlie Chivers, female. “Charlie Chivers is a female?”

“Yeah, I double-check that one to be sure.  It’s not a real popular last name, so it’s her all right.  She graduated from Dartmouth, a real radical that one.  She was involved with the Green Brigade, who tried shutting down the power grid some years back.  Spent a year in prison for it, but she didn’t seem to learn her lesson.  Got caught again destroying construction equipment, served another six months and had to pay for damages.  The family has money, so it was no sweat off her back.  She’s working for some lobbying group on K Street now.”

Green stared at the mug shots of a twenty-eight-year-old woman.  She had long light brown hair, and her heavy eyebrows framed her big brown eyes.  Her small mouth looked even smaller with her big cheeks.  He wondered what motivated someone like her to want to do damage to a county that allowed her to attend a prestigious school and get a job on K Street despite having a criminal record. 

“Are her parents well-connected?”

Sam cracked a sly smile.  “Banking.”

Green let out a sigh.  “Of course.”

“The rest of these guys are former military, a couple of convicts with sorted backgrounds.  That first one there is in a gang down in Texas.”

“Gang.  What kind of gang?”

“Motorcycle gang.”

Green shook his head and let out a chuckle.  “So, we’ve got Bankers, Russians, Jihadist, Politicians, Gangsters and a female Radical.  That’s some motley crew.”

“Don’t forget the Chinese.”

“Yes, we can’t forget them now, can we?”

As Green finished his coffee, he informed Sam about Cara. 

“Whoa…what does she want?”

“Try and stick up for her dad, I guess.”

“So, she doesn’t know what he’s really been doing?”

“Not at all.”

“You going to tell her?”

“I don’t know…I want to, but I’m not sure.”

“Where’d she come from…where’s she been?”

“Not sure.”

“Poor kid, crappy thing to hear about your dad murdering folks.”

“Yeah, and her mom.”

“Wow, I didn’t even think about that.”

“It’s starting to eat at me.  I know for a fact, it’s Reed who’s made up these lies, and I'm not supposed to say anything to this poor kid.”  Green shook his head in disgust to think that on top of everything else, he now had to deal with this.

 




Chapter 81

Leslie Michigan

 

Bassett swung his M4 to the right and emptied the magazine as Jijis poured out of the building.  Their position was exposed. He backed up into Burns who fired a three shot burst.  Bassett slammed in another mag and fired off another volley.  Burns grabbed Bassett’s collar, guiding him back as he fired his weapon.  Overhead, they heard shots coming from the rooftop as Taylor and Harris targeted the Jijis on the left side of the street.  More shots came from the other side of the transports as Hadley led his men forward.  He came around the last transport and had a better angle to cover Bassett and Burns’ exit.  The gunfire became more sporadic as it died down. 

“We need to cover that back exit,” yelled Bassett.

Burns yelled to his men still inside.  “Cover the back exit.”

“The streets are clear, Twinkle.”

Bassett looked up and gave Taylor a thumbs up.

Hadley’s men crept into the entrance on the left to clear the building.  Shots from AK-47s rang out inside and then the M4s answered back.  Hadley ran outside.  “We’re clear.”

Bassett and Burns entered the building on the other side of the street.  He heard movement coming from the back and then accented whispers.  He turned to Burns and pointed to the back.  They moved silently across the wooden floor and entered a dark hallway.  Bassett stopped when he again heard someone moving around.  Neither moved a muscle as they strained their ears.  Burns took a glass vase off a shelf and tapped Bassett on the shoulder.  Bassett nodded.  They stood to the side and Burns threw the vase down the hallway.  It smashed into pieces.  Rapid fire exploded into the air hitting nothing but empty walls.

Bassett had seen the muzzle fire.  He held up two fingers and pointed to the right.  Bassett and Burns raised their weapons and emptied their magazines. Dying men cried out in pain.  Basset reloaded, crept down the hallway and found two bloody Jijis on the floor.  One was still alive.  Bassett pointed his weapon and finished him off.  A red mist blew straight up and splattered the wall.

They made their way back outside to the last transport and Burns drew back the canvas revealing six girls huddled together.  They looked up and broke out in tears.  Two were still little kids and the other four were just teenagers. 

“We’re not here to hurt you,” said Burns.  He wondered if he should bring them out amongst all the dead, but figured they had probably already seen their moms shot in front of them.  He waved his hand, motioning them forward.

“C’mon girls, we need to get you to safety,” Burns said in a reassuring tone.

The girls timidly crawled to the tailgate and Hadley helped them out.  Hadley had little sisters of his own and knew how to handle them.  His Texas drawl seemed to have a soothing effect on the girls.

Burns suggested they keep the girls in the trees behind the buildings.  He knew more would be coming soon and he didn’t want to take a lot of time hiding them.  He instructed Hadley to take a few men to guard them.

Bassett ordered more men on top of the buildings on the other side of the street, while Burns ran up to Bellevue Road, where the Jijis had parked several of their vehicles.  He looked down the road and saw a small group of Jijis standing in the middle of it.  He turned his head to take a closer look at the parked vehicles.  Two of them were big black Mercedes sedans.  He looked inside and saw the keys were still in the ignition.  All of a sudden, he had an idea.  He raced back to tell Bassett who thought it might be just crazy enough to work. 

“Always wanted to drive a Mercedes,” said Bassett.

“Be a hell of a lot easier than walking the streets,” smiled Burns.

He gave instructions to the men then ran back to the parked Mercedes.  Bassett and three others hopped into one and Burns and three more into the other.  They cranked the cars up.  Burns swung the wheel around and headed down Bellevue with Bassett right behind them.  They lowered all the windows and everyone readied their weapons. 

Burns saw the Jijis still in the middle of the street.  They didn’t pay much attention to the Mercedes as it came closer to them.  “Just stay right there, gentlemen,” said Burns.  He smiled and hit the accelerator.  It was too late to get out of the way as the big black car rammed into eight Jijis.  Several flew over the top as the car ran over a couple more.  The ones who managed to get out of the way of the first car were not able to escape Bassett as he ran them down.  Two more flew up into the air and landed hard.

Burns jammed on the brakes and whipped the wheel around turning the car 180 degrees.  Several Jijis came running toward the street but were soon dead when the Shadow Patriots opened fire from the windows.

Bassett pulled up alongside Burns.  “These German bad boys handle pretty good.”

“Don’t they?” laughed Burns.

Bassett looked up and noticed two pick-ups coming down Bellevue.  “Here we go, boys, we got company.”

 




Chapter 82

 

Burns floored the accelerator as Bassett spun his car’s tires while making a U-turn to follow Burns back up Bellevue.  Two pick-ups with Jijis in the back were coming hard on their tail.  Burns grabbed the radio.  “Okay boys, here we come, we got two trucks coming in hot.”

“We got you covered,” radioed Taylor.

The two Mercedes flew past Main Street.  Burns took a hard left on Church Street and stopped the car at an angle to block off any escape route.  He and his men jumped out and took cover on the passenger side.  Bassett’s crew duplicated the maneuver on Bellevue.  They crawled out the passenger side and took aim at the approaching pickups.

The trucks crossed Main Street and stopped in the middle of the road.  The first driver tried to make a right on Commercial Drive but a transport blocked the road.  The second driver recognized the trap and started to back up but stopped when another transport, driven by a Shadow Patriot, backed onto Bellevue.

They opened fire on all sides at the trapped men.  The massacre lasted only thirty seconds until all the Jijis were dead.

Burns ran to the pick-ups to make sure everyone was dead.  He counted the bodies, added in the others they’d run over and the ones they took out initially.  “I think that makes about thirty down.  Not a bad start.”

“We counted what, about eighty passed by us,” said Bassett referring to the Jijis passing under the Van Horn overpass.

“Let’s keep going with the cars.  That worked out pretty good,” said Burns.

“Sounds good to me,” said Bassett.

They all climbed back into the cars and took off, while the rest of the men threw the bodies into the pickups and cleared the area.  Burns led the way again and headed back down Bellevue.  Two Jijis stood over the dead ones in the middle of the street and looked up as Burns approached.  They started waving Burns down as if he was their friend. 

“These boys don’t know who we are,” snickered Burns.  “Eddie, you want the honors?”

“Indeed, I do,” said Eddie Perlee.

Burns slowed the car as he approached and swung it to the left.  Eddie raised an AK-47 he’d picked up off a dead Jiji.  He pulled the trigger just as his prey realized what was happening.  A quick burst was all it took to drop them. 

They continued down Bellevue and took a left onto Sherman Street.  Burns saw a red pick-up with two young girls in the back.  There was one guard watching over them.  He saw another Jiji dragging an older teenage girl across the lawn of her home as she screamed and flailed her arms.  The guard noticed the two Mercedes coming toward them, but didn’t seem alarmed as he walked over to his friend to help with the screaming girl by slapping her across the face.

Burns picked up the radio.  “Let’s squeeze ‘em, I’ll take the front.”

“Copy that,” answered Bassett.

“Get those windows up and duck down,” ordered Burns hoping the tinted windows hid them enough.

Burns turned his head and drove over the lawn as he passed by.  The girl, by continuing her struggle, distracted her attacker’s attention. Burns looked around and saw a few more Jijis down the street.  He stopped the car and hopped out.  The two excited Jijis were now pawing at the teen girl and didn’t notice Burns or Bassett approaching from behind.  Burns crouched down as he pulled out his Glock 31 and covered Bassett who drew out his Tomahawk and knife.  Bassett leaped at them swinging the axe across the back of the neck of the first bad guy while thrusting his knife into the side of the second. Both dropped to the pavement.  Bassett finished them off with a couple of swings.  Burns turned to see if the others had noticed but saw that they had gone into another house looking for prey.

The teen stared wide-eyed at the dead Jijis.  She turned toward Bassett and didn’t seem to know what to do. 

Burns approached the girl.  “It’s okay, we’re not going to hurt you.”

She watched Bassett wiping his weapons on the grass. 

“You alright?” asked Burns.

The girl nodded.  She was five-foot-three and her brown eyes were bloodshot from crying.  The right side of her face was red from the slap the Jiji had given her. 

Burns noticed her shoulder length brown hair was in tangles and she was wearing boxer shorts and a t-shirt.  Burns figured they had dragged her out of bed.  “Great way to start the day,” he thought.  He turned to see the two girls in the back of the truck.  Neither of them looked to be more than eleven or twelve and both were still in their pajamas.

Burns looked at the teen. “What’s your name, Hon?”

She took a gulp of air.  “Maggie.”

“Maggie, do you know these girls?”

She nodded again.

“Where’s you mom?”

She pointed across the lawn.

“Is she alright?”

She shook her head and tears started to run down her face. 

“Do you have any other family here?”

She shook her head.

“Eddie, can you drive them to Hadley?”

“You got it, Corporal.”

Bassett got on the radio.  “Badger, got a red pick-up coming in with friendlies.”

“Girls, Eddie here is going to take you somewhere safe until these bad men are gone, okay?”

They all nodded.  Maggie climbed in the back and put her arms around the younger girls.  Eddie jumped in and started the pickup.

Burns looked at Maggie.  “You have any idea how many people are still living in town?”

“Not many of us are left here.”

Burns turned to Bassett.  “Explains why they’re so spread out.”

Eddie pulled the truck onto the front lawn and turned back up Sherman Drive.  As he pulled away, shots rang out.  A round hit the tailgate of the truck.  Burns and Bassett turned to see Jijis running toward them.

 




Chapter 83

Jackson Michigan

 

When Winters got back to the hospital, he sent Nate and Amber out to find Mayor Simpson.  While waiting for him, he had Scar and Meeks go and deploy the rest of the Shadow Patriots, where they could keep an eye on the Jijis and report on any movement the enemy might make.  He kept Elliott with him in case he needed some muscle to handle the lunatic, Nordell, who he figured would be coming with the Mayor.  His last meeting with them didn’t go so well.  Then again, none of his encounters with Nordell had gone well.  He wondered if he’d be able to count on him when the Jijis started their attacks.  Winters hoped the old Marine had come to his senses and realized he was not the bad guy.

Winters’ thoughts drifted to Bassett and Burns and wondered how they were doing.  He didn’t like sending such a small force to take on so many Jijis, but he felt he didn’t have much choice.  He couldn’t allow the Jijis to take little kids as sex slaves.  The thought repulsed him and made him think back to the day when they raided the party house.  Despite losing some of the girls in the sandpit, they had freed seventy-five girls.  Looking back on it now, he realized it was actually one of their best days.  Winters vowed that he would never allow anyone to be held a slave while he was around to do something about it.  The icing on the cake was the more girls he saved, the more he would frustrate Mordulfah.

Winters turned to see Elliott walk in with a couple of cups of coffee.  He handed one to Winters and took the lid off his.  He blew on it a couple of times before taking a sip. 

“I wonder how many men this town has left to fight,” said Elliott.

Winters took another sip.  “Let’s just hope they’re willing to fight.”

“You wouldn’t think that would be an issue.”

“No, you wouldn’t, but look how many we’ve seen not to join us.”

“Self-preservation,” snorted Elliott.

“Yep.  Well, fortunately for us they’ve got nowhere to run.”

“Just remember, this is farm country, plenty of fields out there to sneak through.”

Winters looked up to see Nate and Amber walk in with Mayor Simpson.  He was surprised the elderly mayor came alone.  He also noticed the man looked older than the last time he saw him.  The mayor looked pale and more tired than usual.  He put his coffee down and shook the mayor’s frail hand.  He gave him an update on what was happening and Winters could see the mayor’s eyes darting around nervously.  He asked him how many men and women were willing to take up arms and fight. 

“I’m not certain, but I know there’s a small group that’s taken up with Nordell.”

Winters looked at Elliott.

“I know the two of you don’t get along,” said Simpson.

“Mayor, you’re being too much of a politician, the man doesn’t like us and thinks we don’t know what we’re doing.  That’s on him, I just need him to be aware of what is going on and for him to let me know what his plans are.  If he wants to go off on his own, that’s fine with us, we just need to know where he’ll be, so we don’t get in each other’s way.”

“I’ll get with him, Mr. Winters.”

“If you know of anyone still living on Andrews, or any of the area around there, you need to get them out.  In fact, you should get everyone into the center of town for their own safety.”

“I could use some help with that,” pleaded Simpson.

Winters looked at Nate.

Nate nodded, as did Amber.

“Nate and Amber will bring some of our guys to help you coordinate that.”

“Thank you.”

“So, go with them, gather your people together and get with Nordell so we can plan a strategy for defending this town.  Why don’t we meet back here in a couple of hours, can you do that?”

“Yes, of course, I’ll be back here, thank you again, Mr. Winters.”

Winters turned to Elliott after they left.  “He seems a bit overwhelmed.”

“I just hope he makes it, he didn’t look too good.”

“No he didn’t.  Hey, we need to take stock of our weapons.  We got all those weapons from the Jijis we took out.”

“Yeah, about those, we left them in the store building with the cars.”

Winters shook his head realizing the building sat up on Jackson Crossing that the enemy now owned.  “Of course, they are.  We need those weapons, Elliott.”

“I guess we know what we’re doing for the next couple of hours.”

“What are we doing?” asked Reese as she came around the corner.

“Reese!” said Winters as he held out his arms.  He grabbed her in a big bear hug.  “How ya doing?”

She hugged him back.  “Now that I’ve slept for half the day, I’m good.”

She moved over to give Elliott a hug. 

“Meeks told us all about last night,” said Winters noticing the bruise and scratches on her face.

She rolled her eyes.  “Oh, I’m sure he did.  I can only imagine the tall tale he wove.”

“He did say how you got that bruise,” said Winters.

She laughed.  “Yeah, me and Jason went at it.”

“Jason?” asked Elliott.

“That’s what I called him. He was a big grisly old man.”

“Well, no matter, have you eaten?” asked Winters.

“I did.  A nice nurse brought me food and clean clothes.”

“Perfect.  You up for a mission?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“I’ll explain on the way,” said Winters.

 




Chapter 84

Leslie Michigan

 

As Eddie drove the red pick-up away, a round hit the tailgate.  He stomped on the gas pedal and fishtailed out of the lawn and up Sherman Street. The girls screamed and held on for dear life.  The Shadow Patriots took cover behind the Mercedes as ten Jijis came running up the street firing their AK’s and yelling, “Allah Akbar.”

Burns swept his M4 around and opened fire at the exposed bad guys.  Following his lead, the rest of the men raised their weapons and fired.  One, two and then five Jijis died in the middle of the street.  The last five wised up and began to spread out to the sides. One took cover behind a tree.  Two others went to the right around the side of a white one-story house, while the last two hightailed it behind Maggie’s house.

“I’ve got the two on the right,” yelled Bassett.

Burns acknowledged and took off to the left taking two men with him.  He ran across Maggie’s lawn and stopped at the corner of the house.  He peeked around and saw two Jijis creeping up from the back.  Burns turned to his men and held up two fingers.  He bolted around the corner and emptied his magazine.  The two Jijis seemed surprised that their bodies were twisting around as the bullets ripped through them. 

Bassett saw his targets hiding behind a porch.  He let loose a three round burst to try to flush them out.  One stood up just enough to return fire.  Bassett yanked himself back behind the corner.  He peeked around again and more rounds whizzed by as both Jijis now stood, trying to take command.

Burns heard the gunfire and knew Bassett was having a tough time of it.  He ran behind Maggie’s house and slowly looked around the corner to see the Jiji hiding behind the tree.  Burns took him out with a three shot volley.  Then, ran across the street and came around the corner to see the two Jijis shooting at Bassett.  He checked his ammo and threw in a fresh magazine.  He looked around the corner again and saw his chance.  He emptied his magazine into the unsuspecting men. 

“We’re clear,” yelled Burns.

Bassett came around and gave him an approving nod.  “That makes how many now?”

“I think this is about half,” answered Burns.

They grabbed the Jiji’s firearms and hustled back to their rides.  Bassett reached for the radio.  “Badger, how we doing up there?”

“Getting a little bored up here, Twinkle.  It sounds like you guys are having all the fun.”

“Don’t see anything in that scope of yours?”

“Nothing.  I’m hearing some action up on the north side though.”

“We’ll head up there next and see if we can’t do a cattle drive for ya.”

“Now, that’s more like it.”

“Anything to keep you awake, Badger,” chuckled Bassett.

“You’re sounding just like your mom, she always could keep me awake.”

Bassett shook his head knowing Badger bested him again.

Burns laughed as he walked to his car, started it up, spun the tires in Maggie’s yard and headed up Sherman Street with Bassett right on his tail.  There was no movement as he took a right on Race Street.  He continued down Race Street until he came to Pennsylvania Street.  He looked up the street and noticed there was a group of Jijis just past the school.  He picked up the radio.  “Let’s do a drive-by.”

“Sounds good,” said Bassett.

Burns pushed the pedal down and picked up his speed.  He flew past the school as his passengers rolled down the tinted windows and moved their weapons out the window. A gusty wind blew through the interior of the car.  Burns saw the Jijis and figured there had to be at least twenty.  A few were off to the side standing by empty pick-ups.  He knew they were coming up short on young girls despite seeing a corpse here and there on the lawns.  Perhaps the word had gotten out and parents had instructed their children to run into the fields and hide.  He only hoped that was the case, either way, the pick-up beds were empty. 

The Jijis moved out of the way, as they approached.  A few got suspicious and raised their weapons, but they were too late as Burns’ men opened fire.  The gunfire was loud as it reverberated inside the car.  Burns focused on the road ahead and saw some Jijis run to their vehicles.  He looked in the rearview mirror and saw the muzzle flashes come from Bassett’s car.  Jijis tripped over each other trying to get out of the way and since they weren’t fast enough blood soaked their shirts as the bullets riddled their bodies.

Burns ran out of road and looked both ways before taking a right on Kimball Street and another right on Main Street.  He didn’t see Bassett behind him.  He picked up the radio.  “You coming?”

“Hold on, I’m giving them one more second to bait them aaand here they come,” said Bassett.  “Get ready Badger, I’m bringing them in.”

“How many you got coming?” asked Taylor.

Bassett looked in the mirror as he pulled onto Main Street and saw two pickups and a silver Mercedes.  “Got three vehicles with a silver Merc bringing up the rear.”

Burns flew down Main Street, jammed on the brakes and took a right on Bellevue, while Bassett pulled a hard left.  They both stopped just twenty yards in and angled the cars to block the road again.  Everyone jumped out weapons ready.  Burns heard them coming and saw the first pick-up stop at the intersection.  The driver could see Burns and Bassett and seemed to realize they were heading into a trap. 

“Fire,” yelled Burns.

Gunfire rang out from all sides including up top.  The lead pickup tried to back up but the other truck blocked him.  Bullet holes appeared on the sides like splattered paint.  The deadly fire continued to rain down on the trapped men.  Dying Jijis yelled out.

“Burns,” yelled Taylor from the radio.  “That silver Merc is backing up.”

Taylor dropped the radio and looked through the scope on his rifle.  The silver car disappeared around the corner, so he aimed it at the driver of the second pick-up.  The truck started to back up and Taylor followed it, squeezing off a shot.  The round flew through the windshield splattering skull fragments all over the inside of the cab.  The pick-up veered off to the right across a lawn and rammed into a house. The men in the back jumped out before the impact and took cover.  Taylor zeroed in on a Jiji who was running away.  He gave the crosshairs a small lead and pulled the trigger.  The man fell over dead.  He then aimed at another taking refuge behind a wooden fence.  Taylor snickered and fired through the wood taking him out.

Burns wondered where the silver Merc was headed but didn’t have to wait long before he heard it coming down Pennsylvania Street behind them.  He yelled to take cover just as the car came around the corner and stopped in the middle of the road, just four hundred feet away.  Jijis poured out firing at Burns’ men.  He looked up to see another car joining the Merc.

 




Chapter 85

Jackson Michigan

 

Elliott drove Winters and Reese up to Jackson Crossing in hopes of retrieving the weapons from the dead Jijis they’d killed last night.  The results of the nighttime raids were two hundred Jijis.  This meant there was a cache of weapons they had taken from the ambush sites and hid from Mordulfah.  Winters wasn’t sure if this move had been effective in confusing the Saudi Prince, but he felt anything he could do to plant a seed of doubt, the better.

Before bringing the vehicles inside the big box store, they had removed the corpses and dumped them in the woods.  Until the Jijis moved up on the interstate, they had expected to still be using the empty store.  Not knowing if the Jijis were coming to attack, The Shadow Patriots who were patrolling in the area, chose the better part of valor and took off, leaving all the weapons there.  Now, Winters needed those weapons to hand out to those willing to take up arms and defend their town.  He just hoped enough citizens would be willing to fight because the Jijis outnumbered them by ten to one.  These were not good odds and he didn’t like the situation.  He couldn’t get everyone out of town and he couldn’t leave them to their own devices.  His only hope was they would fight long enough to dishearten the invaders.  This, however, would take many days of bloody fighting, which meant a lot of death.  Most of the dead would be his men, who would be taking the lead.

As they got closer, Winters had Elliott stop.  He grabbed the binoculars and scanned up ahead.  He saw there were more Jijis in the area than earlier when they’d come to check it out.  He had Elliott take a left on Argyle Street.

“Weave through these parking lots, they’re all open and connected together.”

It took a couple of minutes of driving through big parking lots, behind buildings and jumping one curb to get to their destination.  They didn’t see anyone around and drove to the back of the building.  Winters grabbed the chain to the garage door and started pulling on it just enough for Elliott to back the SUV in.

After pulling the garage door shut, Winters looked around at all of the bullet-riddled vehicles parked haphazardly with some butted right up to the backs of each other.  He walked over to a couple, reached in, and turned the headlights on to illuminate the building.  Elliott got out and pointed to the far wall, where they had stacked the weapons and ammo last night.  He opened the back of the SUV while Winters and Reese hurried over.

“Stack them on my arms,” suggested Winters.

Reese still took care to grab the stock and place the barrels toward the wall.  She loaded Winters and then Elliott’s arms with the guns.  It went that way for the next five minutes as they hustled back and forth to the SUV, loading the back with the weapons including the magazines and handguns.

“What are you going to do with all these cars?” asked Reese.

Winters gave it some thought.  “Leave ‘em here for now.  If anything, there’s fuel to siphon.”

“Such a shame they’re all shot up, some of them are real nice,” said Reese, looking at the German cars.

“You like those, huh?” asked Winters.

“Oh, yeah,” smiled Reese.

“Perhaps we can get you one when this is all done,” said Winters.

“Think we can afford the insurance,” laughed Reese.

“Sure, it’s called no-fault insurance, you wreck it, and you just go find another one.”

“Sounds affordable to me,” said Reese.

The three of them froze when they heard the garage door rattle.

 




Chapter 86

Leslie Michigan

 

Burns and his men ran around to the other side of their car just as the Silver Mercedes came screeching around the corner where it was joined by another car.  Burns figured they had, at most, eight Jijis to take out.  He just hoped these were the last of them.  Bullets ripped into their black Mercedes and flattened both tires on the drivers’ side.  His men started to return fire, but the Jijis took cover behind their cars.  He knew this would take all day if he didn’t get some of his guys behind them.

He grabbed the radio.  “Taylor, how’s it looking from up there?”

“Still got a couple keeping us busy to the north.  I don’t have a shot on your Jijis.”

“Just make sure no one else is trying to sneak up on us.”

“I’m your big brother up here, so don’t worry.”

Burns next radioed Bassett.

“Bassett, can you get behind these guys?”

“Give me a minute and I’ll…”

Bassett dropped the radio as gunfire came from behind him.  Turning around, he saw a lone SUV sneak up behind them.  Bassett emptied his magazine trying to create a cover for his guys who had taken cover with him in his, now exposed, position.  He threw in another magazine as he shouted for everyone to take cover.  He backed up to get behind the car.  Bullets flew by his head.  He dropped to the pavement and crawled around the front of the car.  He then realized he’d left his radio behind.

Taylor heard the gunfire and hightailed to the other side of the roof.  He looked through his scope and saw what was happening to Bassett.

“Harris, radio Bassett.”

Harris tried a couple of times.  “He’s not responding.”

Taylor took another look and saw Bassett was without his radio.

He positioned his Savage on the ledge and saw the Jijis hiding behind the SUV doors about hundred yards away.  A tree partially blocked his line of sight and hid the driver.  He made an adjustment on the scope and then searched for his first victim.  He was the front passenger who was resting his AK-47 on the doorjamb.  Taylor lined up the crosshairs and took in a breath.  He squeezed the trigger and watched the Jijis’ head explode.  He then saw the other Jijis duck back inside the SUV.

“C’mon out you little bastards,” said Taylor.  He grew impatient waiting and decided to try for the driver.  He couldn’t see him through the tree but wanted to try it anyway.  He lined up the front passenger side, estimated the width of the SUV and pulled the trigger.  The round hit the truck, but Taylor wasn’t sure about the driver so he threw the bolt back and reloaded.  He moved the rifle just a tad from its previous mark and fired again.  He repeated two more times.

Taylor then moved the scope back over to Bassett.  He saw the Corporal still returning fire.

Hadley was hiding in the woods behind Main Street keeping watch over the girls.  He heard on the radio that Basset was coming under fire from behind.  He heard the gunfire and knew he wasn’t that far away, so he decided to take a quick look to see if he could be of any help.  He looked at the frightened girls and told them he’d be right back. 

He gripped his rifle and dashed along the tree line.  It was a little over a hundred yards and because of his bad knee, it took him longer than he would have liked.   He came to the edge of the woods where the SUV was straight ahead of him.  The driver and a Jiji behind him were firing AK-47’s.  The shots echoed through the street. Hadley was breathing rapidly.  He wanted to be behind them so he moved back into the bushes and weaved through the thick brush to the right toward the railroad tracks.  He stormed out of the woods to a small thicket of trees located in a grassy area close to the road.  He peered around the trees.  Perfect location.  He double-checked his Colt M-4, took a deep breath, and left the protection of the trees while firing at the SUV.   One fell before he knew what had happened. 

Hadley had one more to go so he kept his rifle aimed at the SUV as he approached.  His senses were on high alert when he heard a round from a Savage high-powered rifle come from the roof of the building across the street and hit the SUV.  Hadley froze.  He then saw the last Jiji come around the back of the SUV.  The Jiji held his AK in one hand.  The other arm was useless because Taylor had blown a hole through his left arm.  Blood soaked his shirt.

Hadley panicked and pulled the trigger before lining up his shot.  His rounds penetrated the side of the SUV and then stopped.  He realized he had emptied his magazine.  The Jiji screamed in pain and tried to hold up his weapon to take a shot.  He fired a burst wildly into the air.  The close proximity of the gunfire made Hadley shake as he desperately pulled on the magazine.  He looked up to see the Jiji just ten feet from him.  He gave up on reloading his weapon and charged.  He swung his rifle across the man’s face knocking him over.  He took the butt of his rifle and swung it down like a sledgehammer.  The Jiji screamed out in pain.

Hadley was just about to take another swing when he heard Bassett yelling his name. Hadley was breathing heavily, his frightened eyes had turned to rage when Bassett grabbed the club.

“Hadley, down buddy.”

Hadley let go and backed up.

Bassett took out his 9mm Glock 17 and put the Jiji out of his misery.

“You okay, man?”

Hadley let out a big breath.  “Yeah, I’m good, bastard scared the hell out of me is all.”

“Hey, you did good man, you were like a beast.”  Bassett turned when they heard more gunshots down Bellevue.  “C'mon, Burns needs our help.”

 




Chapter 87

Washington D.C.

 

Green left the coffee shop and took another route to get back to his office.  On the way back, he kept thinking about Cara along with everything else.  He had so much on his plate he needed to separate it into three different blocks.  The first was the O’Connor revelation.  Since there wasn’t anything he could do about it now, he decided to put that on the back burner.  He would, however, add the background info Sam had just provided and put it with the other flash drive he and his mother had put together.  The second block was his impending meeting with Jacob Gibbs.  They were to get together tonight and he was sure he’d find out what was bothering the man.  If it wasn’t what he’d gotten from Alison O’Connor, then there would probably be something else to add to his miserable agenda.

The third block was Cara and what he was going to do about her.  The safest route was not to do anything, but the more he thought about it, the more he knew he couldn’t let it slide.  He needed to either help her or bring her to Reed’s attention.  If he found out she was in town and she had come to see him, then he would have some major explaining to do.  The more he thought about it, the more pressing that issue became. 

He got back to the office and headed to a meeting intended to provide an update on the Shadow Patriots.  His anxiety rose when he heard they were in Jackson, Michigan, and in a shootout with the cops.  The cops had the town surrounded and were confident they would finally be able to take the rebel force down.

Green knew the cops didn’t have enough men for that kind of an operation and figured Mordulfah was involved.  He looked around the room at the men and women wondering why none of them ever mentioned Mordulfah’s name.  It was the proverbial eight-hundred-pound gorilla in the room.  He was getting tired of these useless minions.  They accomplished nothing and only wasted his time.  He decided to have a little fun with them and entertain himself. 

“What kind of help are our men receiving?”

Dead silence.  A few dared to look at him while most kept looking down at the table.

“We don’t have the kind of manpower required to surround a town that size.  We have, what, four hundred men in the area.”

“That’s enough manpower,” said Jackie, a transfer from the State Department.

“Jackie, with all due respect, I’ve spent my entire career in the Army and I can assure you four hundred men is nowhere close to being enough.”

“Apparently, you’re wrong,” protested Jackie.

Green got a kick out of her response.  He was enjoying this.

“The rebels must have fewer numbers then,” said Henry coming to Jackie’s defense. Henry was a bureaucrat from some alphabet branch of government.  Green had forgotten which one and didn’t really care.  The man was a complete idiot and only got in the way by insisting on some new procedure whenever he felt like contributing.

“We don’t have an accurate rebel count.  The last one we had was a couple of weeks ago when they took out the Police Headquarters in Detroit,” said Green.

“Captain Vatter seems pretty confident of the situation,” said Jackie.

“I’m sure he is, just like Captain Cox was when his station was raided and he was killed.”

“What are you trying to say, Major Green?” asked Henry.

“If they have the town surrounded, then they must be getting help from Prince Mordulfah.”

Green thought the room was quiet before.  He didn’t realize it could get any quieter. He looked around the room trying not to break out in laughter at these scared and useless people.

“It’s okay.  We all know of his involvement.  It’s okay to bring it up.”

“I don’t know what kind of involvement you’re talking about,” said Jackie.  “Yes, we’ve had reports of volunteers helping the Police, but I don’t know exactly what you’re implying.”

“I’m not implying anything.  I just like to have an accurate assessment of what is going on out there.  I’m a soldier and as such, I like to have all the intel on the table so we can make better decisions.”

“Prince Mordulfah is an ambassador and is here to help our Muslim friends in the area,” said Jackie.  “I’ve met him and I can assure you he is an honorable man.  We should be lucky a man of his caliber is there to help.”

Green thought to himself.  Spoken like a true State Department hack.

“Any help is appreciated,” said Henry nodding to Jackie.

Green, having had enough of this foolishness, needed to get out of there.  The only thing he’d learned of any value was that Winters was in Jackson, Michigan.  He knew Winters was coming back to Michigan and he had three hundred well-armed men with him, but this is the first he’d heard of his actual location.  What he found interesting was the cops and Mordulfah’s men now surrounded the Shadow Patriots.  That was different and he was sure Mordulfah had changed tactics.

 




Chapter 88

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters, Elliott and Reese finished putting all the weapons they’d confiscated from last night’s raid into the SUV.  They froze when they heard a rattle at the garage door.  Winters motioned to Reese to turn the headlights off on the car next to her.  Winters did the same to the other one while Elliott shut the tailgate of their loaded SUV as quietly as he could.  They hopped in and shut the doors.

Winters turned to Reese.  “You armed?”

Reese pulled out her Taurus.

“Not enough.  Grab a rifle back there and take the driver’s side.”

She nodded and reached back for an AK-47. 

“Elliott, be ready to burn rubber.  Reese, as soon as he starts it up, lower your window and spray that baby everywhere.”

Both Winters and Reese chambered a round and readied themselves.

They didn’t have to wait long before sunlight leaked under the garage door as the Jijis lifted the big door.  They all slid down in their seats when they saw four men enter the building.  They walked inside and yelled to others outside.  Winters saw they were Jijis and from what he could see, he figured there were probably eight of them.

“Okay guys, let’s be cool…they haven’t seen us yet,” whispered Winters.

The Jijis looked at the cars while pointing to the bullet holes.  One then turned and started to come toward them.  Winters looked at the entrance and saw three Jijis standing in the way.  

“Now Elliott, now!”

Elliott turned the key, threw the gearshift in drive, and floored the pedal.  The tires squealed on the concrete floor as the SUV bolted toward the entrance and rammed into two Jijis, throwing them into the air upon impact.  Winters saw more Jijis outside.  Five vehicles were to their left.  He yelled at Reese to fire.  She hit the window button and pointed her AK out of the vehicle.  She pulled the trigger and swept the parking lot as Elliott drove straight ahead.  The ensuing report was nearly deafening.  Winters yelled to Elliott to lower the back glass.  He climbed over his seat to join Reese.  He tapped her on the shoulder and she stopped firing. 

“They’ll be on our tail in no time.”

She nodded.

Elliott took a right and drove behind another building before taking a left on Wisner Street.  He picked up speed.

Winters spotted the first tail coming fast.  “Here comes one,” he yelled.

“Got one up ahead.   Taking a right, hang on,” said Elliott.

Reese and Winters braced themselves as Elliott took a hard right onto Argyle Street.  Winters twisted around to see two vehicles turning to follow.

Winters grabbed the radio.  “Scar, come in.”

“What’s up, Captain?”

“We’re in trouble, got some Jijis on our tail.”

“Where you at?”

“Just left Jackson Crossing.  Going west on Argyle.”

“We’re on our way.”

Winters thought about their dilemma.  They were right next to the interstate, which meant there was hundreds of Jijis close by.  If they couldn’t outrun these guys, then they were going to have a hell of a gun battle.  He wanted his men close but didn’t want them to get surrounded either.  He picked the radio back up.  “Scar, get your guys in the area, but stay back till I give the word, over.”

“Will do, Captain.”

“Captain, Nate here.”

“Nate who’s with you?”

“I’m downtown with Amber and Sergeant Nordell.”

Winters jerked his head back in surprise.  “Keep your radio close.”

He looked out the back and saw the Jijis getting too close.  He raised his M4 and let loose a volley.  The chase vehicles slowed down.  When they started returning fire, Winters fired again. 

Elliott floored the pedal bringing their speed up to a hundred miles per hour.  Four vehicles were now behind them and they were running out of road.  They passed through Airport Road and Winters saw more Jijis coming down from the interstate.  His worst nightmare was becoming reality.  The Jijis were flooding the area.

 




Chapter 89

Leslie Michigan

 

Bassett was proud of Hadley’s initiative to come and take out the Jijis who had boxed him in.  It was not an easy thing to do for an inexperienced person.  It took a lot of nerve to sneak up on someone who would not hesitate to shoot back.  The Texan had grown tougher these past few weeks since he had let Bassett out of jail back in Detroit.  Bassett had witnessed Hadley’s first killing.  It had been up close and personal, which was never easy, but he moved past it and performed magnificently escaping out of Detroit.  It was a shame a bad knee had kept him out of the Army because he would have made a great soldier.  Bassett smiled thinking their loss was his gain.  

Bassett picked up the radio and called Burns.

“Can you flank these guys already, so we can get the hell out of here?” asked Burns.

“Got you covered, we’ll swing around both sides.”

Bassett looked up at Taylor on top of the roof and yelled. “See anyone else?”

“If there’s any more, then they’re too scared to come out and play.”

Bassett led his men down a few blocks down while Eddie led another group around the other side.  Bassett came around the corner of a house and saw eight Jijis shooting at Burns.  He directed four of his men around the other side of another house.  He waited for Eddie’s men to get into position before giving the signal to open fire.  They had them surrounded and it took only a minute before they finished off the rest of the Jijis.

Afterward, they did a head count of the dead and took all their weapons. While they did this, some of the townspeople got up the nerve to come out to talk.  As was usual, most were elderly or mothers with their children.  Hadley brought the rescued girls out so the neighbors could take them under their wings.  It was a close-knit community, made even closer because so few had stayed in town to face the hardships of war.

Bassett watched in satisfaction by how the citizens came together and comforted each other in such a painful situation.  A few approached to thank them for risking their lives to protect them.  He saw Burns make it a point to tell everyone who they were, which surprised many of them as they had only heard they were killers.  It was a good public relations move, as it would surely spread to other towns and perhaps even motivate others to have the courage to come out and stand tall.

For the next several of hours, Bassett led a squad through the town to make sure there were no Jijis left hiding.  More and more neighbors came out and helped in the effort, which made the whole process easier.  During that time, the citizens decided they would stay together and remain there.  They didn’t think the Jijis would come back and if they did, they would have to deal with armed citizens thanks to the weapons the dead left behind.

 

 




Chapter 90

Jackson Michigan

 

Elliott looked ahead and saw that Argyle veered sharply to the left.  He yelled out a warning before slowing down for the turn.  He raced around the corner as fast as he dared in the top-heavy vehicle.  For a few seconds, the driver’s side offered a clear line of sight to their pursuers.  Reese took advantage and emptied a magazine at the car immediately behind them.  Bullets pelted the car and Winters finished them off.  The driver had failed to make the turn and crashed through the chain-link fence that bordered the small airport.

“One down and who knows how many left,” said Winters.

Winters looked at the big hangers as they passed by the airport wondering if they could make a stand there.  He was beginning to think they might not be able to lose all these Jijis.  He needed to find a place where they could hold them off long enough for help to arrive.  He wanted to get as far away from the interstate as he could.  The further away, the fewer Jijis there would be and the closer he would be to his friends. 

“Cole, look,” said Reese, pointing across a wide-open parking lot as they approached Wildwood Avenue. 

Winters turned to see ten vehicles closing in on their left.  “Slow ‘em down, Reese.”

Reese raised the AK, pushed the barrel out the window and pulled the trigger.  The rounds hit the first car in line.  That car slammed on the brakes causing the one behind it to ram into it.  This caused a chain reaction as more vehicles slammed into the back of the one in from of them.  Elliott took a right onto Wildwood Avenue and Winters pointed his M4 out the back window and emptied his magazine at the pile-up as Elliott pulled away.

Winters turned to Reese who had a big smile on her face.  “That was…some pretty nice shooting.”

“That was awesome,” she screamed.

“Never be able to do that again,” said Winters.

“You just never know,” she boasted.

Elliott punched the gas pedal and flew down Wildwood, but wasn’t able to shake their pursuers, who were getting too close for comfort.  Winters wanted Elliott to head back downtown and away from the interstate. 

“Here we go again,” said Reese as she spied more Jijis coming from the left on Michigan Avenue.

“I got to go right again,” yelled Elliott seeing a car coming up Robinson.

The tires squealed as Elliott jerked it to the right.  Reese let loose a barrage of bullets through the intersection.  Winters emptied another mag out the back window at a  car speeding up on their tail.  The  windshield splintered as the rounds flew through hitting the driver. The car swerved into a chain-link fence and then into a tree

“Son-of-a-bitch,” howled Elliott.  “They’ve got a roadblock up ahead, I’m going to the left.”

As they turned left, down Woodlawn Avenue, the Jijis from the roadblock fired at them.  A bullet hit the rear side window and went out the other side.  Winters felt the rear of the vehicle sink and then felt the unmistakable vibration of a flat tire. 

“What do you want to do?” asked Elliott.

Winters looked out the back and saw the Jijis had turned and were heading down the street after them.  He scanned the area and saw they were headed toward a dead end.

“Let’s get to the end and spin it around. I want the rear end pointed to the woods.”

“Should we hole up in one of these houses?” asked Elliott.

“No, they’d just burn us out. We need to be on the run.”

“Déjà vu,” grunted Reese.

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

Elliott drove into a driveway and then backed up pointing the front end at their pursuers.

“Grab plenty of ammo and the radio,” said Winters, as he opened the door.  He hurried around to the back and noticed they had taken more rounds than he remembered.  He then realized all the ammo was for AK’s.  “How much ammo you got?” he asked Elliott.

“Not much.”

“Leave the M4’s and grab an AK.”

Elliott nodded but decided to fire his own gun one more time.  He stomped to the front of their truck and emptied a couple of magazines into the approaching Jijis.  The car stopped and backed up until it was about a hundred yards away. 

“That’ll give ‘em something to think about,” said Elliott as he smashed the M4 against the truck.  “Don’t want them using this on me.”

“Good idea,” said Winters.  He was about to destroy his, but then came up with a better idea.  “Let’s just burn the truck.” 

They grabbed everything they needed and Winters reached for his knife, got on his knees and jammed the blade into the gas tank.  He pulled it out letting the gas stream onto the ground.  He balled up a piece of paper and set it on fire.  Everyone backed up as he threw the fireball into the puddle of gasoline.  A swooshing sound erupted as the fire raced up to the tank.  They ran into the woods and turned to see the SUV on fire.

“No explosion?” asked Reese.

“That’s Hollywood stuff,” said Winters.

“I’m feeling a little ripped off,” said Reese with a sly grin.

“I’m with Reese, an explosion would have been much cooler,” laughed Elliott.

“Well, make sure you bring a grenade next time,” said Winters patting Elliott on the shoulder.  “Now, can we get the hell out of here?”  He turned to Reese.  “You’re the expert at running through the woods.  So, lead the way, my dear.”

As they started through the thick underbrush, Winters needed directions from someone familiar with the area.  He remembered Nate was with Nordell who grew in Jackson.  “Nate, you copy?”

“Here, Captain.”

“We had to ditch our ride on Woodlawn Avenue.  We’re making our way through the woods to the south.  Any suggestions?”

“Let me ask,” said Nate.

It took a couple of moments before Nate came back.

“There’s a water tower to your south.” 

Winters looked up but couldn’t see anything through the thick trees.

“Where’s the tower?”

“Keep going south, you’ll run right into it.  We can be there in no time.”

“Captain, Scar here.  Is that your smoke we see?”

“That would be us.”

“We can come in from the east.”

Winters gave it some thought. He wasn’t sure how many Jijis would be coming to join this manhunt.  He also liked the idea of having Scar in reserve just in case the Jijis surrounded them.  He told him to get close but not too close.   The woods started to get a little easier as Reese led them to the west.  She thought it a good idea to see what was on the road and if they would be able to cross it.  She and Meeks had done that last night and it sounded like a good plan.  It took them about ten minutes before they crept up to the road.  Winters was surprised to see Jijis parked literally up and down both sides of the road.  It was going to be a long afternoon.  They couldn’t cross the road and he figured they also had Jijis coming in behind them.  At some point, probably sooner than later, they were going to get into a firefight.

 




Chapter 91

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green decided to leave the office early after his meeting with the useless bureaucrats, where he had amused himself by bringing up Mordulfah’s name.  The look on their faces was priceless, but the indignation of the State Department hack, Jackie, was the icing on the cake.  Green wondered if she was ignorant of what Mordulfah was doing, or went along with it out of some blind ideology.  Either way, she and many more like her were useful idiots for the current administration.  Green himself had once been blinded by ignorance, following orders on good faith, which in effect made him partly responsible for the killing of thousands of American volunteers.  He cringed at the thought and hoped God would forgive him.  Now that he knew the truth, it was his responsibility to do whatever it took to bring down Gerald Perozzi and his cronies. 

Green pulled onto the Eisenhower and headed home to Alexandria, to get an early dinner and then go meet with Jacob Gibbs and the others in their secret group.  The group had only met one other time and it had been something of an introductory meeting, with everyone wanting to see if they could trust the others.  Thankfully, his mother knew all the players, and that had helped break the ice.  The most interesting person had been the former Assistant Director of the FBI, Jacob Gibbs because he knew a lot of people who were still in the government and not at all happy with the status quo.  This meant he had access to a lot of inside information about what was happening and more importantly, what had already been done and who had done it.  Their last meeting had been brief and the man had acted extremely nervous, which had struck Green odd for someone of his caliber.  He must have uncovered, as he had, who was behind the bombings.  What else could he discover?  Besides their ties with Mordulfah, they knew Perozzi and Reed orchestrated the overthrow of the Presidency and tried to make an end run for gun control by killing the gun owners.  They more than likely organized the collapse of the economy, which would have been child’s play for someone like Perozzi, and now he knew they orchestrated the bombings. 

Green reached his home and walked inside to yet another great smelling meal his mom had prepared.  She was in the kitchen dressed in gray slacks and a matching jacket over a fuchsia blouse.  He was glad to see her ready to go because he wanted to talk to her, but because of their fear of listening devices, they would do that in the car. 

“Got beef stew in the crock pot and it’s ready when you are,” she said smiling at her son.

“Smells delicious,” he said giving her a concerned glance.

Sarah knew the look and started dishing up their meal.

They sat down and ate, holding yet another contrived conversation.  They had started a game to see who could come up with the most boring topics.  Sarah usually went with some gardening tips while he talked about his workout routine.  Both patronized each other with over the top enthusiasm.

Green finished his meal thinking he needed to ask Gibbs to sweep the house so they could stop with the nonsense.  He took a quick shower and they walked out to his car.  He backed out of the driveway and let out a big sigh.

“What’s on your mind, John?” asked Sarah.

He gave her the whole story on Cara and how she had ambushed him in the parking garage.  Sarah thought it was an odd meeting and wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“How did she know who you were?”

“She said she has a friend here in town who knows a lot of people.”

“Did she give you a name?  I might know this person.”

“No, she didn’t.  She wasn’t very trusting, in fact, she wouldn’t even come inside.”

“Can’t say I blame her, but still, she was trusting enough to come to you in the first place.  What exactly does she want?”

“Not sure, other than to clear her father’s name.”

“That can’t be all she wants.  Did she say anything about finding her dad?”

“No, she didn’t, but then I didn’t have a lot of time to talk to her.  I was late as it was and had to cut her off.  She gave me a number to reach her.”

“Are you going to?”

“I have to.  I have to do something with her.  Either help her get out of town or report her to Reed?”

“Reed.  Why?” she asked in a firm voice.

“If he finds out she came to me and I didn’t tell him.”

“I see what you mean.”

“I feel bad for her and if there’s some way of helping her then…”

“Was she genuine?” Sarah asked cutting him off.

Green considered this for a moment. “Yeah, I think she was.”

“Just make sure before you tell her something we’ll both regret.”

“I know, believe me, I know.”

They took the scenic route out into the country enjoying the ride before their meeting in Manassas, at the former Senator, Abby Seeley’s home.  Her house sat on twenty acres of woods, tucked away from prying eyes and ears.  They were the last ones to arrive and their greeting was subdued.  The atmosphere was tense and Green knew something was wrong.

 




Chapter 92

Jackson Michigan

 

Earlier in the day, Nate and Amber had gone to help Mayor Simpson organized the citizens to defend their town.  Nate was impressed with the number of people who were willing to stand up to the threat.  He also had to give Nordell some credit in that effort.  The old Marine had heard about the Jijis’ movements and had expedited his effort to gather everyone together for the impending fight.  When Nordell approached Nate and Amber, she whispered to him to be the bigger man.  Nate didn’t think this would be easy to do but decided to take her advice.  Nordell walked up to him, and much to Nate’s surprise, he acted as if nothing had happened.  He didn’t argue and actually offered some good advice on the defense of the town.  Later, Nordell’s friend, John Hollis, told him nobody had ever been able to put Nordell on the ground before, and that he respected Nate for being the first one.

They were still downtown talking to some of the citizens when they received the distress call from Winters.  Nate didn’t know the area Winters was referring to and turned to the crowd for help.  A citizen, named Posey, was able to fill him in on the details.  He told Nate that Winters was talking about a small wooded area by Highway 60 and it had a water tower sitting in the middle of it.

Nordell drove them up to McCain Road where there was a bridge over 60. They’d be able to see the water tower from there and get a good idea of how many bad guys were waiting below them.  They pulled up to the overpass and without having to get out of their SUV, could see the Jijis lined up on the road below.

“Tell your friends to skip the water tower,” said Nordell.  “Tell them there’s a neighborhood to the northeast, might be better to find a house to hide in.”

Nate picked up the radio.  “Captain, Nate here.”

“Nate.”

“We’re up on an overpass south of the water tower and you’ve got Jijis all up and down 60.”

“Yep, we’re looking at them, too.”

“There’s a neighborhood to the east where you might be able to find refuge.”

Nate turned to Nordell.  “Get us up there.”

Nordell nodded.

“Captain, we’re on our way up there, too.”

“Copy that, we’re headed in that direction now.”

Nordell put the SUV in reverse and backed up.  He found a spot to turn, swung it around, and made a left on Robinson Road.  He hadn’t gone a hundred yards when he spotted multiple vehicles coming their way.  He yanked the steering wheel to the right and drove behind an L shaped strip mall.  They all got out and hustled around the corner to watch twenty vehicles full of Jijis drive by.  They stopped at the intersection and half of them veered off toward the overpass they had just vacated.

“Got out of there just in time,” said Nate.

“They’re setting up a perimeter to find your friends,” said Nordell.

“Seems like overkill to me,” said Nate.

“Does seem like a lot of effort for so few,” said Nordell.

Nate looked around behind them and saw they could drive through a small grassy area into a neighborhood.  “Let’s head over there.”

They navigated across a backyard onto a circular drive, which led them to West Morrell Street.  Nate wanted to know how many Jijis were on Robinson Road, so they got out and used the woods as cover to walk over to it.  Once there, he saw Jijis lined up and down the street.

“We need to get out of this area before we’re trapped,” said Nordell.

Nate looked at Amber who had cringed at what she just heard.  “That’s not going to happen.  I can’t leave ‘em.”

“Look, I get it, you don’t want to abandon your friends, but if we get trapped here, then we’re not going to be much help.”

“Then I suggest you get going, cause Amber and I are staying.”

Nordell turned to Hollis and shook his head.  “Suit yourselves, but I need to get back to rally the troops.”

Nate was pissed off that Nordell wanted to take off, but not enough that he was going to beg him to stay.  He knew Nordell didn’t give a damn about Winters and figured, with his ego, he would rather be seen a hero in the eyes of his friends.  After some thought, Nate realized he’d be better off without him, cause if push came to shove, would the man jeopardize his life for Winters?  It was a rhetorical question, and Nate knew the answer.

They all headed back to the SUV where Nate took all the ammo, the radio, two pairs of infrared goggles and a map of Jackson.  Nordell seemed surprised Nate offered to let him take the SUV, but Nate informed him there wasn’t a car he couldn’t hotwire and there were plenty lined up on Robinson Road. 

“Jackass,” said Nate as they watched Nordell drive away.

“To hell with him, he wasn’t committed anyway,” said Amber.

Nate looked surprised.  She was thinking the same thing he was.  He watched her do a weapons check on the M4 and then put on a vest, which was designed to carry numerous magazines.  He thought back to last night, when they led the girls through the woods, and how she had asked if they should go back and look for Meeks and Reese.  His initial thoughts were to keep women out of harm’s way.  However, he was starting to think his old school beliefs had been wrong because he could see she was fully committed.  The way she handled her first kill had impressed him and now he was seeing her in a different light.  A radio call from Scar interrupted his thoughts.

“Nate, where you at?”

“I’m up on Robinson Road just off of McCain.”

“How’s it looking?”

“They’re pouring in.  All up and down the street.”

“Where’s Nordell?”

“He headed back downtown.”

Winters responded.  “Nate, you should have gone with them.”

“C’mon Captain, you know me better than that.”

“Yes, I do.  Guys, it looks like they’re starting their assault.  This is not how I envisioned we’d take them on.  Scar, I want you to back away, and see how they’ve set themselves up before you move in on them.  Nate, you and Amber keep your heads down till it gets dark, we’ll do the same here.  As soon as it gets dark, we’ll come out and play.”

“What about Bassett and Burns?”

“I’ll keep trying to contact them,” said Winters.

“Copy that,” said Scar.  “Keep your heads down, guys.”

Nate pulled the radio away from his mouth when he saw a couple of Jijis coming out of the woods toward them.

Nick Posey got back in his car and headed back to Jackson.  He was working undercover and spying on the citizens of Jackson.  He was in his fifties and fit right in.  He used to live in Parma, a small town west of Jackson and knew the area well.  He moved to Detroit to become a cop.  Over the years, he’d gotten into trouble for using excessive force and using his position to intimidate his neighbors. 

The undercover cop had just given a full report on what he knew about the town’s defenses.  More importantly, he gave the location of Cole Winters.

 




Chapter 93

 

Winters looked out into the distance after getting off the radio with Nate.  Because of circumstances beyond his control, he had divided his team leadership up to do different tasks.  Bassett and Burns were to the north and out of radio range.  Nate and Amber were probably just blocks away but might as well be miles away.  Scar and Meeks would have to contend with passing out any extra weapons they had to volunteers from Jackson.  Winters let out a sigh at their failed mission of retrieving the Jijis’ weapons, which were now going up in flames.

On the bright side, he had plenty of ammo and supplies, and Elliott and Reese’s spirits were high, which made things a lot better than they could have been.  Since the team leaders were separated, they could use that to their tactical advantage.  Bassett and his team could wreak havoc with the Jijis on the interstate.  Scar had over two hundred men at his disposal, and his Marine training would come in handy.  Nordell, despite his lack of respect for him, could be counted on to lead his fellow neighbors to defend their city.  As for Nate and Amber, as soon as it got dark they’d be able to use the infrared goggles to find them.  They’d then be a five-man team and even though they’d be surrounded, having the darkness as your friend would be a distinct advantage.  One they’d put to good use.  Winters knew it was going to be a bloody night.

“Cole, which way do you want to go?” asked Reese.

Winters didn’t know how to answer.  They had given up on the water tower and had started east toward Robinson Road, but after hearing from Nate, he was at a loss. 

A tree branch snapped behind them. 

All three froze and then fell to the ground.  Winters raised his head and saw four Jijis coming toward them.  Winters motioned them to move.  They crawled on all fours eastward and hid behind trees.  Reese was to his right and Elliott to his left.  Gunfire echoed, which made the Jijis stop.  Winters knew the Jijis had started their attack on the neighborhood behind them.  More shots rang out.  Winters peered around the tree.  He could see their faces while they talked amongst themselves as if trying to decide what to do.  He hoped they would keep moving past them.  Winters could hear his heart racing as it pumped adrenaline through his body.  He didn’t want to alert any other Jijis in the area by firing on them.  The four Jijis changed direction and started heading right toward them.  “Damn it,” thought Winters.

He shot Elliott a terse look.  He raised four fingers and motioned they were coming their way.  He motioned to Reese to sweep to her right and Elliott to his left.  They both nodded.  Reese raised her AK to her shoulder as she got off her knees and onto her feet, squatting to stay low.  Winters pushed his back against the tree and waited for them to get closer as he gripped his AK tighter.  They were close.  He could hear the rustling of their clothing.  Winters didn’t want them too close.  He didn’t want Elliott and Reese firing at each other.  He flicked the safety off and spun around the tree.  The Jijis froze as Winters pulled the trigger.  Bullets ripped through the first man as he fell to the ground.  The next one in line didn’t have time to raise his weapon and took the rest of Winters’ magazine.  The last two peeled off in different directions.  Reese rolled around the tree firing on full auto taking down the third Jiji.  Elliott followed up by eliminating the last one.

Winters ran toward the dead.  He did a quick check and looked around to see if they had anyone else with them.  Reese and Elliott joined him.  All were breathing heavily as they stood silently scanning the woods.  Winters was just about to let out a sigh of relief when he spotted more Jijis cautiously jogging toward them.

 




Chapter 94

 

Nate had just gotten off the radio with Winters and Scar when he spotted two Jijis emerging from the woods and heading in their direction.  He grabbed Amber’s arm and pulled her through a wooden gate and closed it.  He looked over the fence and saw them coming up the driveway.  He thought about what he should do.  Running hadn’t even entered his mind.  What he wondered was, how was he going to kill them?  They were right behind Robinson Road and he didn’t want to arouse any more attention, so he opted for a more personal kill.  He pulled out two ten-inch blades and flicked his thick eyebrows at Amber. 

“C’mon, cover me.”

They ran around the back of the house and stopped close to the driveway.  He peered around the corner and saw them approaching the garage, looking to see if there were any cars in it.  Nate removed his vest and gently put it on the ground with his M4 rifle.  He slipped around the corner.  Amber followed closely keeping her rifle to her shoulder.  Nate saw the two Jijis, with their backs to him, walking toward the fence.  He sprinted after them and with his right hand swung the blade into the side of one while simultaneously plunging the other knife into the back of the second Jiji.  Both yelled out as Nate withdrew the knives and stabbed them both repeatedly.  Amber alertly scanned the area for anymore. 

“Not as fancy as Bassett,” said Nate.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Amber.

“Let’s get ‘em behind the fence,” he told her.

She moved to open the gate while he began dragging the bodies, which left a trail of blood.  Nate found a water hose, which he turned on and washed the blood off into the grass. 

“No sense in making it easy for them.”

Gunfire up the street made Nate pause.  “Looks like they’re starting.”

“What do you want to do?” asked Amber as shots rang out to the west.

“That’s gotta be them,” said Nate.  He pulled out the map of Jackson.  “We’re here and that gunfire sounds like it’s right around there.  We’re not too far away and I want to keep it that way.  Let’s hang out here. We can keep watch from upstairs for anyone else coming this way and if we need to, we can go out the back into the woods.”

After banging on the door, they were satisfied no one was home and broke a window pane out of the back door to enter the two-story house.  It had an open floor plan with the stairs at the entrance.  It didn’t look like anyone had lived there for some time as a thick layer of dust covered the banister.  They dashed upstairs and found windows on all sides of the house.  Nate took the bedroom that overlooked the driveway and Amber went to a back bedroom.

Nate thought about radioing Winters but didn’t know if he had the volume keyed down.  He figured they were in a gunfight and wouldn’t want to give away their position if they were hiding.  He was itching to reunite with them but knew it was impossible to cross Robinson Road until after dark.  He looked at his watch.  It read five o’clock.  They had four long hours before they’d be able to use their infrared goggles.  He couldn’t wait.

 




Chapter 95

Manassas Virginia

 

Major Green and his mother, Sarah, arrived at Senator Abby Seeley’s home in Manassas, Virginia.  They were the last ones to arrive at the secret meeting.  He knew something was wrong when Senator Seeley greeted them.  She was subdued and offered no pleasantries, which was odd for someone who was normally so amiable.  She had been a three-term Senator and had started her political career in the state legislature, where she had been a rising star.  Her outgoing personality allowed her to warm up to anyone and was an asset on the campaign trail, or when she was needed to get some bill passed.  Once the government nationalized, it took away all her support in the Senate and her hope for the country.  She resigned out of self-preservation as she saw what was happening around her.  Colleagues, who at one time had been friends, became enemies when she wouldn’t go along to get along.  Many principled and staunch Senators suddenly became malleable to the new government’s power.  Her good friend, Senator Kelly, from Florida, was killed in a car accident under suspicious circumstances.  She knew there was nothing left for her to do up on the hill, as the leadership had become more of a dictatorship.  When she started getting death threats over the phone and subtle hints from people she once trusted, that she needed to stop being so outspoken she became afraid for her life.  So, with a heavy heart, she gave up her seat and retired to her home in Manassas. 

Green walked in and saw his friend, Sam, sitting with John Osborne, who also worked at the State Department, but at a higher level than Sam did.  Osborne had worked there for thirty-five years and knew many important people from around the world.  His lanky physique didn’t dissuade the gravitas he had exuded.  He always took command of any room he was in, regardless of whom or how many were there.  He had a full head of snow-white hair that matched his thick white eyebrows.

The former Assistant Director of the FBI, Jacob Gibbs, stood up, walked toward Green and held out his hand.  “Major, sorry for the short meeting we had the other day.”

“Not a problem, sir,” said Green who could see Gibbs’ demeanor had changed since the last time they met.

Senator Seeley offered a drink to the new comers and then sat down in the living room.

“I’m afraid we started without you,” said Gibbs.  “But don’t worry, I’ll bring you and Sarah up to speed.”  He turned to face everyone.  “As I was saying earlier, we’ve been able to break into Pruitt’s computer and have discovered some devastating information and damning evidence against Reed and Perozzi.”

Major Green leaned forward in his chair assuming Gibbs was going to talk about the bombings. 

“After discovering this information, I was quite shocked and didn’t want to believe it, which is why, Major, I was acting strange the other day.  I had a recording of Perozzi discussing a deal, but I needed an extra day to verify what was on it.  So, I went to Mr. Osborne and he enlisted an old contact in the State Department to help with that effort.”  Gibbs paused for a moment.  “I’d rather tell you what’s on it first, then we can listen to it.  What you’re going to hear will shock you at first, but after you give it some thought, it won’t really be too surprising, especially when you consider the type of people we are dealing with.”

Green looked around the room, observing no one moved a muscle while waiting for Gibbs to finish.  He made eye contact with Sam who gave him a knowing nod.

Gibbs continued.  “Mr. Perozzi has made a deal with China, a real estate deal, the biggest real estate deal since the purchase of Alaska.”  He paused again.  “He has promised them the state of California as payment for the trillions of dollars we owe them.”

Green shook his head in confusion.  Did he just hear what he thought he had heard?  “But we’re at war with China!”

“Yes, and that’s the rub,” said Gibbs.  “It’s a secret deal, a deal that very few people are aware of and it’s supposed to be kept that way.  Part of the deal was China would need to come in as invaders and take the state by force, otherwise, the American people would never condone, nor tolerate, such an outrageous proposition.”

Gibbs turned on the recording and for the next fifteen minutes, it had the undivided attention of the room as they listened to Gerald Perozzi sell out the country.  The jovial tone of the conversation was as disgusting as the content.  Perozzi was talking with several Chinese diplomats about the strategy they would use and various alternative plans to pursue as different scenarios arose.

Green’s heart sank and he was lost in thought for a few moments, but then Gibbs was right, the more he thought about it the more it made sense.  Why else was the military losing what should have been an easily winnable war?  It would also explain why they had been downsizing the military for the past ten years.  Green grew angry as he thought about all the men and women losing their lives in the defense of their country.  They had taken thousands of casualties and that didn’t even include the massive civilian losses.  It had to be in the hundreds of thousands.  Green was getting dizzy thinking about it.  He turned to his mother and saw tears running down her face.  He glanced over at his friend, Sam, who looked as dumbfounded as he felt.  After he was able to accept it, he grew steadily angrier and more determined to do something about it.  He wanted justice but didn’t yet know how to accomplish it.  The more he thought about the circumstances, the more he knew exposing Reed or Perozzi would be a monumental task.

 




Chapter 96

Detroit Michigan

 

Captain Vatter had been busy most of the day coordinating with the men surrounding Jackson.  It wasn’t an easy task as some areas would be impossible to close.  It was farm country and empty fields surrounded the town.  After relaying his instructions, Vatter fell on the couch in his office to get some rest.  He’d been up all night and desperately needed sleep.  After his last phone call with Mordulfah, he was worried his position was in jeopardy if they didn’t succeed today.  He wasn’t worried so much about losing his position except for the way he’d be forced to lose it with the possibility of losing his life.  He didn’t think Mordulfah would hesitate to kill him, if for no other reason than to show what happens to those who fail him.  He started to regret taking this job as he’d only thought of it as an easy way to make a lot of money.  The Saudi prince did pay well and he had already made quite a bit, but it certainly wasn’t worth his life.

Vatter closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep while he thought about his conversation with the rebels last night.  Cocky bastard calling him Bladder as if he’d never heard that one before.  All through school, he had to deal with that one, even getting into a few fights over the years.  He hadn’t heard it in a long time, although, he knew people said it behind his back.  He’d get even with them sooner than later because they had nowhere to run this time.

Vatter heard a knock on the door.  He looked at his watch and saw that he’d gotten five hours of sleep, not enough but better than expected.

“Come in.”

Tannenbaum walked in.  “Sir, got some stuff you need to know about.”

Vatter sat up and rubbed his head.  “What is it?”

Tannenbaum told him they had Jackson locked down even though they were encountering resistance in some areas.

“Excellent news, Tannenbaum.”

“Got something even better.”

“Oh?”

“Got a message from Posey.”

“And?”

“Looks like the M and M’s have Winters cornered.

M and M was a nickname the cops had given Mordulfah’s men.

Vatter’s head jerked up when he heard the news.

“Yep, Posey overheard some of the rebels talking about how he’s penned in somewhere on Robinson Road.”

Vatter got up and pulled out the map of Jackson. “Do the M and M’s know who they’re sitting on?”

“Don’t think so, all they know is he’s killed a bunch of their men.”

Vatter needed to talk to Mordulfah’s man in charge.  He couldn’t believe his luck in getting this information.  Having Winters’ head on a platter would make up for the money he lost out on last night.

“We need to coordinate with them, I want as many men in that area as possible.”

 




Chapter 97

Jackson Michigan

 

Winters was apprehensive when they killed the four Jijis coming toward them.  He hadn’t wanted to alert anymore in the area, but he had no choice.  Sure enough, another group of bad guys was coming in.  Winters thought fast, trying to decide whether they should confront this group or run.  This group was bigger and he didn’t have the element of surprise.  He decided to run.  He motioned Elliott and Reese to follow as he turned east and started running toward Robinson Road. 

He heard the Jijis yelling and figured they had seen them.  Gunfire came from behind them and a round hit a tree close to his head.  Winters ducked and turned right.  Reese followed close behind him and Elliott brought up the rear.  More bullets whizzed by, too close for comfort.

“Screw this,” he said stopping suddenly. 

Reese ran into him knocking him off balance.  Winters caught himself and raised his AK to his shoulder.  “Spread out, guys.”  He took a moment to find a target and fired off a three round burst.  He missed, but it stopped the Jijis from advancing.  Five yards to his left, Reese let loose a volley in the Jijis’ direction and Elliott followed suit.  Winters heard no screams of pain.  The only thing they were doing was making the Jijis be more cautious in their pursuit.

“Let’s move.”

They turned south with Reese in the lead as they zigzagged around trees and the thick foliage.  Winters thanked God for the training they’d received from the Canadians.  Besides rigorous workouts with weights, the Canadians pushed them through obstacle courses, which included running through deep mud.  The training was paying off as they ran swiftly through the woods.  He followed Reese and could hear Elliott right behind him.  Off in the distance, more gunfire came from Robinson Road.  Then unexpectedly, they ran out of woods and Reese stopped short of entering a backyard.

“Cole, look, over there,” said Reese pointing between houses at Jijis standing in the street.

“Hells bells, Captain,” said Elliott.  “We’ve got nowhere to go.”

Winters then realized the woods were not very big.  It was no more than a hundred acres forming a barrier between Highway 60 and Robinson Road.  Just south was McCain Road, where Nate had reported more Jijis.  This left them with only two options, they could fight or try to disappear.  But, where could they disappear?  He needed to come up with an answer fast because their pursuers would be on top of them in another minute.  He looked around and came up with an idea.

 




Chapter 98

 

Winters hustled his team back into the thick woods to the west and found what he was looking for.  He looked up and knew this was the right place to disappear.

“Alright guys, up we go.”

Elliott looked at him and then looked up.  He shrugged his shoulders, swung his AK over his back and reached up struggling to get to the first branch.  Reese let out a little laugh and moved in to give him a push.  Once up on that branch, Elliott had no problem with the rest of the climb.  Winters suggested they go up a different tree right next to Elliott’s.  He cupped his hands to give Reese a boost.  She grabbed onto the tree trunk while he lifted her up to the first branch.  She anchored herself and lowered a leg so Winters could pull himself up and within a few minutes, the three of them were at the tops of two tall pine trees.

The trees swayed back and forth in the wind.  It was amazing how the whispering pines had a hypnotic effect on them and they all broke out in smiles.  They looked around and could see the Jijis rampaging through the streets.  Winters felt bad for not being able to do anything about it.  He couldn’t wait to get out of these trees to initiate chaos.

“This is pretty sweet, Cole,” said Reese.  “Got to hand it to ya, this was a great idea.”

“Well, let’s hope the Jijis don’t find us.”

Reese looked down.  “You can’t even see the ground, ain’t no way they’re going to find us.”

“We’re pretty high up, you should try Bassett,” suggested Elliott.

Winters reached into his jacket and pulled out the radio.  “Bassett, come in, Bassett.”

He tried again but got no reply.  However, Nate had heard the call and made contact.  “Captain, you guys squared away?”

“We’re good, Nate.  We’re sitting high up in the trees just northeast of the water tower.”

“Elliott, too?” asked a laughing Nate.

Winters glanced at Elliott who rolled his eyes.  “He seems to be enjoying it.  What about you guys?”

“We’re holed up in a house.  Had to take out a couple bad guys first.”

“Us too.”

“Yeah, we heard the shots, figured it was you.”

Winters wondered what Scar was up to and tried to contact him but got no response.  He was probably busy getting everyone prepared for the coming assault.  He figured they’d put up a line of defense to hold off the enemy until it got dark, then they’d go on the offensive.  It was something they had talked about the last time they were all together, which seemed like a long time ago but it had only been two days.

To pass the time, Winters asked Reese to tell him more about her little adventure with Meeks last night.  He was hoping she would tell him about her knifing the cop back at the abandoned restaurant.  Amber had previously told him how she’d had a crazed look on her face and seemed to enjoy it.  She didn’t say anything about it and he wasn’t going to push it figuring if she needed to get anything off her chest, she’d tell him.  Her story was in line with what Meeks had said albeit a little less dramatic, that is with the exception of “Jason.” 

“So, exactly what were you thinking when you attacked, him?”

“I don’t know…he was just pissing me off.  Kept calling me Missy, I hate that name and he wouldn’t listen to us.  It was just so frustrating.  And the thought of someone tying me up again just set me off.”

Winters knew that was what really did it for her.  He couldn’t imagine what she had gone through when the cops had her tied up for ten days.

“I almost killed him.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.

She hesitated.  “Yeah, after he punched me, he got on top of me and I went for the knife I have in my boot.”  She paused for a moment.  “Meeks yelled at me to stop.”

She looked away for a moment.  “I don’t know what I was thinking, but I’m glad he stopped me, I mean the guy was just protecting his home.”

“Remember what I was saying about Jekyll and Hyde?”

She nodded.

“And when you fight, you fight for the right reasons.  That was a perfect example of what I was saying.”

He could see a light go on in her head, as she could finally comprehend what he had meant.

“Hey, this is not an overnight thing, you’ll be dealing with this for a while, but you mustn’t let Mr. Hyde overwhelm you.”

She nodded in agreement

“Otherwise, you’ll end up with another shiner,” he said smiling, wanting to again lighten the mood.

She returned the smile.  “You’re one to talk, yours looks worse than mine.”

He let out a laugh remembering Nordell’s sucker punch.  “I don’t know about that.  What do you think, Elliott?”

Elliott laughed.  “Don’t get me involved with that, though if I had to judge, I think Amber’s is in the running, too.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Reese.  “That cop she killed nailed her good.  How bad is it?”

“It’s…” Winters paused for a second.  “It looks as cute on her as it does on you.”

Reese slapped his arm.  “Cole Winters, I never took you for a suck-up.”

Elliott bellowed out a hearty laugh.  “Good one, Captain.”

Winters smiled and was glad when the radio came alive.

“Captain, Bassett here, come in.”

Winters reached for the radio in his jacket. “Corporal, where are you at?”

“We just left Leslie.  Everything is good there.  We took out a bunch of bad guys with no losses.  Need to know what your orders are.”

Winters filled him in on the situation and Bassett told him they’d stay north of the interstate until after dark.  Winters tucked the radio back into his jacket and thought again how tonight was going to be a bloody night.

 




Chapter 99

Manassas Virginia

 

Major Green stood up to get another drink. He needed it after listening to the recording of Perozzi and the unidentified Chinese officials.  It was chilling hearing him talk nonchalantly with them about casualty numbers, where they should house prisoners and how they should go about enslaving the citizens.  Perozzi assured him that the US had neutered military leadership over the years and morale within the forces was at an all time low.  He also spoke about how the new Government would encourage Americans to volunteer to fight in the war and how he expected tens of thousands would do so.  Perozzi told him he wanted as many as possible to sign up, so they could get rid of them.  The new government didn’t want to worry about a “bubba effect” down the road, where armed patriotic Americans would rise up against them.  Perozzi wanted assurances that China would show signs of weakness to encourage as many people as possible to volunteer and to die.  He also talked about how he’d forward information on troop strength and movements. 

Green poured a shot of bourbon in his glass, picked it up and drank it in one swig.  He was numb to the point of not knowing if he should even sit back down.  He had just heard evil speak and it scared him.  He stared at the bottle of bourbon and without thinking, poured himself another one.  He noticed a presence next to him and turned to see it was Sam.   He moved the bottle over to fill his glass. 

“And I thought we had damning evidence,” said Sam referring to the recordings of Reed and O’Connor discussing the bombings.

“Child’s play compared to this,” said Green thinking it was a stupid reply, but in light of what he just heard, he wasn’t so sure.  How do you compare reprehensible acts?  Did you prioritize the number of people killed or the vastness of the devastation?  He was disappointed in himself for even thinking in those terms.  Both acts were totally devious and, well, just plain dark and evil. 

“So, what are we going to do?” asked Sam.

“I’m not sure, Sam.”

Green looked around the room at his fellow conspirators and wondered if push came to shove, would these people stand tall and come out of the shadows to fight for what was right.  He looked at his mother trying to compose herself.  She had been the one to bring this group together and she had a lot of faith in them.  Senator Seeley seemed solid, but she had given up the Senate on her own accord.  Did she scare that easily and if so, would she able to see this through to the end?  Green wasn’t so sure.  Osborne was in his late sixties and had been around a long time.  However, he spent his career in the State Department, a department that didn’t always see things the same way as the military.  They were negotiators, not fighters, who used political deals to get things done.  Still, he seemed genuine enough to want to help, and his contacts around the world could come in handy.  Then there was the FBI man, Jacob Gibbs, who looked to be in his fifties.  The lawman had steely eyes and projected confidence, but that confidence slipped the other day when they had met.  He’d been extremely nervous and it had struck Green to be odd enough that it gave him pause about the man.  Granted, none of them expected to hear the damning evidence of treachery at the highest level, but still, Green needed everyone to be focused and unafraid.  He gave it more thought and decided he was just as shaken as the others and needed to cut Gibbs some slack.

Green put his drink down and decided to focus on what was happening.  There was something he was missing and he needed to stop thinking about what was on the recordings but why were there recordings in the first place.  “Nobody trusts anyone,” quipped Green.

The comment got everyone’s attention and they all turned to Green.

Green looked over at Gibbs.  “Jacob, these recordings came off of Pruitt’s laptop, correct?”

Gibbs nodded.

“So the question is, did Reed order these recordings or did Pruitt take it upon himself?”

“It had to be Reed,” said Gibbs.  “Pruitt would never have been able to bug that meeting without Reed’s help.”

“What difference does it matter?” asked Sam.

“I think it makes a big difference, Sam.  We know Reed relied on Pruitt to do a lot of his dirty work.  He blackmailed people and killed two of them, maybe more. But, Pruitt didn’t trust Reed because he recorded some of their conversations as well.”

“Where are you going with this?” asked Sam.

“Hear me out.  If Reed ordered the recordings, then he doesn’t trust Perozzi, which means, we could use that fear to drive a wedge between them.”

There was a noticeable silence in the room for a few moments as the realization of the mistrust the conspirators had of one another began to permeate their minds.

“Major, I think you missed your calling,” said Osborne.  “You should have worked in the State Department.”

The comment made Green snicker to himself because he had come up with a political weapon immediately after making light of it.  “Other than killing these two men out right, which wouldn’t be easy, we need something to stimulate the natural fear they have of each other’s loyalty, and I would include Mordulfah in this.  It will take more than driving a wedge between them, but it’s a start, and if we can get them to fight with each other, it would divert their attention while we work on the coup de grâs.”

“You really did miss your calling, Major,” said Osborne.  “It’s a brilliant idea and it’s right up my alley.  As a matter of fact, I think I know how we can begin.”

 




Chapter 100

Jackson Michigan

 

After a long wait from the tops of the pine trees, Winters noticed the sun was finally starting to set.  It had been frustrating knowing there was nothing to do until it got dark.  Winters, Elliott and Reese had to endure watching Jijis move around in the distance going from house to house searching for them and anyone else who had happened to stay in the area.  Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be many left as  only a few were gunned down.  Each one was excruciating to watch though. 

During their wait, Scar had radioed that Mayor Simpson had gotten the word out for everyone to assemble downtown where they would set up defensive positions.  Nordell took fifty men and began attacking over on the east side of town.  That explained the gunfire Winters had heard coming from the east.  Scar kept the Shadow Patriots busy attacking Jijis coming down from Jackson Crossing.  He was trying to draw Jijis from Robinson Road to lighten the force that Winters and Nate would have to face. 

Reese interrupted his thoughts.  “It’s getting dark and I’m getting anxious to go.”

“You and me both, about another hour should do it.”

“We should climb down before it gets too dark, don’t want to fall, you know.”

“Again, right there with ya.  Patience my dear.”

“I’m out of patience, Cole,” she said playfully shaking his arm and gritting her teeth.

Winters laughed at her.  “Patience is not for the youth.”

“No, it’s not, I want to go, now.”

“Elliott, would you want to be young again?”

“Hell no.”

“Well, I don’t want to be old…not that you guys are old,” she said with a sly grin.

“Look who’s the suck up now,” smiled Winters.

“I’ve learned from the best,” she said leaning in and pointing a finger at him.

“I am the best.”

She rolled her eyes.

Winters pulled out his radio.  “Nate, come in.”

“What’s up?”

“How are you looking over there?”

“Getting anxious.”

Reese crossed her arms over her chest and raised an eyebrow.

Winters shook his head.  “Besides that?”

“We’re good.  We’ll head your way in about an hour, shouldn’t take too long.”

 




Chapter 101

 

Bassett and Burns led their men back toward Jackson staying on smaller country roads.  They parked north of the interstate and found a safe place to hole up until it got dark.  They decided to recon the area and left the other men to get some rest.  They drove down Doney Road, which soon turned into a dirt road where they parked their SUV and hiked up to the interstate. 

“Looks like they’ve got it pretty locked down,” said Burns.

“Sure does,” said Bassett, looking through his binoculars.

“We can look for a better advantage, but something tells me, it’s going to be the same everywhere we go,” said Burns.

“Our only advantage is they won’t be expecting anyone coming in from behind them,” said Bassett handing Burns the binoculars.  “Notice anything?”

“Yep.  I only see their backsides and no eyes.”

“Let’s go see where their flank is and if they have any separation between their ranks.”

They hustled back to the SUV, snaked their way up to County Farm Road and came down Industrial Drive, another dead-end road that ended by the interstate.  They took off into the trees and hiked along the edge of the woods.  They didn’t see any Jijis along the interstate west of their position and knew they had reached the flank with the entrance of Highway 60 to the south.  They ventured back east along the woods and found what they were looking for. 

“Here it is,” said Bassett.  “There’s not as many here and there’s more separation.”

Burns nodded.

Bassett pulled out the map and looked at the small airport across from them. “With our night-optics, we won’t have a problem.”

Once they got back to their ride, Burns decided to check in with Winters.  He picked up the radio and called him.

“Captain, Burns here.”

“Burns.”

“Just wanted to let you know there’s a lot of Jijis up here.”

“Copy that.  I’ve been noticing that more seem to be moving into the area.  Don’t think they’ve given up on us.”

“Just hang in there, Captain.  The Corporal and I have a way in, shouldn’t be too much work.”

“Keep us informed.”

Bassett started the SUV and put it in gear.  His thoughts were on their impending battle.  He knew it was going to be mostly up to him and Burns if they wanted to do it in stealth mode.  They had only a few sets of night-vision goggles, one of which was thermal, which were ideal for their situation.  Anything that glowed was the enemy.  He wouldn’t know exactly how many Jijis there were until he put them on.

Bassett tapped his hand on the steering wheel, as his thoughts drifted to how many men would die tonight.  It was a morbid thought, but he knew they were headed for a real battle.  With the exception of Hadley, all his men were older and he wondered how many were capable of a prolonged fight.  He had no doubt they were all fighters and they had received some top-notch training in Canada, but some of them hadn’t seen battle yet and these were the ones he was most concerned about.  He had no worries about Bill Taylor or Eddie Perlee.  These grisly old guys had fought their way into Canada, saved him and Major Green in Detroit Lakes and fought their way in and out of Detroit.  They were tough as nails and he felt lucky they were in his group.  What worried him was the Shadow Patriots overall numbers were small.  Granted, they had always fought larger forces and had enjoyed much success, but they had never come up against such a large force as this before.  Tonight, his main concern was—did they have enough men?

 




Chapter 102

 

Nate finished eating the canned roast beef Amber had found.  It had been buried in the basement of the house they had acquired.  He wanted to get going, but she had insisted they eat again before they left.  He knew she was right and decided to let her boss him around if only for the fun of it.  He had gotten used to her company ever since last night when they were on the run with the kidnapped girls in tow.  She would be somewhat limited in hand to hand fighting, but had no doubt she’d pull the trigger when needed.  They would be wearing infrared goggles, which would make finding Jijis a lot easier.  This was their biggest advantage and he would rely on it as much as possible.

It was dark now and he insisted Amber get used to the goggles inside the house.  She moved around cautiously at first, but she quickly got the hang of them.  While she was getting used to them, Nate radioed Winters to let them know they were leaving.  He looked out of the upstairs window and scanned the area for Jijis.  Satisfied they had a good starting route, they scooted out the back door and into the woods.  Gunfire was coming from several different directions.  Some of it came from Robinson Road and they were right behind it. 

The green vision of the goggles lit the way as they trekked through the woods, taking it slowly and cautiously. 

Amber grabbed Nate’s arm and whispered.  “Over there.”

Nate turned and couldn’t believe he had missed two Jijis sitting twenty yards away.  The Jijis looked around as if they heard something.  One lifted his rifle and pulled the trigger.  Nate yanked Amber down as bullets flew over their heads.  He raised his head and saw the Jijis darting their heads around, obviously blind in the dark.  Nate wanted to fire his Colt M4 but knew it sounded different from the AK.  After killing these two, he’d grab their rifles so they could use them without raising an alarm.

“I’m going to sneak up on them,” whispered Nate.

“Shouldn’t we go around them?”

“I want those AK’s.”

Amber nodded approvingly. 

“I’ll come in slow and low.  Keep your eyes peeled for anymore, but don’t fire unless you’re sure I’ve been spotted.”

Nate dropped his rifle and chambered a round into his Mark 23 pistol just in case it got a little too dicey.  He put it back in his holster and drew out both of his ten-inch blades.  He repositioned the night-vision goggles and looked around before creeping toward his targets.  He crawled on his hands and knees on the pine needle strewn ground.  He could feel the ground was still damp from yesterday’s downpour.  Every few yards, he stopped and looked around.  The Jijis still darted their heads in fear.  Nate chuckled to himself knowing he was their greatest nightmare.  The boogieman was coming.

Ten more yards now, he was almost there when he felt his knee come down on a small twig snapping it in half.  He froze and raised his head.  He could hear them speaking English.

“Did you hear that?” asked one with a dark beard.

“Your imagination is getting to you.  It is some animal, perhaps a squirrel,” said a heavier set one.

“That’s right suckers, I’m just a squirrel,” thought Nate.

“Why can’t we be the ones raiding these houses?” asked the bearded one.

“We do as we’re told, besides if we catch one of these stupid women running out the back, we could have her all to ourselves,” said the fat one patting his friend on the arm.

They both laughed.  Nate had heard enough.  He used their loud laughter to cover his last few steps he needed to kill them.  He sprung up and lunged toward them.  He aimed for their midsections and plunged both knives simultaneously into their sides.  He jerked the blades upwards as he pulled them out.  He swung around thrusting the blade into the fat one’s neck with such force that it knocked him over.  The bearded one dropped to his knees.  Nate knelt down next to him.  He grabbed his hair and whispered to him.  “You were right, there was someone out there.”  He then slit his throat and kicked him forward.

Amber came rushing forward and handed him his M4.  She bent down picking through their pockets for the spare AK magazines.  She found six full ones, stuffed three in her vest and gave Nate the other three.

“This will be a big help,” said Nate.

They moved out of the woods and ran to the back of a house that sat on Robinson Road.  They crept along the side and peeked around the corner.  Jijis were up and down the road and across the street in a church parking lot.  There were a lot more now than before and Nate wondered why.  Because there were no streetlights, the Jijis had turned on the headlights of some of the cars.  Nate saw a strip of woods bordering the parking lot and knew it was where he wanted to go.  The Jijis in the parking lot were standing around in a large group.  A few of them were coming down the street and Nate pushed Amber backward.  As soon as they passed, Nate grabbed her arm and dashed across the street.  They ran across the lawn and thought they were in the clear when he saw two Jijis guarding the back of the house.

 




Chapter 103

 

Winters enjoyed watching the sunset from his perch high up in the trees.  He took pleasure in the small things whenever he could because they were a rarity these days. His thoughts drifted to their impending fight.  His overall concern was the defense of the town and if there were enough people willing to defend it.  He was frustrated because he was unable to help them get ready like he wanted to.  Retrieving the weapons was a good idea and he knew it was going to be risky, but he never dreamed he’d be stuck up in a tree for hours and not be able to do anything.

Once they met up with Nate and Amber, all five of them would head north to rendezvous with Bassett and Burns.  The Jijis would still surround them, but now they would be twenty-one strong.  This would be enough to do plenty of damage during the night. 

Winters looked at Elliott and Reese.  “You guys ready?”

They both nodded and then everyone started down the trees.  Reese was the first one down as she was the most anxious to leave.  In only a few minutes, they had all dropped from the last branch and hit the ground.  After stretching their legs, they cautiously headed toward the water tower.  It was the obvious place to meet with Nate and Amber, as it was the biggest thing out there.  

It was darker on the ground than it had been up in the trees.  It made the going slower than Winters would have liked.  He wished he had a pair of night-vision goggles to see through the thick foliage.

Winters led the way as the three stayed close together.  Reese grabbed his shoulder stopping him.  He turned and saw her looking to their right.  She moved closer to him.

“I hear voices,” she whispered.

Winters hadn’t heard them and realized her young ears were better than his.

“They’re getting louder, I think they’re coming this way.”

They crouched down and waited.  It only took a few more moments before Winters heard them.  It sounded like two men talking, maybe more.  Branches cracked as they trampled through the trees.  A flashlight beam penetrating the foliage.  It was too late to move out of the way without the Jijis hearing them.  Winters gripped his AK tighter.  He would use it only as a last resort.  If they fired, there was no telling how many would come running to the area.  Not only would it endanger them, but it would also make it more difficult for Nate and Amber to reach them.  The beam of light was coming right at them.  Winters was pulling on Reese’s arm to move her out of the way when Elliott stood up.

 




Chapter 104

 

Just as Nate and Amber had run across the street, a group of Jijis wandered down Robinson Road.  They ran into a backyard, staying close to the strip of trees that ran along a church parking lot.  They were halfway across the lawn when Nate spotted two Jijis lying in wait behind the house.  Nate stopped dead.  Through the goggles, he could see them standing guard.  Neither one had noticed them, so Nate guided Amber against the bushes.  As much as he wanted to, it took all of his willpower to not shoot at them.  Better to sneak away than to draw the fire of a hundred more Jijis.  Despite having the same type of rifles as the enemy, it was still in their interest to use them only as a last resort. 

For the next fifteen minutes, they snuck behind houses on Kirkwood Avenue avoiding Jijis, some with flashlights, most without, patrolling the back lawns.  When they got to the end of the street, he saw the water tower to their left.  Behind them was Meadows Drive, where hundreds of Jijis were standing beside their vehicles.  Their headlights were on and pointed in different directions, including toward the woods. 

“They’re everywhere,” whispered Amber.

Nate scanned the woods and noted the Jijis had completely blocked off the entrance.  “I’m starting to wonder if they know it’s the Captain in there.”

“You think?” asked Amber.

“They’ve been in this area for hours, and with this many men, it wouldn’t take that long to clear out these houses.”

“Cole did wonder if there was a spy in Jackson.”

“That has to be it then.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Not sure.  Let’s see what Scar’s up to.”  Nate pulled out his radio, turned down the volume and called him.

“Nate, buddy, what’s your status?” asked Scar.

Nate gave him the details of what he was observing. 

“That explains the small forces we’ve been running into.  I’ve been wondering where all their men were at, hell they’ve got them all up there.”

“Why aren’t they attacking then,” asked Nate.

Bassett came over the radio.  “They’d rather not fight at night, Attila.”

Attila the Hun was the nickname that Bassett had given Nate for his aggressive behavior.

“Serious?” asked a surprised Nate.

“It was the same way in the Middle East.  They don’t like the dark.”

“Guess that explains why they have all their headlights on, friggin pansies,” said Nate.

“That would be the reason, Attila,” said Bassett.  “That’s not to say they won’t shoot back, or all of them are like that, but as long as they’re not provoked, they’ll wait till morning.”

Nate was grinning ear-to-ear thinking about opening fire on them right now to test Corporal Bassett’s theory.  He fantasized about standing right at the edge of the woods and firing at them and taking out their headlights.  He wondered how freaked out they’d be. 

Bassett came back over the radio.  “Attila, you say it’s all blocked off down on your end?”

Nate confirmed.

“What about crossing over 60?” asked Scar.

Nate responded.  “They’re loaded up pretty heavy there.”

“We’ll come in and try for an EXFIL from the north then,” said Bassett.  “Does anyone know if Winters has any goggles?”

“He doesn’t,” responded Nate.

“Are you able to get to him, Nate?”

Nate surveyed the area again.  Unless he wanted to shoot his way through, it didn’t look promising.  Then an idea struck him.  “Scar, can you get up here and create a diversion, say over on McCain Road?”

“Give me twenty minutes and I’ll give them a show.”

“Should draw off enough to give us some wiggle room,” said Nate.

“We’ll fire when ready,” said Scar.

“Copy that,” said Nate putting the radio back in his jacket.

The next twenty minutes seemed to take forever.  Nate wondered why Winters had not involved himself in their conversation and wondered if he was in trouble.  He was frustrated knowing they weren’t more than two hundred yards away from them.  He just hoped these Jijis would be tempted enough to go see what Scar was up to.

Nate’s attention turned to the south when he heard gunfire coming from the vicinity of McCain Road.  Their diversion had begun and he and Amber stood up looking across the way at all the Jijis.  They had their heads turned toward the action and saw some hopping in cars to pull out of the parking lot.  Nate turned to the woods where a few Jijis were leaving.  Just a few more minutes and he thought they might be able to go.

Nate saw the hole he was hoping for and grabbed Amber’s arm.  He headed toward the opening with Amber in tow and then saw the ray of a flash light right behind them.  Amber twisted around and pulled the trigger on her AK dropping two Jijis.

Nate looked down at them and then at Amber.  “Nice shooting.” 

He turned back around and saw Jijis ahead moving toward them.  He looked across the way and saw a large group staring through the darkness.  He knew there was no hiding now.  “Let’s go.”  They plunged forward, firing at the approaching Jijis as they pushed toward the woods.

 




Chapter 105

 

Winters saw the beam of light coming right at them and pulled Reese’s arm to get her out of the path of the oncoming Jijis when Elliott stood up and throw something.  Winters heard a thud, which made him realize Elliott had thrown a rock as a distraction.  The flashlight swung around toward the sound of the impact.  The Jijis stopped and headed in that direction.  Elliott turned and grabbed Reese by the arm, practically picking her up.  Reese reached back to grab Winters hand as they marched single file towards the water tower as fast as they could.

Winters could see the white tower rising high above the tops of the trees.  Elliott stopped right at the edge of the trees, which surrounded the grassy border of the tower.

“Nice move, Elliott,” whispered Winters.

“That was badass,” agreed Reese giving Elliott a pat on the arm.

“Played baseball back in high school,” said Elliott.

“You had to be an outfielder,” said Reese.

“How’d you know?”

“Pllleeze, the way you shot that straight up like that,” grinned Reese.

Winters pulled the radio out.  “Nate, we’re here.”

There was no answer, then he heard gunfire coming from the south and figured it had to be Scar and Meeks.  The three stood in silence listening to the gunfire echo through the night air.  It got heavier as AK’s started to return fire.  All of a sudden, they heard shooting closer to them just off to their left.  They crouched back down to the ground not knowing what was going on.  Winters felt a light thumping on the ground and knew they had someone approaching fast.

“We’ve got company coming in,” said Winters.

“I hear ‘em,” said Reese.  “That way.”

They all pointed their weapons and waited.  Winters aimed toward the thumping.  He placed his finger on the trigger.

“Don’t shoot, Captain,” yelled Nate.

A wave of relief rushed over him.  He was just about to fire on Nate and Amber.

“Sorry about the ruckus,” said Nate trying to catch his breath.  “If it hadn’t been for Amber, we’d be dead.”

“What’s happening?”

There wasn’t time for any formal greetings, so Nate gave them a quick synopsis.  “We don’t have a whole lot of time.  They’ll be pouring in here right away.”

Winters took a second to think about what to do.  He wanted to slow down any pursuers, giving them time to disappear.  He also knew there were a couple right in their path.  He asked for Amber’s goggles.

“Let’s see if we can’t slow them down,” said Winters, as he put on the goggles. 

Winters could now see they were on a dirt road that led from the water tower back to the main road.  The group followed Winters back to where Nate had just come from.  Up ahead, shafts of light began to break through the trees as Jijis were coming up the path.

“We’ve got at least fifty coming in.  Let’s each empty one magazine on them, short burst only and then we’ll get out of here.”

They all lined up.  Winters gave the signal and the five of them opened fire.  For a half minute, the night turned into flashes of light with the reports echoing through the trees.

“Let’s go,” ordered Winters.  “Nate, you got our six.”

Winters led the team in a single file with Reese, Amber and Elliott behind him.  The night-vision goggles gave Winters renewed confidence as he quickly steered them away from the water tower.  The Jijis started to return fire and Winters could hear the rounds hit the trees behind them.  He needed to move his team as fast as they could go before the Jijis regrouped and started to close the net on them.  He wondered what kind of communication they had and the extent of the confusion in their ranks.  Jijis sat on the highway just to the west of them, but he hadn’t seen any sign of them joining the fray.  Surely, they’d start to move in.  He just hoped his group could move fast enough to rendezvous with Bassett and Burns.

 




Chapter 106

 

Bassett and Burns moved their men back to Industrial Road and ditched their vehicles.  Bassett situated the men right at the edge of the interstate and told them to stay put while he and Burns sought a clear way through.  He then used the thermal goggles to see what lay ahead.  The white glow of the Jijis stood out in the dark overcast night sky.  They were mostly in a few separate groups standing around vehicles with the headlights on.  He and Burns walked boldly up onto the interstate between two of these groups.  He didn’t see any reason he couldn’t freely march his men through here without any contact.  These Jijis either didn’t worry about anyone coming through here or didn’t care.  It was a tough job, standing guard.  It was usually boring and when there were too many guards, they tended to gather in bunches to keep each other company.

Bassett whispered to Burns.  “Hell, if we wanted to we could probably take all of these guys out.”

“It is tempting,” said Burns.

“What were you saying about Sun Tzu holding out baits,” laughed Bassett.

“No doubt.”

“Let’s leave ‘em alone for now.”

“No carjacking then?”

“Nope, we’re going to have to hump it.”

“Boys are going to be disappointed.”

“You mean Badger?”

Burns snickered in agreement. 

They headed back to gather the men and after a small protest from Taylor, slipped across the interstate.  Looking through his goggles, Bassett didn’t see anyone guarding the airport grounds.  Halfway across the airfield, he spotted the Jijis up on Highway 60 and as they got closer to Michigan Avenue, more warm bodies popped up on the thermals.  They crossed Woodville Road and followed the railroad tracks until they came to Michigan Avenue.  Bassett snuck up to the street and saw a roadblock at the entrance to Highway 60 and Jijis to the left at Woodland Avenue.  He saw an opening with foliage for cover that ran parallel to the highway. 

He backed up and pointed out the entrance to Burns.

“We might want to post a few men here,” suggested Burns.

Bassett gave it some thought and agreed.  “We’ll leave half the men here.”  He looked at Taylor and said.  “Badger, I need you to keep our exit opened.  Keep your radio close.”

Taylor didn’t argue and gave him a reassuring nod.

Bassett split the team leaving Hadley with Taylor.  Afterward, they crossed Michigan Avenue and disappeared into the woods.  The men followed, staying close to each other, as the night was even darker in the woods.

As they moved further in, Bassett saw more glowing figures up ahead.  He wasn’t sure who they were and needed confirmation they weren’t Winters’ group.  He stopped his men and ushered Burns forward, who was wearing the infrared goggles.

“Up ahead, do you see them?”

Burns strained to see the figures through the trees.  One turned on a flashlight.  “Did Winters have a flashlight?”

“I don’t know,” said Basset as he pulled out his radio to attempt contact with Winters, but he got no response.  “Let’s get closer.”

Gunfire echoed up ahead, which gave the group pause.  Bassett recognized the sound.

“AK’s,” said Bassett.

“Sure as hell is,” responded Burns.

More gunfire rang out.

“Hey, they turned the flashlight off,” said Bassett.

“Those aren’t friendlies,” said Burns.

Bassett pulled out his tomahawk and knife.  “Then, let’s go.”

As they moved closer, Bassett could now see four Jijis spread out just standing there as if they were waiting for someone.  He wondered if they knew Winters was coming their way.  He looked past them and thought he spotted a few more.  The thick trees made it difficult to see any distance.  He put them out of his mind for now and focused on the four in front of him.  He stealthily moved closer and closer deciding which to take out first.  He watched them for a few moments before choosing the middle two.  They were closer together.  A two for one deal so to speak.  His left hand gripped the Tomahawk tighter as he moved within a few feet of his prey.  He leaped forward swinging the axe down on the neck of the man to the left and continued the swing up as he turned to the right catching the jaw of the man to the right.  He then stabbed him in the gut with his knife.  Yelps from both men, as they fell to the ground, alerted the other two.  Bassett dove at the man to the right giving him a swipe of the axe across the face and following through with the knife to the gut.  The last man called out asking if they were all right.  Bassett dashed over to the Jiji just as he raised his rifle.  Bassett dropped to his knees below the weapon and plunged his knife into the Jiji’s stomach.  He then stood up hacking at his arm.  The rifle fell to the ground before the owner did. 

Burns came up checking on the dead.  “Hell of a show there, Wolverine.”

“Hey, I like that name.”

“Yeah, but it’s taken, so you’ll have to stick with Twinkle.”

“Damn that Badger,” chuckled Bassett.  “C’mon, I think I see some more up ahead.”

Burns pulled the men together and slowly moved through the woods.  It was taking a long time zigzagging quietly around the trees.  Every time they hit a branch, the group would freeze, not wanting to make another sound.   They finally got close enough to see there was a group of eight Jijis.

“The way they’ve fanned out with no flashlights on, they’re definitely waiting for our friends,” said Bassett.

“How do you want to take them?”

“Not sure yet.  You think you can help this time?” asked Bassett, with a smirk on his face.

“I suppose, though I wish I had a sweet tomahawk like you,” responded Burns.

“Hell, grab another knife.”

Burns was about to respond when shots rang out.  A round hit a tree next to Bassett.

“Hit the deck,” Bassett cried out.

 




Chapter 107

 

Winters was grateful that Nate and Amber had risked their lives to come to help them.  The night-vision goggles were a godsend since they allowed them to maneuver through the woods with ease.  They didn’t have any flashlights, not that they would want to use them.  It would have been a dead giveaway to where they were as it had been when they almost ran into two Jijis.

For now, Winters was glad to be back on the move.  He always felt better about running than standing around waiting as they had all afternoon.  He could only imagine how many people the Jijis had killed today. 

They were moving at a good pace when Winters thought he noticed movement.  He stopped the group and stared ahead.  He focused on one particular area and briefly saw a small glow.  Were those eyes, he wondered and if so was it an animal or a Jiji?  He struggled to make a judgment call, but it was too far away.  He needed a better set of eyes so he took the goggles off and handed them to Reese. 

“See if you can make out what that is up ahead.”

She put them on and only needed a moment to make the call.  “We got some bad guys.”

“How many?”

Putting her hand out, she moved around a little.  “At least six, maybe more.  I can’t see through all the trees.”

Winters thought about the situation.  There was no sense trying to avoid them since they would have to deal with them eventually.  The enemy knew their location, so it was a waste of time to try to take them out quietly.

“Nate,” Winters called out.  “You and Amber take the right, we’ll go left.  Let’s get as close as we can.  Click the mic when you’re in position.”

Reese handed the goggles back to Winters and followed him as they veered left.  Elliott kept behind Reese as they quietly got closer and closer.  Winters could now see the Jijis.  They were lying in wait behind trees, which made it more difficult to get a good shot.  He didn’t want to be too far around them for fear of shooting at Nate.  Satisfied they had enough of an angle he positioned Elliott behind one tree and gave him the goggles so he could line up a shot.  He did the same for Reese.  Then he found a place and waited for Nate.

A minute later, he heard Nate’s mic click.  He raised the AK and pulled the trigger.  His target fell dead as gunfire came from all sides including from the Jijis.  The firing was non-stop and constant.  He spotted another target and took him down.  He could see muzzle fire still coming from the Jijis but didn’t have another shot.  Rounds hit his tree.  He swung back around to take cover.  He looked over at Reese who had done the same thing.  She was breathing heavily.  She slammed in a fresh magazine and took a deep breath before veering around her tree to fire a few rounds.  

Then Winters watched in horror as a bullet ripped through her arm.  

She screamed out in pain and dropped her AK.

Winters bounded over to her as she dropped to the ground.

“Oh, it friggin burns,” she cried out.

“Let me look.”

Winters yanked her jacket off and saw that it winged her taking off a chunk of flesh. The wound bled profusely down her arm.  Johnny-Boy had given him the same kind of wound back at the train station.  He knew the pain she was experiencing.  

He pulled off his jacket and shirt leaving him in a white t-shirt.  He tore off a strip of cloth, wrapped it tightly around her arm and tied it off in a knot.  Then he heard a barrage of shots coming from behind them.  He turned to see Jijis coming in hot and heavy.

He yelled at her.  “Can you fight?”

She looked up at him puzzled.

“I need you to fight, Reese. Are you squared away?”

She nodded and clenched her teeth.

“Then grab that weapon and fire it.  Elliott get over here.”

Reese struggled to level the AK but managed to pull the trigger. 

Elliott heaved his big body over to them.

“She’s hit, but she’s good,” he said taking his goggles off and giving them to Elliott.  “You see ‘em?”

“They’re bunched in together, we can sneak around on their left.”

Winters grabbed the radio.  “Nate, you guys good?”

“So far, so good.  These bastards didn’t take long did they?”

“They’re bunched up.  We’re going west to flank them.”

“We’ll go east,” replied Nate.

“Captain,” said Bassett, over the radio.

“Bassett, where are you?”

“In front of you, we took some of your rounds.  We killed these last ones.  We’re coming in, confirm that.”

“Copy that,” responded Winters as he let out a short sigh of relief before more bullets hit the surrounding trees.  He grabbed Reese, pulled her around the other side of the tree, and then emptied a magazine wildly in the Jijis direction.  Reese crouched down to reload, rose up and kept firing.  Elliott took his time picking out targets through the goggles.

Moments later, Bassett showed up with six others.

“Burns is getting Attila and Amber.  We need to consolidate, Captain.” 

Bassett noticed Reese and the makeshift bandage around her arm.  “You good?”

She nodded.

“That’s my girl.”  He turned to Winters.  “We can go north, we’ve cleared the way,”

“Can you cover our exit?” Winters asked Bassett.

“Affirmative.”

“Elliott, grab Reese and let’s move out,” ordered Winters, as he threw his jacket on and zipped it up, covering his white t-shirt.

Bassett and three others covered the retreat by letting loose a constant barrage.  Then, Bassett, had them retreat with each covering for one another and backing up as they fired.

When the whole group was finally together, they hurried through the woods.  Elliott kept a close eye on Reese as he helped her along.  Bassett satisfied the pursuing Jijis were far enough back, came forward to scout their retreat.  He was twenty yards ahead when he noticed the white glow of warm bodies coming in from the west.  He came back to report to Winters.

“They’re coming in from the highway.”

Winters’ heart sank.  He knew it was only a matter of time before a full on assault would confront them.  “Let’s find a defensive position.”

 




Chapter 108

Manassas Virginia

 

Major Green and his mother, Sarah, left Manassas after the distressing meeting with his new compatriots, which made concentrating on driving difficult.  They had just learned Perozzi had made a deal with China to trade them the State of California in lieu of the trillions the US owed.  The depth of this information boggled the mind.  Never, in all of history, had Green ever heard of such treachery.  Here was a man willing to kill hundreds of thousands of fellow Americans all for the sake of power.  He was literally dividing the United States into three separate countries.  No telling what other deals he had made.  Perhaps he was going to concede the whole southwest to Mexico.  It wouldn’t surprise him at this point.  Nothing would ever surprise him again.  Perozzi was looking to enslave all of America and he would obviously stop at nothing.  Green laughed to himself when he realized the saddest part was, even if he had the ability to get the information out, very few would believe him.  Who would believe such a thing?  Everyone would label him a conspiratorial kook.  He knew he and his fellow compatriots would have to take Perozzi, Reed and Mordulfah down themselves.  Hopefully, Winters would be able to eliminate Mordulfah, which would save them the trouble.  He wondered how Winters was doing.  He decided to call Vatter in the morning to find out what had happened.  He didn’t think he’d get much sleep tonight.

Before they left Senator Seeley’s home, Green had introduced the idea of creating a rift between Perozzi and Reed.  John Osborne came up with the idea of sending Reed something that would make him nervous.  They knocked the idea around trying to decide what to send.  He knew exactly what to send him.  He told the group what he and Sam had gotten from Alison O’Connor.  After hearing about the recording, they unanimously agreed it would be the perfect.  The recording would throw Reed off his game and force him to change his strategy.  It was a start, but they would have to follow it up with something else.  He didn’t know what but was confident they would come up with something.

Green glanced over at his mother, who was staring out the window seemingly lost in her own world.  “You alright, Mother?”

“Yes, I’m just trying to get over the sadness so I can start getting pissed off.”

Green had never before heard her utter those words.  “We’re going to get them.”

“I know we are.  I’m just wondering how long it’s going to take and who’s going to die in the process.”

“What do you mean?”

“Make no mistake, John, if we back Reed into a corner, he’ll come out fighting.  He’s already a paranoid SOB, this will only make him worse.  He’ll kill whomever he thinks is involved, and he won’t think twice about the consequences.  It won’t matter to him because he’ll think it’s worth the price.”

Green thought about what she had just said.  She was right, of course.  A man like Reed would not go down quietly and he’d kill without hesitation. 

She turned to him.  “Innocent people will die, John.”

Green didn’t respond.

“It’ll be worth the price though.”

Her last comment threw Green off.  Never had he heard his mother be so blunt or so matter of fact.  He was going to have to get used to this new side of her, and they both were going to have to show more resolve than ever before.

 




Chapter 109

Jackson Michigan

 

The Jijis had come in from two different sides and were closing in on Winters and his team.  He wanted to find some kind of a defensive position and the only one he felt good about was a small clearing free of trees where they could at least see the enemy approaching from one side.  It was not ideal but it would have to do.  They were only thirteen strong against God only knew how many, but Winters figured it would be at least a hundred and probably more.  He thought he could use this position until they found a weakness in the Jijis lines.  The pitch black was an asset and a liability.  Once they were on the move again, it would be easy for a member of their group to get lost.  The advantage was their night-vision optics, which was the only thing they had going for them. 

Through his goggles, Winters saw Amber crouching down with the wounded Reese.  Both kept their focus ahead.  Reese was breathing hard but seemed determined.  Nate and Elliott were behind them watching for any movement from the east.  Burns was on the far side guarding the north end.

Winters needed to call Scar and see if he could get up there.  He pulled out his radio and whispered into the mic.  “Scar, come in, Scar.”

“Here, Captain.”

“We’re in trouble.  They’ve got us surrounded.  There’s got to be at least a hundred Jijis, maybe more.  Bassett’s here with his men as is Nate.”

“Copy that.  Approximately, where are you?”

“A little ways north of the tower.”

“We’re on our way.”

“Which way you coming in?”

“Not sure yet.  I’ll figure something out.”

Winters put the radio back in his jacket and crawled over to Bassett, who was scanning the field with his thermal goggles.

Bassett pointed across the field.  “Got about twenty crawling across over there and another twenty or so closing in from the north.”

Winters checked those observations.  “I see ‘em.”

Bassett turned to the east.  “There’s a bunch more behind us.  The ones from the south must be licking their wounds cause they don’t seem to be in any hurry.”

Winters turned back toward the field and saw a flash shoot up into the sky.  A Jiji fired off a parachute flare and then another, going straight up.  The woods lit up like high noon exposing their positions and the Jijis started firing.  As incoming rounds snapped and whistled around them as the Shadow Patriots began to return fire. 

Winters aimed at the crawling Jijis.  He took out one and then another.  A couple of them were stupid enough to stand up.  After eliminating them, he aimed at another, but Bassett beat him to it as the target fell backward, dead.  A few more popped up and tried to run at them, but only made it a few feet before they went down.  Then Winters heard shots from behind him.  He turned to see a few of the enemy coming in fast.  The light from the flare was fading as it neared the ground.  He emptied his magazine on them killing one.  He threw in another full mag and took aim, but saw Nate and Elliott finishing them off.  Winters scanned the area for more targets.  He turned back west and saw a Jiji pulling out another flare.  He let off a three-shot burst and prevented another light show.

Gunfire from the south alerted Winters to the pursuing Jijis starting to move in.  He turned to see what looked like a small army and yelled out to Bassett.

Bassett turned his head.  “They’ve got reinforcements.”  He spun around looking for the best option.  “We need to peel east.”

Winters emptied another mag on the approaching Jijis and before hustling to the others.  “Let’s go, we’re going right.” 

Everyone started to move out when a round hit Nate. 

He fell to the ground cussing. 

Elliott grabbed him by the arm and manhandled him forward. 

“Those friggin bastards,” yelled Nate.

Winters and Bassett each took cover behind a tree and swung around trying to stop the Jijis approaching from the south.  They sprayed round after round, but the Jijis used the trees for cover.  A bullet came from the side and Winters turned to see his ranks caving fast as the Jijis smelled blood and attempted to take advantage of the fleeing Shadow Patriots.




Chapter 110

 

Scar thought fast about his plan to rescue his friends.  He knew he had to come in hard with as many men as possible.  They were fighting Jijis south on Robinson Road just past McCain Road.  They had come down there to give Nate and Amber a chance to get to Winters.  At first, they encountered heavy resistance, but after a while, they were beating them back.  Just before the distress call came from Winters, he noticed the Jijis had been falling back and now he knew why.  They were leaving to help chase Winters.  The Jijis made his decision easier, knowing what they were doing, and even easier when he spotted the parachute flares.

“Look over there,” yelled Meeks who was driving a pickup truck.

“A friggin flare,” said Scar.

“Thanks, dumb-assess, for helping us out.”

Meeks led the convoy of a hundred and fifty men up Robinson Road.  After passing Kirkwood Street, Scar told him to take the next left onto Westchester Blvd.  Meeks screeched the tires while taking a hard left.  He jammed on the breaks when he saw Jijis up ahead.

“Take this right,” yelled Scar.

Meeks floored the pedal, yanked the steering wheel to the right and headed down Rutledge Road then veered left on Dorset Drive.

“Up ahead,” said Meeks.

More Jijis were at the end of the road.  

“This is their staging area,” stated Scar as he grabbed his radio and ordered everyone to park in the yards and form into fighting positions.  “We’re going to make a stand here and work our way towards those woods.”

“What about our six?”

“Good thinking.”  He picked the radio back up and called out to Nordell.

“Nordell here.”

“Gunny, I need some help up here on Robinson Road.”

“No offense, but I’ve got my men guarding the downtown.”

“Are you taking any fire?”

“Not at this time.”

“That’s because the fight is up here.  Now if you want to sit on your ass and pretend you’re doing something that’s fine, but if you want to get into this then this is where the party is at.”

There was no response.

“Think he’ll come?”

“Hell, if I know.”

Nordell came back.  “Where do you want us?”

Scar reported the situation and Nordell responded that he’d bring his men in behind them.

They got out of the pickup, put on their infrared goggles and scanned the neighborhood.  It was obvious the Jijis had already come through as most of the windows were broken out and some of the houses had been riddled with bullets.

The Jijis at the end of the street began firing at them and Scar ordered groups on both sides of the streets to advance.  He then ordered snipers up on the rooftops to cover their flanks.  The snipers drove vehicles right up beside the houses and used them to climb on the roofs where they immediately began using their night-vision scopes to facilitate accurate fire on the Jijis approaching from the parallel streets.

“Meeks, let’s grab our rifles.”

Scar and Meeks pulled out their Remington 700 sniper rifles, which were equipped with thermal imaging scopes.  They used the doors on the pickup for protection and the door jambs as gun rests.  They were approximately three hundred yards away from their targets.

“Hell, there’s a lot of them down there,” said Meeks.  “We keeping score?”

“Of course we are,” said Scar who fired the first shot.  “Got my first.”

Meeks picked a target and pulled the trigger.  “Boom.”

Scar threw the bolt back and lined up another shot.  “That’s two.”

“Look at them just standing there.  These jackasses don’t even know they’re sitting ducks.”

For the next minute, Scar and Meeks picked off man after man before the enemy took better cover by hiding behind parked cars.  When their immediate targets became inaccessible, they started picking off Jijis in the woods behind them.  Their white glowing figures gave them nowhere to hide. 

“Scar,” yelled a sniper from the rooftop to his right.

“What’s up?”

“We’ve got a crap load coming in behind us.”

Scar turned to Meeks.  “Looks like the party’s just heating up.”

He turned around and saw Jijis blocking the end of the street and two black Mercedes barreling towards them.

“Get the SAW,” yelled Scar.

Meeks reached into the bed of the truck and pulled out the belt driven M249, which fired 725 rounds a minute.  He ran to the center of the street, yanked the lever back and held tight as he pulled the trigger.  The rounds ripped through the first car smashing out the headlights and windshield. The dead driver fell forward depressing the accelerator and the car rocketed across the lawn where it crashed into a house.  Meeks began methodically destroying the second car now only four hundred feet away.  Rounds shot through the window taking out the driver and flattening the tires.  He kept firing as it slowly rolled closer.  To his surprise, the car exploded creating a firebomb and throwing shrapnel in all directions.  The shockwave knocked Meeks to the ground.

 




Chapter 111

 

Winters saw their position caving and had to go east, which would take them closer to Robinson Road, but at that moment, it was the best option.  He rushed over to Nate who had taken a round in the left shoulder, which exited through the front.  Nate was madder than hell and cussed up a storm as he continued to fire his AK into the woods.

Amber and Reese scrambled past Nate and Elliott darting between trees and firing wildly at unknown targets.  Two more flares lit up the woods, so Winters pulled his goggles off and crouched behind a tree.  More Jijis rushed in from the south, where he then concentrated his fire.  The light from the flares lit everyone up including the enemy.  Firing without the goggles was easier and he took advantage of it.  He stood up and emptied another magazine.  When he grabbed another, he realized he was running low.  As he reloaded, a Jiji came rushing in knocking him over.  Winters lost his grip on the rifle.  He looked up to see the Jijis taking aim at him.  He reached for Sadie’s Ruger, which he kept in an ankle holster.  He yanked it out and emptied the mag.  The Jiji fell forward as Winters rolled out of the way.  He then rifled through the man’s pockets grabbing his ammo.

Bassett ran up to him.  “We gotta go north. Now!”

“North?”

“Affirmative.  I’ve got Badger hauling ass in.”

Winters nodded and looked around to see if they had everyone.  He could see a couple more wounded and others helping them to keep moving.  Tree branches caught the flares keeping them high as they burned.  The team kept close together pushing north. 

“We need to spread out,” yelled Bassett.  “We need real estate.”

They both ran to the group and Bassett ordered Burns west.  Then, he took a few men east.  Winters ran into Nate and Elliott.  He could see Nate grimacing in pain. 

“Nate, are you good to go?”

“Damn right I’m good,” said Nate, contorting his face.

Winters saw his goggles hanging down on his chest.

“Give me those.”

Nate tried in vain to reach for them and let out an eerie laugh.  “You’ll have to take ‘em, Captain.”

Winters carefully pulled them over Nate’s head and wiped the blood off.  He looked up at Elliott.  “Don’t let his butt fall behind.”

“Don’t worry about me, Captain,” yelled Nate.  “Bassett doesn’t call me Attila the Hun for nothing.”

More flares shot up into the trees behind their line.  He wondered if they would even need the night-vision goggles anymore. He shot forward and ran into Amber and Reese.  Amber was scared but alert.  Reese was fighting through her pain with a determined wide-eyed stare on her face that matched Nate’s crazed look.

“Are you guys solid?”

Amber nodded.

“I’m good, Cole,” yelled Reese.

The three reacted the same as rounds came in from the north.  They each jerked behind a tree for cover.  Winters put the goggles back on and saw Jijis coming in from that direction.  He took Nate’s goggles, threw them to Amber and ordered her to move a few yards to the left.  Reese was to his right leaning up against the tree.  He knew she’d be firing blindly, so he peeked around the tree to line up shots.  “Reese, they’re dead ahead.”

She swung around, leaning her rifle up against the tree to support it and pulled the trigger.  Winters followed suit but picked his targets more carefully.  Their barrage of fire suppressed the Jijis approach.  For him, this was a win until Taylor could bring his team forward.  Then flashes of muzzle fire resumed from the east as the Jijis on Robinson Road inched forward.  He had just turned his head to see them fire on his position and barely had enough time to get off a volley when rounds hit all around them.  Then the unthinkable happened and Reese took another bullet.

“Ooouw, nooo, nooo,” she cried out as she collapsed to the ground.

Winters pointed his weapon outward and emptied the mag before rushing over to her.  He grabbed her by the collar and yanked her backward, dragging her to Amber who had come forward to cover them.

He crouched down.  “Where are you hit?”

“Upper right leg,” she panted. 

Winters took a quick look and saw an entry and exit wound.

“Is it bad?”

He shook his head.  “You’ll live but no marathons for a while.”

“I’m good on that.”

She balled her right hand into a fist and pounded the ground as he shoved dirt into both holes.

“Now, I need you to grab that rifle and don’t let go of it.”

She struggled grabbing her weapon.  She was done for and would have to be carried out of there.  Winters looked around and saw Bassett’s men falling back and coming inside their circle of fighters.  Their perimeter was getting tighter as the Jijis closed in.




Chapter 112

 

Meeks was on the ground in pain after the second car blew up a little over three hundred feet from him.  The shockwave had thrown him to the ground.

“Damn, son-of-a-bitch.  A friggin suicide bomber,” yelled Meeks.

Scar ran up to him.  “You okay?”

“Hell no, I think I got something in my leg.”

Seeing a blood stain on his pants, Scar ripped them open and saw a small metal fragment buried in his leg.  “Crap.”  He pulled out his Gerber Suspension Multi-Plier from its belt holster and flipped it open to use the needle-nose pliers.  “This is going to hurt.”

“Hurt?  It already hurts.”

Scar grabbed onto the shrapnel and tugged on it.

“Ooohh, that kind of hurt,” yelled Meeks.  “Damn, you weren’t kidding.”

Scar finished pulling the sharp two-inch fragment out and wrapped a bandage around the leg.  He then looked around and saw he had more men down.  “You were lucky.”

“Lucky.  Lucky how?”

“We got some guys down.”

Meeks looked up and saw some other guys rushing in to help.  He could see there was no helping the ones who had been too close to the blast radius.  “Ah, hell no.  Help me up.”

Scar lifted his friend and kept his shoulder under his arm while he tested his balance.  After he determined Meeks could stand on his own, he let go.

“Why the second car?” asked Meeks.

“The first was to clear the path I suppose,” said Scar.

Meeks picked up the SAW.

“I got it,” said Scar.

“No, I’m good.  Go see to the others.”

Scar took off to check on their men wanting to return order to the ranks.  The only thing they could do for their dead friends was to recover the bodies but that would have to wait.   When he reached them, he saw there were three dead.  He formed a rear guard to cover their six and sent a few more up on the roofs.  He grabbed his radio and called Nordell.

“Gunny, did you hear the explosion?”

“We heard it.  Car bomb?”

“Affirmative. Got three down.”

“We’re coming in right behind them.  We’ll keep ‘em busy.”

“Copy that.”

Scar then remembered Winters.

“Captain, come in.”

It took a moment before he responded.  “Scar, where are you?  What was that explosion?”

“Car bomb, but we’re good.  I can see from the flares we are just east of you. We’re on the edge of the woods and getting ready to punch through.”

“Hurry, Scar, our position is collapsing.  We got three down, several more wounded.”

“Copy that.”

Scar ordered the men to move the pickups forward and then ran back to Meeks.  “We need to go in heavy and do it now.”

“Hey, turn this pickup around and back it in,” said Meeks.  “I’ll throw the tailgate up and rest the SAW on it.  Get the others to do the same and we’ll go in three across.”

“Nice.”

Meeks smashed the taillights before hopping into the back of his truck.  He fed a fresh ammo belt into the weapon, put his goggles back on and waited for the other two trucks to get in place on either side of his.  Scar started to back down Dorset Drive toward the woods.  As he got closer, Meeks pulled the trigger and started to mow down everything in their path.  Jijis ran into each other as they tried to flee the sheet of copper jacketed lead flying into them.  Car windows and flesh and bone shattered as the rounds kept coming. 

Meeks depleted the first belt and fed in another fresh one, as did the men in the pickups on either side of him.  Hot shell casings littered the beds of the trucks as they moved three across down the road.

“Give them hell, boys,” he yelled out, yanking back the lever and pulling the trigger.

They came to the end of the road and had no more targets in front of them.  The Jijis scattered to either side waiting for them to reach the end of the street.  Meeks prepared for it yelling for his right wingman to pull back a little and for the one on the left to cover him.  Sure enough, they were waiting for them.

Jijis lined up on Westchester waiting for the Shadow Patriots to get to the end of the street.  However, with the night-vision optics, Meeks spotted them first and took advantage by keeping them at bay with a barrage of bullets.  He yelled for his wingmen to move forward.  Behind them, two squads formed and veered to the north and south swinging around the last houses.  Within a few seconds, they had them on the run through the woods.

Scar hopped out.  “We need to get after them before they reach Winters.  Can you make it?”

“Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Scar lowered the tailgate and Meeks slid forward and eased himself down to the ground.  Scar grabbed the handle of the SAW and dashed into the woods.

 




Chapter 113

 

Winters looked around the battlefield and didn’t like what he saw.  The perimeter was collapsing as his men fell back into a tighter circle taking fire from all sides.  There were at least three hundred Jijis surrounding them.  He did a quick count and saw he had three dead and at least six wounded, including Reese and Nate.  He looked at Reese sitting on the ground shaking as she held onto her weapon for dear life.  Amber hovered over her like a mother hen protecting her young.  Nate was still cussing up a storm as he continued to empty magazine after magazine.  Elliott stood by his side keeping guard over his lifelong friend.  Bassett looked like he was in his element as he picked his targets carefully before killing them.  Burns kept firing with three others to the west, trying to keep the rushing Jijis from overrunning them.

Winters called Taylor on the radio. 

“We’re picking them off as fast as we can, Captain.  We’re probably not more than seventy-five yards away.  We’re making headway though.”

“Copy that, Taylor, Scar is punching through on the east side.”

“We’ll concentrate on that side then and squeeze them.”

This bit of news gave Winters hope and he began to think they might have a chance after all.  Then he heard the rapid fire of the SAW coming from Scar’s side.  He strained through the goggles and saw the Jijis turn their attention toward the rapid firing guns. 

Winters turned to his men and screamed.  “Everyone hit the deck.  Hit the deck.”

He saw that not everyone could hear him and ran to Amber.  “Get down,” he yelled grabbing at her jacket just as bullets hit the trees above them.

The staccato firing kept coming as Bassett crawled to him.  “Love me the sound of a SAW, Captain.”

Winters looked across the field and saw tracer rounds streaking through the air hitting everything in their path.  Branches splintered off trees, Jijis were falling dead.  It kept going for over a minute and then it stopped.  Nobody moved.  Jijis cried out in agony.  Then Meeks emerged from the trees with Scar at his side followed by a group of fifty or so Shadow Patriots. 

A sense of relief washed over Winters as Scar approached.  “You alright, Captain?”

“I am now,” said Winters as he reached out to grab his hand.  “Do we have an exit?”

“Nordell’s keeping them busy back on Robinson, we should be good that way.”

“Taylor is just north.  We need to get them out,” said Winters.  He looked over at his wounded.  “We need to get them out of here, pronto.”

“You got it,” said Scar as he pulled out his radio and ordered his flanking team to go help, Taylor.

Winters saw Meeks limping toward him.  “What happened?”

“Damn friggin suicide bomber is what happened.  Can you believe it?  Caught a frag in my leg.”

Winters patted Meeks on the shoulder and they both moved over to Reese.  She was flat on her back.  Meeks grabbed her hand.  “Hey Pieces, you alright?”

She shook her head.  “They got me twice.”

“Twice?  Hell girl, you are a badass.”

She managed a grin.

“Just hang on Pieces, we’re getting you out of here right now.”

Winters looked at Amber.  “You okay?”

She gave him a reassuring nod.

Winters knew they weren’t finished and gave orders to get the wounded off the field.  He then ordered Bassett and Burns to each take a squad, go after the retreating Jijis and kill as many as they could.  At this point, he figured they weren’t going to be able to kill them all, but at least they could kill enough to weaken their force.  This would give his men some breathing room, but they’d have to deal with the rest of the Jijis on another day.




Chapter 114

 

Winters emerged from the woods onto Dorsett Road where his men were loading the wounded into pickups.  He saw that Nordell was talking with Scar and approached them.

“Captain, I was just telling Gunny here what happened,” said Scar.

“Hell of a battle there, Captain,” said Nordell.

Winters cocked his head back.  He had never heard Nordell call him Captain without an attitude.  “Well, we lost some good men.”

Nordell nodded.  “I know how you feel, it’s never easy to lose people, but unfortunately, it’s part of the job.  It’s rare to come out of a fight with no losses.  You did a hell of a job here tonight, Captain, you’ve got nothing to regret.”

Winters was surprised at Nordell’s attitude but was glad for it.  He never wanted to fight with this man and only wanted his help.  “Well, thank you, sir, that means a lot.”

“It was certainly a strange move on their part to come after you like this,” said Nordell.  “It’s like they knew where you were.  Something tells me we have a spy in town.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

“We’ll find him and when we do, well, I wouldn’t want to be him.”

Winters didn’t respond.

“The road back to town is all clear,” said Nordell as he turned around heading back toward his men.

Winters gave Scar a curious look.

Scar shrugged his shoulders.  “I only told him what happened here.”

Winters walked away into the darkness puzzled by Nordell’s change of attitude and could only chalk it up to a mutual respect between fighting men.  He let it go and let his mind drift to the battle they had just endured.  It was a harrowing fight.  One they had just been fortunate enough to stay alive against overwhelming odds.  They had been lucky and figured the man upstairs had covered their backs tonight. 

The reality of the night began to hit him hard, despite what Nordell said, he felt responsible for the loss of his men.  He had seen a couple fall, which reminded him of his murdered friends at the train station.  He then remembered bullets hitting the trees above his head and to his side.  He had been close to death.  The thought began to overpower him as he remembered watching Reese take a bullet, twice.  The frightened look on her face was something he’d never forget.  He began to get lightheaded at the thought of her or Amber being killed.  He needed to sit down and reached for the tailgate of a pickup.  He leaned against it and began to hyperventilate.  He tried to control his breathing and calm down his nerves.  He looked around to see his men busying themselves to head back downtown.  None of them had the weight of responsibility like he did, but they stood tall with him ready to sacrifice themselves.  He was grateful for them and knew each was dedicated to the common cause of liberty.  It was reassuring and helped him settle down.  He found a bottle of water in the cab and took a huge gulp, pouring the rest over his face.  After a few moments, he had pulled himself together and looked around to see that nobody saw him, so he got into the truck and headed for the hospital.




Chapter 115

Alexandria Virginia

 

Green woke up early in the morning after tossing and turning most of the night.  He kept thinking about Perozzi’s real estate deal with the Chinese.  It was a heavy burden knowing what was really going on and not being able to shout it out to the world.  Even if he was able to present it to the world, it sounded too conspiratorial to be believable.  He chuckled to himself knowing some people would think we should just let them have California.  They had been digging themselves deeper and deeper into debt over the past twenty years or so.  The state’s leadership didn’t seem to worry about it as they kept spending money they didn’t have.  All the while, the population had been dwindling as more and more people had seen the handwriting on the wall and had decided to get out while they still could. 

Green had a big day ahead of him and decided not to go for his morning run.  He was anxious to hear about what had happened to the Shadow Patriots in Michigan last night.  He would call Captain Vatter in Detroit as soon as he got into the office.  He also needed to meet with Cara Winters and see if he could help her out.  He had decided if Winters was still alive, then he’d see about helping her.  It seemed like the right thing to do.

Green got to his office and immediately called Vatter.

“Captain Vatter, this is Major Green.”

There was a moment of silence on the phone before he got any response.

“Wanted to get an update on last nights operation.”

“It didn’t go as well as we expected, Major.”

This info made Green sit up in his chair.  “Oh?”

“We weren’t able to capture Winters, and we ended up losing quite a few men in the process.”

Green could hear the disappointment in the man’s voice and wondered if he should even ask how many they lost, but he was curious to know.

“I lost thirty-eight men, which isn’t a lot when you compare it to the militia’s losses.  I don’t have an accurate count yet, but it’s in the hundreds.”

The numbers shocked Green for a moment, and he couldn’t help but break out in a big smile.  Those were stunning losses for any army, and it immediately made him wonder about Winters’ losses.

“What about the rebel’s casualty numbers?”

“My spy in Jackson tells me it was only around ten or so.”

Green jerked his head back not knowing about any spy in town.  He wondered if Winters knew they had a spy sneaking around.  He wished he could get word to him. 

“Captain Vatter, I would say last night’s operation was a dismal failure.  What’s your next move?”

Vatter let out a deep breath.  “I’m not sure.  I’ve not heard anything from the militia.”

“You mean Mordulfah,” said Green who shook his head in disgust.

“Yes, of course.  I’ve not talked to him yet.  So, I’ve still got my men keeping an eye on the situation.  The militia is licking its wounds this morning, but they’re still patrolling the highways.”

“Keep me posted,” said Green.

Green hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair.  It was good to hear the Shadow Patriots had beat back Mordulfah’s army.  He wondered if the whole town of Jackson rallied together and helped in the effort.  The people of Jackson, Michigan, must be some tough customers.  To lose only ten men was an amazing feat against such a large numbers.  It was a relief to hear and gave him renewed confidence that they would be able to beat Mordulfah, Reed and Perozzi. 

Green waited an hour before he tried to call Cara Winters.  He wanted to meet her for lunch and go over what he had in mind.  She picked up on the third ring and was hesitant at first, but relented once they agreed upon a crowded place. 

Green walked to the restaurant, which wasn’t but six blocks away.  The fresh air helped clear his mind.  Hearing about Winters’ success last night put Green in a good mood.  He hoped to share this good mood with Winters’ daughter, Cara.  She seemed to be lost in the world and he wanted to help her if he could.  He walked into the restaurant and was surprised to find she was already there and had picked out a table by the window looking out over the street.

“Cara, I’m glad you decided to meet me,” he said as he sat down.

“You’re not going to try and arrest me are you?”

“No, not at all.  You can trust me,” said Green as he gave the waitress a drink order.

Green watched her dart her eyes around the restaurant and out the window.  He wondered what she had been through to be so paranoid.

“Order what you want, it’s on me,” said Green.

She looked through the menu for a minute before putting it down.  She continued to look out the window and then she looked at her watch.

Green thought about what he wanted to tell her and decided to see how committed she really was.  “Let me ask you something, Cara.  If you could, would you want to meet up with your dad?”

Cara’s eyes lit up by the question.  “What do you mean?”

“If you had the opportunity, would you want to see your dad?”

“Uhm, well sure, of course, I would.  Can you do that?”

“I think it could be arranged,” said Green satisfied with her response.

“That would be amazing,” said Cara.

Green was just about to tell her he’d arrange it when he saw her break out into a smile, and raise her hand to get someone’s attention.  Green thought she was flagging a waitress; instead, it turned out to be another girl.  She was a tall lanky girl with short bleached blond hair that she combed over to one side.  She wore black thick-rimmed glasses and had multiple earrings.  Her appearance was striking and seemed familiar. 

“I hope you don’t mind, but this is my friend, CC,” said Cara.

CC stuck out her hand and gave him a hearty handshake.  “It’s nice to meet you.”

“I asked her here cause I’m still a little distrustful of the government.”

“No, no, not at all.  I can’t say I blame you really.”

“She’s the only person here I trust so don’t worry about anything.”

Green stared at CC and thought he recognized her from somewhere, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on where.  He thought back to everyone he knew in the district and recalled nothing.

“So, what’s does CC stand for?” asked Green as he picked up his water.

“Charlie Chivers.”

Green about spilled his drink when he heard the name.  He stared at her and then remembered the mug shot his friend Sam showed him.  She was the radical terrorist who was on the list of names Alison O’Connor gave them.  Her hair was different and she wore glasses now, but it was her, the girl with the unusual name.  Green’s mind began to spin as he realized the mistake he had been about to make by helping Cara.  Reed was setting him up and he almost fell for it.  It was foolish for Cara to bring this girl with her, but it was to his advantage.

“Why go by CC, I like the name Charlie on a girl?”

“I was an ugly duckling when I was young, so kids teased me by calling me, Chuck.”

“You’ve certainly turned into quite a swan,” said Green, not meaning it.

“Thank you, Major,” said a smiling CC.

“So, how do you two know each other?” asked Green wanting to mess with them now.

“Oh, uh, we met in Florida,” said Cara.

“Yeah, we met at a club,” said CC.

“Well, that’s fun and here you are now.”

“Yes, here we are,” said CC.

The conversation became contrived, which was what he wanted.  His mind was still reeling over how close he had come to exposing himself.  Reed was crafty and Green was curious how he got ahold of Cara.  He had to admit, it was a brilliant move to use the girl.  He wondered what Cara’s real story was and what kind of lies, if any, Reed had fed her. 

“So, you were telling me you could take me to my dad?” asked Cara.

Green was ready for the question.  “Yes, I know for a fact where he is.”

“You do?”

“Yes I do,” said Green toying with her now.

“Where is he?”

“He’s in Jackson, Michigan.”

“How can I see him?”

“Well, if you’re willing to help us, we could get you out there to maybe try to talk some sense into him,” said Green trying to control his smile.

“But, I thought that you, like, knew him.”

“I told you I met him once when he put a gun to my head.  You’d be a big help in capturing him.”

“That’s not what I want, I told you I don’t trust the government.”

Green could see she was becoming frustrated.  “Well, I’m sorry, but you’re talking to me and I represent the government.”

CC put her hand on Cara’s arm.  “Major, she’ll think about it, okay.”

“I think I want to go now,” said Cara pushing her chair back and standing up.

“But, you haven’t even ordered yet,” said Green.

“She’ll call you, Major,” said CC.

Green watched the two of them get up and walk out of the restaurant.  He broke out in a smile, surprised at how much he’d enjoyed that.  The waitress came around, so he decided to go ahead and order lunch.  He needed to eat before reporting to Reed.  He would enjoy seeing the look on Reed’s face when he told him with whom he had just met.  He only wished he could see Reed’s reaction when they sent him the recording of O’Connor and himself discussing the bombings.  That would be priceless.

 




Chapter 116

Washington D.C.

 

Reed sat his rotund body down in the booth of his favorite restaurant and greeted Perozzi.  It had been a long day and he was thankful Perozzi had already ordered him a Scotch, neat.  He picked it up and took a long sip.

“Been one of those days I take it,” said Perozzi.

“You could say that.”

“Well, get on with it then.”

“Oh, where to start.  Oh, I know, how about with that incompetent Mordulfah.  The man has an army of three thousand men and can’t take out three hundred.”

“Last night was a failure?”

“Ha, failure would be too kind.  The man lost upwards of six hundred men and he thinks another two hundred ran off.”

“Six hundred?”

“Yep. No telling how many are wounded, probably at least half that.”

Perozzi took a sip of his Scotch.  “All in one night?”

“No, no, over a two-day period.  The rebels were picking them off while they sat on the interstate and they didn’t even chase them.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I know.  I’m hearing all of this from Vatter.  Apparently, Mordulfah didn’t want to give away the location of his hidden forces, like it was some kind of chess match.  Then they lost more at night as they sat around guarding the interstate waiting to make a move.  That’s just day one.  The next day, he decides to send some of his men to a small town north of Jackson to capture little girls and those guys all end up dead.”

“Him and his little girls,” said Perozzi taking another sip.

“Creepy bastard if you ask me.”

“What about the attack on Jackson?”

“Yes, this is where he really screws it up.  They get word from their spy in town that they’ve got Winters cornered in a small area of woods.  So, what did he do?  He practically sent everyone he’s got to surround the woods to trap Winters.  But, the only thing it did was to allow his force to be surrounded.  He had the upper hand and gave it away.  The man is a complete idiot.”

Perozzi shakes his head. 

“To top it all off, I was wrong about Green.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.  He came to me after lunch and told me he met with that Winters girl, Cara.”

“And?”

“I double checked with CC afterward.  She confirmed everything Green had said.”

“Well, that’s good news.”

“Yeah, I suppose, I just thought for sure, he wasn’t on the up and up.”

“Cross it off your list.  We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“What should we do with this girl?”

Perozzi thought about it for a minute and broke into a half smile.  Reed gave him a curious look.

“I got an idea even Mordulfah can’t screw up.”

Reed waited for him to finish.

“Let’s send her to Mordulfah.  He can use her as bait to draw Winters out.”

“But won’t he…”

“Who cares?”

Reed laughed deviously and then, still smiling, raised his drink.  The two clinked their glasses together over the middle of the table.




Dear Reader, 

 

Cole Winters and the Shadow Patriots won the day.

Are you ready for the next book?

Is Cole Winters ready for what comes next.?

 

Someone is spying on them.

But who is is?

Can they use it to their advantage?

 

Winters must keep their plans close to the vest after suffering yet another major blow costing them many lives.  This fatal error weighs him down as he is forced to revisit his past.

 

Can he move past this in time?

 

Dark Toll is Book 4 in the Shadow Patriots series and can be found in single form or in Box Set # 2 available soon.

 

Pick it up today!
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